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Planning Sustainable Futures for Melbourne Peri-urban Region is a study of six 
Victorian peri-urban municipalities. Peri-urban areas are those areas situated 
between metropolitan centres and rural areas. They are neither fully urbanised 
nor completely rural, but comprise a “middle band” of land with particular 
characteristics.  
 
The report has been prepared by a research team based in the School of Global 
Studies, Social Science and Planning at RMIT University, assisted by 
consultants. The research was carried out on behalf of the Peri-urban Group of 
Councils in response to an identified need for research that informs policy and 
planning responses at the local and State levels. The project received funding 
from Sustainability Victoria through the Victorian Local Sustainability Accord. 
 
Planning Sustainable Futures for Melbourne’s Peri-urban Region is the first stage 
of a two stage project funded through the Victorian Local Sustainability Accord, 
The first stage, and the focus of this report, involves an audit of trends in the land 
use, agriculture, water resources, biodiversity, and socio-economic sectors, and 
of the reciprocal relationships between these sectors.  The second stage will 
build on the findings of the first report by modelling several future scenarios and 
identifying policies and instruments needed for managing change. 
 
The research project is intended to establish an authoritative basis for discussion 
with government on priority issues relating to strategic land use planning, 
biodiversity, agriculture, water resources and population growth, as the first 
holistic perspective of Melbourne’s peri-urban region. 
 
The scope and framework for this research project were established by an 
agreement between RMIT University and the Peri-urban Group of Councils in 
consultation with representatives from Sustainability Victoria and the Department 
of Sustainability and Environment. The project reports to a steering committee 
with local and state government representation. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  

Outer and inner peri-urban Melbourne areas 
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The Peri-Urban Group of Rural Councils was established in 2007 in response to 
concerns at the lack of a comprehensive vision for the peri-urban region. The 
group proposes that the peri-urban area should be regarded as a region sharing 
common characteristics, problems and opportunities, and that existing policy 
responses do not adequately recognise shared regional commonalities. New 
more directed policy responses are needed to address the lack of attention by 
metropolitan policy and regional frameworks to regional concerns.  
 
The Peri-urban Group of Rural Councils meets regularly to discuss shared 
planning and policy issues and initiatives. Planning staff from the six participating 
municipalities also meet regularly as a working group to share experiences, 
challenges and approaches to planning in their municipalities.  
 
The Peri-Urban Group of Councils also propose that planning for Melbourne 
should be extended over a wider regional area and include the need for cross-
sectoral relationships and policies designed to reduce spatial and institutional 
fragmentation. Regional development is now being further considered by the 
State Government and the current project can assist the development of a 



  

regional approach to planning. The peri-urban group of councils therefore share 
common interests and the desire to develop a new strategic vision and integrated 
responses for the peri-urban region.  
 
Member Councils of the Peri Urban Group include: 
 

1. Bass Coast Shire Council  
2. Macedon Ranges Shire Council  
3. Mitchell Shire Council  
4. Moorabool Shire Council  
5. Murrindindi Shire Council  
6. Surf Coast Shire Council 

 
The two remaining peri-urban Councils, the Shires of Baw Baw and Golden 
Plains, are also interested in the work of the group and in the outcome of peri-
urban research.  
 
The project steering committee was chaired by Robert Dobrzynski, Chief 
Executive Officer Moorabool Shire Council. Other members of the steering 
committee were Michael McCarthy, Manager Strategic Planning and Sustainable 
Development, Shire Of Moorabool; Cr Dianne McAuliffe, Mayor Moorabool Shire 
Council; Bill Braithwaite, Chief Executive Officer Mitchell Shire Council; Cr Helen 
Relph, Macedon Ranges Shire Council; Jack Krohn, Manager Project 
Development and Practice, Department of Sustainability and Environment; Linda 
Duffy, Project Manager Sustainability Fund Community and Customer Service, 
Sustainability Victoria; and Matthew Parsons, Manager Development and 
Environmental Services, Murrindindi Shire Council. The research team is 
particularly grateful for the assistance and direction provided by Robert 
Dobrzynski, and the administrative support provided by Cherie Graham, 
Coordinator CEO’s Office Moorabool Shire Council, and for the many 
contributions provided by councillors and staff of participating councils, and the 
staff of Sustainability Victoria and other government agencies. 
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The Victorian Local Sustainability Accord is a partnership agreement between the 
Victorian State Government and local Councils that aims to foster consistent 
development of sustainability policies and programs. The Accord aims to: 
 

1. Enhance support for strategic projects  
2. Strengthen inter-governmental dialogue  
3. Build the capacity of local governments, individually and through regional 

arrangements. 
 
The funding of the peri-urban project aligns with the Accord’s aim of encouraging 
innovative partnerships that support the delivery of agreed local sustainability 
objectives.  
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Peri-urban regions are those areas on the urban periphery into which cities 
expand or which cities influence (‘peri’: around, about or beyond). Peri-urban 
areas are commonly regarded as a new and distinct form of settlement. They can 
be defined in relation to a nearby metropolitan area on an inner boundary, a rural 
area on an outer boundary, or as the land in between. Two contrasting 
perspectives on peri-urban regions between advocates of separating cities from 
rural hinterlands, and of rural-urban unification, underpin much debate on peri-
urban issues. Some researchers explain peri-urban land use patterns as 
concentric rings, or bands, around urban areas which differentiate land uses in 
an orderly manner. However, it may be difficult to identify the characteristics and 
boundaries of the peri-urban zone as the space between urban and rural land, or 
to identify separate bands or sectors within this zone. Peri-urban areas usually 
are not homogenous and so are more likely to be defined by heterogeneity and 
disorder than by clear concentric rings. 
 
Melbourne’s peri-urban area consists of inner and outer peri-urban zones. The 
inner zone is a conventional green belt extending from the urban growth 
boundary (UGB) to the outer rural boundaries of the 17 fringe area municipalities. 
The outer peri-urban zone includes the next band of eight rural municipalities and 
their regional cities and townships. Within this outer zone, regional cities 
influence their own peri-urban areas. Their location, importance and the rapidity 
of change make peri-urban regions among the most contested areas on earth. 
Yet few countries have analysed adequately future needs and the threats from 
the development of their peri-urban regions, established clear and enforceable 
aims, and put in place adequate policies, planning tools and governance 
arrangements to achieve long term social and economic outcomes and the 
integrated planning and management of land and resources. In Australia, 
fragmented governance arrangements and inadequate policy responses are the 
norm for peri-urban areas, with little sectoral integration apparent between local, 
state and commonwealth governments, or between state government agencies. 
Within sectors, government agencies exhibit a lack of long term, integrated, 
strategic planning on such matters as the potential impact of land fragmentation 
on the viability of agriculture, landscapes, water supply, infrastructure provision 
and social impacts.  
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Peri-urban driving forces are influential socio-economic, political, technological, 
natural and cultural processes which affect a landscape and the way societies 
function. Each driving force is influenced by the spatial, temporal and institutional 
scale of the system under study. Mega-drivers are beyond the decision maker’s 
control; personal drivers motivate personal action; and regional factors affect 
communities. Thus, multiple drivers of change operate at different scales. Driving 
forces can also change over time. The ways these factors interact determine a 
region’s future. 
 
Mega-drivers are broad-ranging influential factors arising from outside regions. 
They include the impact of transport and telecommunications on work location, 
competitive pressures, and the impacts of worldwide systems of production, 
consumption, distribution and exchange. Changes in the nature of work, such as 



  

the growth of part-time, short-term and female employment, and the growth of 
knowledge and information based economies, are exerting important impacts on 
many of Australia’s peri-urban areas. Personal preferences for lifestyle locations 
based on amenity landscapes, small towns and rural settings, and reactions to 
metropolitan living environments, are important drivers of growth and change in 
peri-urban areas.  
 
Key regional forces driving change are suburbanisation, counter-urbanisation, 
population retention and centripetal migration. Factors affecting regions and 
communities include demographic change, power relationships, institutional 
arrangements, regional cultures and government policies. Adjoining metropolitan 
areas exert strong regional impacts on peri-urban areas by acting as sources of 
demand for peri-urban amenities and values and by attracting peri-urban 
residents to employment, recreational and cultural opportunities. Much of the 
attraction of peri-urban areas is due to their capacity to support a commuting 
population prepared to travel long distances to work in regional or metropolitan 
centres. The profile of the peri-urban working population therefore may have little 
relationship to the regional economy. Infrastructure development can improve 
access and amenity but lead to increased development pressure, public and 
personal costs and reduced amenity. Finally, different models of governance also 
exert differential impacts on peri-urban development. 
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Generally, international planning policy approaches to peri-urban development 
have emphasised the potential for farmland loss, the creation of inefficient urban 
forms and impacts on landscape and socio-economic values and amenity. The role 
of planning has come to include the protection of ongoing agricultural activity from 
conflicting and competing land use, the prevention of disordered and inefficient 
urban settlement forms and the protection of rural landscapes and habitats. In 
Australia, land use planning for peri-urban areas therefore has emphasised the 
potential of intervention to control the impacts of urban-generated development in 
ostensibly rural areas by differentiating and separating uses and controlling land 
fragmentation. Spatial planning and development policies can act as powerful 
independent factors affecting peri-urban areas. Permissive planning can lead to 
irreversible change; regulatory policies can require the retention of some valued 
land assets, such as habitat, and can assist but not ensure the retention of others, 
such as agriculture. Development impacts from housing in peri-urban areas are a 
consequence of both the extensive supply of existing residential and rural-
residential lots usually jointly owned, and the subdivision potential of land under 
planning schemes. Controls on the development of existing lots are limited in their 
effect. Consequently, the impacts of development through land fragmentation are 
likely to increase substantially.  
 
The purpose of the analysis of land development trends is to establish the size and 
distribution of lots, the current trends in rural housing development occurring in the 
study region, the potential scale of future development, characteristics of 
development and ownership patterns of lots; and to relate this information to the use 
of tools in the planning schemes derived from the Victoria Planning Provisions 
(VPP). Development and growth is occurring in urban, semi-urban and rural 
settings, and this growth is not confined to those areas where planning policy and 
strategy seek to direct non-farm housing growth. The amount and spatial 
distribution of new housing and new populations also influences infrastructure 
needs, future land use potential and levels of resource use and risk. 
 



  

The Farming Zone covers the largest area, affecting 88 per cent of the area of 
the rural zones. The Rural Conservation Zone has been applied rarely except by 
Macedon Ranges Shire.  The Rural Living Zone is used typically for smaller 
areas, including formalised ‘estate’ style rural residential areas.  The specific 
nature of planning controls within these zones varies, particularly in terms of 
subdivision minima and other site area based triggers for permits. Additionally, a 
variety of overlays exist that directly influence development, most particularly the 
large areas of potable water catchments covered by the Environmental 
Significance Overlay with various localised provisions and the use of the 
Vegetation Protection Overlay and Wildfire Management Overlay, common in 
areas with high levels of vegetation on public and private land, an important 
landscape and amenity attribute in peri-urban regions.   
Broader policy approaches by local government and other agencies such as 
water authorities have aimed to limit further housing growth, particularly on 
smaller lots.  In many areas the fragmented pattern of land titles is coupled with 
limitations to development created by poor infrastructure access, high servicing 
costs and site specific constraints such as poor drainage and waste disposal 
capacity.  
  
Extensive land fragmentation has occurred. A total of 78,119 parcels (lots) exist 
in all zones and Local Government Areas (LGAs) (excluding Bass Coast), and 
26,093 properties. Broadly, this pattern of 52,026 lots in excess of properties and 
not containing houses, defines the potential housing development potential 
without further subdivision. Subdivision under schedules to the rural zones, and 
lot excisions could add considerably to this total. Macedon Ranges contains the 
highest number of parcels in all zones. A total of 41,685 parcels exist in the 
Farming Zone in all LGAs and 15,821 properties indicating the possibility of 
25,864 houses on lots in excess of existing houses in that zone. In Macedon 
Ranges, the number of parcels in relation to the number of properties in the 
Farming Zone is far higher than any other council in the study area. For example, 
Surf Coast and Macedon Ranges contain similar numbers of properties but 
Macedon Ranges contains over four times as many parcels at 15,592 parcels of 
which 13,519 are parts of multiple lot holdings. Most lots in the Farming Zone are 
subdivided below the specified minimum subdivision size for the zone. For 
example, in Moorabool Shire, over 70 per cent of all parcels in the Farming Zone 
are less than 20 hectares in area.   
 
Zones often are matched inadequately to lot and property size. All zones contain 
a wide range of lot sizes. For example, in the Farming Zone in Murrindindi, 27 per 
cent, or 2185 lots, of the total number of lots are sized 0-2 ha. The Rural Living 
Zone is most adequately matched to lot and property size in all LGAs displaying 
a high proportion of lots in the size ranges 0-2, 2-4 and 4-8 hectares. Most LGAs 
include a high proportion of lot and properties 0-2 ha in the Rural Conservation 
Zone. On the other hand, properties 40 hectares or larger comprise almost 28 
per cent of all properties. Given that larger properties remain important for 
agriculture and biodiversity, containing most of the remaining vegetation on 
private land, these larger properties provide a range of future options.  
  
The pattern of housing development on smaller rural lots has been a feature of 
the study region over the decade to 2007 in all zones. Since the late 1990s, 75 
per cent of the 4181 recorded housing approvals within the rural zones of the five 
municipalities occurred on properties of less than 20 hectares in area, and almost 
60 per cent on properties less than 8 hectares. In the Farming Zone, over 60 per 
cent of all housing approvals occur on properties under 20 ha in area, despite the 
majority of planning schemes generally nominating larger minimum lot sizes for 



  

subdivision. This is invariably inconsistent with the objectives and strategic intent 
of each of the relevant planning schemes. The proportion of new dwellings 
approvals on small lots has been highest in Moorabool and Macedon Ranges. In 
general, the rate of building approvals has slowed since 2001 particularly in the 
Macedon Ranges Shire although Moorabool has recorded  significant growth 
over the same period.   
  
These development trends appear to contradict planning objectives and policy 
which seek to discourage the amount of development on small lots between 
townships particularly in the Farming Zone, and concentrate development into 
designated areas. The trend to small lot development has implications for water 
yields particularly through the proliferation of small dams and effluent disposal, 
and for vegetation management, agricultural activity, urban related services, 
transport costs and the cross-subsidisation of dispersed infrastructure provision. 
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The experience of agricultural change in peri-urban Melbourne is similar to other 
Australian regions within a major urban influence. In these regions, an 
increasingly urban focused-culture and expectation of amenity have served to 
alter perceptions of the role of these landscapes for urban and rural communities. 
However, agriculture remains important in the study area, and in other peri-urban 
regions. Agricultural activity in the study region includes large intensive farming 
operations, an increasing number of small-scale grazing properties, and 
emerging industries, many of which benefit from proximity to large urban centres 
and markets. 
 
The focus of research and policy discussion on agriculture has broadly 
considered two themes: the impact of increased non-farm housing in rural 
landscapes and the declining levels of farm viability at a regional and farm-
business scale. The broad process of restructure in Australian agriculture has 
continued though this process has not been uniform geographically or between 
industry and commodity types. Increased off-farm income, linkages to the non-
farm economy, declining farmer numbers, ageing profile of farmers and 
increased part-time farming are features of agriculture in most Australian peri-
urban regions. Restructure has resulted primarily in fewer and larger farms with 
an increased agricultural output. The role and prospects for peri-urban agriculture 
can be broadly described within the context of at least four processes of change: 
loss of agricultural land, transition, dilution of agricultural activity through the 
introduction in varied land uses, and transference from peri-urban to more rural 
areas. 
 
The aims and objectives of planning policy and practice suggest a tension 
between an inclination to protect land as a resource from non-farm uses, the 
desire to reduce the impacts of new forms of urban expansion, and the pressures 
of market-driven resource allocation and public preferences. Planning 
approaches have to varying degrees in peri-urban areas included the objective of 
supporting agriculture by reducing the market for small holdings particularly 
through controls on subdivision and uses, and using differentiated zoning, 
including where ‘high quality’ agricultural land resources have been identified. 
The zoning and subdivision of land into smaller lots is an intervention into the 
land market which artificially raises the price of rural land. These interventions 
also reduce the comparative viability of larger agricultural landholdings by limiting 
the capacity for property accumulation, lowering the return on investment in 
relation to the value of the land asset, and increasing the capital return from 



  

development in relation to both the capital value and recurrent incomes from 
many agricultural enterprises. 
  
Agricultural activity remains significant and is increasing in value in the study 
region contributing over 5 per cent, or $390 million, of Victoria’s $7.5 billion farm 
business turnover in 2006, an increase from the region’s share of 4.1 per cent in 
1997. The study region contains almost 2,500 farm businesses,1 or 7.6 per cent 
of the total farm businesses in the state, an increasing proportion, reflecting the 
small increase in regional farms and the overall decline across the state.  This 
was largely a product of growth in small farm numbers and when compared to 
Victoria, farms in the region are generally smaller businesses. Agriculture in the 
region is dominated by small livestock enterprises, however in terms of farm 
business output, larger farm businesses remain significant. Turnover growth is 
focussed on larger operations such as horticulture, poultry for meat production 
and activities such as nurseries and flower production which have all increased 
significantly in scale and production. This suggests significant local employment, 
locational and investment advantages. The average regional EVAO for all farms 
in 2006 was $157,613.  For farms with an EVAO of less than $100,000 it was 
$36,450 and for farms with an EVAO of over $1m it was over $3 million.  
 
The drivers of farm growth are, at one end, high value establishments (or 
operations within potentially high value industries, such as viticulture) and at the 
other, low turnover farms involved in commodities such as beef farming. The 
patterns of agricultural change occurring in the region are mixed with growth in 
some commodities, decline in others. Increased poultry numbers, horticultural 
production and grape growing has occurred since the mid-1990s. Conversely, 
the overall dairy herd and sheep numbers have declined.  Potentially high value 
(and comparatively high employment) industries such as cut flower production, 
turf production and nurseries continue to increase in production scale. 
Horticultural production in the region and the land area managed for horticulture 
has increased at proportions far more significant than in the state overall, 
although this remains under 1000 ha involving few of the farms businesses in 
the study region. These businesses are, however, operating at a larger 
commercial scale than sectors such as extensive livestock and viticulture.  
  
The number of small farm businesses has remained stable since 1997 while 
declining across the state. About 35 per cent of all production occurs in less that 
2 per cent of farm businesses, and the 71 per cent of farm businesses with a 
turnover of less than $100,000 provide 16 per cent of the region’s value of 
agricultural output. Despite a large number of farm businesses remaining reliant 
on some level of off-farm income, an increase in the value of output and in the 
scale of operation has occurred in a number of industry sectors. Although the 
Shire of Macedon Ranges has experienced the highest levels of rural land 
development it has the highest proportion of low (below $100,000 pa) turnover 
farm businesses, and the highest proportion of total agricultural turnover 
emanating from small farms at almost 30 per cent.  
  
This peri-urban region continues to offer advantages to some agricultural 
enterprises and these advantages account for growth, maintenance and change 
in different types of agricultural businesses. These findings are consistent with 
other studies into the continued importance of peri-urban agriculture. However, 
                                            
1 Farm businesses included in the 2006 ABS Agricultural Census have an annual turnover in excess of $5000, 
this, coupled with the part-time, often informal and small-scale nature of some businesses may in the peri-urban 
region underestimate the value of agricultural production.  Houston (2005) and Parker (2007) discuss this issue. 
 



  

these advantages are threatened not just by global and national factors, but by 
decisions at different levels of government in response to local pressures to 
increase and capitalise on small lot fragmentation. Land use policies which 
increase land price, land fragmentation, and the number of incompatible land 
uses, are likely to place increasing pressure on the maintenance of agricultural 
production.  
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This section outlines the status of water resources in the study area, and 
explores the nature of the impact of peri-urban growth on water resources. It 
investigates the impacts of meeting an increased demand for water through farm 
dam construction, use of groundwater bores or expansion of supply systems, and 
impacts on water quality through expansion of small town sewerage systems or 
an increase in on-site treatment.  
The study area covers higher rainfall catchments in the coastal regions through 
to drier catchments north of the Great Dividing Range where caps on further 
diversion of water are now in place as part of the Murray Darling Basin 
Agreement. Rainfall has declined generally over the study area during the lastg 
10 years. This decline and increased average temperatures has led to substantial 
declines in water runn off, inflows, stream flows and storage levels.  
 
The Barwon basin covers an area of 388,007 hectares and parts of the Surf 
Coast and Moorabool LGAs. The long term average annual inflow is 330,000 ML 
and on average 65 per cent of this flows into Lake Connewarre before entering 
the ocean at Barwon Heads.  
 
Over the past two years the outflows have averaged 31 per cent of the long-term 
average inflows. The impact of the current drought can be shown by Barwon 
River stream flows at Pollocksford averaging 69,520 ML annually between 1997 
and 2007 compared with 269,245 ML p.a. over the previous 23 years. Only 3 per 
cent of the reaches assessed were in excellent or good condition. 
 
The Campaspe basin covers an area of 417,913 hectares and contains the 
Campaspe and Coliban rivers. On average, approximately 61 per cent of the long 
term average inflows discharge into the River Murray, but over the past two years 
outflows to the Murray have averaged 33 per cent. Currently, major storages are 
only 7.3 per cent of capacity. Flows in the Campaspe at Malmsbury have 
averaged 4,097 ML since 1997 compared to the average between 1974 and 
1996 of 35,198 ML. No river reaches are classified as being in either good or 
excellent condition. 
 
The Goulburn basin covers an area of 1,619,158 ha and contains the Goulburn, 
Delatite Howqua and Big rivers and most of the Shires of Mitchell and 
Murrindindi. The long term average discharge of the Goulburn River at Echuca is 
35 per cent of catchment inflows. Over the past two years the average discharge 
was 14 per cent of long term average inflows. Storage levels are at 14.3 per cent 
of capacity. The 1997 to 2007 annual average stream flows at Taggerty were 
196,555 ML, compared with an average over the preceding 23 years of 319,333 
ML. Approximately 22 per cent of the river reaches within the Goulburn 
catchment are assessed as being in good to excellent condition. 
 
The Maribyrnong basin covers an area of 142,073 hectares, making this the 
smallest river basin in Victoria. Part of Macedon Ranges Shire is located within 
this basin. Some 77 per cent of the long term average inflows would normally 
discharge to the Yarra but the average for the past two years has been 13 per 



  

cent. Currently, the Rosslyne reservoir, the main storage, is 3.4 per cent of 
capacity. Annual stream flows at Deep Creek near Bulla averaged 17,800 ML 
compared with an annual average of 72,385 ML for the previous 41 years. 
Approximately 1 per cent of the river reaches are considered to be in good 
condition. 
 
The Moorabool basin covers an area of 217,042 hectares and discharges via the 
Barwon River into Bass Strait and the Little River into Port Phillip Bay. Part of the 
Moorabool Shire is located within the basin. Although 77 per cent of the long term 
average inflows to the basin discharge from the catchment, the average over the 
past two years has been 14.6 per cent. Storage levels are at 14.3 per cent of 
capacity. Annual stream flows for the past 10 years have averaged 9,200 ML 
compared with 54,000 ML for the previous 37 years. Less than 3 per cent of the 
basin’s rivers are considered to be in good condition with 23 per cent assessed 
as being very poor. 
 
The Otway basin covers an area of 389,919 hectares and part of the Surf Coast 
Shire. Despite high annual stream flow volumes, the Otway Coast also shows a 
significant reduction in average annual flows over the past ten years with annual 
stream flow at Barnham River east at Apollo Bay at 17,147 ML compared with 
27,070 ML for the period 1978 to 1996. About 40 per cent of the rivers are in 
good or excellent condition.  
 
The South Gippsland Basin covers an area of 658,231 hectares. Some 95 per 
cent of the long term annual average inflows discharge into the Bass Strait but 
this has reduced to 72 per cent over the past two years. Over the past 10 years 
the annual average flow of the Bass River at Loch has been 9,217 ML compared 
with the previous 23 year average of 18,015 ML. Only 10 per cent of the river 
reaches are assessed as being in good condition within the South Gippsland 
Basin.  
 
The Werribee basin covers 197,267 hectares with about half of the Shire of 
Moorabool located in the upper part of the basin and a portion of Macedon 
Ranges Shire. Over the past two years the discharge of inflows to Port Phillip 
Bay has averaged 11 per cent compared to the long-term average of 51 per cent. 
Storage levels are at 8.2 per cent of capacity. The long term average annual 
stream flow for the Werribee River at Ballan is estimated to be 16,900 ML but 
over the past 10 years has averaged 6,200 ML. Only 10 per cent of rivers are in 
good or excellent condition.  
 
A substantial decline in rainfall has occurred over the past ten years. This 
reduced rainfall provides an indication of the potential challenges for water 
resource management over the coming decades. By 2030 there is the possibility 
of a 30 per cent reduction in runoff in the south east and between 5 per cent and 
45 per cent in the southwest through climate change. 
 
In all catchments, environmental flows have been reduced disproportionately to 
the reductions in other uses from the fall in long term average stream flows. For 
example, in the Campaspe basin, total water available has fallen from 305,000 
ML to 104,460 ML, the total used from 95,100 ML to 69,620 ML, but the 
catchment outflows from 185,100 ML to only 10,040 ML. Environmental impacts 
from reduced inflows are far greater than the impacts on human uses. Water 
resource commitments for catchments away from the coast are very high and 
these are contributing to a substantial reduction in environmental flows. 
 



  

Groundwater is a valuable source of water with licence entitlements across 
Victoria totalling 853,000 ML. A major challenge for water managers is 
understanding the sustainable yield of particular groundwater systems and 
ensuring over allocation does not occur. Irrigation use is relatively low and mainly 
for pasture and vegetables. The major irrigation areas are associated with the 
Goulburn and Campaspe catchments to the north of those catchments (and 
therefore out of the study area for this project) and to a lesser extent the 
Werribee catchment. There are a small number of groundwater management 
areas within the study area and within these stock and domestic use accounts for 
19 per cent of total groundwater use. 
 
An increase in farm dams arising from dwelling construction on the large number 
of existing small lots has the potential to significantly affect water supply. A 
licence is required for the construction and use of commercial dams but not for 
stock and domestic dams. In some catchments, stock and domestic farm dams 
represent a substantial share of the overall water use within that catchment, for 
example, at 47 per cent in South Gippsland, 35 per cent Maribyrnong and 30 per 
cent Otway Coast. Of the 4181 houses constructed in the study area between 
1997 and 2007, 3103 were constructed on lots 2 hectares or larger. The great 
majority of farm dams have a capacity of less than 5ML and these dams collect 
342,923 ML in the study area for use primarily for stock and domestic purposes. 
This suggests an average stock and domestic farm dam size of 0.91ML. 
Assuming that dwelling construction on these lots leads to construction of a stock 
and domestic farm dam of average size (0.91 ML) then over the past 10 years 
approximately 2,800 ML of storage would have been constructed diverting this 
amount from surface water flows. Continuing this trend will lead to a major impact 
on surface water. Continuing dwelling construction over the next twenty years at 
the rate of the past 10 years will divert a further 5,600 ML to stock and domestic 
farm dams. Impacts on river health could also be considerable through on site 
treatment of waste particularly from new dwellings in the riparian zone or in 
declared catchments. 
 
General river health for peri-urban local government areas close to the coast is 
reasonable, but for inland catchments it is generally moderate to poor.  
 
Population growth in the peri-urban area will also occur close to towns and new 
dwellings connected to the town water supply. Over the past four years Urban 
Water Authorities have been required to complete water strategies that estimate 
demand for water up 2050 and actions to be taken to meet that demand. For a 
number of urban supply systems, sustainable yield limits will be reached well 
before 2055, some as early as 2010-14. This situation worsens under different 
climate change scenarios.  Climate change modelling suggests that for many 
areas the current 10 year rainfall and surface run-off averages are similar to 
those that can be expected in 2030. 
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The peri-urban study area is growing more rapidly than any other regional area in 
Victoria. This rapid growth benefits the region and creates considerable 
challenges. The population of the outer peri-urban zone, including Golden Plains 
and Baw Baw Shires, is 188,103 persons. The population of the study area is 
153,280, 12 per cent of the population of regional Victoria, on a land area  of 5 
per cent of regional Victoria. The study area experiences higher annual growth 
rates (1.8 per cent) than Victoria (0.9 per cent) and regional Victoria (0.8 per 
cent). The growth rate from 1996-2001 was 10 per cent and between 2001-06 
was 6.8 per cent. By comparison the balance of Victoria grew by 3.4 per cent and 



  

3.3 per cent respectively over the same periods. The smallest growth rate 
between 2001-06 occurred in Murrindindi LGA at 7 per cent, and the highest in 
Bass Coast LGA at 21 per cent and Surf Coast LGA at 20 per cent. Population 
growth slowed in the peri-urban study areas from 2001–2006 compared to 1996 
– 2001, though growth continued and is projected to increase by between 8.8 – 
20.7 per cent between 2006-2016. 
 
Population growth is a primary driver of change in the region while employment is 
a less important driver. Amenity migration, where people move seeking 
enhanced lifestyle opportunities in areas with strong natural and cultural assets, 
is an important cause of population movement to peri-urban areas. 
 
Another key driver of change is the study area’s accessibility to places of work 
and other significant networks in adjoining metropolitan and regional centres. A 
number of Department of Infrastructure road and rail projects are increasing the 
accessibility of the region to Melbourne residents and of Melbourne to regional 
residents so helping link the region to a range of economic, environmental and 
social activities. Population movement also occurs from other rural and regional 
centres to peri-urban non-urban areas. Housing affordability is another driver of 
change likely to grow in significance and may be linked with accessibility. Over 
12,000 new residences were approved between 2001/02 and 2006/07 a similar 
number to the combined building approval rates for Ballarat, Bendigo and 
Latrobe.  
 
Current population types, rates of growth and location explain population trends. 
The location of growth is providing insight into areas of high growth and areas of 
stasis or decline within the study area.  Population settlement is not evenly 
dispersed within the study area with the population generally clustered into a 
number of larger townships, although in Murrindindi LGA, growth is more evenly 
spread across a number of smaller townships and the rural balance area. 
Population growth is occurring in two key locations: transport/commuter 
settlements and amenity settlements. The greatest growth in the period 1996-
2006 has occurred in Kinglake in Murrindindi LGA, in Gisborne and Riddell Creek 
in Macedon Ranges LGA, and Kilmore in Mitchell LGA, and the high amenity 
settlements of Torquay, Inverloch, and Mount Macedon. Population is at a 
standstill or in decline predominantly in townships which are distant from a transit 
corridor, such as Yea, or townships with a reduced employment and economic 
base, such as Seymour, or Alexandra, or which are remote. 
 
Growth has also occurred in the rural balance area over the last ten years 
particularly in Bass Coast and Mitchell LGAs while a decline has occurred in 
Macedon Ranges, Murrindindi and Surf Coast LGAs. Across the study area over 
30 per cent of the population resides outside towns, though this percentage had 
decreased steadily over the last ten years from 37 per cent in 1996 to 30 per cent 
in 2006. 
 
Population mobility is also a strong feature of the region. Between 2001-2006, 5 
per cent of the population moved out of the study area and 7 percent moved in. 
The dynamism of populations is creating divergent population groups. For 
example absentee landlords or non-resident ratepayers are a significant 
proportion of the population, as high as 50 per cent in the coastal Shires and up 
to 30 per cent in Murrindindi. Divergent populations are adding significant 
pressure on existing services. Data on doctor shortages, for example, provides 
evidence that health needs and accessible health services are often inadequate.  
 



  

Tourism is growing in the peri-urban study area with 4,362 tourism businesses 
registered. Over two-thirds of the visitors to the study area are from Melbourne. 
The largest contingent of international visitors travels to the Coastal LGAs.  
 
The study area has an older, richer and more educated profile than rural Victoria 
and is older and more educated than metropolitan Melbourne. A common pattern 
emerges of population growth in the 45-64 years age group and decline in the 0-
14 years age range. Growth in the 65 -84 years age group is most noticeable in 
the Bass Coast and the Macedon Ranges. A reduction occurred in population in 
the 25–44 age range across the study area with the exception of the Surf Coast 
Shire. This reduction in the mid career demographic suggests that people are 
moving into the region with existing work or careers. There is also a continuing 
trend in relative low numbers in the 15-24 age range across the study area, 
particularly in Bass Coast and Murrindindi. Connections between population 
growth and distribution, and infrastructure provision, are also noticeable.  
 
The study area contains a ratio of 9.2 women to 10 men compared to a ratio of 
6.9 women to 10 men in regional Victoria, suggesting that the region contains 
employment or access to employment and services that provide for both males 
and females. The peri-urban area could be described as relatively homogenous 
with residents from an Anglo-Australian background dominating the population. 
Over the last ten years the percentage of residents born outside Australia has 
remained comparatively constant at between 11-14 per cent, and of these an 
average of 10-12 per cent were born in Britain. 
 
The peri-urban study area is well positioned to benefit from the proximity to the 
metropolitan Melbourne in terms of employment opportunities. Across the peri-
urban study area 28 per cent of the working population commutes to Melbourne 
and a total of 42 per cent works outside its Local Government area. Areas of 
LGAs closest to the Melbourne metropolitan areas, or regional centres, or on 
main transport routes, show the highest rates of commuting. For example, of the 
total working population in Moorabool Shire 55 per cent works outside the Shire, 
33.9 per cent within the shire and 11.2 per cent commute to Ballarat. 
 
Agricultural and horticultural production is still an important part of employment 
and economic wealth of the peri-urban region accounting for up to 7 per cent and 
in Murrindindi for 21 per cent of employment activity. Agriculture, forestry and 
fishing is the highest employer category in Murrindindi, the second highest in 
Moorabool, the fourth in Bass Coast and the Surf Coast and fifth in Mitchell and 
Macedon out of a possible 19 industries. Construction has emerged as a 
dominant industry of employment particularly in Macedon Ranges, Bass Coast, 
Murrindindi and Surf Coast. The peri-urban area is attractive to managers and 
professionals with managers accounting for 15.1 per cent, and professionals for 
16.6 per cent of employed persons. Professionals are choosing to locate 
particularly in areas serviced by higher quality infrastructure. 
 
The peri-urban region is an area of high household income. The median incomes 
in the main are higher in those SLAs which are more accessible to Melbourne. 
Four of the top high income LGAs in Victoria are in the study area, Macedon 
Ranges; Mitchell; Moorabool and Surf Coast LGAs. Bass Coast LGA with its 
older demographic and Murrindindi LGA with its smaller more rural profile have 
lower incomes profiles. Income reflects employment patterns, and occupation 
type influences commuting patterns. The areas containing a high proportional of 
professional and managerial workers, Macedon Ranges and Surf Coast LGAs, 
are the areas of highest income. The high levels of managers who work from 



  

home and the comparatively low rates who drive to work suggests that land 
managers or farmers are a large percentage of this section of the workforce. 
Clerical and administrative workers were the second largest occupation group to 
work from home suggesting the out sourcing of such work. Average household 
sizes are larger in the SLAs closer to Melbourne suggesting the link between 
family settlement accessibility and affordability. 
 
Rates of employment also increased between 1996-2006 over the last ten years. 
Employment rates varied between 60.9 – 65.1 per cent except for Bass Coast 
LGA at 49.6 per cent compared to 60.9 per cent for Victoria. Levels of education 
have steadily increased from 1996-2006. Individuals with a degree comprise 17 
per cent of the population across the region, and certificate or diploma holders 20 
per cent. This rate is markedly higher than rural Victoria and compares with urban 
rates. The levels of education in the population are 5 per cent higher than those 
of the fringe suburbs. However across the region marked differences were 
evident, with Bass Coast LGA containing the lowest percentage of population 
with a undergraduate degree at 12.8 per cent and Surf Coast LGA the highest at 
23 per cent. Females hold higher proportions of advanced diplomas and degrees. 
Gender educational differences reflect divisions between clerical, administrative 
and community and personal and the technical and trade and land based 
occupations. Out-migration of the young adult population is attributed in part, to a 
lack of local access to further studies, training and pathways to skilled work.  
 
Household composition in the peri-urban study area showed a trend towards a 
growth in separate households and a growing percentage without dependent 
children. This suggests that housing growth is not driven solely by the family 
market in the region, and that housing choice, including a range of densities, is 
not being offered on any scale. The percentage of rental properties to overall 
dwellings has decreased in the period 1996-2006, yet home ownership is also 
becoming more difficult to attain.  
 
For most of the townships within the study area, with the exception of growing 
regional centre of Bacchus Marsh, Kilmore and to an extent New Gisborne, 
township renewal rather than extensive new growth is the primary pattern of 
development. Social segregation can be reinforced by spatial differentiation 
which then increases and perpetuates social difference. An average of 16 per 
cent percent of households are spending 30 per cent or more of their gross 
household income on rent or mortgage compared to the state average of 17.7 
per cent and Metropolitan Melbourne of 18.6 per cent. 
 
Two distinct housing markets operate in the peri-urban area, township and rural 
residential. A range of possible future relationships exist between these two 
markets including the possibility of diversion of infrastructure spending from 
townships to servicing future rural residential areas and movements of rural 
populations into small and larger towns. Peri-urban infrastructure is not evenly 
distributed. The region is characterized by a diversity of settlement types and this 
reflects diverse levels of infrastructure. Smaller towns within the same area have 
more limited infrastructure. Overall, 30 per cent of households are unsewered, 
about a quarter of households are without reticulated water and over 60 per cent 
are without natural gas. The rate of internet access is lower than the Victorian 
average apart from Surf Coast and Macedon Ranges. Within the peri-urban study 
area traditional services are competing with new and growing areas of social 
support and program provision. 
 



  

The peri-urban study area therefore differs from urban areas in settlement type, 
in the dynamism of populations and in the rural landscapes and natural 
landscapes in which settlements are located. Municipalities share distinct 
population characteristics, population movements and pressures. However 
differences exist between settlements and communities. Those more rurally 
connected, such as Murrindindi east, contain settlements that are hamlet and 
rural amenity settlements, or as in the case of Murrindindi townships such as Yea 
and Alexandra, more closely profile rural Victoria.  
 
Settlement in the peri-urban study area occurs across three settlement forms, 
rural balance, townships and small townships. Usually, Often a range of 
settlements types can be found in the one local government area. Over 50 small 
settlements across the peri-urban study area contain populations under 700 
persons. Many are no longer townships but have diminished to a cluster of 
residences within a rural landscape, becoming part of the rural balance area. 
Some towns have little opportunity for growth due to the lack of sewerage and 
water, demonstrating the link between infrastructure provision and growth or 
stasis in small townships. 
 
The peri-urban region also displays characteristics that are distinct from rural 
Victoria and metropolitan Melbourne. These include highly mobile populations, an 
older population profile, a culturally more homogenous profile and a mix of 
industries which still include the agricultural sector. Dwellings are predominantly 
detached and the composition of households without children is growing at a 
faster rate than in Melbourne. The peri-urban area is also a region where the 
amenity landscapes, both productive and aesthetic, are important sources of 
employment and local economic prosperity, but are also under pressure from 
local and incoming residents, from intermittent populations, non-resident 
ratepayers, visitors and tourists. The study region is pulled to the urban by its 
proximity, transit corridors and employment, and pushed by the urban through 
visitors, semi-retirees, weekenders, amenity migrants, social migrants, 
recreational visitors and resource demands. Both amenity and accessibility are 
powerful driving forces for change. The peri-urban study area has particular 
social and economic characteristics which make it neither wholly rural nor urban. 
It is characterised by a complex social mix of populations, and this mix 
contributes in a major way to what makes it peri-urban. 
 
The region contains different population categories (permanent; semi-permanent; 
non resident; visitors and future residents) and diverse settlement types (small 
towns, hamlets, rural residential; larger towns, resort settlements). It is also 
dynamic in terms of population movements, markets and socio-economic 
change. This diversity presents challenges in the development of policy 
responses. 
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Remnant native vegetation makes a major contribution to the region’s amenity, 
environmental and social values, natural and economic resources and 
attractiveness. An analysis of biodiversity and native vegetation was 
undertaken within the six peri-urban Local Government Areas (LGAs). Key 
areas evaluated include the public land conservation system, native vegetation 
extent and condition, recent changes in vegetation extent, significant wetlands 
and sites of biological significance, vegetation types (in terms of ecological 
vegetation classes), significant vegetation from a biodiversity and conservation 
status viewpoint, and significant flora and fauna. 
  



  

Vegetation characteristics were compared with the use of planning provisions in 
planning schemes. In particular, the use of zones and two overlays, the 
Environmental Significance Overlay (ESO) and Vegetation Protection Overlay 
(VPO), were matched to key biodiversity assets and native vegetation on private 
land to evaluate the possible effectiveness of planning tools in protecting remnant 
vegetation.  
 
The peri-urban LGAs contain 11 of the 29 Victorian Bioregions ranging from 
coastal plains to alpine areas.  Around 39 per cent (512,270 ha) of the total study 
area is Central Victorian Uplands which is well represented in four of the six 
LGAs. The Victorian Volcanic Plains is well represented in three LGAs and 
comprises 15 per cent of the study area and the Highlands-Northern Fall 19 per 
cent. The Bass Coast LGA is comprised primarily of Gippsland Plains (84 per 
cent), with the balance being Strzelecki Ranges.  Gippsland Plains occurs only in 
Bass Coast LGA. Otway Plain and Otway Ranges occur only in the Surf Coast 
LGA and comprise 66 per cent of the total LGA area. Victorian Riverina (22,580 
ha) is only found in the Mitchell LGA, and Victorian Alps (244,640 ha) is only 
found in Murrindindi LGA. 
 
The study area comprises approximately 633,400 ha of native vegetation, of which 
44 per cent (277,330 ha) is on private land. National Parks and other conservation 
reserves across the study area contain 17 per cent (107,350 ha) of the native 
vegetation, the balance occurring on other public land areas. On distribution, 
Mitchell LGA (88,510 ha) and Murrindindi LGA (85,380 ha) contain the greatest 
amount of native vegetation on private land, while Macedon Ranges comprises the 
greatest relative composition (75 per cent of the total LGA area) of native 
vegetation on private land.  
 
Planning provisions in planning schemes generally are inadequately matched to 
vegetation extent and types. In the study area, 81 per cent of native vegetation 
on private land occurs within the Farming Zone (225,800 ha). The Rural 
Conservation Zone is used rarely, containing only 13 per cent (35,140 ha) of 
native vegetation, except in Macedon Ranges LGA which accounts for 24,460 ha 
of the 35,140 ha of native vegetation in this zone representing 43 per cent of all 
native vegetation within the LGA irrespective of land tenure. Mitchell LGA (82,720 
ha) and Murrindindi LGA (84,697 ha) contain the greatest amount of native 
vegetation within the Farming Zone, at 55 per cent and 33 per cent by area 
respectively of all native vegetation within each LGA irrespective of land tenure.  
 
The VPO is used sparingly in all LGAs with the exception of Surf Coast, is 
used hardly at all in Bass Coast and Moorabool and not at all in Murrindindi. 
Only 7 per cent of the total area of private land is covered by a VPO and 13 
per cent of native vegetation. The ESO overlay is more commonly used 
(accounting for 19 per cent compared with 7 per cent of all native vegetation by 
area across all peri-urban LGAs), and with the exception of Macedon Ranges 
LGA, and to a lesser extent Surf Coast LGA, only one of these two overlays 
generally is used. Only 32 per cent of native vegetation on private land is 
subject to either the VPO or ESO planning overlays. Macedon Ranges and 
Moorabool LGAs best use these overlays covering 79 per cent and 63 per cent 
respectively of their native vegetation with at least one of these overlays. In 
Macedon Ranges LGA, 36 per cent of all native vegetation on private land 
(15,418 ha), is covered by both overlays, compared to only 940 ha in Surf 
Coast LGA.  
 



  

Macedon Ranges and Surf Coast LGAs make greatest use of the Rural 
Conservation Zone with the VPO and ESO planning overlays. Only 2 per cent 
of native vegetation within the Rural Conservation Zone in Macedon Ranges 
LGA is not covered by either a VPO or ESO, with 63 per cent of native 
vegetation (15,520 ha) covered by both overlays.   In the Surf Coast LGA 24 
per cent of native vegetation within the Rural Conservation Zone is not covered 
by either a VPO or ESO planning overlay, with 22 per cent of native vegetation 
covered by both. Very little of the small areas of the Rural Conservation Zone 
within the Mitchell, Moorabool and Murrindindi LGAs is covered by either a VPO 
or ESO planning overlay.  In the Bass Coast LGA the majority of the Rural 
Conservation Zone (76 per cent) is covered by the ESO planning overlay. 
 
In comparing vegetation types (EVCs) with the use of the Environmental 
Significance Overlay (ESO) or Vegetation Protection Overlay (VPO), or both, the 
types with a conservation BCS rating are well protected in the Macedon Ranges 
and Moorabool LGAs, with nearly all EVCs identified having greater than 50 per 
cent of their area subject to either planning overlay.  In Bass Coast and 
Murrindindi a number of major vegetation types with a conservation BCS rating 
are not well protected. 
 
All native vegetation in Victoria has been assigned a Bioregional Conservation 
Status (BCS) rating based in part on depletion since European settlement. The 
amount of native vegetation in the study area assigned a conservation status 
rating of endangered (E), vulnerable (V), depleted (D), or rare (R) is 284,140 ha, 
of which 71 per cent (200,530 ha) occurs on private land. Only 34 per cent of 
native vegetation with a conservation BCS rating is covered by either a VPO or 
ESO planning overlay. Macedon Ranges LGA uses both overlays to protect 36 
per cent (12,260 ha) of native vegetation with a conservation BCS rating, the only 
council to do so to any significant extent. Only 26 per cent of native vegetation on 
private land with no conservation BCS rating (Of Least Concern) is covered by 
either the ESO or VPO planning overlays. In all LGAs, with the exception of 
Moorabool, vegetation on private land with a least concern status is better 
protected in percentage area terms, that native vegetation with a conservation 
BCS rating. In percentage terms native vegetation with no conservation BCS 
rating in Macedon Ranges LGA has the greatest protection (92 per cent), while 
Bass Coast, Mitchell and Murrindindi the least (27 per cent, 22 per cent and 11 
per cent by area respectively).   
 
In addition to assigning a Bioregional Conservation Status (BCS) rating, the 
Victorian Department of Environment and Sustainability (DSE) has assigned a 
Conservation Significance (CS) rating to all native vegetation on private land. The 
Conservation Significance (CS) rating is assigned on the basis of the BSC rating, 
assessed vegetation condition (or quality), and landscape context, amongst other 
factors.  Native vegetation on private land assigned a high or very high 
conservation significance rating is 132,935 ha or 49 per cent of all native 
vegetation on private land. However, only 37 per cent of this native vegetation on 
private land is covered by either the ESO or VPO planning overlays, Macedon 
Ranges LGA providing the greatest protection (79 per cent), and Bass Coast, 
Mitchell and Murrindindi the least (21 per cent, 19 per cent and 10 per cent by 
area respectively). 
 
The Victorian Department of Environment and Sustainability (DSE) has also 
assigned a vegetation condition, or quality, rating to all native vegetation on 
private land. The amount of native vegetation on private land in the study area 
assigned a high or very high vegetation condition rating is 102,910 ha (37 per 



  

cent of all native vegetation on private land). Only 37 per cent of native 
vegetation on private land with a high or very high vegetation condition rating is 
covered by either the ESO or VPO planning overlays. Again Macedon Ranges 
LGA provides the greatest protection (89 per cent), and Bass Coast, Mitchell and 
Murrindindi the least (26 per cent, 9 per cent and 11 per cent by area protection 
respectively). 
 
Extensive clearing of most major vegetation types on private land has occurred. 
Between 1994 to 2005 almost 2000 ha of native vegetation on private land in the 
six peri-urban LGAs was cleared, with 350 ha established. Just over half this loss 
(1140 ha) occurred in the Mitchell LGA, with a further 420 ha of the loss in the 
Murrindindi LGA.  No loss in the extent of native vegetation on private land was 
observed in the Bass Coast LGA. Of the area cleared, 1920 ha (96 per cent) 
appears to have had a BCS of endangered (E), vulnerable (V), depleted (D), or 
rare (R), and 90 per cent of the area cleared is not subject to a current ESO or 
VPO planning overlay. Land size is related to vegetation protection, with land 
parcels greater than 100 ha and between 40 ha and 100 ha in size accounting for 
49 per cent and 22 per cent by area respectively of native vegetation on private 
land within peri-urban LGAs. Changes to the extent, type and condition of 
remnant vegetation have led to increased vulnerability of species, and planning 
continues to be inadequate for species protection, with only 47 per cent of the 
recorded occurrences of threatened flora on private land protected by either the 
ESO or VPO planning overlays.  In percentage terms, threatened flora in 
Macedon Ranges LGA and Moorabool LGA have the greatest protection (with 66 
per cent and 63 per cent respectively of known sites within planning overlays). 
The total area of registered sites of biological significance across the study area 
is 71,230 ha. but only 50 per cent are covered by either the ESO or VPO 
planning overlays. The total area of registered significant wetlands across the 
study area is 14,410 ha and 61 per cent are covered by either the ESO or VPO 
planning overlays. 
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Peri-urban areas have traditionally been valued for their environmental and 
cultural assets, their natural resources, proximity to metropolitan centres, and as 
the settings for a wide range of human activities such as agriculture, water 
supply, recreation and tourism. In coming decades, climate change, water 
shortages, the rising importance of localised food production, and the depletion of 
natural resources such as oil will raise peri-urban areas to new levels of 
significance. It will be increasingly prudent not to remove options which may 
prove essential for the effective functioning of metropolitan Melbourne and its 
peri-urban area. Land use planning can make an indispensable contribution to 
maintaining options such as food production, biodiversity maintenance and water 
supply.  
 
Melbourne’s peri-urban area is an important contributor to food production and 
agricultural products, contains a large proportion of the state’s biodiversity, water 
and other natural resources, and significant cultural and human resources. 
However these peri-urban assets are coming under greatly increased pressure 
from nearby urban centres, both metropolitan and regional. 
 
The key to the proper planning of peri-urban areas is the integrated policy and 
management of land, natural resources and human activity. However, currently 
the region is characterized by institutional fragmentation between local, regional 
and state bodies, between state agencies and even within multi-functional state 
agencies. Institutional fragmentation has led to spatial and sectoral 
fragmentation, and has prevented the development of integrated responses to 
existing and emerging problems. The need for policies which anticipate radically 
different conditions and for cross-sectoral policy development is increasingly 
urgent. 
 
Cross-sectoral policies consider reciprocal sectoral impacts of proposals and 
relate these to the achievement of defined integrating policy ends. For example, 
preventing further land fragmentation and the proliferation of rural dwellings 
would protect other sectoral options particularly in agriculture, biodiversity, water 
resource use and economic development. Exploring connections between the 
physical environment and social issues is also central to policy integration. The 
continuation of sectoral decision making in the region is certain to lead to the loss 
of a range of fundamentally important natural and human assets. The continued 
separation of peri-urban from metropolitan planning will lead to ongoing ad-hoc, 
reactive and inadequate decision making. 
 
The fundamental issue facing public sector planners and decision makers is 
whether they will seek to understand and influence the type and extent of change 
or allow market and other forces to determine the future of the peri-urban region. 
This study points to the need for new governance arrangements to integrate 
decisions on land use, natural resource management and social and economic 
development. An extended range of policy instruments will need to be considered 
to protect peri-urban values. Stronger regulatory land use planning tools and 
practices are capable of exerting a significant influence on the integrated 
planning for the region including the protection of landscapes and biodiversity 
and retaining some conditions suitable for the continuing practice of agriculture. 
They can assist the protection of biodiversity by preventing vegetation and 
wetlands removal and applying planning conditions to development approvals to 
require improved ongoing management of vegetation and water resources. Land 



  

use planning tools can assist the retention of agriculture by limiting a speculative 
component to land prices through the control of subdivision and development so 
increasing the capacity for consolidating rural lots into larger land parcels, 
preventing rural-residential development displacing agriculture, and allowing 
rates of return from agricultural practices to compete with those from 
development options.  
 
This study has outlined current sectoral trends in six Victorian peri-urban 
municipalities and explored the policy and institutional arrangements associated 
with these trends. It has been prepared for consideration by the Peri-urban Group 
of Councils and the Victorian Government, as a contribution to understanding 
trends and to future policy development. 
 
It has found that the peri-urban group of councils constitutes a region which 
contains extensive similarities among the councils, and is experiencing similar 
pressures and problems. This region therefore would benefit from a coordinated 
policy framework and responses to emerging issues at all levels of government.  
 
Extensive spatial fragmentation has occurred in the study area. Most of the rural 
areas have been subdivided into lots of varying sizes, many jointly owned as part 
of larger properties, each lot able to be developed. Under current land use 
policies and planning schemes, extensive incremental development of dwellings 
and other uses will occur on these fragmented lots over time with significant 
cross-sectoral implications particularly for servicing costs to local government, the 
provision of social services, landscape quality, water use, agriculture and 
biodiversity. This pattern of land fragmentation means that doing nothing is not 
an option unless decision makers wish to allow the future to be determined by a 
legacy of bad past decisions and practices. 
 
Agriculture remains an important economic activity in the study area. Extensive 
grazing is the predominant agricultural use but investment in some intensive high 
capital forms of agriculture is increasing. The retention of larger rural lots is a 
significant factor supporting agricultural businesses and retaining future options 
for agricultural diversification and production. Despite extensive land 
fragmentation, a significant area remains in lots over 40 hectares in size. These 
lots also contain much of the remnant biodiversity on private land. Their 
subdivision, and small lot excisions, will increase spatial fragmentation. Small lot 
dwelling construction introduces incompatible uses into agricultural areas, placing 
further pressure on existing agricultural enterprises. 
 
Demand for water is increasing but development is not being adequately 
integrated with water availability or cost. Water inflows have fallen substantially 
over the past ten years with severe impacts on storage levels. Environmental 
allocations have borne a disproportionate reduction in water availability as supply 
has diminished. 
 
The study area retains important natural resources including an extensive area of 
public land and a range of remnant biodiversity values on private land. These 
have significant implications for tourism, although recreation and tourist activity 
can diminish the values originally prized. Important biodiversity values exist in the 
study area. However, a mismatch exists between planning tools and vegetation 
extent, type, quality and condition.  
 
Relatively high population growth is occurring and is placing increasing pressure 
on service provision. The case study area is becoming increasingly attractive to 



  

residents who wish to use metropolitan services and to metropolitan residents 
who wish to use peri-urban values. Important decisions will need to be made 
soon on the model of township growth and the linking of growth to physical and 
social infrastructure provision. 
 
Decisions need to be taken now which are compatible with the achievement of a 
planned alternative future for the region. This future need not be specified in 
detail. Forecasting possible futures will become more difficult with increasing 
uncertainty and the possibility of non-linear outcomes. The maintenance of future 
options may be a viable alternative scenario for altered policy settings, 
particularly over the next ten years, providing time for new conditions and needs 
to become clearer. The peri-urban region is too important for Victoria’s future to 
allow a continuation of present governance arrangements and of many current 
trends. 
 
 

 


