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INQUIRY INTO URBAN NATURE 
https://www.google.com/search?client=safari&rls=en&q=ACT+Inquiry+into+Urban+Nature&ie=UTF-
8&oe=UTF-8 

The Committee Secretary, Standing Committee on Environment and Transport and 
City Services, Legislative Assembly for the ACT, GPO Box 1020, CANBERRA ACT 2601. 
Email: LACommitteeETCS@parliament.act.gov.au 

 
Committee Secretary 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to make comments on this vital inquiry into urban 
nature. 
 
Public support 
From information in the media, the majority of Canberrans, visitors to the ACT, OECD 
wellbeing reports (www.canberratimes.com.au/national/act/act-wellbeing-highest-in-the-

country-says-oecd-20140625-zsloe.html) would indicate that there is a high level of 
public support for the ‘liveability’ of Canberra.  
 
Liveability is also strongly correlated to health as supported by the Heart 
Foundation’s Active Living Impact Checklist. See 
www.heartfoundation.org.au/images/uploads/publications/Active-Living-impact-
checklist.pdf 

This liveability is interconnected with proximity to nature. Indeed, Downton et al. 
concludes:  

Although there has been little or no focus on the biological imperatives of survival 
and sustainability in mainstream smart city thinking, the incorporation of these 
aspects of modern urbanism in the urban design of smart cities in Australia would 
seem to be imperative and can be facilitated by embedding a biophilia ethos in the 
design process. Downton, Paul, Jones, David and Zeunert, Joshua 2016, ‘Biophilia in urban 

design: patterns and principles for smart Australian cities’, in IUDC 2016: Smart Cities for 21st 
Century Australia : Proceedings of the 9th International Urban Design Conference 2016, 

Association for Sustainability in Business, Nerang, QLD, pp. 168-182. 
https://urbandesignaustralia.com.au/archives/16/ud-boppr16.pdf 

 
As the Committee would be aware, the draft Australia’s strategy for nature 2018–
2030: Australia’s biodiversity conservation strategy and action inventory also points 
to the importance of urban nature: 
 

Nearly 90 per cent of all Australians live in urban areas. Urban settings retain 
substantial natural areas and native species. These areas can help maintain 
connectivity, provide habitat for native species and keep valuable ecosystems 
healthy and resilient. For example, urban area wetlands provide both important 
habitat and critical water and nutrient management, helping maintain water quality 
in rivers and waterways. Connectivity in built landscapes can flow between towns, 
suburbs, parks and reserves, and lead to raised awareness and engagement from 
communities in nature conservation and management. 
 

mailto:LACommitteeETCS@parliament.act.gov.au
http://www.canberratimes.com.au/national/act/act-wellbeing-highest-in-the-country-says-oecd-20140625-zsloe.html
http://www.canberratimes.com.au/national/act/act-wellbeing-highest-in-the-country-says-oecd-20140625-zsloe.html
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Urban nature also supports healthy and sustainable inner-city and urban 
populations, and enhances the liveability of our built environments. Urban green 
spaces provide many public health benefits from contact with nature such as 
relaxation, stress reduction, enhanced physical activity and mitigation of exposure 
to air pollution, excessive heat and noise. There are also benefits to both people and 
nature to be found by enriching and connecting urban green spaces. 
 
Enrich cities and towns with nature 
Australia’s cities and towns can be enriched with nature by prioritising design and 
planning to include ecologically diverse green spaces and encouraging their use. 
Some options include increasing the tree canopy in our urban areas, transforming 
old rail lines into greenways and gardens on rooftops to reduce carbon emissions p. 
11–12. 

There is much criticism of this draft document regarding goals, measurable targets, 
reporting mechanisms particularly against efforts to sufficiently achieve the Aichi 
2020 targets established under the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), and the 
action inventory is unavailable. However, the principles outlined are relevant to the 
urban nature component of the ACT Government’s remit and Canberra residents. It 
is timely that, with due and genuine consultation, the ACT Government drafts the 
Territory’s action inventory for consideration and conducts monitoring and 
evaluation and reporting on such actions. 
 
Connectivity and biodiversity 

 
These rural lands, and the wider NCOSS (National Capital Open Space System), 
provide a unique and dramatic setting for Australia’s capital city, one which 
increasingly marks this city as internationally distinct and at the same time one of 
Australia’s most significant achievements. 
 
Conservation spaces are those that protect, conserve and enhance the natural 
environment, the heritage and cultural values of the ACT, and which provide for 

ecological connectivity. 

www.nca.gov.au/consolidated-national-capital-plan/part-three-land-use-plans-and-
general-land-use-controls-0 

 
While apposite, these quotes from the NCP land use plans seem to overlook the 
importance of ecological connectivity across the urban space comprising Canberra. 
There is an interaction between the health of rural lands and conservation spaces 
with urban nature. What appears to be lacking is an integrated approach linking 
policy, monitoring, evaluation and implementation that is inclusive of both urban 
and non-urban space and landscapes i.e. an ecosystems approach. In some instances 
in ACT Government reports there also seems to be an omission of the importance of 
connectivity and biodiversity in urban areas. 
 
I draw the Inquiry’s attention to the ACT’s Biodiversity Research and Monitoring 
Program 2015–17 Implementation Report (the Implementation Report) 
www.environment.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/1108854/2015-17-
BRAMP-Implementation-Report_ACCESS.pdf 

http://www.nca.gov.au/consolidated-national-capital-plan/part-three-land-use-plans-and-
http://www.nca.gov.au/consolidated-national-capital-plan/part-three-land-use-plans-and-
http://www.environment.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/1108854/2015-17-BRAMP-Implementation-Report_ACCESS.pdf
http://www.environment.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/1108854/2015-17-BRAMP-Implementation-Report_ACCESS.pdf


 3 

Details are provided against four strategies as follows: 
1. Enhance habitat connectivity and ecosystem function 
2. Manage threats to biodiversity 
3. Protect species and ecological communities 
5. Strengthen community engagement 
While progress is reported against these strategies some are behind schedule, not or 
under-resourced or not resourced at all and some score 0% progress. 
 
However, what is most alarming is the lack of Strategy 4 as outlined in the ACT 
Nature Conservation Strategy a foundational document to the Biodiversity Research 
and Monitoring Program 2015-17. 
 
The missing strategy is ‘Strategy 4: Enhance biodiversity value of urban areas’ 

Although not as significant as conservation reserves, the management of 
biodiversity assets within and close to urban areas can make a significant 
contribution to the conservation of biodiversity within the ACT. 
The importance of Canberra’s natural setting has been recognised through the 
formal adoption of the National Capital Open Space System – an interlinked set of 
spaces that comprise the inner hills and ridges around urban areas, lakes and river 
corridors, as well as mountains and bushland west of the Murrumbidgee. 
The Strategy will enhance ecological connectivity at local and regional scales by 
connecting urban green assets with nature parks, reserves and river corridors to 
encourage local wildlife movements, and by facilitating migration patterns of species 
for foraging and breeding (e.g. superb parrot). The Strategy approach will draw 
strongly upon the community (both residents and ‘community scientists’) to lead 
many of the monitoring and restoration initiatives around Canberra. 
www.environment.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/576184/ACT-Nature-
Conservation-Strategy_web.pdf 

 
Further, in Notifiable Instrument 2017-306, Fig. 1. The ‘Operating context of the 
biodiversity research and monitoring program states: Management of ACT protected 
area network, rural and urban areas, and threatened species and ecological 
communities’ www.legislation.act.gov.au/ni/2017-306/current/pdf/2017-306.pdf 

 
However, apart from specific actions to  

 undertake research to assess impact on water quality of deciduous trees nutrient 
budget for urban catchments  

 monitoring program to evaluate impact of new urban developments on water 
quality 

the monitoring & evaluation of the urban space/environment appears to be absent 
from mention in Table 4: Ecosystem integrity level activities - biodiversity research 
and monitoring program 2017-19. 
Why is this so? Given that we are constantly told that Canberra’s footprint and 
projected population will continue to grow where is the Monitoring & Evaluation 
information for urban Canberra? Unfortunately I have not been able to locate such 
information. 

 



 4 

The ACT’s Biodiversity Research and Monitoring Program 2015–17 Implementation 
Report’s first point is to ‘Enhance habitat connectivity and ecosystem function’. 
With regards to The Canberra Spatial Plan I cannot locate reporting against the 
Objective – Protect and enhance biodiversity through nature reserves and 
maintaining connectivity between them: 

Actions 

 Further detailed investigations and structure planning for new greenfields areas 

and other urban development areas will include addressing requirements for 

environmental impact assessments, including assessing the biodiversity values of 

identified sites.  

 Initiate a Territory Plan variation to ensure wildlife corridors are maintained 

primarily for wildlife movement. 

Outcomes 

 Key nature conservation assets and threatened species and ecological 

communities protected in nature reserves. 

 A system of wildlife corridors to connect nature reserves developed and 

maintained. 

 Protection of sensitive natural environments. 

Monitoring indicators 

 Hectares of threatened species habitats and ecological communities and other 

natural assets protected in nature reserves or under similar secure management 

as proportion of the total area of the ACT. 

 Proportion of large, medium or small fragments of native vegetation with corridor 

connections. 

 Proportion and area (hectares) of each ecological community protected in nature 

reserves. 

http://apps.actpla.act.gov.au/spatialplan/4_goals/4E_environment/4E2_biodiversity.htm 

 
Economic development 
Economic development and biodiversity would appear, in many instances, to be 
mutually exclusive. With the ever-increasing increase and spread of population there 
is a concomitant spread of concrete, glass, bitumen, light and various other 
pollutants. 
 
It becomes ever-increasingly apparent that biodiversity is under ever-increasing 
threat and therefore is given the priority it deserves, indeed that it must have for 
sustainability, defined by Dr Peter Ellyard as ‘zero net collateral harm to other 
species (including humans) and places’ (28 June 2018, Car city or clean transport 
capital? ACT Planning Strategy Refresh, Speaker Series). 
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Rigorous environmental impact assessments need incorporating into development 
applications in order to address what appears to be a developer-led no-holds-barred 
approach to Canberra’s future. Smart planning for the future of Canberra as a smart 
city should be based on ecosystem principles with the objective to augment 
sustainability. 

As stated above it is vital to preserve NCOSS effectively as these areas are rich in 
biodiversity, assist with refugia for plants and animals and include endangered 
ecological communities. It is heartening that fire management plans now include 
input from Indigenous rangers. 
 
There is the necessity for a systematic and evidence-based approach to improve the 
capacity for flora and fauna survival by promoting connectivity between the various 
ecosystems, across agricultural and urban areas in the ACT. This would require 
determining how, what, when and why (i.e. a sound rationale) data should be 
collected. Accurate data should be used to guide the adjustment phase of the 
monitoring and evaluation process. Measures to improve connectivity across the 
peri-urban and urban areas should be actively developed and implemented.  
 
This would be particularly pertinent when high-rise buildings close off access 
corridors to various species of fauna thus reducing connectivity. Commissioning 
CSIRO to map Canberra’s indigenous & migratory, as well as feral species, could be 
used as a basis for effecting connectivity across Canberra and the ACT as well as 
reducing the impact of feral species.  
 
Loss of green space reduces connectivity and must be regarded as a threat to the 
catchment. However, there are also opportunities to create assistive corridors 
particularly with succession management and intelligent selection of tree and other 
plant species for planting along roads, in parks, wetlands and even in backyards. 
Even understories of appropriate species would assist connectivity throughout 
Canberra’s suburbs and even in large spaces such as the Arboretum.  
 
While Canberra’s ‘blue’ areas are for the most part constructed or artificial any 
further concreting of waterways and lakes is not best practice. It is vital that 
scientific assessment is conducted of the riparian and freshwater environment of 
lakes Burley Griffin, Tuggeranong and Ginninderra, and how the fauna and flora have 
adapted to these man-made lakes. Continuous monitoring and adaptive 
management are also required. 
 
Climate change/resilience 
The addiction to ‘densification’ and the notion that Canberra’s huge open spaces are 
of little or no value except for residential development needs to be balanced with 
the ongoing sustainability of the environment in the face of climate change. 
‘Liveability’ for all species is the key consideration. Applications for ‘development’ of 
green space and development applications for residential properties also should be 
seriously considered as part of the urban landscape mix and ways to promote 
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connectivity be ‘front of mind’, carefully investigated by planners with relevant 
expertise and included and implemented in building codes. 
Some practical considerations are: 

 implementation of wide verges wherever possible and certainly in new 
‘developments’ 

 succession planning for ageing trees 

 selection of replacement trees based on species survivability in the face of 
climate change. Even in heritage areas this should be the guiding principle as 
there is little point in investing in tree species that cannot adapt to the predicted 
intensity of climate variability. 

 expansion of green spaces 

 cooling of built-up areas with wide-canopied trees 
 

Science 
It would be advisable to strengthen the position and powers of the ACT Scientific 
Committee particularly in view of the issue that NCA board is comprised of business 
leaders. A healthy natural urban environment can only be achieved if the 
surrounding environment is conserved and protected. What seems to be lacking is a 
plan that integrates these actions across the Territory and that includes urban areas 
within its remit. 

 
The ACT Scientific Committee appears well positioned to coordinate such a 
comprehensive plan, to commission relevant research, to engage effectively with the 
community and develop appropriate education programs. Resourcing should be 
made available to enable the Committee to undertake these activities. Further, the 
Committee should have the necessary influence in land planning and management 
decisions and strong powers to veto commercial & residential activities that have 
undue impact on connectivity, threatened species and ecological communities in the 
ACT. 
 
Costs 
It would be advisable for the business case to be made that shows actual investment 
in environmental management and the costs of damage to, and even losing 
ecosystem services and habitat in the urban environment. This should include the 
various strategies, studies and projects (e.g. waste and water management, tree 
conservation), implementation measures and opportunity costs. Cost and 
maintenance considerations need to be reconciled with the costs and maintenance 
considerations of not acting in ameliorating the effects of urbanisation.  

 
Integration of strategies & policies not only inter-jurisdiction but also intra-
governmental agencies and departments should not restricted to senior executives 
but extended to project officer levels to improve prospects for success. Clearer lines 
of demarcation between ACT Government and NCA responsibilities should be made. 
Both the ACT and Commonwealth governments should develop conservation 
management plans for those areas identified as critical for sustainability and 
connectivity.  
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Education: it will be essential for success if awareness was raised in all components 
of the community of the fundamental importance of a healthy environment for the 
ACT. This should encompass not just residents but is particularly important for 
politicians & bureaucrats, developers, builders and farmers.  
 

I commend to the Committee reference to the Melbourne Nature in the City 
Strategy: www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/community/parks-open-spaces/urban-
nature/pages/nature-in-the-city-strategy.aspx 
 

Marianne Albury-Colless 
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