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WEPA Submission on (NSW Architect) Draft Greener Places Design Guide 
 

INTRODUCTION 

I am writing on behalf of the Willoughby Environmental Protection Association (WEPA) to 

comment on the Draft Greener Places Design Guide produced by the Government Architect 

of NSW. 

 

WEPA, which was established in 1981, is based on Sydney’s lower North Shore, an urban 

area which for many decades has been celebrated for its tree canopy, harbour waterways, 

remnant bushland vegetation and biodiversity. WEPA’s efforts since its establishment have 

been aimed at maintaining and enhancing the ‘green infrastructure’ in our LGA which 
contributes strongly to its desirability as a place to live and enjoy. 

 

The Willoughby City Council (WCC) has worked with its local community to produce its 
Green City Plan and the recent draft Local Strategic Planning Statement (LSPS) both of which 

have demonstrated the consistently high value the Willoughby community in general places 

on trees and bushland in private and public places. The recent declaration by WCC of a 
climate emergency further underlines the desire of the community to see all actions, 

including tree protection and planting, undertaken to mitigate the impacts of climate 

change. 

 

WEPA commends the Government Architect on this significant attempt to provide a 

framework to protect, enhance and extend green infrastructure in urban areas across NSW.  

The three focus areas (Open space for recreation; Urban tree canopy; and Bushland and 

waterways) are well chosen, capturing major issues about open and natural places in our 

neighbourhoods and cities.  The definitions, strategies and actions are similarly 

comprehensive, with only a few possible missed opportunities (which will be dealt with in 
detail below).   

 

WEPA acknowledges that the Guide is to be provided for guidance only.  However, we have 
seen many such principles espoused before in green visions for urban areas.  We believe 

that it is worthwhile commenting as well on the problems that such guidance will have in 

dealing with existing policies and legislation and in finding the funding for implementation.  
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SECTON 1 OPEN SPACE FOR RECREATION 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

WEPA supports the section of the Guide encompassing Open Spaces and the recreation they 

provide.  In particular, it is good to see that ‘appreciation of nature’ and other recreations 

such as walking and socialising are acknowledged and addressed alongside the more 

obvious sports-based activities.  The move towards a performance-based approach is also 

encouraging where it inspires innovation and attention to multiple-uses.  The strategies and 

core criteria are well-thought through and comprehensive and, most essentially, recognise 

the important connection with nature and the outdoor life that people require to live 
healthily.    

 

In relation to the future implementation of the Guide we would comment that care must be 
taken to ensure recognition that different green open spaces have different purposes. For 

example, green rooftops and walls may reduce air pollution and have cooling properties but 

provide limited habitat for insects and birds and cannot be used for sporting activities, 
provide shade or mitigate flooding. Neither are they a replacement for ground-level green 

space. Similarly, newly planted seedlings cannot perform the same environmental services 

as mature trees in terms of shade provided, filtering of pollutants, carbon sequestration or 

stormwater management. Retaining existing green spaces will be as important as 

developing new spaces. 

 

On another point, WEPA is concerned with the repeated reference in this section to the use 

of synthetic surfaces or artificial turf (p.23; 58; 60).  The only way in which artificial turf is 

remotely ‘green’ is by its colour.  Research on the use of artificial turf has found that, in 

addition to its documented health and injury impacts, it increases the urban heat island 

effect, converts large open green spaces from wildlife ecosystems to ‘green concrete’, and 

disperses microplastics into local bushland and waterways and beyond. It has a relatively 

short life and there are difficulties in its recycling.   

 

WEPA Recommendation 1: that the Guide includes guidance on the major environmental 

impacts of synthetic surfaces or artificial turf. 
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The overall problem with this section is that it fails to address the major problem for most 

Local Government Areas - that there is little remaining additional land which might be 

utilised to provide the ideal amount and diversity of public open spaces required. Councils 

cannot compete generally with developers in acquiring land for these purposes.  Innovation 

and assistance with funding is required at the State level to develop open space.   

 

As an example of innovation, in many LGAs open space and sports fields are available on the 

grounds of private schools. The possibility of accessing these spaces has been raised in the 

past by the current NSW Minister for Planning1  but no outcomes have been reported. The 

partial, negotiated opening of these fields to organised sport and or recreationalists of all 
type would be an excellent show of goodwill on the part of private schools which are, after 

all, funded by the Government and exempt from the payment of local rates.2 

 

WEPA Recommendation 2: that the Guide further explore innovative legislative and policy 

approaches to expanding and enhancing local public open space including: 

- a State Government program – with appropriate funding - to assist LGAs to extend 
and enhance their open spaces on a priority basis; 

- discussions with private schools and other holders of large open spaces such as golf 

courses on the use of their land for sports and public recreation; 

- enforceable planning regulations to ensure new green field developments are not 

approved without the retention of trees and wildlife corridors and provision of 

appropriate open space for recreation and tree planting. 

 

SECTION 2 URBAN TREE CANOPY 

________________________________________________________________________ 

WEPA welcomes this section of the Guide as it finally addresses a problem which is wide-

spread and critical for the continued liveability of our suburbs in a changing climate and 

works towards biodiversity protection.   

 
1 https://www.dailytelegraph.com.au/projectsydney/education-minister-wants-to-tweak-law-to-open-up-rich-
schools-facilities-to-public-students/news-story/32aa3c7d91b59b872d57f07d62639949?login=1 
 
2 Local Government Act 1993 - S555, 1, (f) 

https://www.dailytelegraph.com.au/projectsydney/education-minister-wants-to-tweak-law-to-open-up-rich-schools-facilities-to-public-students/news-story/32aa3c7d91b59b872d57f07d62639949?login=1
https://www.dailytelegraph.com.au/projectsydney/education-minister-wants-to-tweak-law-to-open-up-rich-schools-facilities-to-public-students/news-story/32aa3c7d91b59b872d57f07d62639949?login=1
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The extent of urban tree cover is being reduced in our LGA, as in other suburbs across 

Sydney, by a combination of activities, including clearing for urban, industrial and State grey 

infrastructure development, increasing housing density and suburban infill where gardens 

are being cleared and house to land ratios are increasing. Urban trees are also impacted by 

overhead and underground services that result in heavy pruning of existing street trees and 

prevent new trees being planted along streets and highways.  

 

We are also seeing some in the community become more alienated from nature. Trees 

which once shaded our homes, were considered things of beauty and which harboured a 

much-admired wildlife have, as the pace of life and urbanisation has increased, come to be 
seen by some as a liability and an impediment to the development of ever larger houses, 

medium density infill, car parking, pools and apartment buildings. There has also been a rise 

in people’s fear of the safety risk attached to trees, driven in part by media sensationalism 
and an increase in litigation.  

 

WEPA endorses the strategies identified in the Guide and the targets for increasing tree 
canopy.  It also supports the Recommendations included in the Guide with the following 

qualifications and addition. 

 

Planning 

The recommendations in the Guide must be accepted and incorporated in Government 

planning legislation and regulations to have any major impact.  These regulations need to 

require all developments to retain existing trees and plant native trees wherever possible 

and appropriate. As mentioned in the Guide, adequate setbacks and deep soil areas are 

fundamental to facilitating retention and aiding the establishment of trees. Standardized 

LEPs and DCPs require the strongest possible provisions including enforcement of 

landscaping, deep soil areas and setbacks to allow for canopy trees and shade in the longer 

term.    

 
WEPA Recommendation 3: That the recommendations of the Guide need to be supported 

by and reflected in all NSW State planning policies and legislation to ensure enforcement. 
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Trees in Backyards 

The majority of trees in Sydney suburbs are found in the gardens of suburban houses.  We 

support the Guide recommendation for local government to ‘strengthen tree protection 

regulations and conformance’ but believe that the State Government’s role in implementing 

this strategy should be expanded as follows:  

 

WEPA Recommendation 4: that the Guide Recommendations under Strategy 1 (on p39) be 

expanded to recommend that the State Government review its current planning 

instruments such as code complying and exempt developments and aspects of the 10/50 

code which act to incentivise or encourage tree removal from private gardens.     

 

Native trees  

While all trees contribute to the canopy only native trees will assist in reversing the 
biodiversity loss we are experiencing. Native plants, apart from looking good and being 

environmentally friendly, serve many useful purposes. They provide food, shelter and 

nesting materials for our native animals and reduce water loss. Over 175 species of animals 
in NSW depend upon tree hollows to survive. In native trees, hollows will typically take up to 

150 years to develop. Most exotic trees provide little or no food sources or roosting and 

nesting opportunities. The loss of hollow bearing trees and clearing of native vegetation 

have long been known to be key threatening processes. WEPA would like to see the policy 
and guidelines place a far greater emphasis on the use of native trees as a tool to preserve 

our biodiversity and ensure the effectiveness of our wildlife corridors and linkages.  

 

WEPA Recommendation 5:  The Guide should include information on the importance of 

protecting and planting native trees as part of our urban canopy.   

 

Native nurseries 

Anyone who has attempted to plan and plant native trees and gardens will know how 

difficult it is to track down local native plant stock. The number of all plant nurseries has 

sharply contracted over the last 10 years. The more accessible plant nurseries tend to sell 

only hybrid natives. A very few native tubestock/tree nurseries exist on city outskirts.  In 

order to grow the native urban tree canopy and understorey of plants on which our local 

biodiversity depends, we need a more proactive and educative approach.  



 
 

6 
 

 

WEPA Recommendation 6: that the State Government work with local government to 

ensure that there are accessible native nurseries in LGAS which would generate stock for 

local plantings by Council and be open to the public for sales and education  

 

Education and Public Programs 

WEPA supports the reference to the need for education programs to be included about tree 

canopy in the Guide. Increases in canopy coverage will depend heavily on local support for 

Council investment in this area and maintaining and increasing tree canopies on private 

property. This will require the State and local government to take on a visible leadership 
role in educating the community about the multiple benefits of trees and the importance of 

utilising native vegetation.  

 
WEPA Recommendation 7: that education programs and pamphlets be prepared in a range 

of community languages which raise awareness of the benefits of the urban tree canopy. It 

should also address the relatively low risk of injury or death caused by trees and the fact 
that this risk can be mitigated even further when council and tree owners work together to 

take a balanced and proportionate approach to tree safety management. 

 

The Guide makes mention (p39) of improving reporting on tree removal.  Enforcement and 
reporting of illegal tree and vegetation removal as well as tree poisonings will be greatly 

extended if the public has information about local actions. 

 

WEPA Recommendation 8: that approvals relating to vegetation clearing, pruning or 

removal be accessible on part of local Council’s websites dedicated to tree/vegetation 

transactions. 

 

Verge plantings 

WEPA also sees a need for local government to identify further opportunities not only for 

trees but for shrubs, grasses and other native vegetation to be planted in road reserves and 

other public places to add an understorey for small birds, insects and reptiles. WCC has 

included guidelines for planting verge gardens in its recently implemented Vegetation 
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Strategy. The Guide’s encouragement of native verge gardens provides a good step in this 

direction.   

 

SECTION 3 Bushland and Waterways 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

WEPA congratulates the authors of the Guide in identifying the importance of urban habitat 

connectivity in its Bushland and Waterways Section.  At the state and local level to date 

there has been a marked reluctance to date to acknowledge the biodiversity nurtured by 

urban bushland and waterways and our need to approach this in a holistic manner.  This is 

despite the fact that we are facing obvious extinctions at local and regional level. 
 

Willoughby has a complex and valuable range of wild species and, includes some of the 

most critically endangered wildlife, plants and ecological communities in NSW. This unique 
biodiversity in urban areas is severely depleted and bushland continues to be removed. It is 

important to identify, retain and restore vegetation remnants and to increase and improve 

wildlife habitats and corridors.  
 

There must be a recognition of priority biodiversity sites and species where development or 

offsets should not occur. The ability of some wildlife to persist in small pockets and expand 

into restored habitats, as has been seen with the return of wallabies and lyrebirds to Flat 

Rock Gully, Naremburn, indicates the importance of these areas. According to Brendan 

Wintle, the Professor of Conservation Ecology, University of Melbourne and other ecology 

experts, “In Australia, our cities are home to, on average, three times as many threatened 

species per unit area as rural environments. This means urbanisation is one of the most 

destructive processes for biodiversity.” The existence of large conservation reserves will not 

compensate for the small patches of habitat being destroyed or degraded because those 

reserves tend to contain different species to the ones being lost. The combined impact of 

the loss of many small patches is massive. It is a significant contributor to our current 

extinction crisis.  

 

One of the drawbacks of a less holistic approach to urban bushland and waterways is that 

the issue of the decline in biodiversity and the spread of local and state-wide extinctions is 

dealt with only indirectly and on an LGA by LGA basis while our bushland waterways and 
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corridors cross these man-made boundaries.  These LGAs are interconnected from a wildlife 

and ecosystem perspective and, while we welcome provisions for all LGAs to invest in these 

wildlife areas and protect them in perpetuity, we note that their plans must proceed from a 

wider ecosystem perspective and be informed by a greater depth of relevant research and 

guidance. 

 

For this reason WEPA maintains some concern over the inclusion of Bushland and 

Waterways in a ‘Design and Place’ document.  This is an area which has far more to do with 

environmental protection, conservation, threatened species protection and needs to be 

backed by legislation and research relating to these issues.  Bushland has inherent ecological 
values which must not be confused with the values which are current for open space.  

Bushland is not ‘unused’ land – it is in great use already by the wildlife which inhabits it.  

Their needs do not always coincide with the needs of people for connection to nature and 
recreational activities.  

 

WEPA Recommendation 9: That the State Government develop an urban Bushland and 
Biodiversity SEPP which will inform wildlife corridor planning and wildlife protection 

measures across urban LGAs and provide enforceable targets and provisions. 

 

WEPA Recommendation 10:  That the State Government include provisions in this SEPP 

which enforce greater control over domestic pets entering and utilising wildlife reserves and 

corridors.  It should provide enforceable provisions to ensure that cats are contained to 

enclosed areas ie homes and backyards and that dogs are not walked off leash in wildlife 

areas. 

 

WEPA Recommendation 11: that the Guide consider a recommendation that the 

Government work with Birdlife Australia to incorporate planning measures to decrease bird 

strike (ie birds killed and injured every year by collisions with glass windows). 3   

 

 
3 BirdLife Australiahttps://www.birdsinbackyards.net/content/article/Bird-Strike-Project-Update lists 
birds colliding with windows ; https://www.australiangeographic.com.au/topics/science-
environment/2019/01/striking-out-windows-collisions-a-growing-threat-to-our-birds/ 

https://www.birdsinbackyards.net/content/article/Bird-Strike-Project-Update
https://www.australiangeographic.com.au/topics/science-environment/2019/01/striking-out-windows-collisions-a-growing-threat-to-our-birds/
https://www.australiangeographic.com.au/topics/science-environment/2019/01/striking-out-windows-collisions-a-growing-threat-to-our-birds/
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BARRIERS TO IMPLEMENTATION 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

While WEPA recognises that a Guide is designed to provide guidance only, we believe this 

exercise would have benefited from advice on how the guidance will be implemented and 

enforced and areas of planning which require change to ensure implementation.  

 

The Guide provides a commendable way forward on the issue of enhancing and extending 

green infrastructure, but it should be noted that at present some of the State Governments 

existing policies and legislation undermine the guidance provided and will need to be 

redressed.  The impacts of code-based (eg 10/50) and exempt forms of development; the 
application of offset rules for native vegetation; the approval of developments which level 

remaining conservation areas; and the steam-roller approach of State Significant 

Developments are amongst the current actions accelerating the loss of urban tree canopy 
and destroying open space and bushland across urban areas. 

 

While Governments are looking for ideas for economic stimulus after the COVID shut down, 
this would be an ideal time for them to move away from concrete infrastructure and to  

instead make a political commitment to investing in the parks, trees and natural areas in our 

expanding city with the assistance of this Guide.  In considering the way forward, the Guide 

may work towards removing the mania for fast-tracking development and ‘green tape’ 

removal and return consideration to the better use of land to the benefits of the community 

and to the preservation of our unique biodiversity. 

 

Please feel free to contact me (details below) if further information is required. 

 

Dr Meredith Foley  

Executive Committee 

Willoughby Environmental Committee  

0438 890 902 

Email:  wepa@wepa.org.au 

Website: www.wepa.org.au 

Facebook: www.facebook.com/wepa.org.au 
 

28 August 2020 
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