
 

 

Draft Royal Park Master Plan 
 

Submission by Royal Park Protection Group Inc 
 

February 2025 
 

Table of Contents 

1. SUMMARY ....................................................................................................... 2 

2. INTRODUCTION ............................................................................................... 2 

3. VISION ............................................................................................................. 3 

4. SPORTS FIELD REQUIREMENTS .................................................................... 5 

5. HERITAGE ....................................................................................................... 6 

6. DRAFT MASTER PLAN - PRINCIPLES ............................................................. 7 

7. INFRASTRUCTURE .......................................................................................... 8 

7.1 New Pathways ....................................................................................................... 9 

7.2 Lighting of Pathways .............................................................................................. 9 

7.3 Ovals and Games Areas ....................................................................................... 10 
7.4 Lighting of Ovals .................................................................................................. 10 

7.5 Tennis Courts ...................................................................................................... 11 

7.6 Nature Play Expansion ......................................................................................... 11 

7.7 Disc Golf ............................................................................................................. 11 

7.8 Walmsley House and Residence .......................................................................... 11 

8. BIODIVERSITY ............................................................................................... 12 

9. CONCLUSION ................................................................................................ 13 

Reference list ................................................................................................................ 14 
 
  



 

 

1. SUMMARY 
 
This submission identifies the following key issues which should be rectified and 
accounted for in the revision to the Master Plan: 

• The Vision statement is inadequate. 
• The Plan does not give due weight to the significance and importance of the 

biodiversity and ecology. 
• The provision of sports facilities should be looked at from a wider Melbourne 

perspective – not just provision within the City Council boundaries.  
• Greater effort is needed to provide sports facilities within new urban growth and 

development areas. 
• It should be recognised that the majority of people who engage in recreation do 

so in non-organised, flexible and informal sporting activities (Ausplay Report 
2024), hence the need is for open space rather than sports fields. 

• Include data (which is either available or needs to be generated), on fauna, flora 
and ecological features to inform decisions. 

• Engage with Landscape Architects to develop the Plan. 
 
Some of the above items may need assistance from the State and/or Federal 
Government. 

2. INTRODUCTION 
 
The Royal Park Protection Group is disappointed with the proposed draft Master Plan, 
which in our opinion is based on a faulty “Vision” statement. 
 
This Vision is the key statement and basis for the analysis. If the Vision is wrong, then 
the actions and plans will also be wrong. 
 
The current Vision gives active sports (which includes developing new playing fields) 
within the park a higher priority than the previous two Master Plans, which allowed for 
the development of this unique bushland and biodiverse park on the perimeter of the 
city.  “Balance” when used in the last Master Plans did not mean equal weight!  The 
fulcrum was heavily to the side preserving and enhancing the bushland setting and 
biodiversity! 
 
The significance of the Park, as highlighted in the Ecology Report and the Conservation 
Management Plan has not been heeded.  The data gathering on Park usage statistics, 
while commendable, is somewhat biased to the benefit of sporting clubs as they are 
identifiable, and can provide monolithic quantifiable feedback, as opposed to feedback 
from the individual casual users of the Park.  Further, data gathering has been totally 
deficient regarding bird species and habitat use, which is very disappointing.   
 



 

 

Finally, using only Urban Planners and failing to engage with Landscape Architects in 
the development of this plan is a glaring omission.  The best example of this “missed 
step” can be seen in the ink drawings of the Master Plan, which showed a silhouette of 
trees against the sky with goal posts looming in the foreground! 
 
While much of this response will address the proposed plans, we feel that it is a great 
burden on our time to have to respond to proposals which are derived on the wrong 
basis, rather than having constructive conversations on what could be.   
 
To proceed with this plan will prove to be a planning disaster on a par with Docklands! 

3. VISION 
 
The current Vision statement in the draft Master Plan (pg 16) is: 
 

The 20-year vision establishes a shared aspiration for Royal Park, representing the 
collective goals of the City of Melbourne, stakeholders and the community. It will 
guide future decision-making.  
The vision is to:  
Protect Royal Park as a natural, expansive place where all people feel safe and 
welcome to experience its unique history and distinctive Australian landscape.  
Preserve Royal Park as a place for nature, sport, recreation and storytelling.  
Invite Melburnians to embrace its rich and living Wurundjeri Woi-wurrung history and 
cultural values. 

 
Royal Park is not an ordinary park.  It is a “dark park”.  It is the largest bushland park 
right on the boundary of a major city.  It is unique!  From its earliest beginnings it was 
seen as a place for the people of Melbourne to relax and enjoy the bushland setting. 
The lungs of the city…. 
 
The Ecology Report states: 

• “It is a park with high ecological and landscape value”  
• “It also has significant biodiversity value and opportunities to increase and 

improve habitat..”… 
• “its ecological values are increasingly being recognised by the City and the public 

and therefore also need to be balanced against other, potentially detrimental 
uses.” 

• “Increasing biodiversity through species reintroductions…undertaking innovative 
urban ecology projects will reinforce CoM’s global reputation and leadership in 
this area.” 

 
The starting point of the (any) master plan is the vision.  If you get this wrong then all 
the plans and actions that follow are likely to be wrong. 
 



 

 

The current Royal Park Vision includes words such as 
 “…where all people feel safe and welcome..” and 
 “…a place for nature, sport, recreation and storytelling.” 
 
On the surface, that may sound nice and sensible, but…. the issue with this vision is 
that: 

• It is impossible to make “all people” feel safe 
o For some this might require more lighting(!), sealed paving, no bushes for 

undesirables to hide in(?) etc.  Where does it stop?   
 
This is immediately at odds with the what the park is!  It simply gives licence to adding 
inappropriate infrastructure to the Park.  Surely, we can come up with ways to deal with 
personal safety issues without destroying this treasure! 
 

• The second statement puts “nature, sport and recreation” on the same level.  
This is a major error and leads to an outcome which is very unsatisfactory.  
Contrast this to the previous master plan where at least the words “balanced” 
usage was used, and in the context of regenerating a bushland setting this meant 
greater emphasis on the natural rather than the clipped grassy ovals!  

 
The end result of the current plan is to increase paving and increase active sporting use 
and areas available for it. 
 
What is missing is proper regard for the value of this place, as opposed to relegating the 
natural environment to a fragmented background. 
 
The community consultation undertaken, while commendable, unfortunately misses the 
large number of people who do not sit on a bench (so were not counted by the 
trackers!), who walk through the park, as well as birders who congregate, and others 
strolling by. It is biased towards the greater numbers captured by surveys at formal 
sporting events or events organised through these bodies.  The lack of attention to 
fauna usage by both local birds and migratory birds (e.g. Swift Parrot), and the impact of 
invasive birds (Noisy Miners and Bellbirds), is a clear deficiency in this work. 
 
We are therefore in danger of destroying what we cherish... due to ignorance! 
 
An excellent rewriting of the Vision statement was penned by B. McNicholas. The 
following Vision statement is based on this:  
 

Protect Royal Park as a natural, expansive place which welcomes people to view 
and experience its unique history and distinctive Australian landscape and 
ecosystems. 
As part of this, to 



 

 

• Invite Melburnians and visitors to embrace its rich and living Aboriginal 
history and cultural values and to walk together in recognising connections 
with Royal Park’s land and environment. 

• Preserve Royal Park as a place for nature, (unobtrusive) sport and 
recreation, and storytelling. 

• Avoid constructed elements and artificial lighting. 
• Aim for a holistic approach to increasing biodiversity through improving 

habitat and biolinks. 
• Prioritise Royal Park as a Dark Sky Place.   

 

4. SPORTS FIELD REQUIREMENTS 
As part of the justification for the current draft, the City of Melbourne produced a report 
titled “Future Outdoor Sports Field Provision in the Municipality 2025”, which it 
presented to the Future Melbourne Committee on 4 February 2025. The Executive 
Summary; Application of the findings to the Draft RP Master Plan on page 5, states: 
“A measured approach to accommodate additional use is consistent with the 
draft master plan’s principles”. 
 
Such a broad statement can be interpreted in a number of ways in order to get the 
desired outcome. 
 
Further, the report includes “….activation of Lawn 7…including an oval and 2 or 3 
fields…plus amenities…” 
 
This area is a vital part of the biodiversity of the park. It has old growth trees which are 
used by Swift Parrots on their migration between Tasmania and the mainland.   
 
As pointed out to Council staff and Councillors on our site visit (30/1/25) the area is very 
important to maintaining a healthy bird population.  The loss of ground cover bushes 
and increasing mown grass areas (especially if watered for sports use as proposed) will 
endanger its habitat value, as the Noisy Miners take over in such cases and chase 
away the other birds. 
 
Again in section 4.3 Key summary points – pg 16 it states: 
 
“Since 1986 there has been a significant reduction in the number of sports fields 
in the CoM, particularly in Royal Park”. 
 
Here is the key to why the “Vision” in the draft Master Plan has been changed.  The 
reason for the loss of sports fields in Royal Park was a direct result of the original 
Master Plan and the work done to produce the park we have today – a park that 
supports biodiversity and a bushland feel.  A park where the fauna, be it insects or 
birds, have thrived in an inner city environment which is truly remarkable and unique. 



 

 

 
Section 5.0 Conclusion summarises the plan as follows: 
“The evidence presented in this report supports the recommendations for 
increasing capacity and provision of new outdoor sports fields in the draft Royal 
Park Master Plan.  This plan will guide the future management for Royal Park over 
the next 20 years”. 
 
Given that the vision is wrong, then this conclusion is obviously not consistent with what 
it should be. 
 
If Council is to proceed with this plan, it will be consigning all the work previously done 
in developing the park which we now have as a natural, biodiverse, bushland park, to 
the dustbin!  All the efforts of so many people over so long will have come to nothing. 
 
The inability to plan for an expanding population in the city without losing what is one of 
our most precious assets is appalling and we must search for solutions which will not be 
to the detriment of our city. 
 
To this end, we note that the report focuses on population within the City limits and also 
on the facilities within these limits. 
 
Given that many of the people playing sport do not live in the City boundaries, then 
surely the review of available sporting fields should include the wider Melbourne area in 
the analysis?  It would be interesting to know what the totality and location of sports 
fields is compared to population growth and where other opportunities for expansion 
can be found.   
 
The City of Melbourne should not be sacrificing the parks that exist for a single purpose.  
This is a community wide issue and should be looked at holistically. 
 
Perhaps this is best summed up by quoting Kate Redwood (past CoM Councillor) – 
“….It now appears that Council has forgotten the history of Royal Park and failed to 
recognise its environmental values in the new sporting ground proposals. This is 
nothing short of desecration.” 

5. HERITAGE 
 
It is worth noting at this point the Victorian Heritage Listing (H2337) which states 
(highlights by author): 
 
“……Throughout its history there has been ongoing concern for its preservation, and 
despite various excisions the reserve has remained relatively unchanged in size since 
1876. The retention and replanting of much indigenous vegetation is a feature of Royal 
Park and in 2010 the City of Melbourne won national recognition for its implementation 



 

 

of the 1984 Master Plan, which helped preserve and develop the natural landscape so 
close to the city centre.” 
 
Further along it states: 
“Royal Park is significant at a local level for its association with Victorians who have 
played leading roles in its development: early trustees such as Ferdinand Mueller and 
William Davidson; the Town Clerk of Melbourne E G Fitzgibbon, who opposed 
nineteenth century attempts to alienate the parkland.“ 
 
According to the draft Master Plan, the following criteria are also reproduced: 

• Criterion A : importance to the course or pattern of Victoria’s cultural history 
o “…a largely intact example of the parks set aside by Gov. Latrobe from the 

mid 1840’s…” 
• Criterion B : possession of uncommon, rare or endangered aspects of Victoria’s 

cultural history 
o “…it is rare as the most outstanding and intact example…of parks ..which 

retains many of its original features including form, uses, vegetation and 
important views to the City.”  

• Criterion E : its importance in exhibiting particular aesthetic characteristics. 
o “It is aesthetically significant as an outstanding example of a large 

metropolitan park particularly notable for its remnant indigenous 
vegetation and significant internal and external vistas.’ 

o “The most recent layer of development associated with the 1984 Master 
Plan is significant for its design philosophy and natural landscape 
aesthetic. In 2010, the Australian Institute of Landscape Architects 
awarded the City of Melbourne the "ALIA national award for sustainable 
settlement, green infrastructure and landscape principles" for "its 
stewardship of Royal Park as a nationally significant landscape". 

 
In other words, the Heritage Listing of the Park has focused at the State level on the 
significance of the natural parkland, with mention of the local significance of sports use. 
 
We would contend that the preservation of the aesthetic of the park is the primary goal.  
The use for sports is not precluded but is secondary to this.  The unique character of the 
park must be protected! 

6. DRAFT MASTER PLAN - PRINCIPLES 
 
A primary concern with the drafting of this Master Plan is the division of the Park into 
five precincts. This has the potential for different criteria and standards to be applied to 
each area, creating a disjointed whole.  If the natural nature of the Park is to be 
maintained, it needs to be looked at as a whole, rather than divided. 
 
The draft Master Plan has set itself 8 principles to guide its development.  These are: 



 

 

1) Walk together with Wurundjeri Woi-wurrung people to reconnect with Royal Park 
as an Aboriginal Place.  

2) Understand and protect the cultural heritage values of the park.  
3) Protect and grow the park for future generations.  
4) Ensure the park is a welcoming, safe and inclusive place for everyone.  
5) Plan for increased use and ongoing enjoyment though the provision of sport and 

recreation spaces and activities across the park.  
6) Plan for the diverse needs of park users.  
7) Protect and enhance biodiversity values in the park.  
8) Use landscape characters present in the park to guide future planning and 

design.  
 
Principles 3-8 are problematic!   
 
Principle 4 we referred to earlier as being unworkable, as “safe” is a very subjective 
concept and will be different for different users.  It is also an invitation to allow 
inappropriate lighting, for example, under the heading of “improving safety” but of 
course is destroying the “dark park” principle and ignoring the effects on fauna and flora, 
(which are well documented by scientific research).   
 
Principles 3, 5 and 6 are in regard to further development.   
What is “protect and grow”?  As the plants don’t need anyone to help them “grow”, we 
can only assume this is referring to increased sports areas?  
Planning for “increased use” and “diverse” needs is also vague if applied to the natural 
landscape, but can only be interpreted as the increase of infrastructure in the park. 
 
Principle 7 can only be applied if you know what you are protecting. The lack of 
knowledge displayed, for example, in relation to local birds, would lead one to conclude 
this cannot be achieved, as the draft Master Plan has quite evidently not accessed such 
data. 
 
Principle 8 refers to “landscape characters” to “guide future planning and design”. 
Perhaps the ink drawing referred to previously, showing goal posts against the skyline, 
is the “new” character. This fanciful drawing could be used to justify the insertion of 
more formal sporting facilities into the Park while maintaining that this conforms to the 
“plan”!  Again, this is the wrong Vision! 

7. INFRASTRUCTURE 
 
The draft Master Plan proposes that the following infrastructure be created: 

• 5 Circuit tracks (2.5m wide). 
• Forming paths across Grass Circle area (to match where “paths of desire” have 

appeared). 
• Increased path lighting. 
• 3 new ovals. 



 

 

• 5 multi-purpose games areas. 
• Increased lighting for Ryder, Poplar and Walker ovals and expanded operational 

hours. 
• 1 tennis court. 
• A mini-golf course. 
• A disc golf course. 
• Expansion of Nature Play area. 

7.1 New Pathways 
The issue with the provision of these pathways is: 
 

• The circuit paths go through some sensitive biodiverse areas, causing 
fragmentation for little benefit. 

• Walkers and joggers do not want to follow paths such as those proposed and 
would rather make their own way (evident from informal talks with people in the 
park). 

• Paving “paths of desire” simply reduces the natural feel of the areas, especially 
on the grass circle. 

 
Hence, these additions appear to be a product of an Urban Design mentality rather than 
being sympathetic to the landscape. 
 
The one area that has not been addressed is the Capital City Trail used extensively by 
cyclists and pedestrians.  Some areas see cyclists travelling at high speed adjacent to 
pedestrians.  This problem has been identified before and separated paths in the high 
traffic/speed areas is likely to be the best solution. 

7.2 Lighting of Pathways 
The CoM Lighting Strategy states that Royal Park is a ‘dark place’ for the benefit of its 
wildlife – particularly owls, bats, moths and nocturnal animals. The detrimental 
environmental, social, health impacts of ALAN (Artificial Light At Night) are now well 
recognised. 
 
Lighting of major and minor paths through the Park and “optimisation of roads and 
tramline lighting” includes: 
 

• Lighting along the tram line. 
• Lighting along the drive into the Ross Straw Pavilion. 
• Lighted paths through Nature Play. 
• Lighting of path to former tramstop 23. 

 
All the above proposed are on the basis of increasing community usage. 
 



 

 

No account has been taken of the impact of these proposals on biodiversity and 
maintaining a “dark park” and how this is rated against a nebulous “increase in 
community usage”. 

7.3 Ovals and Games Areas 
The case for extra ovals and games areas is based entirely on the premise that 
participation numbers are expected to increase with population growth, and the CoM 
wants to provide this capacity within the city limits. 
 
As the Ausplay Report demonstrates, the largest number of people participate in 
recreation in non-formal settings, and so creating more ovals would actually limits this. 
 
Of great concern is also the impact of sporting ovals and possible facilities to be built on 
Lawn 7. This is a particularly well used area for informal sporting activities but is also a 
key area in the biodiversity function of the Park.  The stand of old growth Eucalypts on 
Brens Drive hosts endangered Swift Parrots on their migration route.  The Lawn, which 
has lost some of its ground shrubs over time, is an important barrier to pest species 
such as the Noisy Miners, which are moving towards the bird hot spots of the remnant 
areas and wetlands.  It is important to not create the perfect conditions for these birds 
(i.e. irrigated lawns!) and encourage species such as Magpies, which can control the 
spread of these aggressive birds. 
 
On the subject of irrigation, the current Stormwater Harvesting Project supplies about 74 
megalitres per year, which meets approximately 79% of the park's annual irrigation 
needs, with the remaining demand from potable water, (Clearwater VIC). Under Stage 3 
water restrictions the use of potable water ceases.   
 
Clearly, adding more irrigated ovals will increase the cost of maintaining the Park and 
limit available water for maintaining the natural landscape, particularly during drought 
years.  This is on top of the detrimental biodiversity impact.  

7.4 Lighting of Ovals  
The Plan proposes to light 3 more sports ovals (Ryder, Poplar and Walker ovals).  
 
This increases the number of ovals with flood lighting to a total of 9 ovals. 
Further, the lights proposed are brighter, bluer and far more detrimental to nocturnal 
wildlife.  Additionally, the SNHC has tower floodlights, whose light spill extends over 
much of the Park.  Sports lighting should be operational only during scheduled activities, 
with strict limits on timing and brightness. 
 
Appropriate recognition of the detrimental health and environmental impacts of lighting 
at night (ALAN) must be considered and be in accordance with the CoM Lighting 
Strategy which acknowledges this. 



 

 

7.5 Tennis Courts  
A new court is proposed for the North Park Tennis Club – currently with 3 courts. 
 
It is noted that the Club has been operating outside normal protocols for a tennis club, in 
that it has accepted membership applications without regard to capacity and is now 
asking for more courts. 
 
We wish to make 2 points on this: 

• Firstly, this cannot be made a precedent for increasing facilities and the Club 
should be reminded of this (otherwise we will have another request to expand in 
a few years’ time and similarly for other sporting facilities!). 

• Secondly, tennis courts would have to be one of the easier types of facilities to 
build into new growth areas such as Arden/McCauley, which is what should be 
done. 

 
Based on the above, a new court should not be approved as alternatives exist and “poor 
management” of the facility should not be rewarded. 

7.6 Nature Play Expansion  
The proposed expansion of this area will intrude into areas with established stands of 
trees, shrub beds and grassland.  
 
There are a number of such play areas in other parts of Melbourne where the activities 
range from flying foxes to climbing towers and structures, bushwalk tracks and mazes. 
The current plan does not provide any guidance on what is proposed and should be 
deleted. 
 
If any expansion of the nature play area is proposed, then it should be confined within 
the current play area and not intrude further into the Park.  

7.7 Disc Golf  
This activity was trialled some time ago and the impact on plants and passive users of 
the park was not good!  Disc Golf players intent on their game trampled through bushy 
areas to retrieve their frisbee without regard to minimising damage and were abrupt with 
other park users “in their way”. 
 
Group usage like this is an insult to all the work of the gardening staff.  This activity, 
unless confined to an area such as the golf course, is not in harmony with the Park. 

7.8 Walmsley House and Residence 
The idea floated in the draft Plan to use the Walmsley House and adjacent residence as 
a commercial operation is very disturbing. 
The Wamsley House is Heritage Listed and serves multiple purposes within the Park 
and local area – viz for Serco staff to meet and plan activities and as a lunchroom; for 



 

 

local community groups to meet such as our own group RPPG, Friends of RP, 
Protectors of Public Lands and Parkville Association for a start! 
 
Similarly with the adjacent residence, its grounds act as a nursery for propagation of 
seeds and a meeting place for the Park groups who carry out volunteer weeding and 
planting programs. 
 
If these buildings were to be commercialised, we would expect the demand for 
increased local parking would be next so that the businesses could attract passing 
trade.  This is already a very busy area with little available parking. 
 
Not every piece of infrastructure in the City needs to have a commercial return.  Some 
places repay our community simply by being there!   
 
We believe this proposal would be detrimental to the ambience of the Park, the special 
nature of the buildings and their use by the community and should not be pursued. 

8. BIODIVERSITY 
 
The park should be considered as a single biodiversity entity. 
 
Priority should be given to enhancing existing habitats and mitigating development 
impacts. 
 
The proposed “Biolink” corridor is insufficient to protect Royal Park’s ecological integrity.  
It excludes key biodiversity areas such as, 

• Swift Parrot feeding areas (Lawn 7 old growth eucalypts),  
• Remnant vegetation areas,  
• Billabong, and  
• Paths and lighting increasing fragmentation of habitats, reducing their 

connectivity and ecological function. 
 
The narrow connections between parts of the proposed Biolinks shows a lack of 
understanding for the needs of fauna.   
 
Maintaining the biodiversity of the Park will require the drafters of the Plan to have a full 
understanding of the species both present and transitory, and to design a habitat which 
can support this fauna.  Necessarily it must be a whole of Park view, as small pockets of 
habitat can easily be destroyed by circumstance, while larger areas provide resilience. 
 
Overall the outcome of the draft plan has been to downplay biodiversity and the natural 
landscape to the benefit of formal sporting activities, without any real effort to try and 
understand the effects of this on the health and wellbeing of Melbourne’s people, flora 
and fauna. 
 



 

 

Further, the ABC article (ref 7), highlights the economic value of Bird Watching and the 
secondary benefits of encouraging biodiversity and conservation.   

9. CONCLUSION 
 
The current draft Master Plan does not meet the expectations of the wider Melbourne 
community but has focused too narrowly on one sector – namely the formal sports 
community. 
 
The draft plan should have a much deeper understanding of the flora and fauna that 
exists in the Park in order to inform future developments.   
 
We submit that the Plan should be rewritten by engaging with Landscape Architects as 
a minimum requirement. 
 
We conclude by restating some quotes from 1984 by Stafford and Jones Landscape 
Architects, who describe the park as: 
 
“a place where the earth swells, the dome of the sky soars overhead and the horizon 
beckons”. 

 
“the grass circle is 180 degree of sky edged by the city and surrounds but completely 
isolated from it”.  
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