Helping Melbourne compete with Sydney on the league table of nature access
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National Parks have long been celebrated as protecting some of Australia’s most iconic
places. They are locations where people can enjoy, marvel, and wonder at some of the most
impressive places on the planet. They provide people with a means to step outside of their

own often hectic lives and reconnect with the wonders of the natural world.

However, in recent times, National Parks have come under attack. Claims of national parks
‘locking people out’ are being pushed by pro-logging and recreational hunting advocacy
groups, all claiming that there are ‘too many National Parks’. The effect of their advocacy has
been politically measurable, with the Victorian Government recently announcing that it
would not be declaring any new National Parks as well as abolishing the long-standing
Victorian Environment Assessment Council - an expert panel that made recommendations for

the inclusion of important areas into National Parks.

We tested the claim that “there too many national parks” in the case of the instance city of
Melbourne, Australia’s largest city by population. Melbourne is a city with incredible natural
and cultural beauty surrounding its periphery. The distant blue skyline of mountain ranges
forming its backdrop are home to some of the most spectacular forests on Earth — the tall
Mountain Ash forests. These forests can reach over 100m in height, are home to many rare
and threatened species, they provide Melbourne with most of its clean drinking water. Yet
only a small proportion of Mountain Ash forests are formally protected in National Parks and
there has been a long standing campaign to protect remaining areas of this iconic forest
ecosystem. So, how does Melbourne compare with other cities in protecting its natural

environment in National Parks and other formal protected areas?

We conducted a study of all Australian metropolitan and regional urban areas and ranked
them in terms of the number and size of National Parks and other formally protected areas
within a 60 kilometre driving distance. A simple and concise measure that can be drawn from

this study are the number of people per hectare of National Park or other formally protected



arca.

Dandenong Ranges National Park on the outskirts of Melbourne attracts close to one million

visitors a year (Photo — Chris Taylor)

Our study revealed Melbourne performed the worst of all Australia’s capital cities. In 2024,
Melbourne had a staggering 44.9 people per hectare of National Parks and other formally
protected areas. Not only did Melbourne have the highest number of people per hectare of
National Park, but it did also so by a substantial margin. The next highest was Adelaide, with
15.7 people per hectare. Hobart was the best performing city, with only 0.3 people per hectare

of national park and other protected areas, followed by Canberra at 3.4 and Darwin at 4.9.
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National park and other formally protected areas surrounding Melbourne and Sydney

In 2025, the Victorian Government announced it would create three new national parks in

Victoria’s west, consisting of the Wombat-Lerderderg National Park, Pyrenees National Park

and Mount Buangor National Park. Only the Wombat-Lerderderg National Park was within

60 kilometres of Melbourne and it will only reduce the number of people per hectare of

national park to 38, remaining substantially higher than all the other Australian capital cities.

In the same year, the Victorian Government’s Eminent Panel of Community Engagement

released its report and it recommended 68,570 ha of state forest east of Melbourne to be

added to the existing Yarra Ranges and Mount Baw Baw National Parks dues to their

significant environmental and cultural significance. Of this area, 12,546 ha are within already

closed water catchments with restricted public access, leaving around 56,024 ha of national

parks open to public access. We estimate that the inclusion of these new areas would drop the

per capita national parks access to 27.1 people per hectare for Melbourne, which is an

improvement. However, the Victorian Government largely rejected the recommendations of




its own Eminent Panel of Community Engagement, opting to include only small areas of
closed water catchments that have long been restricted to public access. This will have no

impact on easing population pressure on existing national parks around Melbourne.

In 2001, the number of people per hectare of national parks for Melbourne was 33. This
increase since then was caused by a rapid growth in the city’s population overwhelming only
small increases in protected areas, including the recently declared national parks in Western
Victoria. Since 2001, Melbourne has grown by nearly 1.9 million people, reaching over 5.3
million people in 2025. To put this in perspective, an increase in 1.9 million people is more
than the current populations of Adelaide and Geelong combined. Yet protected National Parks
and other protected areas have only increased by 36,517 ha (including the new national parks
in Western Victoria). With the government committing to no more National Parks, the

number of people per hectare of national parks will only increase.

T

Warrandyte State Park is a popular location in the eastern Melbourne area whereby the

demand exceed the capacity of carparks servicing it

So, the claim that Melbourne has ‘too many national parks’ simply does not hold. In fact, it as
too few. We can speculate that future increases in Melbourne’s population will result in
increased pressure on existing National Parks and protected areas. National Parks are like so
many other public services, such as transport, health and water. There is an expectation that
these services will be upgraded and expanded to meet the demands of a growing population,

so why not for national parks?

The Victorian government claims that state forests can provide for people accessing nature.
But state forests are no surrogate for national parks. First, state forests were originally

designated for the purposes of logging and mining. Large areas of state forest have been



degraded by past logging operations, with many areas failing to regenerate. We recently
published our study showing that around 20% of previously logged areas have not
regenerated and much of the vegetation now consists of grass, shrubs and wattles. Other
studies have shown that people generally avoid areas degraded by logging and mining.
Furthermore, state forests are mostly suited for four wheel driving, dirt bike riding or
recreational hunting. This has been the byproduct of past track building to access forest areas
for logging and mining. Of the 327,690 ha of state forests publicly accessible near
Melbourne, there are only two walking tracks exceeding a kilometre in length, one at Wirra
Willa and the other at the Ada tree. Two walking tracks in state forests servicing a city with a

population of 5.3 million people.

While we recognize activities like four wheel driving as an important recreation for some in
the community, four wheel drive vehicles are expensive to purchase, to run and to maintain.
Not everyone in the community can afford one. Most people access forest areas by walking
along trails. National Parks have a far greater number of walking trails when compared to
state forests. Using four wheel drive tracks in state forest as a substitute for walking tracks is
not safe and not enjoyable for those walking, especially when a convoy of four wheel drives
pass. The two activities need their own separate infrastructure. Yet the Victorian Government

is prioritizing only one.

To address the large shortfall in National Parks for Melbourne, community members,
scientists and environmental groups have long advocated for the creation of a Great Forest
National Park. This was put to government back in 2014, with the former minister for the
environment, Lisa Neville, making a pledge to establish the park. If the Great Forest National
Park were to be created, the new areas of national park would not only offset the population
increase across Melbourne, but would put Melbourne close to Sydney, Perth and Brisbane on
the league table. The Great Forest National Park would expand Melbourne’s total protected
area from 140,363 hectares to 475,646 hectares, thereby improving improve its performance

to 11.2 people per hectare of national park and other protected areas.

Melbourne has an amazing opportunity for its citizens to immerse themselves in and enjoy
nature. The Victorian government has an obligation to provide for this essential service of

nature for all people.



Our new study highlights that it is well over time that the Victorian Government take serious
action to make good on a commitment it made in 2014 — as part of considering the physical

and mental health of the people of Melbourne.



