The History Book: Part 1

To plan or to purchase? Reflections on SEQ’s original Regional Open
Space System (ROSS) 1994-1996

An interview with Dr Geoff Edwards, former Manager Land Planning of the Department of
Lands

The controversy which arose in 1994/1995 poisoned the well for regional open
space planning for 30 years ... | fear memories of a botched program still linger
and suffocate progress.

Background

On 30 May 1994, Premier Wayne Goss launched the Regional Open Space System (ROSS), an
ambitious program aiming to secure more open space for recreation and other purposes
including a separation of the Brisbane, Gold Coast and Sunshine Coast urban areas in
response to high growth pressures in SEQ. The program was allocated a budget of $35
million over a five year period with an expectation of future funding for another 15 years
after that. The Department of Lands was appointed the Lead Agency for the program.

Twelve months later, in June 1995, the ROSS lead agency was transferred from the
Department of Lands to the Department of Housing, Local Government and Planning (DLGP)
and the parkland acquisition and development component ceased. In 1996, the program
was re-designed and re-named the “Regional Landscape Strategy” but with greatly reduced
funding. The ROSS, as originally conceived, was effectively dead.

So why was this program so short-lived and what are the lessons to be learned? | asked Dr
Geoff Edwards, the Land Planning Manager in the Lands Department at the time, all about it.

Thinking about where we are at today - on the cusp of destroying Victoria Park for the
Olympics for example - what was the mood of the times back in 1993?

The initiative to do something about development planning arose from the election of the
reformist Goss Labor government. They were supported by a group of people anxious to
improve the administration of the state — Glyn Davis, Peter Coaldrake and others. The drive
for a public open space system came from an academic, Darryl Low Choy, working with a
network of planners, public servants and others who were driving the momentum towards a
SEQ Regional Plan.

Once Darryl's group’s report was endorsed by the Queensland Government and published,
the Department of Lands picked it up. It became the lead agency because it had jurisdiction
over land administration, property valuation, land titles, Crown reserves, land acquisition
and also, following the machinery of government changes a couple of years earlier, land-use
planning (of State land). The other departments couldn't match that scope.



| understand voluntary purchases and strategic mapping were the main elements of the
program. Is that correct?

Yes, we categorically stated all along there would be no compulsory acquisition of land.
There might occasionally have been some choice properties that were critical for some
linkage or were under serious threat of inappropriate development and therefore needed to
be taken out of the private sector urgently, that was not the agenda the ROSS was
addressing. It was underpinned by the Premier’s publicly announced intention to limit
purchases to ROSS-suitable properties that came to the market opportunistically.

We established multi-dimensional criteria against which to assess and prioritise purchases.
Each property was assessed against a set of criteria as to regional significance on
environmental, scenic, recreational and other grounds and given approval by the multi-
departmental Regional Open Space Advisory Committee. The budget for property
acquisitions was $4 million per annum for five years (with further funding anticipated after
that).

This approach was intended to completely avoid any accusation that land was being
compulsorily acquired as nobody, farming or property industry, could object to the
government being a purchaser when the property was advertised for sale. This approach did
not mean that only second-rate properties were purchased, far from it. Of hundreds of
properties advertised as being on the market every weekend, only a handful were processed
during the first year.

The land purchase budget was crafted on the basis that local governments would pay half,
but in reality this didn't happen much. It happened for the first purchase, in the catchment
of Ewan Maddock dam, where the Caloundra Council committed to pay half the cost
staggered over four or five years.

The purchased properties were often transferred to local councils or another agency to
manage for their communities. Local governments would be given subsidies or grants to
develop them as recreational facilities.

Purlingbrook Falls, adjacent to the rainforest
purchased under the ROSS in 1994 (Geoff
Edwards)
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How did the compulsory purchase issue get so muddled up in all of this?

The problem arose initially from the lack of sympathy for purchase of any kind (voluntary or
compulsory) by the local government planners involved in overseeing the program (as
advisers to the Department of Lands). They saw regulation, that is, statutory town planning,
as the only important vehicle for protecting open space and were not sensitised to the need
to have public parks with free public access, or to the difficulty of forcing private landholders
to manage corridors, river frontages, floodplains and ridgelines et cetera protectively
through town planning restrictions alone. They misunderstood the essential nature of
landholder sovereignty and the difficulty of forcing a landholder to do something they don't
want to do by a restrictive indirect instrument such as regulation.

The planners insisted on changing the maps that were to be published to explain what the
system was about. From showing land subject to normal current planning controls such as
rural or landscape protection as “pale green” and outside the open space system, these
lands were shown as lying within the open space system - shown as “dark green” and
covering half of SEQ. The rural industry compared this with the Premier's previous promise
in announcing the scheme that no land would be included without landholders’ consent.
Opposition erupted. The Queensland Farmers Federation was particularly strong in its
opposition. Eventually that opposition influenced the responsible Minister, Terry
Mackenroth. All this controversy, which first arose in 1994/1995, poisoned the well for
regional open space planning for 30 years.... | fear memories of a botched program still linger
and suffocate progress.

What sorts of planning measures could have served the purpose?
A range of regulatory and planning measures can be applied but all have limitations:

Zoning restrictions: It would have been possible to zone areas earmarked for purchase as
"Proposed Public Open Space" or similar which would in effect commit some statutory
authority, local government or state government, to stump up the cost of purchase when
the owners wanted to sell. This was the primary tool by which the extensive metropolitan
parks in Melbourne were secured by the Melbourne and Metropolitan Board of Works via
an “interim development order” in 1971. This could have been contentious although not as
contentious as what rural landholders assumed to have actually happened. The Regional
Open Space System managers within the Department of Lands did not see that that higher
level of regulation was necessary but would not have objected if a local government wished
to zone some of its land accordingly. No local government would zone land as PPOS without
having access to a fund to purchase when landholders asked.

Covenants: One limb supported by the ROSS Unit was a proposal to establish covenants or
land-use agreements signed voluntarily with landholders. The ROSS budget had a provision
to facilitate these voluntary agreements with financial payments. The statutory changes to
the Land Titles legislation necessary to allow local governments to negotiate statutory
covenants were advocated by the ROSS unit and came to pass in 1997 (now s.97A, Land Title
Act 1994).



Land use mapping: The role of the ROSS staff in this area was to supply local governments
with strategic information that would allow them to do better town planning which would
result in more land being shown protectively in some form or another. This happened to a
greater or lesser extent depending on the particular local government. A good deal of useful
mapping was done before the incoming Coalition government cancelled the $7 million
mapping project halfway through.

The ROSS was intended to rise above the various weaknesses of town planning instruments
but still take advantage of their strengths. It aimed to assist local governments with their
statutory town planning by providing a strong regional context and funding to help them
realise their ambitions.

How did local councils react to the program?

Local government as a whole commenced with suspicion because the Department of Local
Government and Planning failed to communicate properly with them prior to the public
announcement. Admittedly that would have been difficult, as consultation prior to the
Premier wishing to make an impactful announcement would always be fraught. After the
initial reaction, and after the Department of Lands staff commenced dealing with local
governments, their attitude varied. A couple were initially hostile, notably Beaudesert, but
the Department of Lands staff spent a lot of time in Beaudesert and eventually they came to
see the merits. However, in the meantime, their opposition did a lot of damage to the
credibility of the program.

Given the short life of the program, do you think taxpayers got value for money at the end
of the day?

Absolutely. Of the properties purchased in the first couple of years none have been re-sold
(to the best of my knowledge) indicating that none were duds. A couple of them were
unspectacular but most are prizes. For example:

e the Logan River Parklands on the Logan River where the highway crosses (Red
Bridge);

e a working cattle property in the Lockyer Valley protecting the headwaters (Glen
Rock);

e the rainforest at Springbrook;

e Mount Neurum outside Woodford;

e saltmarsh on Bullock Creek, Pumicestone Passage; and

e the pine forests on Bribie Island.

Also, strategic mapping during the foundation year laid some of the foundational work for
other programs and plans — the 2005 regional plan and the Brisbane Rail Trail, for example.



What lessons should we learn from this short-lived program?

This question deserves another article or even a workshop! Maybe it’s a question for your
readers to dwell on for themselves....

For a full history see: https://parcaustralia.com.au/2020/04/23/open-space-seq-1994-2021/
See especially, A Statement of the Role Played by the Department of Lands during its period
of lead agency 1994-1995: The Foundation Year

With grateful thanks to Dr Geoff Edwards.
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