
1 | P a g e  
 

 
VICTORIAN COASTAL COUNCIL INTERIM POSITION PAPER  

 

Governance of Coastal Land and Infrastructure.  

 

1 Introduction 

 

This paper has been prepared to contribute discussion around how the system of governance of 

coastal land and infrastructure in Victoria can be improved. It aims to provide a means of involving 

the public in coastal planning and management and for the public and interested groups to be 

informed of and involved in the work of the Council.  This is in accord with the objectives of the 

Coastal Management Act 1995 and the functions of the Victorian Coastal Council set out in that Act 

 

Some elements of this Interim Position Paper are provocative, to stimulate that discussion.  

 

 At its conclusion the paper identifies criteria that might be used to assess whether the proposed 

Marine and Coastal Management Act will provide a governance framework that gives Victoria 

 

a healthy coast, appreciated by all, now and in the future. 

 

2 Context 

 

In the Victorian Coastal Strategy 2014 (VCS) the Victorian Coastal Council (VCC) identified managing 

coastal land and infrastructure as a key issue to be addressed by government “to ensure the coast’s 

biodiversity is protected and its other attributes can continue to be enjoyed into the future”.   

 

The terms managing coastal land and infrastructure and coastal governance arrangements are used 

interchangeably in this paper.  Coastal governance is about managing coastal land and 

infrastructure.   

 

The VCS highlights that managing coastal land and infrastructure is one of five interrelated issues to 

be addressed as a ‘package’ if the vision of a healthy coast, appreciated by all, now and in the 

future is to be achieved.  The other issues are: 

 

 Managing population growth 

 Adapting to a changing climate 

 Valuing the natural environment; and 
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 Integrating marine planning. 

 

The interrelationship between these five issues is complex and raises the question of “where do you 

start”?  There is no one right answer to that question. However, for practical reasons (related to 

having an authentic and demonstrably legitimate process for generating informed input to 

discussion around the other four issues) there is good sense in starting with coastal governance 

arrangements.  To deal with this issue later would inevitably involve revisiting other issues from the 

perspective of ‘new’ governance arrangements.   

 

This is not to say that work on the other issues should not be progressed whilst coastal governance 

arrangements are addressed. However outcomes from that other work need to be adaptable to 

changes in governance arrangements. 

 

It is in this context that this paper has been prepared, to stimulate thinking and discussion about 

whether, and how, current arrangements for managing coastal land and infrastructure might be 

improved.   

 

The VCS provides background on the five issues and outlines their interrelationship.  It gives an 

indication of the complexity involved in developing more effective arrangements for coastal 

governance. 

 

3 Current Arrangements 

 

Current governance arrangements are determined by the interaction of a number of Acts.  These 

include the: 

 

 Coastal Management Act 1995 

 Local Government Act 1989 

 Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978 

 Port Management Act 1995 

 Marine Safety Act 2010 

 National Parks Act 1975 

 Fisheries Act 1995 

 Victorian Traditional Owner Settlement Act 2010 

 

Together they set the framework for the management of public land on the coast, or impacting on 

the coast.   

 

There are also other Acts and Regulations that impose requirements in relation to private land 

otherwise impact on how public land managers undertake their various responsibilities, for example 

the Planning and Environment Act 1987 and the Catchment and Land Protection Act 1994.  

 

Potential changes to coastal governance arrangements should address the entire legislative 

framework impacting on the management of both public and private land on the coast. Coastal 
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processes do not take account of title, legislative or management boundaries. Action undertaken by 

one entity in its ‘space’ often has impacts on the ‘space’ of other owners or managers. Actions that 

might optimise outcomes for one set of stakeholders may lead to less than optimal outcomes overall 

and/or damage to their space.  Hence the need for an integrated system for managing the impact of 

different coastal uses and physical interventions across both private and public land; one that avoids 

the problems of overlapping jurisdictions and facilitates inter-sectoral assessment of issues.  

 

Some parts of the coast generate revenue that can be used for the purposes of entity managing the 

area (for example from caravan park fees).  Other parts of the coast generate little or no revenue. 

These latter areas may nevertheless have a higher priority for significant expenditures from a ‘whole 

of coast’ perspective.  As current legislation largely restricts the use of funds generated on the coast 

to the area managed by the governing entity achieving optimal ‘whole of coast’ outcomes is 

challenging.  

 

Across Victoria there are over 60 coastal managers, the areas they manage are shown in maps in 

Regional Coastal Plans, prepared by the three Regional Coastal Boards.    The maps do not identify all 

entities that interact on the coast, for example the actions of Catchment Management Authorities 

have an important impact on the coast but they are not regarded as coastal managers.  

 

Coastal managers include: 

 large scale commercial or quasi-commercial entities (such as the Port of Melbourne) 

 State government agencies such as Parks Victoria and the Department of Environment, 

Land. Water and Planning 

 The Commonwealth Government, for Commonwealth land (lighthouse and naval sites) 

 local governments of different scale and (hence) capacities 

 entities that generate significant visitor revenue (such as the Bellarine Bayside Committee 

of Management); and  

 small entities that generate little (if any) revenue.   

Some have access to ‘professional’ management resources, others rely on volunteer efforts.   

 

Whilst each has its own local area of management responsibility the whole coast, the sum of the 

parts, is a significantly more complex management responsibility than the management of its parts. 

This is particularly so on parts of the coast subject to intense human pressures from population and 

visitation, and from the environmental impacts of development and agriculture. 

 

A ‘system’ that can articulate whole of coastal strategies and priorities and has the authority and 

resources to implement them is needed. 

   

There are, of course, good reasons for the way in which coastal management has evolved. However 

today with our better understanding of:  

 

 coastal processes 

 the impacts of climate change, and potential future impacts 

 the growing the demand for human access to the coast  
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 our appreciation of the threats to the coastal environment; and 

 our understanding of the strengths and weaknesses of our current arrangements  

 

there is good reason to ‘stand back’ and consider whether the current system might be improved 

and, if so, how?  The development of the proposed Marine and Coastal Management Act provides 

an opportunity to do this – to design a better system - rather than tinker with the existing, dated 

coastal governance model. 

  

4 The strengths of the current system 

 

The Coastal Management Act 1995 sets up a three level system of coastal management that 

facilitates the preparation of a state-wide strategy (the VCS), the development of regional coastal 

plans, and management of land by appointed public land managers (usually Committees of 

Management, Parks Victoria or local governments).   

 

The VCS sets out a hierarchy of principles, desired outcomes, policy for decision making and actions.  

The manner in which the VCS is prepared facilitates input from a range of stakeholders with 

commercial, environmental and recreational interests and endeavours to balance these in accord 

with the Principles identified in the Strategy.  Insofar as it is relevant, the VCS is incorporated into 

the State Planning Policy Framework.  

 

Over twenty years the four iterations of the VCS have largely been apolitical instruments. 

 

The appointment of local Committees of Management and local councils as coastal managers over 

most of the coast (not the marine environment) has given effect to the subsidiarity principle in 

decision making, and has given community based and ‘volunteer’ groups an important role in coastal 

management. 

 

Victorians generally (as expressed through IPSOS research) are happy with their coastal experiences 

however, particular groups express concern around funding of coastal environment protection and 

the condition of and access to facilities.    

 

5 Weaknesses in the current system 

 

The imbalance between accountability and funding for managing coastal land and infrastructure is 

an issue that pervades discussions in coastal forums.   

 

The imbalance extends from  

 the VCC and Regional Coastal Boards, that are not funded to acquit their legislative roles, to 

  many local councils that have to cope with visitor inundation, sustaining and replacing 

coastal infrastructure and coping with the impacts of climate change,  

 small Committees of Management that rely entirely on volunteer efforts and some larger 

Committees of Management (though they may generate significant revenues that they can 

spend on the land and facilities they manage), to 
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 Catchment Management Authorities, funded to include coasts but largely focussed on inland 

catchment components 

 

As well as this accountability/funding imbalance the scale of some entities also impacts on their 

capacity to acquire and implement professional advice.  Whilst there is undoubted enthusiasm and 

commitment across the coastal governance system, competence and capacity is not so widely 

spread! 

In his introduction to his 2013 Review of Committees of Management the Auditor-General made the 

following observation about them. 

“Given the substantial contribution they make and the important role they play, it is 

essential that they are properly supported to carry out their functions. Without 

CoMs, responsibility for managing around 1500 Crown land reserves would 

otherwise revert back to the government at a significant cost, and at the expense of 

valuable citizen and community involvement. 

This is why it is critical for the Department of Environment and Primary Industries 

(DEPI) to address the weaknesses that this audit has identified in its governance, 

oversight and support for CoMs. These issues are not new. Several have been 

highlighted in internal and external reviews over the last two decades, but little has 

been done over the years to address them.” 

Perhaps the fact that several weaknesses identified by the Auditor-General that have been 

highlighted in internal and external reviews over the last two decades but have not been addressed, 

indicates systematic flaws in the Committee of Management model.  Whilst the Auditor-General 

notes the (former) DEPI commitment to address these issues the obvious question to ask is why this 

has not happened over the last two decades.  Would we be better to design a new system rather 

than try to fix the current one?  Particularly as the imbalance between funding and accountability 

will become more evident as: 

 

 existing, ageing infrastructure requires refurbishment or replacement 

 the impact of climate change becomes more apparent, and  

 the impact and pressure of population growth over the next 20 years becomes more 

evident along the coast.   

 

For example, in the west of Melbourne high population growth over the next twenty-years will give 

rise to the need for new and expanded facilities that are beyond the capacity of ‘west of the Yarra’ 

bayside coastal managers to provide.  The consequence will be that, in the absence of other 

arrangements, demand from the rapidly growing western suburbs community will emerge on the 

Bellarine Peninsula putting more pressure on existing, already well used, facilities there.  A like 

situation will emerge to the east of Melbourne and on the Mornington Peninsula 
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Unfortunately, discussion around funding coastal infrastructure and the impact of not funding it has 

not attracted the attention that other infrastructure issues have generated.  Perhaps because the 

public policy issues involved are more complex. The user-pays model is a logical way to address 

some of the funding issues, but is not effective where public-goods are involved. Also some ‘user 

pays’ arrangements are not transparent.  Whilst local councils in inner-city areas have access to a 

substantial rate base to fund coastal works and ‘open space’ management others do not have the 

resources to provide for the demands of coastal ‘visitation’ or for coastal protection.  Legislation can 

impose responsibilities on local councils and other entities that they are not resourced to acquit (for 

example in relation to noxious weed eradication) or that will inevitably be subject to budget 

pressures or local political priorities. Coastal revenues from caravan parks and building and site 

rental might also be used for non-coastal activities.  Accounting may not be transparent. 

 

 

Confusing decision making processes and the cost and complexity of obtaining necessary planning 

approvals for development on coastal land are also an issue.  As well as the ‘normal’ local 

government planning approval processes ‘Ministerial Consent’ is required for proposed 

developments on coastal public land.  The requirement for Councils to ‘approve’ facilities in their 

areas of responsibility can potentially create difficulty in implementing regional initiatives.  Some 

matters may require the approval of the Federal Government.  That adds another level of complexity 

(and additional costs) to the approval process.  In council decision making elected people can bring a 

‘political’ rather than ‘professional’ perspective to the table and whilst this is understandable in a 

local political context it may not be in the best, long-term interest of the coast.   

 

Understandably those who live locally will be inclined to prioritise their own interests vis a vis the 

broader interests.  Links between local priorities – e.g. preservation of limited access – and broader 

community needs – e.g. in relation to the need for boat launching facilities - need to be reconciled 

across state and local government.   

 

There is confusion as to ‘who is responsible for what’.  Is the local council or the Committee of 

Management responsible for beach cleanliness or the opening of an estuary?  Who is accountable 

for the quality of water in Port Phillip Bay or for approving on or in-water structures?  

Understandably entities responsible for particular areas, or functions, will seek to optimise their own 

outcomes within their own resource constraints.  Overall community benefit is not their issue.  The 

confusion can extend into supposedly ‘coordinating’ entities, including government departments. 

 

There is also the challenge of collecting, storing and providing access to data required for long term 

planning on the coast in a situation where resourcing is limited and responsibility is fragmented.  

What data is needed, how is the ‘what’ defined, who collects what, where and how often is it 

collected, where is it stored and who has access to it?  There is little or no integrated consideration 

of these issues.  Current governance arrangements are simply too complex for these issues to be 

resolved.  They also mitigate against science based policy making.  

 

Central agencies have not given the issues around coastal governance and infrastructure much 

attention and the ‘line’ agency – DEPI and its predecessors and successors – is a stakeholder in the 
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game, with its own interests to protect.   Perhaps in recent years it has also lacked people with the 

qualifications, capacity, time, inclination, political courage and/or Ministerial support to stimulate 

debate or engage in discussions around coastal governance and the scientific and engineering bases 

of coastal decisions.  Whilst consultants and academia might have the capacity to do the work the 

tasks they undertake are fragmented and not directed toward integrated solutions. 

 

There is also the issue of whether planners and other coastal decision makers have access to the 

level of knowledge required to deal with coastal issues.  A planning or environmental science 

qualification might not cover the issues addressed in acquiring qualifications in engineering, 

geomorphology, economics or public finance.  Whilst policy needs to reflect aspirations it needs to 

be grounded in reality.  

 

6 The new Marine and Coastal Management Act 

 

The discussion above raises a number of issues that the new Act will have to address if it is to be ‘fit 

for purpose’ as an instrument to ensure that Victoria has effective coastal governance into the 

future.   

 

Specifically it needs to establish a coastal management framework that 

 

 retains a ‘Whole of Coast’ Strategy 

 minimises the number of Acts and statutory entities that  impact on coastal governance, to 

simplify processes and accountabilities 

 balances both (1) state-wide and local and (2) community and professional representation in 

decision making  

 aligns legislative accountability with financial capacity 

 provides an on-going source of funding for coastal entities responsible for protection and 

development of the coast to match on-going accountabilities (such as the ‘Future Fund’ 

suggestion in the VCS) 

 establishes entities that are ‘apolitical’ where decision making is largely independent of 

political intervention at state or local government level and where/when state or local 

government wishes to intervene to initiate a project the ‘intervener’ should meet the capital 

and on-going management cost of the facility 

 empowers the entity or entities responsible for developing strategy to set priorities for 

implementation 

 sees single entities accountable for management of land and for delivering development and 

environmental approvals (within the State Planning Policy Framework)) that impact in the 

area they are responsible for 

 establishes any  ‘boundaries’ between governing entities on a ‘compartment’ (i.e. natural 

features) boundary basis 

 sees accountable entities of a scale such that they can to employ people with the skills and 

knowledge required to properly exercise their accountabilities. 
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How such a framework might be funded needs to be addressed in a separate paper, as do issues 

around governance ‘on the water’. 

 

 

Victorian Coastal Council 

May 2015 

 

 

 


