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Executive Summary

12.2 Down's Estate - Utilisation Options

Enquiries: (Michael Papageorgiou: Community Development)

Council Plan
Community Outcome: 3. Sustainable City
Strategy: 3.2 Build a local community culture of good stewardship of the 

environment
Priority Action 3.2.2 Protect and maintain key natural assets (e.g. parks and 

reserves) owned by Council

Purpose

To brief Council on options for future utilisation and management of Down’s Estate and 
seek a decision on the utilisation of the site.

Recommendation (Director Community Development)

That Council resolves to support Option 3 for a Stage 1 Feasibility Project as listed 
below for the utilisation of the Down’s Estate:

A. Clean-up and maintain the site to a minimum standard, including fencing, that 
ensures a minimal risk to the public and liability for Council ($44,000)

B. Continue Spiny Rush control program and undertake additional environmental 
management requirements for the site as needed ($7,000)

C. Demolish the buildings ($20,000)

D. Support the DECWG proposal to establish a Steering Committee, refine the 
Master Plan with suitable community uses without the requirement for buildings 
($6,000)

E. Allow volunteers on-site to undertake approved activities. (Council requires all 
volunteers undertaking activities on Council's reserves to comply with a Code of 
Practice and to have an "Agreed Works Plan" in place.  An example plan is 
attached for information purposes)

F. Bring the revised Master Plan Report back to Council in June 2016.

Key Points / Issues

• Councillors were briefed on the background and options for management of Down’s 
Estate on 12th October 2015. 

• At that briefing it was noted that a decision is required on the future management of 
the site.  Any use of the site with the existing buildings retained would require their 
renovation to current building and DDA standards plus ongoing maintenance.

• A Master Plan for the site was developed in 2013 which presented a range of 
options for the appropriate future use and development of the land to complement 
the conservation values of the surrounding area. As yet, a formal decision on the 
use of the site has not been made.

• Considerable community interest was generated during the Master Plan 
consultation process.  Subsequently, the Down’s Estate Community Working Group 
(DECWG) was formed and Council has been in discussion with them regarding the 
potential use of the site for community-based activities.
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• Following consultation with Councillors and Council Officers, DECWG have 
prepared a proposal for Council’s consideration (Attachment A) and an initial 12-
month Budget (Attachment B). 

• This proposal has a 2-staged approach:  it starts with a ‘3 month feasibility’ stage 
that will support a collaborative process between Frankston City Council and 
DECWG, through the establishment of a Steering Committee, to consider the 
viability of DECWG’s vision, including the use of the buildings and improved 
protection of the site’s assets.

• This will require a range of staff from across Council at an approximate cost of 
$6,000 in officer time. In addition, a focus on this project will require reprioritisation 
of existing projects and expectations.  

• A Council decision will be sought following Stage 1 to determine whether 
progression to Stage 2 is warranted.  Dependent on this decision, Stage 2 will focus 
on finalising the Master Plan and commencing suitable community programs. 

• DEWCG are currently seeking support to progress Stage 1.

• The objectives of Stage 1 of the DECWG proposal are supported in-principle at 
officer level.  However, in making a decision on the future utilisation of the site, 
Council will need to consider the following matters:

a) Works will need to be undertaken on site, prior to allowing volunteers on 
the site to ensure the site is safe and minimise Council’s liability;

b) The site is isolated insofar as there is no passive surveillance and 
currently has no power, water or sewerage connected;

c) Delaying a decision on the retention or removal of the buildings may 
leave the structures open to further vandalism and damage;

d) In order to secure the buildings adequately, temporary construction type 
fencing will need to be erected in the form of 1.8M cyclone wire fencing 
with concrete footings; this would need to be hired. There has not been 
provision for this in the DECWG budget proposal;

e) A steering committee will need to include officers from across Council 
departments. These include Planning & Environment, Facilities, Public 
Space & Leisure, Community Safety, Operations, Commercial Services 
and Community Strengthening.  Melbourne Water and DELWP should 
also be invited.

f) The proposal to have a caretaker living on at the site does not align with 
Council policy or practice.  It may also be in conflict with the zoning of the 
land.

• There are considerable advantages in volunteers undertaking a range of beneficial 
works on site including the cost savings to Council as well as the social and 
community benefits provided by such community-based projects. It will be important 
to ensure that any tasks performed by volunteers are approved and aligned with 
Council’s Volunteer Manual, risk management and procurement policies. 

• Volunteer work on the buildings, if these are to be retained, would be limited, as 
their renovation would have to meet current building and DDA standards:  therefore 
qualified tradespeople that meet Council’s procurement policy would need to be 
engaged for the bulk of the work.



Reports of Officers 65 22 February 2016
OM283

12.2 Down's Estate - Utilisation Options

Executive Summary

• Given the site’s isolation, current lack of services and the poor condition of the 
buildings, Council will need to give careful consideration to the risks and its duty of 
care to community members.

• The cost of renovation of both buildings has been costed at $371,000 plus annual 
maintenance costs of $25,000.  In addition, restoration of the buildings and long 
term community use of the site would require the connection of electricity, water 
and sewerage. Funds will need to be allocated for this to occur.

• Council will also need to consider the potential advantages of having community 
involvement in the site.

• At the October 12th Briefing, Councillors requested information on what elements of 
the Master Plan and the Working Group’s proposal could be undertaken at the site 
irrespective of whether the buildings were retained.  

• Future uses and works compatible with the Master Plan and the Working Group’s 
aspirations (that do not rely on the buildings being kept) include: Clean-up of the 
site; visitor car parking provision; weed control; fencing of the wetland area; 
establishment of an indigenous bush-food garden; establishment of a permaculture 
site; revegetation of wetland species; establishment of a wetland walk; linking the 
existing bike path with the Seaford Wetlands walk with a boardwalk across the 
drainage line and construction of a viewing platform.  

• The Down’s Estate Master Plan provides a range of options, some of which could 
be implemented as funding becomes available. It provides a template for the 
selection of appropriate activities and infrastructure for the site that could be 
progressed over a number of years dependant on available funding and need and 
do not rely on the presence of the buildings. 

• Community involvement at the site is not contingent on the buildings being retained, 
although the Working Group has a strong desire to retain the buildings.  Should 
Council decide to remove the structures, community use of the site could still occur 
but the site’s safety and security would not be dependent on the Community 
group’s attendance or long term viability.

• Council also has a role in maintaining the site as an environmental buffer to the 
wetlands and to manage the site to enhance its environmental and habitat values. 

• The most immediate environmental issue on the site is a large patch of the noxious 
weed Juncus acutus (Spiny Rush) occurring on the western side of the site which is 
gradually spreading and has potential to spread to the Seaford Wetlands. 

• Council has undertaken control programs for Spiny Rush within Down’s Estate and 
has applied for further funding from Melbourne Water and Green Army to continue 
the control program. 

The following options have been prepared for Council consideration of a possible Stage 
1 of DECWG’s proposal for the management of Down’s Estate, including the initial 
financial implications. Note Option 2 includes estimated costs of renovation of the 
buildings if decision is made to retain them at Stage 1.

Option 1 ($57,000)
A. Clean-up and maintain the site to a minimum standard, including fencing, that 

ensures a minimal risk to the public and liability for Council ($44,000)

B. Continue Spiny Rush control program and undertake additional environmental 

management requirements for the site as needed ($7,000)
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C. Support the DECWG proposal to establish a Steering Committee to assess the 

feasibility of the proposal and  refine the Master Plan ($6,000)

D. Allow volunteers on-site to undertake approved activities

E. Defer a decision on the buildings until completion of Stage 1 of DECWG proposal

F. Bring the revised Master Plan Report back to Council in June 2016

Option 2 ($453,000)
A. Clean-up and maintain the site to a minimum standard, including fencing, that 

ensures a minimal risk to the public and liability for Council ($44,000)

B. Continue Spiny Rush control program and undertake additional environmental

management requirements for the site as needed ($7,000)

C. Retain and renovate the buildings (Stage 2 costs estimated at $371,000 plus 

$25,000 annual maintenance cost)

D. Support the DECWG proposal to establish a Steering Committee to assess the 

feasibility of the proposal and  refine the Master Plan ($6,000) 

E. Allow volunteers on-site to undertake approved activities 

F. Bring the revised Master Plan Report back to Council in June 2016

Option 3 ($77,000) (recommended) 
A. Clean-up and maintain the site to a minimum standard, including fencing, that 

ensures a minimal risk to the public and liability for Council ($44,000)

B. Continue Spiny Rush control program and undertake additional environmental 

management requirements for the site as needed ($7,000)

C. Demolish the buildings ($20,000)

D. Support the DECWG proposal to establish a Steering Committee, refine the Master 

Plan with suitable community uses without the requirement for buildings ($6,000)

E. Allow volunteers on-site to undertake approved activities 

F. Bring the revised Master Plan Report back to Council in June 2016

Option 4 ($71,000)
A. Clean-up and maintain the site to a minimum standard, including fencing, that 

ensures a minimal risk to the public and liability for Council ($44,000)

B. Continue Spiny Rush control program and undertake additional environmental 

management requirements for the site as needed ($7,000)

C. Demolish the buildings ($20,000)

D. Advise DECWG that there are currently no opportunities for community activities at 

Down’s Estate.
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Financial Impact

It is noted that the State Government has introduced legislation that prevents Councils 
from raising rates above inflation levels from 1 July 2016.  Victorian council’s will be 
forced to cap rates at the consumer price index (CPI) which has been declared for 
2016/17 at 2.50 per cent.  The CPI (based on a basket of common household goods 
and services that Council purchases very little of) is a very poor index of the cost of 
providing Council services that is very heavily based on labour costs.

The financial gap between the previous editions of Council’s Long Term Financial Plan 
and the revised plan in terms of rate revenue over the next four year period is 
approximately $28 million; this increases to $43 million over a five year period. This 
reduction will have a severe impact on Council’s ability to maintain services, deliver key 
initiatives and improvements and maintain adequate levels of capital expenditure.

It is also noted that in 2015/2016, Council’s debt will peak at $37.2 million. While this 
debt has been used to deliver key community assets such as the Peninsula Aquatic 
Recreation Centre (PARC), Frankston Yacht Club and the Frankston Regional 
Resource and Recycling Centre (FRRRC), the cost of servicing this debt in a rate 
capping environment will severely limit Council’s ability to provide further improved 
facilities and services.

Initial costs for the four options available (all relate to a Stage 1 project only) range from 
$57,000 - $453,000. This includes labour costs of staff estimated at $6,000, however, 
prioritising this work will also have an impact on currently scheduled priorities.  Should 
Option 1, 2 or 3 be adopted the reprioritisation of labour will have a negative impact on 
the implementation of the Environmental Strategy.

Option 2 includes the estimated cost of renovating the buildings to current building and 
DDA standards, should the buildings be retained, and the DECWG’s proposal progress 
to a Stage 2. Renovation of both buildings has been costed at $371,000 plus annual 
maintenance costs of $25,000 (refer to Attachment C for Condition Report and 
Attachment D for costing of renovation of the house).  In addition, restoration of the 
buildings and long term community use of the site would require the connection of 
electricity, water and sewerage. Funds will have to be allocated for this to be achieved.

It should be noted that, if the buildings are removed, it may later be determined in the 
revision of the Master Plan that a new building is needed and this would incur 
additional cost yet to be determined. 

Implementation of additional actions from the Master Plan (in Stage 2 and beyond) 
could be undertaken as funding becomes available. (Note that Stage 2 could extend 
over many years and could require funding that totals several million dollars, especially 
if new buildings are required.)

Currently there are no funds allocated for maintenance works at this site. However, 
Council has applied for external funding to control Spiny Rush in 2015/16 from 
Melbourne Water and the Federal Green Army program.   Some Spiny Rush control has 
already been undertaken through grants obtained through these programs this year.  
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Consultation

1. External Stakeholders

Council officers have met with the Working Group on a number of occasions to 
discuss their submission for the active use of the Down’s Estate property. Members 
of the Working Group have met with Councillor Aitken and officers to inspect the 
property and the buildings. Birdlife Victoria has been in contact with officers 
regarding the Ramsar convention status of the Seaford Wetlands and the values of 
the adjoining Down’s Estate. Melbourne Water has also been involved in 
discussions about the site and potential future uses.

2. Other Stakeholders

The Council Departments consulted to date are: Planning and Environment, 
Facilities, Building Services, Public Space and Leisure, Community Safety, 
Operations (Arborist and Foreshore and Natural Reserves), Commercial Services 
(Property Strategy & Portfolio).

Analysis (Environmental / Economic / Social Implications)

Regardless of community activities, management of the site will be required to protect 
its environmental values. In particular, controlling the high threat of the weed Spiny 
Rush is required as it has potential to spread into the Seaford Wetlands. Council has an 
obligation to control Spiny Rush under the Catchment and Land Protection Act 1994.  It 
would be very expensive to control if allowed to spread, however, Council has 
undertaken some Spiny Rush control at the site and has applied for funding from 
Melbourne Water and Green Army for further control works.

Legal / Policy / Council Plan Impact

Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities

The Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities has been considered in the 
preparation of this report but is not relevant to the content of the report. 

Legal

There are potential legal implications for Council relating to the safety and security of 
the buildings and infrastructure on site. Council has an obligation to Control Spiny Rush 
under the Catchment and Land Protection Act 1994.

Policy Impacts

Council’s Draft Open Space Strategy is relevant to this proposal and use of the land.  
Down’s Estate is classified as regional conservation space.  The draft strategy says it 
can be used for unstructured recreation, trail and biodiversity connections and 
environmental education purposes

Officer’s Declaration of Interests 

Council officers involved in the preparation of this report have no conflict of interest in 
this matter.

Risk Mitigation

The site is relatively isolated and subject to inappropriate activity and vandalism.

The disused buildings on site present an immediate public safety risk due to their 
dilapidated state and the ease with which they can be accessed.   
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Works are required to either demolish the buildings or maintain the surrounds or to 
activate the buildings and the site ensuring they are made safe and secure. 

All options will incur costs for maintenance of the site and control of high threat weeds. 
All options would also require officer time to liaise and support the Working Group to 
develop its program.   

A soil testing report (see Attachment E) initially undertaken for the production of the 
master plan, has underlined the difficulties presented by high soil salinity and acid 
sulphate soils restricting excavation and disturbance. It is recommended that further 
investigations are undertaken to confirm the soil conditions in the vicinity of the 
buildings as there were 2 samples analysed from that area. This will assist in directing 
the actions and activities possible for the working group in that vicinity.

There are no utilities (power, water, sewer – septic system is defunct) connected to the 
property. Ongoing community use of the site would require negotiation with the adjacent 
Motorcycle Park for access to toilet facilities in the short term and connection of 
sewerage in the long term. 

Conclusion

A decision is required on the future management of Down’s Estate.  The DECWG is 
seeking Council support to progress Stage 1of its proposal. 

In making its decision on the future utilisation of the site, Council will need to consider 
the risks posed by the buildings in their current poor state of repair, as well as potential 
advantages of having community involvement in the site. It will also need to consider 
whether the site is appropriate for community activities due to its isolation (and lack of 
security) and lack of services. Any potential risks will fall to Council should the proposed 
community activity fail to be sustainable.

Down’s Estate has been unutilised for a period of time and the Working Group’s 
proposal, which has been refined in consultation with Council officers, presents an 
opportunity for the site to be managed and improved.  

Four options (all variations of a Stage 1 project) are available for Council consideration 
which include either retention or removal of the buildings.  While consideration has been 
given to retention of the buildings with a view to their future refurbishment and 
utilisation, there are a number of significant factors that mitigate against their retention.

Community involvement at the site is not contingent on the buildings being retained, 
although the Working Group has a strong desire to retain the buildings.  Should Council 
decide to remove the structures, community use of the site could still occur but the site’s 
safety and security would not be dependent on the group’s attendance or long term 
viability.

Appropriate additional initiatives and improvements for the property, based on the 
Down’s Estate Master Plan could be implemented over time as funding becomes 
available.
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ATTACHMENTS

Attachment A: DECWG Proposal January 2016

Attachment B: DECWG Proposal Budget January 2016

Attachment C: Down's Estate - Conditions Report - July 2014

Attachment D: QS Assessment for Downs estate

Attachment E: Down's Estate - Land Capability and Potential - March 2015

Attachment F: Agreed Works Plan Template

Attachment G: Council Guidelines for Environmental Volunteers
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Background

Councillors were briefed on the status of Down’s Estate and the Down’s Estate 
Community Working Group October 12th 2015. 

The site was purchased by Frankston City Council in 2006 for $1.25M with the aim of 
protecting and enhancing the adjoining Seaford Wetlands. The property, although not 
included within the Ramsar site, provides additional habitat for local and migratory bird 
species.

The site consists of approximately 20.4 ha of former grazing land adjacent to the 
wetlands and an area of 0.6 ha surrounding a disused residence, shed and 
outbuildings. A shared walking/bicycle path was installed through the property as part of 
the development of Peninsula Link and provides an important bicycle link from 
Dandenong through Frankston to the southern Mornington Peninsula.

At the October 12th briefing it was noted that a decision is required on the future 
management of the site and any use of the site with the existing buildings retained 
would require their renovation to current building and DDA standards plus ongoing 
maintenance.

A Master Plan for the site was developed in 2013.  The Master Plan makes 
recommendations for the appropriate future use and development of the land, ensuring 
that any uses and activities are suitable for the site and complement the conservation 
values of the immediate and surrounding area. This is particularly important given the 
ecological values present within the adjacent lands. 

Environmental Values and Issues

Council has an on-going role in maintaining the site as an environmental buffer to the 
adjoining internationally significant wetlands, managing the site to enhance its 
environmental and habitat values and ensuring the wetlands are protected from 
degrading processes such as weed invasion. Council officers are consulting with 
Melbourne Water and a range of experts on the environmental management of the area 
outside the immediate surrounds of the buildings.

The Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning (DELWP) is looking for a 
test case, for altering/managing the boundary of a Ramsar site. Melbourne Water have 
indicated that one option for DELWP to consider is that Seaford Wetlands could be 
extended to include part of Down’s Estate.

Melbourne Water has advised that a revision of the Edithvale-Seaford Wetlands 
Ramsar Management Plan is currently being prepared by ecological consultants. This 
revision will include an investigation of the Ramsar site boundary and potential inclusion 
of Down’s Estate. It will also include management recommendations for this land.

Melbourne Water has also advised due to current works on the pipe that carries water 
to Seaford Wetlands, it will be possible to pump water through the natural drainage 
channel and depressions at Down’s Estate into Seaford Wetlands. This would increase 
habitat provision through this area and be an opportunity to enhance the environmental 
values of the site at no cost to Council.

Melbourne Water’s position on this site was also sought to gain an understanding of the 
perceived risks to the wetlands and their interest in the site. Melbourne Water have 
indicated they are unlikely to take over the site but are able to provide advice and 
assistance in the management of the site, given its role as a buffer to the Seaford 
Wetlands.
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Council has also identified, through state-wide native vegetation modelling by DELWP, 
that the western portion of Down’s Estate supports “specific offsets” for a threatened 
flora species, Grey Billy–buttons. “Specific offsets” may be required when a permit has 
been issued for the removal of native vegetation that has a significant impact on habitat 
for a specific rare or threatened species.  As these offsets are often limited across the 
state, Council could potentially use these offsets if required for Council projects, and 
hence save money sourcing offsets externally, or on-sell the offsets to a third-party.  
Either way it could be a source of funding for environmental works on the site.

The south-western corner of Down’s Estate is currently infested with the high threat 
weed Juncus acutus (Spiny Rush) which is gradually spreading and has potential to 
spread to the Seaford Wetlands. If allowed to spread, control of this weed would 
become very difficult and expensive. Council has undertaken control programs for Spiny 
Rush within Down’s Estate and has applied for further funding from Melbourne Water
and Green Army to continue the control program. Spiny Rush is listed as a noxious 
weed under the Catchment and Land Protection Act 1994 and Council, as landowner, 
has a legal obligation under the Act to control it. 

Current condition of the site and buildings 

The house and shed are in very poor condition and under constant pressure from 
vandalism. There has been some recent media publicity regarding local residents’ 
concern about the ongoing damage to the buildings and apparent lack of management 
of the site.

Reports prepared by the Municipal Building Surveyor (Refer attachment C). and an 
independent quantity surveyor (Aquenta Consulting  refer attachment D) indicate that  in 
order for the buildings to be retained they would need to be renovated to current
building standards before being considered suitable for use. While the buildings remain 
in their current state they pose a risk to the public and a liability to Council. A decision to 
retain the buildings would need to be accompanied by an allocation of funding for their 
renovation. 

The Aquenta Consulting assessment indicates the dwelling would require extensive 
renovation dictated by the current building standards, at an estimated cost of $351,000 
with contingency. 

There are no utilities currently connected to the property and these would need to be 
connected to make the buildings usable. Currently power is connected to the 
Motorcycle Park buildings on the other side of Old Wells Road as well as toilets and 
water, indicating connection to Down’s Estate is feasible.  

Soil Testing

A review of the soil testing report (see attachment E) initially undertaken for the 
production of the Master Plan, has underlined the difficulties presented by high soil 
salinity and coastal acid sulphate soils restricting excavation and disturbance.

Security

Council’s Community Safety Department has been consulted on the security aspects of 
the site and has undertaken a brief assessment of the site against CPTED principles 
(Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design). 
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Security at the site is problematic as it is isolated and lacks a territorial boundary 
resulting in a perceived lack of ownership.  Improving security of the site will require 
connection of electricity to light the site, improvement of fencing, demonstration of 
ownership through signage and fencing and installation of overt surveillance devices 
(security cameras). Currently the presence of the disused buildings continues to attract 
illegal use of the site. 

A mobile camera had been on-site up until the end of 2015, however has since been 
removed as it was not capturing any evidence of criminal activity and there was no 
other suitable location for the camera.

Down’s Estate Master Plan and the Down’s Estate Community Working Group 

As noted earlier, a Master Plan for the site was developed in 2013.  Council resolved at 
the Ordinary Meeting on 18 November 2013 that two options in the Master Plan for the 
use of Down’s Estate: ‘picnic place’ and ‘amalgamated use’ be placed on exhibition and 
that community consultation on these options take place.

The ‘Amalgamated Use’ option generally received more community support. However, 
to date, a formal decision on the use of the site has not been made. 

Considerable community interest was generated during the Master Plan consultation 
process.  Subsequently, the Down’s Estate Community Working Group (DECWG) was 
formed and Council has been in dialogue with them regarding the potential use of the 
site for community-based activities.

DECWG have prepared a proposal for Council’s consideration which is addressed later 
in this report. 

Community Petition supporting development of Down’s Estate

In response to concerns that the buildings on site would be demolished, DECWG tabled 
a petition at the Council Meeting held on Monday 16th November 2015. 

The petition asked Council to:

• defer the decision about Down’s Estate, 

• retain the main structures, 

• allow DECWG onsite to help protect the site, improve its appearance and 
prevent vandalism

• develop a new masterplan in full collaboration with DECWG and the community

A total of sixty (60) signatures to the petition were obtained.

After receiving this petition, Council decided to defer consideration of the Downs Estate 
Utilisation Report that was on the Council agenda for the 16th November Meeting.  The 
other issues have been considered by Council Officers in the preparation of this report.

The petition demonstrates a level of support in the local community for retention and 
renovation of the buildings and Down’s Estate and utilisation of part of the site for 
community activities. However, it should be noted that the number of signatures 
collected is modest.  This may be a reflection of the limited time available to gather 
support but may also reflect that interest in the site may be limited to certain sectors of 
the local community.
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In framing its response to the petition and the broader objectives for Down’s Estate, 
Council will need to consider the risks posed by the buildings in their current poor state 
of repair, as well as potential advantages of having community involvement in the site. It 
will also need to consider whether the site is appropriate for community activities due to 
its isolation (and lack of security) and lack of services. Any potential risks will fall to 
Council should any community activity fail to be sustainable.

Down’s Estate has been unutilised for a period of time and DECWG proposal presents 
an opportunity for the site to be managed and improved. 

Community involvement at the site is not contingent on the buildings being retained, 
although DECWG has a strong desire to retain the buildings.  Should Council decide to 
remove the structures, community use of the site could still occur but the site’s safety 
and security would not be dependent on the group’s attendance or long term viability.

Down’s Estate Community Working Group Proposal

DECWG has recently met with Councillors, Council officers and the State Member for 
Carrum, Sonya Kilkenny MP to seek assistance in developing its proposal to ensure 
that the objectives of Council and the community group are aligned. 

At these meetings it was agreed that DECWG develop its proposal with assistance from 
Council officers and that a site meeting be organised with Councillors to discuss the 
opportunities offered by the site and what could be realistically achieved within 
budgetary and risk management constraints.

Following a meeting with Council officers in January 2016, DECWG has refined its 
Proposal and budget (refer to Attachments A and B). The proposal has a 2-staged 
approach by which a 3 month feasibility stage will support a collaborative process 
between Frankston City Council and DECWG, through the establishment of a Steering 
Committee, to consider the viability of DECWG’s vision, including the use of the 
buildings and improved protection of the site’s assets. The key actions of the proposal 
are:

Stage 1

• Establish a joint Steering Committee including relevant Council Departments 
and DECWG to develop a realistic, staged program for the site.

• Initiate a 3–month ‘feasibility stage’ during which the existing structures would 
not be demolished and additional security measures put in place. This stage 
would enable investigation by the Steering Committee of realistic options for 
retention and renovation of the buildings and other activities on site.

• Allow DECWG to undertake basic volunteer site maintenance activities subject 
to the relevant approvals under Council’s normal process for engaging 
volunteers to undertake on-site works.

DECWG have estimated a budget requirement of $9,850 for this stage.

Stage 2

A Council decision will be sought following stage 1 to determine progression to stage 2.  
Dependent on this decision, Stage 2 will focus on finalising the Master Plan and 
commencing suitable community programs. 

DEWCG are currently seeking support to progress Stage 1.
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Council Officer Response to Proposal

There are considerable benefits in volunteers undertaking a range of appropriate works 
on site including the cost savings to Council as well as the social and community 
benefits provided by such community-based projects. However, any tasks performed 
by volunteers would have to be approved and aligned with Council’s Volunteer Manual, 
risk management and procurement policies. 

Council officers support the objectives of Stage 1 of the DECWG proposal in-principle. 
However, Council will need to consider:

• Works will need to be undertaken on site, prior to allowing volunteers on the site 
to ensure the site is safe and minimise Council’s liability;

• The site is isolated insofar as there is no passive surveillance and currently has 
no power, water or sewerage connected;

• Delaying a decision on the buildings leaves the structures open to further 
vandalism and damage;

• In order to secure the buildings adequately, temporary construction type fencing 
may need to be erected in the form of 1.8M cyclone wire fencing with concrete 
footings, which would need to be hired. There has not been provision made for 
this in the DECWG budget proposal;

• A steering committee will need to include officers from across Council 
departments. These include Planning & Environment, Facilities, Public Space & 
Leisure, Community Safety, Operations, Commercial Services and Community 
Strengthening.  Melbourne Water and DELWP should also be invited;

• Supporting Stage 1 of the proposal will require a range of staff from across 
Council at an approximate cost of $6,000 in officer time. In addition, a focus on 
this project will require reprioritisation of existing projects and expectations;

• The proposal to have a caretaker living on at the site is not in line with Council 
policy or practice and may be in conflict with the zoning of the land.

Comparison with other community environment and agriculture sites 

At the October 12th briefing, Councillors requested information on the potential of 
Down’s Estate to be developed based on the CERES Community Environment Park 
model, located in Brunswick East. 

More recently, DEWCG have explained that their proposal for the site was not directly 
based on the CERES model. The potential for extensive programs similar to those run 
at CERES is significantly limited at Down’s Estate. However, the site could incorporate 
various elements of a number of similar community environment and food growing 
projects.

Collaboration and involvement with local schools

DEWCG have built relationships with the 3 local schools in the Seaford area, Patterson 
River Secondary College, Seaford North Primary and Seaford Primary.  The schools 
have formed part of the working group and are keen to participate in training courses at 
Down’s Estate including running VET courses.
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Issues and Discussion

A review of the soil test report undertaken for the site indicates that uses will be 
restricted by high soil salinity, the presence of coastal acid sulphate soils, the need to 
provide environmental management plans for any excavation works, and a requirement 
to ‘build-over” the existing soils by soil importation to avoid soil disturbance and the 
salinity. This will add to any development cost.

In addition to poor soil health, the need to protect Seaford Wetlands’ environmental 
values significantly constrains the potential for community agricultural activities.  
Isolation and lack of utility services also severely limits other community uses.  

Given these factors and the poor condition of the buildings, Council will need to 
consider whether the site is appropriate for the proposed community activities and 
whether a community group can provide sufficient presence to reduce anti-social 
behaviour at the site.  

Council’s Commercial Services Department acts as the Public Land Manager for 
Council-owned and Crown land within the municipality. Commercial Services has been 
consulted on the potential future uses of the land including the option of allowing 
DECWG to initiate activities on site.

The Commercial Services Department has noted that there are significant difficulties in 
undertaking community activities at the site and expressed concern that the DECWG 
proposal may lack the economic rigour to be a viable option. Therefore it is important for 
Council to explore a range of alternative opportunities for the site, beyond community-
based activities and recognise that the restriction contained in the Contract of Sale in 
respect of development of the land, expires on 31st December 2021”.

Consideration of potential uses of the site 

Following the October 12th briefing, Council Officers met with DECWG representatives 
who indicated the group would be willing to continue to work with Council to develop 
options for the site if the buildings were removed.

DECWG indicated that its aim was to achieve a balance between community 
engagement and sound environmental management of the site. 

The Down’s Estate Master Plan provides a range of options, some of which could be 
implemented as funding becomes available. It provides a template for selection of 
appropriate activities and infrastructure for the site that could be progressed over a 
number of years dependent on available funding and need and do not rely on the 
presence of the buildings. 

The eventual options chosen could incorporate elements of the ‘picnic place’ and 
‘amalgamated use’ options from the Master Plan and additional uses proposed by 
DEWCG. 

Uses and works compatible with the Master Plan include the following. 

Works not requiring connection of power and water:

• Clean-up of the site;

• weed control;

• establishing car parking;

• fencing of the wetland area;

• establishment of a wetland walk;

• revegetation of wetland species;
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• linking the existing bike path with the Seaford Wetlands walk with a boardwalk 
across the drainage line 

• and construction of a viewing platform

Community related uses not requiring the buildings:

• establishment of an indigenous bush-food garden

• establishment of a permaculture site;

• interpretive signage including an indigenous cultural trail;

• community planting and weeding days.

A gradual staged implementation of some of the above works and projects would 
ensure that any risks to Council are controlled and that activities take place as the 
potential and limitations of the site become evident over a period of time. 

Options Available including Financial Implications

In making a decision on the future utilisation of Down’s Estate, Councillors should 
consider the following:

• The need to protect the environmental values of the area,

• The need to ensure the site is safe and minimise Council’s liability;

• Future costs associated with the site and rate capping and the need to keep 
management activities within reasonable resourcing parameters 

• The potential risks and benefits for compatible and complementary community 
access;

While consideration has been given to retention of the buildings with a view to their 
future refurbishment and utilisation, there are a number of significant factors that 
mitigate against their retention including: 

• Lack of utility services;

• isolation of the site and difficulty securing it;

• immediate public safety risk and liability presented by the existing structures;

• the on-going cost of maintenance of the buildings and continual repair of 
vandalism damage;   

• the cost of extensive renovation required for the house and shed at an estimated 
cost of $371,000 and an estimated annual building maintenance cost of $25,000. 

It should be noted that, if the buildings are removed, it may later be determined in the 
revision of the Master Plan that building(s) are needed which would incur additional 
cost yet to be determined. 

Therefore, the options available for Council consideration for the management of
Down’s Estate, including initial financial implications are: 

Option 1 ($57,000)
A. Clean-up and maintain the site to a minimum standard, including fencing, that ensures 

a minimal risk to the public and liability for Council ($44,000)

B. Continue Spiny Rush control program and undertake additional environmental 

management requirements for the site as needed ($7,000)
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C. Support the DECWG proposal to establish a Steering Committee to assess the 

feasibility of the proposal and  refine the Master Plan ($6,000)

D. Allow volunteers on-site to undertake approved activities

E. Defer a decision on the buildings until completion of Stage 1 of DECWG proposal

F. Bring the revised Master Plan Report back to Council in June 2016

Option 2 ($453,000)
A. Clean-up and maintain the site to a minimum standard, including fencing, that ensures 

a minimal risk to the public and liability for Council ($44,000)

B. Continue Spiny Rush control program and undertake additional environmental 

management requirements for the site as needed ($7,000)

C. Retain and renovate the buildings (Stage 2 costs estimated at $371,000 plus $25,000 

annual maintenance cost)

D. Support the DECWG proposal to establish a Steering Committee to assess the 

feasibility of the proposal and  refine the Master Plan ($6,000) 

E. Allow volunteers on-site to undertake approved activities 

F. Bring the revised Master Plan Report back to Council in June 2016

Option 3 ($77,000) (recommended) 
A. Clean-up and maintain the site to a minimum standard, including fencing, that ensures 

a minimal risk to the public and liability for Council ($44,000)

B. Continue Spiny Rush control program and undertake additional environmental 

management requirements for the site as needed ($7,000)

C. Demolish the buildings ($20,000)

D. Support the DECWG proposal to establish a Steering Committee, refine the Master 

Plan with suitable community uses without the requirement for buildings ($6,000)

E. Allow volunteers on-site to undertake approved activities 

F. Bring the revised Master Plan Report back to Council in June 2016

Option 4 ($71,000)
A. Clean-up and maintain the site to a minimum standard, including fencing, that ensures 

a minimal risk to the public and liability for Council ($44,000)

B. Continue Spiny Rush control program and undertake additional environmental 

management requirements for the site as needed ($7,000)

C. Demolish the buildings ($20,000)

D. Advise DECWG that there are currently no opportunities for community activities at 

Down’s Estate.
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Option 1 does not include renovation or replacement building costs if determined by the 
Master Plan

Option 2 includes renovation costs which have currently been priced at $371,000 plus 
$25,000 annual maintenance cost.

Option 3 does not include costs for replacement buildings if the revised master plan 
determines these are needed. 

All options include costing of fencing of the area around the buildings and the wetland area 
west of the shared trail to a standard required for Council’s natural reserves.

These costings are only up-front costings and on-going funding for maintenance of the site 
would be required regardless of which option is chosen. 

Further funding, to be determined, will be required based on the outcome for the revised 
Master Plan if one of Options 1-3 is adopted. (Note that Stage 2 could extend over many 
years and could require funding that totals several million dollars, especially if new buildings 
are required.) 

There are no current resources included within the Annual Budget for this purpose.  
Consideration for funding will need to be referred to the Mid-Year Budget Review.
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