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“Brunswick Elevated Rail - Issues and Opportunities” discussion paper 

March 2023 
 

Merri-bek City Council (MCC) has issued an initial “Brunswick Elevated Rail Issues and Opportunities 

Discussion Paper”, seeking comment from local residents, renters and businesses. Brunswick Residents 

Network (BRN) welcomes the opportunity to comment, based on seminars and community discussions 

since the announcement of the removal of eight level crossings across Brunswick by the Level Crossing 

Removal Program (LXRP).  

 

While the discussion paper raises a number of key concerns, it also avoids a number of fundamental 

issues about the project. Most notably, it avoids discussion of the road hierachy and likely impacts from 

opening up expanded east-west routes for cars across the entire suburb.  

 

BRN held an online meeting in December 2022 to gather community views and concerns related to the 

proposed elevated rail project in Brunswick. More than 50 residents highlighted a range of issues that will 

affect the community, especially during the construction phase: impacts on people living right on the 

railway line, requiring relocation during construction or acquisition; construction noise and 

movement/storage of equipment in narrow spaces in Brunswick; impacts on heritage and neighbourhood 

character; impacts on Sydney Road due to the closure of the Upfield shared path; increased traffic flows 

through residential streets; impacts on small business; concern that residents will have little say in design 

of new useable open space, and more.  

 

A report of BRN’s seminar can be found on the BRN website at: 

https://brunswickresidents.wordpress.com/level-crossing-removals/ 

 

The ‘Issues and Opportunities Discussion Paper’ introduces a number of important issues, such as 

strengthening local character, improving public transport connectivity, and extending green open space 

and heritage protection for cultural sites.  

 

However this BRN submission flags a number of other issues that are ignored in the initial 

discussion paper, and should be prioritised in the draft MCC position paper to be presented to 

Merri-bek councillors at their April meeting.  

 

https://brunswickresidents.wordpress.com/level-crossing-removals/
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1) Scope of the MCC LXRP position paper 
 

Merri-bek City Council (MCC) will adopt an advocacy position on the LXRP project at its April 2023 

meeting. However at recent MCC meetings, there were contradictory messages from staff and councillors 

about the way Council’s proposed policy paper will be used – especially whether it is directed simply at 

the Level Crossing Removal Program (LXRP) or whether it will be used to engage with other State 

government agencies and non-government organisations. 

 

There is also no explanation of how this position paper will be updated with new issues – and how the 

community will be involved in the future (especially after the release of LXRP designs, which may 

change advocacy priorities). 

 

Recommendation: MCC’s advocacy paper should be broad enough to incorporate all concerns 

raised by the community, rather than focused simply on issues within LXRP’s mandate and their 

priorities in the immediate elevated rail zone. 

 

Recommendation: MCC must engage with the State Government and Department of Transport 

and Planning to seek extra resources for areas outside the elevated rail zone along the Upfield 

corridor, including safety infrastructure in Sydney Road, traffic management and calming in 

residential streets and safer pedestrian access to the Upfield corridor. 

 

Recommendation: After adoption of the advocacy paper in April, MCC should organise a 

roundtable with other State government departments and relevant agencies, to brief them on 

community concerns and mobilise their involvement in the project (including the Department of 

Transport and Planning, Environment Protection Authority, Heritage Victoria, Ombudsman’s 

Office, Friends of Royal Park, Victoria Walks, Bicycle Network, disability agencies and more). 

 

2) Reaffirm road user hierarchy 
 

Many residents are concerned that a central focus of the LXRP is to increase the east-west mobility of 

trucks and cars, rather than prioritise the mobility of pedestrians and cyclists and upgrade sustainable 

transport. For this reason, the MCC advocacy paper needs an explicit restatement of Council policy on the 

road user hierarchy, as detailed in the Moreland Integrated Transport Strategy (MITS) and other Council 

policies. These include key MCC strategies such as: 

 

• “Prioritise access by walking, cycling and public transport over car-based travel.” 

• “Reallocate road space and car parking according to the road user hierarchy.” 

• “Protect our local streets from the impacts of increasing vehicle traffic.” 

 

Early versions of the Municipal Strategic Statement in the Moreland Planning Scheme were explicit about 

reducing traffic flows passing though the municipality: “Council would like to see more through traffic 

shifted to the freeway system and to see no significant increase in traffic on the arterial road network” 

(Amendment c55, 21.04-1). The current version of the MPS Strategic Framework is predicated on 

“developing sustainable neighbourhoods by integrating transport and land use planning decision making 

which maximise people’s opportunities to walk, cycle and use public transport” (emphasis added). 

 

Clause 21.02.03 Moreland Municipal Strategic Statement 

https://www.merri-bek.vic.gov.au/globalassets/areas/amendments/amendmentslib-

7208/c134/gazetted-21_mss02_more.pdf 

 

In February 2023, MCC updated transport policy in the revised Merri-bek Planning Scheme (MPS 

Amendment C225, 02.03-7), which states that: 
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“Council seeks to create a transport system that is diverse, progressive and sustainable… 

• “Reduces local vehicle traffic and safeguards the wellbeing of the community. 

• “Achieves a shift towards sustainable modes of travel, including a transition to active transport or 

zero-emissions transport. 

• “Focuses on transport safety, improving personal security and safety.” 

 

All these elements must be highlighted in the MCC April policy document, and prioritised for 

discussion with LXRP and advocacy to State Government ministers for planning, local government 

and transport. 

 

Any advocacy to LXRP must also emphasise the stated (but often ignored) policies of the State 

Government, highlighted by Amendment VC204 to the Victoria Planning Provisions (VPP) in December 

2021. This amendment updates clause 18 (Transport provisions) and all planning schemes (including the 

Merri-bek Planning Scheme). Key elements of Amendment VC204 include: 

 

• an increased emphasis on safety as a central theme of transport policy; 

• an emphasis on encouraging mode shift away from cars, prioritising walking, cycling and public 

transport; 

• an emphasis on protecting the operation of the public transport system during land use planning. 

 

These changes to Victoria’s Planning Provisions provide valuable and welcome recognition of the need 

for safe and sustainable transport across our community. Under changes to Clause 18, there are now 

separate sections for Walking and Cycling, highlighting their significance for the transport network. 

These changes to the Victorian planning scheme prioritise efficient and safe walking, cycling and the use 

of public transport over cars, in that order, in changes to the urban environment and land use. This road 

hierarchy is given greater prominence in the new clause 18, and the prioritisation of these alternative 

modes over cars is now much more explicit. 

 

Another VPP strategy requires planners to “plan the use of land adjacent to the transport system having 

regard to the current and future development and operation of the transport system.”  It explicitly calls for 

“separating pedestrians, bicycles and motor vehicles, where practicable” and “reducing the need for 

cyclists to mix with other road users.” 

 

In the April policy paper, there should be an increased focus on connectivity between bus and tram 

networks and the train stations. MCC should call for upgrades to frequency of rail services on the Upfield 

line (and others in Melbourne's north) after the crossing removals: currently, the line has intervals 

between trains as long as 40 minutes on Sunday mornings (compared to 15 minutes in Sydney and Perth) 

and 30 minutes at night (compared to widespread 15-minute evening frequencies in Sydney). During the 

construction phase, Yarra Trams should also increase frequency on Route 6 from Moreland along Lygon 

Street, to allow southbound Sydney Road passengers to swap trams and avoid disruption in Brunswick. 

 

Melbourne on Transit: Level crossings gone and better services - having both on the Upfield line 

https://melbourneontransit.blogspot.com/2023/02/un-143-level-crossings-gone-and-better.html 

 

Overall, BRN believes there is a need to show how the project will deliver a net community benefit at 

local level, given likely conflicts with MCC policy to keep through traffic out of local streets. The project 

may prove to deliver a state-wide economic benefit by increasing traffic flow from east to west. However, 

local remedies need to be planned for (and rolled out), including road closures and extended traffic 

calming that will restrict vehicle movement on east-west streets, so that active transport (cycling and 

walking) can continue to be supported and increased along the north-south corridor. 

 

https://melbourneontransit.blogspot.com/2023/02/un-143-level-crossings-gone-and-better.html
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Recommendation: MCC’s advocacy paper should include an explicit restatement of Council and 

state government policy on the road user hierarchy that prioritise efficient and safe walking, 

cycling and the use of public transport over cars. 

 

Recommendation: MCC should call on the LXRP and the State Government to make a public 

commitment to the road user hierarchy as outlined in VPP Amendment VC204. In line with this 

policy, LXRP must commit to a project design that prioritises safety, mobility and accessibility for 

pedestrians, cyclists and public transport users over motor vehicles. 

 

Recommendation: LXRP must re-open cycling and pedestrian paths as soon as possible, given the 

lengthy delays re-opening the Upfield shared path after the Moreland-Bell Level Crossing 

Removals in Coburg. 

 

3) Equity and access 
 

One central weakness of the Issues and Opportunities paper stands out: there no discussion of equity and 

how more vulnerable members of the community will be affected during and after the LXRP 

construction. The tone of the discussion paper implies that all locals have equal mobility, without 

explicitly addressing particular needs amongst our diverse community. 

 

The current Moreland Integrated Transport Strategy (MITS) states that Council must ensure “that 

everyone has access to a range of transport choices that empower and provide independence. It also 

means accommodating the needs of all forms of disability, be it vision impairment, impaired hearing, 

mental health, intellectual disability or a physical disability.” 

 

Despite this, the discussion paper has not one mention of people living with disabilities, who will be 

adversely affected by the repeated closure of the Upfield rail line. This issue is compounded by a lack of 

disability access tram stops along the 5-kilometre stretch of Sydney Road between Brunswick Road and 

Bakers Road in Coburg North.  

 

Many Brunswick residents have different mobility needs that must be addressed: in the design of stations; 

allowing safe access to the Upfield rail line from Sydney Road and neighbouring streets; and for ease of 

mobility. This is especially important for the elderly, parents with prams and pushers, or people reliant on 

mobility scooters or wheelchairs. 

 

Given the narrowness of parts of the Upfield line, many residents are concerned that LXRP will skimp on 

the infrastructure required to quickly and safely access the elevated stations (ramps, number of lifts, 

multiple access points etc). The fact that the State Government has failed to meet the legal deadline of 

December 2022 to build disability accessible tram stops in Sydney Road is a sign that this central issue of 

equity is being neglected. 

 

Recommendation: MCC’s advocacy must highlight the particular needs of less mobile members of 

the community, to guarantee access, safety and mobility in the design of the elevated rail. 

 

Recommendation: To meet its legal obligations under anti-discrimination laws, the State 

Government should immediately build disability accessible tram stops in Sydney Road, before the 

closure of the Upfield rail line limits access to public transport for many vulnerable users. 

 

4) Use the opportunity to upgrade Sydney Road 
 

During the design and construction of the elevated rail in 2023-27, the repeated disruption and closure of 

the Upfield rail line and the Upfield shared path will have major impacts on nearby Sydney Road.  
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For many years, Merri-bek Council has encouraged cycling in the municipality and has improved cycling 

infrastructure in parts of Brunswick. However, when the Issues and Opportunities discussion paper states 

“there are on-road bike lanes on Sydney Road” (p10), it is an essentially dishonest description of this 

cycling infrastructure. The painted bike lanes in Sydney Road only operate for two hours during peak 

time and are not useable during much of the day, due to parked cars. This statement also ignores the long 

and contested debate over the need for separated, safe bike lanes on this major arterial road. 

 

In 2015, cyclist Alberto Paulon was killed in Sydney Road, after a car-dooring incident. Following his 

death, there was a flurry of action by VicRoads, the State Government and Moreland Council to look at a 

re-design of space on Sydney Road in the interest of safety and mobility for all road users. Since then, 

however, this work has foundered, with ongoing differences over the allocation of space for parking and 

separated bike lanes. 

 

Despite this, under the latest strategy on Cycling in Merri-bek, Council has committed to “reallocating 

road space and existing car parking to…support improvements to cycling infrastructure, including access 

to public transport” (Merri-bek Planning Scheme Amendment C225more, 18.02-2L, 14 February 2023). 

 

There is a danger that the disruption and closure of the Upfield shared path throughout LXRP’s 2023-27 

construction period may lead to a drop-off of cycling numbers, with some cyclists reluctant to use Sydney 

Road or relocate to other major north-south routes. 

 

Over more than a decade, through repeated bike counts, surveys and transport reports conducted by 

Brunswick Residents Network, it’s clear that many people prefer cycling on the Upfield shared path 

instead of Sydney Road. There is a distinct gender and age difference, as some groups are more reluctant 

to brave peak hour traffic on Sydney Road: bike counts over many years have shown that women are 

more likely to use the shared path than Sydney Road, and safer access on the path is important for 

schoolchildren and families with cargo bikes. Recent bike counts confirm an increasing number of riders 

are using the busy Upfield path. 

 

There are also crucial issues for pedestrian amenity. In 2021, Brunswick Residents Network conducted a 

survey of local residents and businesses about walking in Brunswick. With more than 920 responses, the 

survey report “Walking in Brunswick” included several comments that highlight the need for more 

resources to improve this crucial north-south transport route. One survey respondent noted: “Sydney 

Road Brunswick is horrible to walk along, with its unwashed, black tar, multi-patched footpaths, service 

holes every 2-3 metres, odd grades. I stumbled along Sydney Road as a teenager and now I am middle 

aged I am still stumbling, and picking up the elderly and the small as I go. Will I be elderly before 

walkers are considered as cars are in Sydney Road?” Others stated: “Sydney Road is really bad for prams! 

No space and uneven footpaths” and “The Sydney Road precinct - it’s just not safe enough for a woman 

walking alone outside of business hours in my opinion.” 

 

Brunswick Residents Network: Walking in Brunswick report, p33  

https://brunswickresidents.files.wordpress.com/2021/10/brn-report_walking-small-final1.pdf) 

 

Transport on Sydney Road already has many restrictions for less mobile residents, including the elderly 

and people living with disabilities. The national Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (DDA) requires that 

all tram stops must be fully compliant with the Disability Standards for Accessible Public Transport 2002 

(DSAPT) by 31 December 2022. We’re now past that date, but the State Government has failed to 

address its legal responsibility to construct disability accessible tram stops on Sydney Road.  

 

This problem will only get worse when the LXRP begins the removal of eight road/rail intersections. 

Some people living with disabilities have told BRN they use the Upfield rail line because it accessible 

with wheelchairs and mobility scooters, but this service will be closed regularly during the construction 

phase. Without disability accessible tram stops on Sydney Road, how will people cope? Will all bus 

https://brunswickresidents.files.wordpress.com/2021/10/brn-report_walking-small-final1.pdf
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services replacing the trains be accessible to all members of the community? Will LXRP pay all the costs 

for suitable alternatives?  

 

Recommendation: MCC must engage immediately with the State Government and Department of 

Transport and Planning to resolve long-standing issues of mobility and safety in Sydney Road, 

before the looming disruption caused by closures in the Upfield corridor. 

 

Recommendation: MCC and LXRP should minimise the closure of the Upfield shared path, and 

create a co-design committee with Merri-bek Bicycle Users Group and relevant cycling networks 

to plan and coordinate alternative cycling routes. 

 

Recommendation: MCC must engage now with Yarra Trams and Public Transport Victoria to 

increase frequency of Route 19 tram services along Sydney Road and Route 6 on Lygon Street, 

especially at night.  

 

5) Focus on impacts affecting people who live right on the Upfield line 
 

BRN endorses the concerns raised in the Issues and Opportunities paper about the “amenity of existing 

apartment dwellers, businesses and other building users, as well as how sunlight into existing buildings or 

open spaces might be impacted.”  

 

In contrast to other level crossing removal work around Melbourne, there are unprecedented features of 

the Brunswick project, given the narrowness of the Upfield corridor, the number of dwellings directly 

adjoining the rail line and the sheer number of roads that will be disrupted during construction. Issues of 

noise, dust, parking and storage of LXRP equipment will be difficult to ameliorate.  

 

Since the announcement of the LXRP project, BRN has spoken with many small business owners who 

operate near the rail line – a number of them told us they had received no direct information about the 

project from Council and had not heard about the three community workshops or the March public 

meeting in Brunswick Town Hall. Past experience from the Moreland-Bell Level Crossing Removal in 

Coburg also suggests that LXRP is hopeless at ensuring timely information sharing and engagement with 

affected residents. 

 

As discussed below, there is a need to prioritise issues of transparency and engagement in advocacy with 

the State Government and LXRP. 

 

Recommendation: MCC should organise more proactive outreach and consultation with residents 

and small businesses in adjoining properties, and call on LXRP to immediately publicise their 

policies for noise abatement, relocation or purchase of properties that are directly affected. 

 

Recommendation: MCC should liaise with local community groups to connect affected residents 

from adjoining properties in Brunswick with people in Coburg who were affected during the Bell 

to Moreland phase of elevated rail construction, to share strategies and information on how they 

coped. Council should work with affected residents to create innovative solutions for disruption 

(e.g. creating spaces in Council facilities for those who cannot work at home due to noise and 

other amenity issues). 

 

Recommendation: MCC should liaise with local mental health organisations to ensure that people 

can easily access support during the construction process (with LXRP to foot the bill!). 

 

6) Maintain the number of train stations and historic infrastructure 
 

Brunswick Residents Network believes that Merri-bek City Council should support the retention of three 

train stations (Anstey, Brunswick and Jewell) in this stretch of the Upfield rail line.  
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Given the number of apartment buildings in the Upfield corridor (especially around Anstey and Jewell 

stations) and the limited space on some sections of the track, some residents are concerned the LXRP will 

seek to reduce the number of stations from three to two. Others are worried that maintaining Anstey and 

Jewell stations at their current location will disadvantage many apartment dwellers, an ironic consequence 

of Council’s long-standing policy to build apartment towers right next to these public transport hubs!  

 

There may be conflicts between the needs of people immediately adjoining the Upfield line and the 

interests of other travellers seeking safe, quick and easy access to stations. Despite this, any logistic 

requirement to re-locate the stations should not lead to a reduction in the number of stations.   

 

BRN has spoken with elderly residents and people living with disabilities who are concerned they may 

have to walk further to get to a station – and this is an issue for the wider community. As mentioned 

above, these concerns are exacerbated by the ongoing failure of the State Government, Department of 

Transport and PTV to construct disability access tram stops for the Route 19 tram on Sydney Road. BRN 

has also been told some women prefer to use Jewell Station rather than Royal Park Station at night, even 

if its further to walk home, because of safety and security concerns in the park – relocating the current 

station further to the north will especially disadvantage those living in southernmost parts of South Ward. 

 

Overall, reducing the number of stations will reduce the number of Brunswick residents, workplaces and 

shops within a short walk, undercutting Council’s commitment to walking and sustainable transport. 

MCC must press LXRP to make stations more rather than less accessible (e.g. with entrances at each end 

of the platform, more lifts, ramps and escalators, better signage etc). 

 

Recommendation: The April advocacy paper should make a clear statement of MCC policy on the 

number of stations, and Council should strongly advocate retention of the three stations. 

 

Recommendation: Any decision on the number, design and location of train stations needs to be 

made with community involvement rather than unilaterally dictated by LXRP.  

 

7) Co-design of traffic management (short and long-term) 
 

The Issues and Opportunities discussion paper acknowledges that the scale of this project will involve 

significant disruption of traffic flows during construction. Despite this, many residents are already 

concerned about the lack of information about east-west movement during the construction phase, and 

how often key traffic routes will be closed. 

 

Residents have also raised concern with BRN over potential rat-running through residential streets during 

the construction phase – especially for the movement of equipment, cement mixers and tradies’ vehicles. 

How will MCC and LXRP ensure that construction vehicles use main arterial routes rather than narrow 

residential streets? 

 

Beyond this, there will be long term impacts on traffic flows into Brunswick. The changing flow of 

vehicles west-east along eight streets will have a significant impact on Sydney Road and residential 

streets to the east – yet LXRP is unlikely to take any responsibility for these wider impacts. There is also 

no information on how MCC will mitigate any increased flows of traffic once boom gates are removed. 

For example, Albert Street to the west of the Upfield rail line has two lanes for vehicles and painted bike 

paths, but the road narrows east of Sydney Road and has no bike lanes and effectively one vehicle lane, 

with vehicles slaloming between parked cars.  

 

This project provides an opportunity for MCC to work with local residents and businesses to mitigate the 

funnelling of traffic into residential streets, through selected road closures, better signage, traffic calming 

and other measures. Given existing constraints on capital expenditure and staff time, MCC must prioritise 
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negotiations with the Department of Transport and Planning for financial resources to address these 

problems outside the LXRP zone. 

 

Recommendation: LXRP and Department of Transport and Planning should fund MCC to conduct 

traffic counts and pedestrian audits along the main east-west and north-south routes in 

Brunswick, to set a baseline for measurement of traffic impacts. 

 

Recommendation: MCC should immediately organise a co-design project with local residents and 

businesses, to discuss solutions for traffic impacts in 2023-27 and beyond. 

 

8) Flooding and usable open space 
 

Given Brunswick’s ageing sewers, gutters and drains, the suburb has suffered a number of flooding 

incidents in recent years. Flooding is already a major problem in Brunswick and climate change will likelt 

increase storm hazards in the future. Recent Merri-bek flood mapping shows significant draingage 

problems around Jewell and Brunswick Stations. 

 

MCC Stormwater mapping 

https://www.merri-bek.vic.gov.au/building-and-business/planning-and-

building/building/stormwater-mapping-property-search/ 

 

In recent years, residents in Michael Street and Saxon Street have been badly affected during rain storms, 

with basements and apartment foyers flooded by stormwater. The Otto apartment building on Michael 

Street has been flooded at least seven times because of poor drainage and ancient infrastructure. This area 

has no flood overlay in the planning scheme. 

 

Given the recent experience of Coburg residents, who have lost some open space through the construction 

of flood-prevention swales along the elevated rail line, it’s likely similar problems will arise in 

Brunswick.  

 

The Issues and Opportunities paper includes a map (p13) highlighting extensive flood-prone areas north 

of Brunswick station and north-east of Jewell Station. However the discussion paper makes no mention of 

potential flooding and drainage issues related to water run-off from new paths underneath the elevated 

rail, and Council should engage with Melbourne Water on possible solutions. 

 

Recommendation: LXRP must design a flood and drainage plan to cope with run-off from the 

open space under the elevated rail line, and seek to reduce the loss of useable open space through 

flood mitigation works. This planning should investigate whether swales, rain gardens and 

drainage infrastructure can be placed in outstands on existing east-west roads, instead of usable 

open space under the elevated rail line. 

 

Recommendation: LXRP should minimise the removal of trees and greenery during construction, 

and work with Upfield Urban Forest and other community organisations that are already 

involved in greening the Upfield corridor. 

 

9) Heritage and neighbourhood character and maintaining existing historic 

infrastructure 
 

The Upfield Railway Precinct is recognised for its heritage values in the Merri-bek Planning Scheme (as 

Heritage Overlay 180). The scheme makes special mention of Jewell Station and Brunswick Stations as 

buildings of particular importance. The Upfield Railway Precinct is also listed on the Victorian Heritage 

Register, giving its heritage values special protections. 

 

https://www.merri-bek.vic.gov.au/building-and-business/planning-and-building/building/stormwater-mapping-property-search/
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The Brunswick level crossing removal project comes with a risk of erasing an important part of recent 

working-class history in our municipality. Up until the 1990s, railway workers operated the boom gates 

manually and worked in the small gatekeeper’s cabins that are seen today at every level crossing. 

 

While acknowledging benefits from the project such as increased open space, many residents have raised 

concern about the potential destruction of heritage assets along the rail line, including station facades, 

railway workers’ buildings, historic rail junction boxes, and other VicTrack owned buildings that have 

heritage value. 

 

Upfield Railway Heritage Study. 

https://archive.moreland.vic.gov.au/globalassets/areas/heritagelib-7504/upfield-railway-heritage-

study-bell-street.pdf 

 

BRN supports increased recognition given to indigenous peoples of the area, their history and landscape, 

as the open space is re-designed under the new elevated rail. 

 

Recommendation: MCC and LXRP must liaise with local history groups, the Wurundjeri Woi 

Wurrung Corporation and Heritage Victoria, to prepare and release a heritage and 

neighbourhood character plan for public consultation. This planning and community consultation 

should take place before decisions are taken on the destruction of existing historic and heritage 

sites. MCC and LXRP should hold community consultations for ideas on re-purposing heritage 

station buildings. 

 

10) Engagement and tranparency 
 

The Issues and Opportunities paper acknowledges that “Council recognises the need to engage with our 

diverse communities and listen to their perspectives, particularly on a transformational project such as 

elevation of the rail line through Brunswick” (p14). 

 

If only that were true of LXRP! The Level Crossing Removal Authority has a notorious reputation for 

refusing to engage properly with the local community, in projects that are exempt from the normal 

planning systems of appeal and review. Recent media reports of other LXRP projects have featured 

allegations of assault and bullying by LXRP staff and contractors, with The Australian newspaper 

reporting: “Residents and traders say the latest incidents follow years of tension with the authority, 

accusing the organisation and its community engagement team of a lack of transparency, arrogance, and 

an unwillingness to genuinely consult locals” (Prangs dent faith in Victorian level crossing work, The 

Australian, 28 February 2023). 

 

This echoes the experience of a number of Merri-bek residents during the removal of Moreland-Bell level 

crossings in Coburg. For example, LXRP tore down historic mature trees at Gandalfo Gardens and 

destroyed community plantings with impunity, despite widespread community opposition. Coburg 

residents have told BRN that LXRP’s so-called “community consultation” sessions were a farce. Given 

the State Government’s announcement of the Brunswick project with no prior engagement with MCC or 

local residents (in a press release the midst of an election campaign), it seems likely that LXRP will again 

ride roughshod over local concerns.  

 

The Issues and Opportunities paper says that MCC “will act as a voice for our communities before, 

during and after delivery of this project.” However this pledge is nowhere near enough.  

 

Apart from the current commitment to adopt an advocacy paper in April, there is no clear explanation 

about how MCC will continue to engage with local residents, renters and businesses for the life of the 

project. For example, how will Council involved community members to update and amend advocacy 

priorities after LXRP reveals its design plans? How will Council facilitate direct contact with LXRP from 

residents who are adversely affected during the construction phase? How will MCC facilitate contact with 

https://archive.moreland.vic.gov.au/globalassets/areas/heritagelib-7504/upfield-railway-heritage-study-bell-street.pdf
https://archive.moreland.vic.gov.au/globalassets/areas/heritagelib-7504/upfield-railway-heritage-study-bell-street.pdf
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other important agencies like the EPA, to ameliorate impacts from noise, dust or asbestos during 

construction? 

 

Recommendation: MCC needs to set out its own ongoing engagement policy. This should include 

an explicit commitment to MCC engagement with agencies apart from the LXRP, a commitment to 

proactive outreach to Merri-bek’s diverse communities and transparency about how affected 

residents can contact relevant Council staff to quickly resolve problems. 

 

Recommendation: In the April advocacy paper, MCC should not beat around the bush with LXRP 

and the State Government – there needs to be an explicit statement that LXRP’s current 

community engagement processes are crap and need to be improved (eg through co-design of 

project components with relevant Council staff and community organisations). 

 

Recommendation: The April advocacy paper should press LXRP and State Government 

departments to improve transparency during the project (eg with more timely information of 

closures and disruption; better information sharing on social media; publication of plans and 

proposals on relevant websites). 

 

Recommendation: MCC should avoid signing MOUs with LXRP that include provisions limiting 

its capacity to share information with local residents and businesses. 

 

11) Best practice on Planning Assessment 
 

BRN remains concerned that LXRP operates outside enforceable systems of notification, review and 

appeal. Clause 52.03 was approved by the Minister for Planning and introduced to the Victoria Planning 

Provisions in January 2020. It removes the need for separate Planning Scheme Amendments or planning 

permits for each level crossing removal project.  

 

Although the State government says “it establishes a standardised and more efficient planning approval 

process for us”, BRN believe that this approach leads to adverse impacts, and issues raised by a 

community located so close to city will fall by the wayside. In contrast, other Victoria’s ‘Big Build’  

projects have mechanisms to involve the community. For example, the new Metro station at South Yarra 

is a comparable distance from the CBD as Jewell Station on the Upfield Line. This South Yarra project 

and other metro stations at Kensington and Parkville have a Community Reference group made up of 

locals – why not Brunswick? 

 

The Issues and Opportunities discussion paper is silent on how the project would be assessed against 

planning laws, despite the many ways it will affect planning outcomes (for example on overshadowing, 

noise, visual bulk and character impacts).  

 

There will clearly be direct impacts, including material detriment for people living on the west of the rail 

line who may be faced with new problems such as overshadowing and visual bulk. The disruption of the 

Upfield corridor until 2027 may also create pressure for developer investment elsewhere in the 

municipality, along with land banking and speculation along the rail corridor. The other obvious concern 

is the changing flow of vehicles west-east along eight streets, which will have a massive impact on 

Sydney Road and residential streets to the east. Despite this, LXRP is unlikely to take legal or financial 

responsibility for these wider impacts and the burden will fall on MCC – and ratepayers – to provide 

mitigation works.  

 

Although this major project is not required to go through a full amendment process (including Planning 

Panel Victoria hearings), BRN believes MCC management and planning staff should still apply a best 

practice assessment to this project. Council will then be able to gauge if there is a net community benefit 

or loss against local policy, not just state policy.  
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The Planning Minister’s Direction No.11 on ‘Strategic Assessment of Amendments’ requires a planning 

authority to evaluate and discuss how an amendment addresses a number of strategic considerations. By 

conducting its own assessment, MCC will be better able to assess the impacts on its own policies, and 

better advocate changes to LXRP and other State Government departments and agencies.  

 

Strategic Assessment Guidelines for preparing and evaluating planning scheme amendments 

https://www.planning.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0023/12992/46-Strategic-Assessment-

Guidelines_May-2017.pdf 

 

Recommendation: Despite this project’s exemption from the Planning Act, MCC should still 

undertake a full planning assessment against relevant policies and frameworks. This should 

involve a social impact study and a net community benefit assessment.  

 

Recommendation: A community reference group (planning) should be established for each station 

to liase with the LXRP, as occurs with many other Victorian Big Build projects. 

 

12) Learning within Council 
 

For many years, Brunswick Residents Network has been critical of the silos within Council that have 

hampered coordination and liaison between various divisions and departments. The creation of place 

committees and a task force for the level crossing removal project is a good start, but Council should 

allocate sufficient staffing and resources to ensure best practice for community engagement, transparency 

and decision-making. If Council seeks funding from LXRP for extra staff, these personnel should not be 

bound by confidentiality agreements that mean they cannot liaise with community organisations.  

 

Given the scale of this project across the length of Brunswick and the number of years that the 

community will be affected, this should be an opportunity to improve on past practice, and develop best 

practice internal processes that will operate for future projects!  

 

 

 

 

Brunswick Residents Network, March 2023   

 

Email:   brunswickresidentsnetwork@gmail.com 

 

Website:  https://brunswickresidents.wordpress.com/ 

 

Facebook:  https://www.facebook.com/Brunswick.Residents.Network/ 
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