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The Molonglo River Park will be Canberra’s next metropolitan nature 

park, building on the fine tradition of hilltop and waterway-based 

parks Canberra people have enjoyed for 50 years. 

Stretching some 13 kilometres downstream from Scrivener Dam to 

Kama Nature Reserve, the little known gorges of the Molonglo will 

be the centrepiece of a park of over 650 hectares serving a new 

community of some 55,000 people.  

Due to the ravages of fire, flood and past land management practices, 

the park site’s riverine environment is highly degraded. Parts of the 

site still retain areas of high ecological value and five Matters of 

National Environmental Significance (MNES) have been identified 

on or near the future park site. These include the Natural Temperate 

Grassland (NTG) and Box-Gum Woodland (BGW) associations, the  

Pink-tailed Worm Lizard (Aprasia parapulchella – PTWL), the Superb 

Parrot (Polytelis swainsonii) and Swift Parrot (Lathamus discolour). 

The site is fire prone, being the pathway of the catastrophic 2003 fires 

into the city. Protecting the species and enhancing the sensitive 

habitats, protecting the new residents from fire as well as catering 

for their recreation and social needs, are the prime objectives of the 

Molonglo River Park Concept Plan.  

Surrounding the sensitive habitats of the Molonglo River Park, the 

new community will be settled at a density of about 3300 people 

per square kilometre on average lot sizes of 350 square metres. This 

compares to the current average in Canberra of 1450 people per 

square kilometre and 650 square metres respectively. The provision 

of neighbourhood and urban open space (i.e. open space within the 

residential development area) will be less than 1/3 of the Canberra 

average at 2.4ha/1000 people vs 8.6ha/1000 people for the Canberra 

average. As a result, a significant component of the new residents’ 

recreation and social needs must be met within the less 

environmentally sensitive areas of the future park. 

This concept plan proposes an integrated response to the above 

issues to deliver an urban nature park servicing the needs of the 

community and the natural environmental assets and processes 

alike. Addressing the complex array of issues, the concept plan 

embraces physical development as well as programmatic initiatives 

to encourage the community to learn how to understand the special 

environment, enjoy it and use it respectfully.

To access facilities in the park and to link major attractions 

(National Arboretum, National Zoo and Aquarium, Stromlo Forest 

Park and Lake Burley Griffin) and the adjacent communities, to all the 

communities of Canberra, the plan proposes a network of trails for 

walkers, cyclists and riders. 

The sensitive BGW, NTG and PTWL habitats will be conserved, 

restored and extended to provide greater biological resilience. 

The current 70 hectares of PTWL high and moderate rated habitat 

will be potentially recovered and extended by some 100 hectares and 

the existing 55 hectares of BGW by some 370 hectares through active 

and directed development and management. Effective maintenance 

specific to the needs of these landscapes will also contribute to the 

reduction of fire risk over and above that normally achieved through 

the use of asset protection zones alone. Where fuel reduction zones 

overlap with sensitive habitat, ecological integrity can be protected 

with appropriate management.

Also emphasised in the concept plan are facilities and programs to 

encourage active living and healthy lifestyles through a range of 

recreational opportunities extending from individual contemplation 

to group sports such as orienteering. There is a strong emphasis on 

family and community facilities, similar to those found at Weston and 

Black Mountain Peninsula parks. The plan capitalises on the special 

gorge qualities of the landscape, which contrast with the lake focus 

of other Canberra towns.

The Molonglo River Park will be a unique addition and extension to 

the nature parks of Canberra as well as being part of the everyday 

lives of future residents. 

The reclassification of a significant portion of the park site from 

special purpose reserve to nature reserve will better reflect the 

ecological values of the site and the management emphasis in the 

future.

Finally this report contains information that will help inform 

future design refinement, preparation of a Plan of Management 

and associated policies and community programs over an initial 

15 year period. Because of the emphasis on an integrated approach 

to conservation of natural assets, fire management and recreation, 

new approaches to management of land, both physically and 

programmatically will be required. These would be developed during 

the Plan of Management and other subsequent phases of the concept 

plan’s implementation. 

Executive Summary

The gorge landscape of the Molonglo River offers the potential for a nature park 

different to those of other Canberra town centres, which are based on lakeside 

settings.
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Figure 01: Illustrative concept plan
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01 Introduction

Park vision
The Molonglo River Park will conserve and 
celebrate the special ecological and cultural 
values of the Molonglo River. It will provide 
recreation settings and benefits for the 
residents of the new community of 
Molonglo based on its special gorge 
landscape qualities. 

In keeping with the concept of the bush 
capital Molonglo River Park will continue 
the primacy of the landscape in the urban 
setting. 

Few areas of the Australian Capital Territory 
(ACT) are as degraded as the Molonglo River 
Park site. The ravages of fire and flood and 
the unstemmed invasion of urban weeds over 
recent decades are testament to this. To 
venture onto the site is to gain an appreciation 
of the advanced state of its decline. Some 
ecological values are now restricted to 
refuges, such as rock outcrops and higher 
quality woodland remnants. Nonetheless 
many of the aesthetic values of the site – 
gorges, effervescing rapids, serene pools, 
rocky ramparts, woodlands and grassland – 
survive relatively undiminished. This wild 
beauty is rare and tremendously valuable in 
an urban context. 

Investment in the surrounding Molonglo 
urban area, combined with good community 
stewardship, offers a wonderful opportunity 
to arrest and reverse the decline, to return it 
to ecological integrity, make it accessible and 
renewing to future generations of residents. 
Under the stewardship of the new residents 
and the ACT Government, there is hope the 
enigmatic Pink-tailed Worm Lizard (PTWL) will 
recolonise its potential habitat and the areas 
of Box-Gum Woodland (BGW) will once again 
support the trees that give this association its 
name, but are now so rare on the site. 

Realising this potential and providing for the 
healthy lifestyle needs of the new Molonglo 
community of 55,000, will require immediate 
and extensive investment and action on a 
wide front. It will require a new, proactive and 
integrated approach to landscape asset 
development and management. It will also 
require an innovative program to educate and 
ignite the interest of new residents in the 
natural heritage of the Molonglo River, so they 
are actively involved in the rehabilitation, 
conservation and enjoyment of their new 
‘backyard’. The concept plan comprising the 

drawings and this report presents the vision 
and initial way forward on how the Molonglo 
River Park can be restored to ecological 
health and resilience, and be made beautiful 
and safe for the enjoyment of future 
generations. 

This generation has had the foresight to take 
up the challenge of delivering a park that will 
be what future Molonglo residents will 
promote as their identity and will be a 
continuing source of pride and enjoyment

Purpose
This report describes the concept plan for the 
Molonglo River Park. It provides a summary of 
the background investigations, key issues and 
design strategies that form the fundamental 
structure of the concept plan. It can be used 
as a tool to help inform the community and 
stakeholders about the aspirations of the 
plan, and the proposals contained in it. It 
provides a record of the process of the plan 
development to help guide the direction of the 
park and assist in the development of 
community awareness of the unique and 
beautiful landscape in their midst.

This is a summary report that has a focus on 
the key issues, drivers and proposals within 
the concept plan. 

Framework for future planning
As a concept plan, this report is a first step in 
the planning, design and management of the 
River Park. It sets the vision and overarching 
principles. In the next phases, a Plan of 
Management, operational plans and detailed 
designs will be prepared, which will involve 
further feasibility studies, environmental 
investigations and public consultation. 
Proposals shown in this concept plan may be 
subject to adjustment and refinement as they 
are informed by further detailed study.

Outline
Material used to prepare this plan includes 
published and unpublished reports, 
consultation with special interest groups, 
interviews with representatives of the ACT 
Government planning and design agencies, as 
well as extensive field investigations. 

A consultant team, led by HASSELL has 
prepared the concept plan. Preparation of the 
plan involved:

 _review of available data: flora and fauna, 
Molonglo Valley Plan for the Protection of 
Matters of National Environmental 

Significance (the NES Plan), topographic 
information
 _extensive site analysis including on-site 
investigations
 _consultation and liaison with key 
stakeholders
 _attendance at workshops and committee 
meetings to discuss direction and key 
objectives, and
 _the development of concepts and details 
for discussion and refinement.

The project team comprised:
 _HASSELL: principal consultant and 
landscape architects
 _NGH Environmental: environment and fire
 _TRC Tourism (formerly Planning for People): 
recreation.

The report was also informed by Environment 
and Sustainable Development Directorate 
(ESDD) personnel involved in the project, 
specifically Stuart Mackenzie and Ros 
Ransome, and Ian Pulsford, who was ESDD’s 
independent peer reviewer, and incorporates 
responses and comments provided by the 
Molonglo River Park Steering Committee and 
the technical working group who were 
consulted at key stages of the project. 
Independent peer review was provided by Ian 
Pulsford.

Structure
The report is structured to present the park 
context, a summary of the key issues, 
followed by identification of site opportunities 
and constraints. Section 4 contains an outline 
of the objectives of the plan and the planning 
principles that underpin the design decisions. 
The objectives and planning principles 
informed the way the opportunities and 
constraints to development were interpreted 
(Section 5) and the development of the 
concept plan strategies (Section 6), which 
were then translated into specific design 
directions and ‘moves’ for the site.

The concept plan (Section 7) is presented in 
four geographical precincts: Eastern 
Narrows, Misery Point, Coppins Crossing and 
Western Gorges. There are descriptions of the 
key features and facilities of each precinct. 
Following the description of the concept plan 
the report contains guidelines for the key 
park components. An implementation 
strategy has been prepared and is described 
in Section 9. Next steps are outlined in 
Section 10.

River bed and Temperate Grassland with Pink-tailed Worm Lizard (PTWL) habitat looking towards the proposed group centre site.
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02 Context

Molonglo River Park is located immediately downstream from Lake Burley Griffin in Canberra’s central national area. 

Black Mountain

Lake Burley 
Griffin

Coppins 
Corner

Coppins 
Crossing

Sludge PitsDeep Creek
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02 Context

Figure 02: Context and site features plan

Molonglo River Park sits within the National Capital Open Space System and will provide potential ecological connectivity between the parks and reserves in the 
urban areas, the Murrumbidgee corridor and mountain ecosystems.

The River Park forms the central landscape 
feature of the future urban area of Molonglo 
Valley, comprising a 13 kilometre stretch of the 
Molonglo River about 7 kilometre west of the 
Canberra city centre. The River Park has an 
average width of 400 metres. 

Major attractions surrounding the site include 
Stromlo Forest Park, the National Arboretum, 
the National Zoo and Aquarium, Lake Burley 
Griffin and Lower Molonglo Nature Reserve. The 
site covers an area of approximately 650 hectares 
of riverine, woodland and grassland habitat. 
The development of the surrounding areas will 
introduce approximately 55,000 people into the 
immediate vicinity over the next 30 years.

Stage 1 of the development (Wright and 
Coombs) is underway with earthworks currently 
being undertaken. Stage 2 is currently the 
subject of a Planning and Development 
Framework (PDF) with development to 
commence within approximately two years. 
North of the river, Stage 3 is projected to 
commence development in approximately 
10 years. 

Stage 2 will accommodate approximately 
18,000 people. It will include the major 
commercial area for Molonglo (group centre), 
schools, as well as neighbourhood centres for 
individual suburbs. An indicative layout (July 
2011) is shown on the plans contained within 
this report. 

The major elements of the development of 
Stages 1 and 2 that require special consideration 
in the preparation of the River Park include: 
_ east-west and north-south arterial roads 

crossing the river
_ a combined pedestrian and sewer bridge 

connecting Stages 2 and 3 in the western 
area of the park

_ high population densities within close 
proximity of threatened species and fragile 
landscapes

_ connections from the urban areas to the river 
park, and

_ increased levels of stormwater runoff from 
the developed area that will be treated in 
several wetland storage basins located along 
the park boundary.

Statutory urban area 

boundary

Molonglo River Park

Arterial road

River waterway/ 

tributaries

Group centre/local centres

Potential park/riparian 

corridors in residential areas

Context plan
Legend

Coppins 
Crossing

Deep 
Creek

Sludge 
Ponds
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The Molonglo River Park will be a legacy for 
future generations, a park that may last 500 
years. The direction that is set now will need 
to be resilient and able to anticipate future 
uses, allowing for change over time. 

The Molonglo River Park sits within the 
National Capital Open Space System 
(NCOSS). This comprises the inner hills and 
ridges that surround and frame the urban 
areas of the ACT, as well as the river corridors 
and major lakes. Its overarching principle is to 
provide a landscape setting that blends city 
and country, and to provide a balanced range 
of uses that reinforce the natural, cultural, 
scenic and recreational value of the ACT. 
(National Capital Plan, Section 8) 

Ecological connectivity
Ecological connectivity is a primary function 
of the river corridors in the NCOSS. Habitat 
loss and fragmentation can endanger many 
native fauna. There is a strong scientific basis 
for the importance of connectivity in species 
conservation. Connectivity in this sense 
encompasses both connectedness between 
habitat patches for particular species and 
between ecological processes, on a range of 
scales. Connectivity maintains ecosystem 
processes and allows species to survive and 
move, thus ensuring that populations and 
ecosystems are viable and able to adapt to 
change (Mackey et al. 2010).

Habitat connectivity can be achieved using 
linear corridors (such as rivers), stepping 
stone patches and permeable landscapes 
(Bennett and Mulongloy 2006). Sympathetic 
management of land surrounding remnants 
can be critical for ensuring habitat connectivity 
for some species. Farm paddocks, particularly 
those with scattered trees in good condition, 
fallen timber and native groundcover, provide 
habitat and connectivity and significantly 
affect the suitability of adjacent remnants for 
declining woodland birds (Lindenmayer et al. 
2011).

The concept of connectivity in conservation is 
characterised by the following principles, 
summarised from (Mackey et al. 2010):
_a focus on geographically extensive areas
_active and integrated management of the 

whole landscape across a range of land 
tenures

_the protection of extant native habitat 
‘islands’

_a diversity of funding sources
_recognition of climate change impacts and 

mitigation requirements.

Key opportunities to improve habitat 
connectivity from the Molonglo Valley to 
surrounding areas include:
_the river corridor itself, connecting with the 

extensive Murrumbidgee River corridor and 
west to the Brindabella Ranges

_between the Belconnen hills and the lower 
Molonglo River, through the new Kama 
Nature Reserve to the north-east, and 
potential linkages to the extensive east-
west corridor formed by The Pinnacle, 

Mount Paynter, Aranda bushland and 
Black Mountain nature reserves. There 
may also be advantages for some species 
in enhancing links between the modified 
landscapes of the National Arboretum and 
Stromlo Forest Park through the Misery 
Point area in the park and associated 
watercourse reserves. This corridor 
potentially links the Murrumbidgee River 
in the west with Black Mountain Reserve 
to the east of the park

_Canberra’s central urban parklands 
around Lake Burley Griffin

_surrounding rural areas such as open 
farmland between the park and the 
Murrumbidgee Corridor

_connections to Canberra’s central urban 
parklands around Lake Burley Griffin as 
well as important links to surrounding rural 
areas in particular for bird species

_sympathetic revegetation in Stromlo Forest 
and the offset area north-east of Misery 
Point under the Molonglo Valley Plan for the 
Protection of Matters of National 
Environmental Significance (the NES plan) 
(ACTPLA 2011) would enhance connectivity 
in these areas. Other potential corridors in 
the Molonglo Valley have been mapped by 
Biosis Research for the Final Molonglo 
Valley Ecological Impact Review (2006)

_within the park, connectivity can also be 
improved between riparian and dryland 
woodland communities, Box-Gum 
Woodland (BGW) and Snow-Gum Woodland  
and between Pink-tailed Worm Lizard (A. 
parapulchella – PTWL) populations.

Figure 03: Ecological connectivity

02 Context

Ecological connectivity
Legend

Molonglo River Park

Existing/proposed urban 

development

Rural areas

River waterway

Primarily nature reserve

River corridors

Yellow Box-Red Gum 

associations 

Landscape setting

Hills, ridges and buffers

Wildlife corridors
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Large urban parks
The approach taken in the development of this 
concept plan has been informed by an 
overview of the attributes and successes of 
large urban parks. Large urban parks are 
generally characterised by:
_ being well over 100 hectares in area
_ serving the recreation and social needs of 

the community as a prime purpose and 
usually providing facilities that are unique 
in the city or have a regional market

_ having an array of special natural and 
cultural values and assets either occurring 
before park development or as a 
consequence of park development

_ entry to them generally being free, but 
sometimes payment is required to benefit 
from special exhibitions, or adjunct 
commercial uses

_ they are generally contiguous lands (but this 
is not always the case e.g. Golden Gate 
National Park, San Francisco; Sydney 
Harbour Federation Trust)

_ operating under a single administration 
often informed by an independent board 
or trust.

Parks of today and tomorrow
Large parks have always been valued for their 
ability to provide settings for recreation and 
renewal. Since the industrial revolution, and 
the growth of democracies and socialism, the 
focus has primarily been on parks being 
antidotes to urban living for the ordinary 
citizen. Well known 19th century examples of 
these include:
_ Central Park and Brooklyn Park in New York
_ Hyde Park, Green Park and Kensington 

Gardens in London
_ Centennial Park and Millennium parklands 

in Sydney
_ The Adelaide parklands.

Since World War II and particularly in this 
century, the value of major urban parks to the 
community has been acknowledged as being 

significantly greater for a wider range of 
factors than was traditionally the case. 
Progressive parks such as Central Park (New 
York) and Centennial Parklands (Sydney) have 
broadened their role considerably in response 
to changing societal needs. The current 
approach to the design and management of 
these successful parks is more akin to 
institutions such as those for learning, health, 
enquiry, education as well as the traditional 
roles of recreation, entertainment and 
immersion in ‘nature’. This evolution of park 
design can be seen in the newer parks such as 
Sydney Olympic Park and the Sydney Harbour 
Federation Trust. Both of these parks have 
recognised the role they can play in the 
conservation of natural systems and species 
in their city.

In Canberra, the NCOSS recognises the 
importance of the landscape setting to the 
city. The NCOSS blends ‘city and country in a 
way that symbolises the character of the 
national capital and provides a balanced 
range of uses which reinforces the national, 
cultural, scenic and recreational values of the 
ACT’ (National Capital Authority (NCA) 
website). Canberra’s landscape setting is 
valued highly by residents and recognised 
internationally for the primary contribution it 
makes to Canberra’s physical form and the 
way the city is used.

Due to the lack of population pressure, 
mobility and diversity of choice available to 
the Canberra community, the majority of the 
river and hilltop areas of NCOSS have been 
developed and managed at the ‘protected 
lands’ end of the development continuum. The 
complex layering of settings and programs 
found in modern major urban parks of larger 
cities, such as those mentioned above, has 
not been required. But the proximity and 
density of the new urban population at 
Molonglo means there will be a need and an 

opportunity to provide a more varied ‘offer’ 
than has traditionally been the case in the 
NCOSS, if recreation and social needs of the 
community are to be satisfied and the 
ecological assets of the site protected and 
enhanced.

Major parks also have a long service life. They 
provide for the needs of their communities for 
centuries. While they change, they do not 
change as much as the urban areas 
surrounding them. Most people understand 
implicitly that large parks are a vital part of 
urban and suburban life. However parks are 
often thought less valuable than hard 
infrastructure, such as roads, bridges, 
sewers, water mains. While hard 
infrastructure wears out and loses value with 
age, parks under effective stewardship 
become more valuable and more satisfying as 
they mature (Garvin 2011). 

The parks planned and designed today must 
be seen as an investment for the benefit of 
future generations. So it is wise to give 
consideration to the likely needs of the 
community in 20-50 years time when ‘peak 
everything’ has run its course, the challenges 
of climate change will have been 
acknowledged and the initiatives to address 
them embarked upon.

Contemporary planning of urban parks places 
importance on the role of parks for ecological 
connectivity and viability as well as resilience. 
The role of urban parks in raising public 
awareness of conservation and the values of 
stewardship by local communities has also 
been identified as an important driver. Such 
understanding of these matters can have 
benefits for the conservation of valuable 
ecological resources throughout the world.

02 Context

Millennium Parklands, NSW

Photo: Bob Peters

The River Torrens Linear Park, SA Centennial Parklands, NSW
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03 Investigation Summary

Overview
Extensive analysis of the site has been carried 
out during the course of the concept plan 
development. This is a summary of the key 
issues and analysis.

While the Molonglo River Park site contains 
areas of high environmental significance, 
extensive areas are extremely degraded, with 
low native diversity and severely impaired 
ecological function. The landscape within the 
river park is highly modified through past land 
uses including grazing, pine plantations and 
extreme natural events. Much of the site was 
burnt in the January 2003 bush fires. Areas of 
the river, particularly west of Tuggeranong 
Parkway are modified with extensive exotic 
pasture grass, and tree species. Significant 
portions of the river, in particular upstream of 
Coppins Crossing have extensive weed 
infestation, making the river inaccessible. 

Some of the worst weeds such as African 
Lovegrass can have an irreversible ecological 
impact if uncontrolled. 

The river park site also contains areas of high 
quality landscape with extensive views along 
the river, as well as towards landmarks 
beyond the park such as Black Mountain and 
Mount Stromlo. Ryans Hill and Misery Point 
are the dominant landforms within the 
eastern area of the site. The gorges are the 
dominant landforms in the western area of 
the site, with rocky outcrops mostly on the 
southern side of the river overlooking sandy 
beaches to the north.

The Molonglo Valley has significant habitat 
values for a range of threatened, rare and 
uncommon species. (EcoLogical 2010) The 
Molonglo Valley plays an important role in 
ecological connectivity for wildlife movement 

along the corridor as well as from north to 
south, to Kama Nature Reserve and Canberra 
Nature Park, as well as through the lower 
Molonglo Nature Reserve to the 
Murrumbidgee River. 

The site contains four zones that contain 
distinctive landscape types and character 
that vary from east to west. 

The landscape character zones are 
determined from analysis that identifies 
reasonable homogeneity of natural, cultural 
and visual elements within the broad areas of 
the site. These zones have influenced the 
concept plan, dictating setting and habitat 
management, the location of recreation 
nodes, pathway connections and internal 
circulation.

Figure 04: Landscape character zones

Blackberry control will enable recovery of native 
grassland communities

Willows along the river edge will be replaced with 
River She-oaks
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Zone One: Eastern Narrows
Scrivener Dam to Southwells Crossing

This narrow corridor downstream of Scrivener Dam is a highly modified 
landscape. It is adjacent to the equestrian facilities along Yarralumla 
Creek and the Yarralumla horse paddocks. The character of this area is 
focussed on the city and its major function is connection and 
movement with limited facilities for recreation. This is a corridor 
connecting the Molonglo River Park to the wider ACT cycle network, as 
well as Lake Burley Griffin and Civic.

The river is enclosed by steep 3-4 metre banks with access to the river 
limited to areas adjacent to existing crossings. Ecology is critically 
degraded. Vegetation is dominated by exotic weed species in particular, 
pine plantations surrounding Ryans Hill. Yarralumla and Weston Creeks 
discharge to the river on the southern bank and provide connections to 
suburbs to the south. 

There are important connections to the National Arboretum to the 
north, and to the dominant landscape feature, Bold Hill, from which 
panoramic views are possible. Ryans Hill is located north-east of 
Bold Hill with slopes that have a more gentle gradient and offer the 
opportunity to locate recreation facilities in areas of low environmental 
significance (ex-pine plantation) that will help connect the river park 
with the recreation resources within the National Arboretum.

This concept plan proposes an extension of the proposed Molonglo 
River Park to Scrivener Dam as well as the footslopes of Ryans Hill. The 
current statutory boundary for the proposed park ends at Tuggeranong 
Parkway. There is a compelling case to extend the Molonglo River Park 
boundary to obtain a whole of corridor approach to the development 
and management of the Molonglo River downstream of Scrivener Dam. 
The land management responsibilities are essentially the same, and 
ecological connectivity and environmental remediation strategies 
require a coordinated approach to be successful. Path and recreation 
networks are continuous across these areas and good connections to 
the National Arboretum, the National Zoo and Aquarium, and Lake 
Burley Griffin can be achieved if the boundary is extended. The dam 
wall at Scrivener Dam is a logical limit for upstream, riparian weed 
removal to improve downstream conditions.

Zone Two: Misery Point
Southwells Crossing to Coppins Corner

Zone Two is dominated by the landform of Misery Hill and Misery Point 
and has areas of high quality landscape settings. This zone contains 
steep, rocky river slopes that provide extensive views of the river and 
surrounding areas, as well as river edges with a gentle gradient 
allowing for possible crossings at low water. There are areas where 
activity would be possible in close proximity to the water. A significant 
patch of high quality Box-Gum Woodland (BGW) is located in the area 
south-east of the proposed group centre location.

The river corridor has an enclosed character within this zone, with the 
river bed containing sections of rapids and rocky outcrops and a 
number of locations where crossings would be possible at low water. 
The park is wide and creates a large area with a variety of landscape 
settings. Misery Point is a promontory with the river on three sides.

Potential links to Stromlo Forest Park via Holdens Creek on the western 
side of the river are important for all Canberra residents. Access for 
pedestrians, cyclists and equestrians will need to be accommodated. 
Misery Point contains areas of BGW and patches of Pink-tailed Worm 
Lizard (A. parapulchella – PTWL) habitat, and the landscape character 
lends itself to recreation within a bushland setting.

Coppins Corner provides access to the river for low level crossings and 
recreation. The east-west arterial will cross the river south of Coppins 
Corner. Trail links under the bridge will be required to provide safe and 
continuous connectivity for users. 

03 Investigation Summary

The Eastern Narrows downstream of Scrivener Dam in the most weed infested 
reach of the river.

At Misery Point the river channel starts to meander and the stream is braided.
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Zone Three: Coppins Crossing
Coppins Corner to Coppins Crossing.

The area of the Molonglo River Park west of Coppins Corner has an 
open character with a series of flat and gently sloping areas providing 
an opportunity for formal activities and recreation facilities. The river 
bed contains several islands with stands of mature Casuarinas 
providing shade and amenity. The river grade is generally flat with rocky 
outcrops and edges. Access along the river is possible in most 
locations, apart from sections of steep slopes along the southern side. 

Coppins Crossing Road provides access between Stages 1 and 2 urban 
areas as well as potential connections to Belconnen through the 
proposed urban development. The proposed north south arterial will 
cross the river within this zone. The proposed group centre for Stage 2 
is located on the western side of the river creating an opportunity to 
have some interaction between Molonglo’s main urban centre and the 
river park, including a direct link into the heart of the group centre via 
the Coppins Crossing Road alignment.

The southern side of the river contains extensive areas of PTWL 
habitat.

Zone Four: Western Gorges
Coppins Crossing to the western boundary

The river is incised though the western gorges , which contain areas of 
rocky outcrops overlooking sandy beaches adjacent to the river. The 
character of the river is enclosed. There are significant areas of PTWL 
habitat on the western side of the river.

Due to the steepness of terrain much of the river edge is difficult to 
access. There are extensive views over the new development area 
towards Black Mountain from the elevated north western portions of 
this zone near the downstream boundary of the park site.

A significant landscape element within this zone is the plateau and 
terrace containing the former ‘sludge’ ponds. These contain some 
relatively flat areas providing recreation potential. There is an extensive 
flat area along the river below the former sludge ponds with stands of 
Casuarinas providing significant landscape amenity. 

The north western area of this zone contains a geologically significant 
fossil deposit.

The Coppins Crossing zone is broad and open. The industrial, agricultural and 
recreation uses undertaken in the area are visually apparent.

The Western Gorges are dramatic and contain extensive areas of important 
habitat.

03 Investigation Summary
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Landscape character units
A number of distinct landscape character 
units have been identified along the river. 
These are areas where the physical form, 
biological and visual characteristics are 
relatively homogeneous and have a strong 
sense of place. These have been used to 
inform the locations of various types of 
facilities and settings.

1. Narrow river corridor: steep banks, pools, 
river bed with steep banks, limited access 
to water, generally high levels of blackberry, 
and exotic species.

2. River corridor: gentle gradient banks, 
braided, rapids and riffles. River bed often 
rocky, braided with small pools, rapids and 
riffles.

3. River benches: benched flat areas located 
adjacent to the river above the river bank, 
and benched flat areas adjacent to river 
above bank.

4. Slopes: varied topography, extensive 
grassland vegetation. Foot slopes of ridges 
and hills. Generally rocky with grassland 
species. North facing slopes often contain 
potential PTWL habitat.

5. Open, gentle slopes: outlook towards river, 
open grassland with some tree cover.

6. Beaches: sandy beaches along river edge 
with shade trees and access to water.

7. Elevated plateau: views across river and to 
wider area, open areas on plateaus 
generally have views of river as well as 
broader district views.

8. Hills: elevated hills with extensive district 
views. High points within the river park are 
Misery Hill and Ryans Hill. These are 
distinct, and highly visible.

01  02

03 04 

06 05

 0807 

01_ Narrow river corridor, steep banks,  
 high levels of exotic vegetation near  
 Yarralumla Creek

02_ River corridor, braided river bed with  
 rapids

03_ River benches adjacent to river near  
 Southwells Crossing

04_ Slopes, PTWL habitat opposite 
 Misery Point

05_ Open gentle slopes opposite 
 Misery Point

06_ Beaches near Deep Creek

07_ Elevated plateau near sludge pits

08_ Elevated hills with district views to 
 Misery Hill 
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Physical features
The topography is dominated by a series of 
ridgelines (part of the ACT’s hills, ridges and 
buffers system) that separate Molonglo from 
Belconnen to the north, Civic and Lake Burley 
Griffin. The landscape is undulating with a few 
moderately steep hills (Ryans, Bold and 
Misery hills). Highest points surrounding the 
river ark include Dairy Farmers Hill, Mount 
Stromlo and Mount Paynter. These ridgelines 
create a visual limit, obscuring current urban 
development as seen from the river. Black 
Mountain is visible from many areas of the 
park and is an important wayfinding 
landmark.

The river meanders with sharp changes of 
direction on geological fault lines and has cut 
through bedrock to produce incised gorges. 
The river between Scrivener Dam and 
Southwells Crossing is relatively straight 
within steep riverbanks. Downstream of 
Southwells Crossing the river banks flatten 
out and the river bed contains extensive areas 
of rapids and braiding. Below Coppins 
Crossing, the Western Gorges contain the 
steepest slopes with cliffs and large rocky 
outcrops. 

Several creeks drain into the Molonglo River 
within the site area. Yarralumla Creek, Weston 
Creek and Deep Creek are highly incised with 
erosion gullies. Holdens Creek and Coppins 
Creek are not as steep and are more easily 
accessible on foot.

Within the site, the landscape is undulating to 
steep, with smaller valleys and drainage lines. 
A major Canberra water main supply bisects 
the river from north to south. Where the 
easement crosses the river there is a concrete 
causeway, providing a potential low water 
crossing point.

The Molonglo Valley Interceptor Sewer (MVIS) 
trunk sewer is located along the northern 
boundary of the site and surfaces in two 
locations as viaducts over Coppins Creek and 
over Deep Creek. The access track associated 
with the trunk sewer is the main existing 
access along the corridor on the northern 
side, and generally forms the boundary 
between the proposed urban development 
area and the river park.

There are a number of existing river crossings 
providing access for vehicles, horses and 
pedestrians:

 _Small causeway associated with equestrian 
activities near Yarralumla Creek
 _Southwells and Clos Crossings near Weston 
Creek
 _Water main causeway
 _Coppins Crossing.

Flooding
Flooding information available during the 
development of the concept plan was limited, 
and conceptual proposals within this plan will 
be subject to feasibility assessment (including 
engineering, cost and safety). Basic principles 
based on assumptions and site observations 
have been established. The flood 
characteristics in the gorge generally present 
a distinct cross-sectional profile. There are 
extensive river flats in the flood zone (1:2 year 
return) with natural meadows that lend 
themselves to informal picnic areas. Adjacent 
infrastructure, where appropriate such as 
shelters, parking, furniture and signage, 
should be located above the 1:10 year return 
period. Any structures located within the flood 
zone should be designed to withstand the 
effects of the flooding.

Bushfire
Risk assessments completed for Coombs and 
the Stage 2 urban development areas 
identified a high to extreme bushfire risk for 
the future urban area. The most significant 
risk is that of a fire moving from the west or 
north west, from which it would threaten not 
only peripheral urban development in these 
areas, but also potentially penetrate deeper 
into the development area by moving up the 
Molonglo River corridor.

The bushfire risk assessment process 
identified a range of mitigation strategies for 
Molonglo. These include broad mitigation 
strategies developed by the Emergency 
Services Agency (ESA) under the ESA/ACT 
Government Strategic Bushfire Management 
Plan for the ACT (Version 2, October 2009) 
(ACT BMP) and the Canberra Regional Fire 
Management Plan 2009-2019, with additional 
specific measures proposed for the river park, 
which have been developed by the project 
team in reference to these documents. These 
two categories of management strategies are 
detailed below.

ESA broad management framework
 _The Canberra Regional Fire Management 
Plan 2009-2019 notes that fire management 
strategies in the Molonglo area would be 
re-assessed as a result of existing/planned 
development or construction activities. This 
sets a framework for the integration of the 
additional strategies noted below into the 
Canberra Regional Fire Management Plan.
 _The existing planned fuel management 
activities detailed in the Canberra Regional 
Fire Management Plan would be adopted, 
including planned burning, physical removal, 
slashing, chemical treatment of weeds, 
where these activities remain appropriate, 
and in accordance with identified ecological 
protection measures. These strategies 
would be progressively amended, or overlaid 

Yarralumla Creek is the biggest urban tributary of 
the Molonglo River downstream of Scrivener Dam.

The debris the dam deposited after flooding are a 
hazard.

Silt and debris dams exacerbate the weed 
problems.
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The existing water main causeway below the group 
centre could be upgraded to provide a river crossing.

Some areas of the river have a large amount of 
exotic weed infestation. 

by additional or alternative measures, as 
they become superseded by ongoing 
development of the Molonglo area. These 
amendments would progressively bring the 
existing plans into alignment with the 
additional strategies for urban development, 
as detailed below.
 _Existing access and water infrastructure 
would be maintained and/or integrated into 
the ongoing management strategy adopted 
in accordance with the additional strategies 
identified below.

Additional strategies
Additional strategies suggested for 
consideration are as follows.

 _The relevant group(s) further investigate the 
establishment of a 300 metre wide critical 
management zone to the west of the site, 
This would extend to 300 metres in a 
downstream direction from the north 
western limit of the park.
 _Within the riparian corridor, asset protection 
zones (APZ) would be established along the 
urban interface, to reduce the potential 
direct impact of a fire in these areas by 
minimising potential fuel availability. They 
comprise an inner and outer APZ. The inner 
APZ, typically 30-50 metres, would be within 
the urban envelope, and include the 
peripheral roads and mown verges, and 
access network. The outer APZ, which is 
typically 100 metres wide (depending 
primarily on exposure to the potential fire 
front), would be within the park.
 _The identification of strategic protection 
zones (firefighting advantage zones ACT 
BMP) comprising open woodland, PTWL 
grassland habitats and/or recreation 
facilities with large open areas that would 
minimise the wick effect and be potential 
fire fighting areas to control major fires. The 
potential usefulness of such zones is 
evident by the fact that the grassland on 

Misery Point was not burnt in the 2003 
bushfires.
 _The development of an integrated network 
of roads and fire trails providing for 
emergency access/egress and bushfire 
infrastructure management, and measures 
to ensure the availability of water supplies 
for hazard reduction and emergency use.

The establishment of an APZ within the park 
has been further investigated to assess its 
potential to impact on PTWL populations. 
Because of the intensive fuel control required 
within inner APZs, these would not be located 
within high or moderate quality PTWL habitat. 
The inner APZ would also be located outside 
of a 20 metre PTWL habitat buffer and within 
the urban boundary adjoining the river 
corridor.

It is understood however, that appropriate fuel 
reduction can be achieved within areas of 
PTWL habitat that may be within outer APZ 
areas. This compatibility is associated with 
the intrinsic character of PTWL habitat, which 
contains a high proportion of surface rock 
cover, and occurs on typically dry, steep, 
north-facing slopes. Both these factors 
contribute to sparse vegetation cover and 
therefore low fuel levels. 

Detailed operational plans will be prepared by 
ecological and fire management experts for 
APZ areas within PTWL habitat with the core 
objective of minimising disturbance. Where 
fuel levels exceed identified thresholds, 
however, fuel reduction would be carried out 
using ecologically sensitive methods, in 
accordance with the TAMS Pink-tailed Worm 
Lizard (Aprasia parapulchella) Fuel and Fire 
Suppression Guidelines. These methods would 
aim to match the natural fire ecology of the 
native grasslands that the PTWL inhabits. 
When, or if ecologically prescribed burns do 
not meet requisite fuel management levels, 

other methods, such as hand slashing may be 
used.

Weeds
Weed management is one of the most 
pressing management issues in the river 
corridor. A large number of weeds declared as 
pest plants under the ACT Pest Plants and 
Animals Act, 2005 occur in the park including 
the woody weeds such as Blackberry, Briar 
Rose, Firethorn, Cotoneaster, Hawthorn, 
Privets, Radiata Pine, Willows and Poplars and 
the invasive perennial grasses Serrated 
Tussock and African Lovegrass. Blackberry, 
Serrated Tussock and Willows are listed as 
weeds of national significance. Freely 
dispersing weeds such as Willows, Blackberry 
and African Lovegrass also threaten the 
significant flora and fauna values of the lower 
Molonglo Nature Reserve downstream of the 
park.

In addition to the adverse environmental 
consequences of the weed infestations, the 
enjoyment and comfort of recreation users 
will be severely compromised unless the 
thorny and prickly weeds are removed as part 
of a coordinated weed removal and 
revegetation strategy.

The weed removal and revegetation program 
must take into account, in the interim, the 
beneficial role the weeds play in the current 
degraded landscape. Erosion control and 
habitat for small birds would be components 
of an integrated plan for revegetation.

In addition, Construction Environmental 
Management Plans (CEMPs) would need to be 
prepared for infrastructure works to guide 
weed invasion protection measures. This 
would particularly apply to works involving 
extensive grading and clearing. 

Eastern Grey Kangaroos on the site are in good 
condition due to recent rains.
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Slope
The major constraint to the development and 
management of the future park is slope – 
there are relatively few unconstrained areas 
suitable for recreation settings and 
associated links. The steepness of the grades 
presents challenges for fire and conservation 
management. See Figure 05: Slope analysis.  
Areas most suitable for recreation generally 
require a gradient of less that five per cent. 
The concept plan seeks to limit development 
of recreation areas to less than seven per cent 
grade. Above this, costs and impacts on the 
environment increase significantly. 
Development of land above 12.5 per cent 
would be limited unless there is a compelling 
reason. This means, based solely on slope 
criteria, approximately 18 per cent of the river 
corridor is suitable for development of 
recreation facilities. Environmental sensitivity 
reduces this figure further.

Water quality
The Molonglo River is highly modified, and 
water quality is often poor with high nutrient 
and sediment loads as well as heavy metal 
pollution from previous mining activities 
further upstream. Extensive clearing of native 
riparian vegetation has resulted in stream 
bank erosion and sedimentation along the 
river. 

Nutrient pollution of waterways, combined 
with warm, calm water can lead to blue-green 
algal blooms which regularly force the closure 
of Lake Burley Griffin. Blue-green algae is a 
potential health risk if present in surface 
waters used for recreational purposes.

Lake Burley Griffin plays a key role in the 
quality of downstream water and biodiversity 
management. The dam has resulted in 
reduced river levels and flow variability. This 
altered flow regime and release of cold water 
from the bottom of the dam, often with low 
dissolved oxygen levels, high suspended 
solids and bacterial load have a significant 
impact on water quality. 

These altered flow regimes may adversely 
impact native vegetation communities 
dependent on more regular wetting and drying 
regimes, and may also impede the recovery of 
riparian vegetation from disturbances such as 
fire and land clearing. Low flows also lead to 
the build up of sediment and encroachment of 
vegetation such as willows and fringing 
vegetation into the river channel (Molonglo 
River Rescue Action Plan 2010).

In 2008, The ACT Government decided to 
review the proposal for a lake on the Molonglo 
River – previously proposed as a major feature 
of the Molonglo landscape setting, and to 
serve as an urban stormwater treatment 
solution and fire strategy. This was subject to 
a triple bottom line analysis of environment, 
community and economic values, including 
identifying levels of community support 
through community consultation.

The Molonglo Stormwater Management 
Options and Triple Bottom Line Study, which 
commenced in 2010, has subsequently 
recommended a preferred option of ‘no dam’, 
in favour of off-line ponds within the urban 
area to regulate and treat pollutants from 
urban run-off to protect water quality in the 
river corridor. Subject to final government 
endorsement, the ‘no dam’ option is the 
current working assumption for planning at 
Molonglo, and provides for retention and 
enhancement of an extensive area of riparian 
habitat along the Molonglo River.

In relation to water quality and safety in the 
Molonglo River Park it is recommended the 
ACT Government and the National Capital 
Authority (NCA) cooperate to:

 _regulate water flow from Lake Burley Griffin 
to provide sufficient quality and quantity of 
water to safeguard ecological and recreation 
values
 _modify the discharge arrangements from 
the dam to increase the temperature of 
water entering the river
 _devise high water pollution and flood risk 
warning measures to protect users in times 
of adverse conditions.

Cultural heritage
Survey material and information on cultural 
heritage items in the park site are preliminary 
only. The Plan of Management and detailed 
operational plans will need to ensure 
adequate research/surveys are carried out to 
update information if required. The 
preparation of conservation management 
plans for historic sites may be appropriate. 

Work done to date indicates the potential for 
Aboriginal heritage sites in the park site is 
high based on available resources (Biosis 
Research 2010). With the exception of the very 
steep slopes, sites may occur almost 
anywhere in the study area but there is a 
strong tendency for sites to be located at 
areas with access to the river, and near the 
end of low, level spurs and knolls overlooking 
the river (Saunders 1995, in Biosis Research 
2010). Sites are also typically located at bends 
in the river (AASC 2006). The Molonglo Valley 
area would have been an attractive place to 
occupy; native flora and fauna in the river and 
surrounding land provided food, medicines, 
tools, shelter and cultural resources, the river 
was a reliable water supply and rock outcrops 
were suitable for stone tool making. The 
pre-European boundaries of custodial lands 
of cultural groups of the Southern Tablelands 
and mountain ranges are unclear. The area of 
the ACT is claimed as traditional land by a 
number of groups including the Ngunawal and 
Ngarigu communities (Biosis Research 2010). 

Open campsites are likely to be the most 
common type of site in the park, in the form of 
artefact scatters. Biosis Research (2010) 
recorded three sites within the park area, 
artefact scatters comprising cores and flakes 
(silcrete, chert and quartz), and cobble 

Slope analysis
Legend

Statutory urban area 
boundary

Arterial road

0-3% slope

4-5% slope

6-7% slope

8-12.5% slope

14-20 % slope

20+% slope
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Figure 05: Slope analysis 0 500 1000m
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hammerstones and anvils. These were 
assessed as having low scientific significance 
and low conservation value. Generally, the 
conservation objective for this site type is to 
record and retain where feasible, otherwise 
salvage. 

Six non-Aboriginal heritage sites have been 
recorded in the park area, including a cluster 
at the north-west end (comprising a disused 
track and creek crossing, a fence post, a 
timber beam, a former parking lot and BBQ 
area, and sewage sludge ponds), and the site 
of Emily and Isaac Blundell’s house on the 
Molonglo River opposite Misery Point.

Contaminated sites
Further survey and evaluation of 
contaminated sites (e.g. the Sludge Ponds 
and the woolshed) will need to be undertaken 
and remediation strategies prepared in the  
next phase of the implementation process.

Key environmental values
A series of ecological studies conducted over 
recent years combine to give a reasonably 
clear picture of the state of the river corridor. 
The remnant ecosystems in the park include 
aquatic and fringing communities, riparian 
woodland, dry grassy BGW and Snow Gum 
woodlands and associated grassland, 
shrublands and dry forest. General vegetation 
clearing and past land use impacts have left 
much of the Molonglo corridor degraded and 
weedy. Riparian lands collect moisture and 
nutrients and are particularly vulnerable to 
weed invasion. Riparian vegetation in the river 
park includes mature stands of River She-oak 
forest and River Tussock wet grassland as 
well as areas totally dominated by woody 
weeds such as Willows, Poplars and 
Blackberry.

In general terms the riparian vegetation 
condition deteriorates moving upstream 
through the corridor and in areas severely 

damaged by the 2003 bushfire; vegetation 
has been largely replaced by exotic species 
between the Tuggeranong Parkway and 
Scrivener Dam. Similarly, remnant woodland 
in the site ranges between simple and weedy 
native pasture to high diversity native 
groundcover, with and without a tree stratum
Much of the secondary grassland and 
woodland occupying the valley slopes is likely 
to be derived from Yellow Box - Red Gum 
tableland grassy woodland (BGW). Better 
condition areas are included in the BGW 
Endangered Ecological Community (EEC) 
listed under ACT and Commonwealth 
legislation. Snow Gum–Candlebark Tableland 
Woodland has also been recorded in the park; 
this community has been listed as an EEC in 
NSW and is being considered for listing in the 
ACT. River She-oak Riparian Woodland has 
been identified as a targeted community for 
conservation in the ACT (Sharp et al. 2007).

No threatened plant species have been 
recorded in the Park despite targeted surveys 
(Eco Logical Australia 2009). Two Rare or 
Threatened Australian Plants (ROTAP) species 
(Australian Anchor Plant and Birch 
Pomaderris) and a range of regionally 
uncommon species occur in the Park 
(nghenvironmental 2011). The Australian 
Anchor Plant and River She-oak are listed as 
protected plants in the ACT.

The concentration of the areas of habitat 
value along the river waterway and its 
immediate environs is shown on Figure 07: 
Pre 2003 vegetation and quality habitat with 
reference to the pre 2003 bushfire. The 
bushfire further degraded the already 
disturbed ecosystems.

While the corridor natural ecosystems are 
disturbed, there are enough natural elements 
to regenerate the riparian and dryland 
ecosystems. With revegetation and weed 
control, there is potential for these areas to 

become a self-sustaining asset for both 
nature conservation and a wide variety of 
settings and activities.

Careful planning of riparian management 
zones will ensure that bushfire hazards are 
controlled while achieving restoration and 
conservation objectives.

A range of threatened fauna species are 
known to occur in the park site, listed under 
both Commonwealth and territory legislation. 
The PTWL and the Perunga Grasshopper are 
considerably less mobile and are highly 
dependent on local habitat in the park. The 
river park contains the scientific type locality 
for the PTWL; the populations here are the 
highest density in the ACT and are of national 
significance (Wong and Osborne 2010). This 
species is listed as threatened under both 
Commonwealth and territory legislation. 

The PTWL preferred habitat is sloping open 
woodland areas with a native grassy 
groundcover. The lizards are typically found 
beneath small partially embedded rocks, 
where they share ant burrows, feeding on the 
larvae and eggs of black ants and termites 
(Office of Environment and Heritage 2011). 
The open nature of tussock grassland allows 
for solar gain, which combined with providing 
grass seed, an important food resource to 
black ants are important habitat features. 
Interconnection of habitat is critical to 
maintaining viable populations of this species 
in the Molonglo River corridor.

The management of the PTWL habitat is likely 
to meet at least some of the conservation 
requirements for the Perunga Grasshopper 
and other grassland-dependent species. 

The detailed biology and inter-relationship 
between the PTWL, other species and its 
habitat is unknown. Further research is 
required to inform the detailed management 
response.

Steep rocky outcrops are a special feature of the 
corridor and often provide refuge habitat for rare 
plants.

The remnant and often old and isolated Box-Gum 
Woodland tree species are a significant habitat and 
landscape element.

River She-oaks along river bed are an important 
component of ecological connectivity.
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In addition to the Matters of National 
Environmental Significance (MNES) that are 
covered by the NES plan being prepared by 
the ACT Government, the park site plays an 
important ecological role in linking 
outstanding natural areas of the 
Murrumbidgee River corridor and the 
Brindabella ranges section of the Australian 
Alps National Parks with the network of urban 
bushland in Canberra. The Molonglo River 
corridor is an important ‘connectivity 
conservation corridor’ for the movement of 
many small woodland bird species such as 
finches, honeyeaters, robins, treecreepers, 
bee-eaters, from the large scale ‘back bone’ 
of the 2,800 kilometres long Great Eastern 
Ranges corridor to the local fine scale 
network of natural areas within and adjacent 
to the urban areas of Canberra. This role of 
the park site is one of its special values and 
opportunities to conserve and enhance this 
role should be explored in the park 
development.

Threatened woodland birds and raptors are 
likely to use habitat within the park site in 
conjunction with surrounding natural areas. 
These species will be placed under increasing 
pressure by the progressive development of 
the Molonglo Valley adjacent to the river park. 
Local raptor populations are likely to be 
affected by the loss of feeding territories 
resulting from urban development. Nesting 
sites within the park may be abandoned due 
to increased human visitation in the river 
corridor. While these impacts are not likely to 
be significant at the species level, the ability 
of some of these species to persist in the area 
may be  threatened.

There are not likely to be populations of 
threatened aquatic species in the park; the 
depauperate condition of aquatic habitats in 
the river provides an opportunity for 

rehabilitation through pollution control and 
flow management.

The NES plan
The Molonglo Valley Plan for the Protection of 
Matters of National Environmental 
Significance (the NES plan) sets out the 
policies and procedures that will apply to 
ensure development of the Molonglo Valley 
will not cause unacceptable impacts on 
Matters of National Environmental 
Significance (MNES). Compliance with the 
NES plan will be enforceable under the 
Planning and Development Act 2007. 

The MNES comprise the following threatened 
species and ecological communities within 
the river park:

 _White Box - Yellow Box - Blakely’s Red Gum 
Grassy Woodland and derived Native 
Grassland (Box-Gum Woodland (BGW))
 _Temperate Grassland of the Southern 
Tablelands of NSW and the ACT (Natural 
Temperate Grassland (NTG))
 _Pink-tailed Worm Lizard (Aprasia 
parapulchella (PTWL))
 _Superb Parrot (Polytelis swainsonii)
 _Swift Parrot (Lathamus discolour)

Detailed strategies and action plans to 
protect and conserve these assets will be 
prepared as  part of the Plan of Management 
preparation - informed by the Molonglo River 
Park Concept Plan.

Geological sites
The lower Molonglo geological site is a 
significant outcrop of limestone that contains 
evidence of a rich and diverse array of marine 
fossils, including corals, trilobites, 
brachiopods, gastropods and ostracods, 
including some species first described from 
specimens from this site. It is one of the best 
known and richest middle silurian faunal 
assemblages in eastern Australia. The 
outcrop is of value in dating similarly aged 
rocks elsewhere in the region.

The physical features of the lower Molonglo 
geological site that particularly reflect its 
heritage significance are the outcrops of 
limestone and shale/siltstone. However these 
are just-visible manifestations of continuous 
features, and the underground sectors 
between the outcrops are equally significant. 
(ACT Heritage Council)
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Enhancing woodland in the park would benefit the 
threatened Superb Parrot.
Photo: Emydura

Box-Gum Woodland on the south-west slopes of 
NSW.
Photo: © Toni McLeish

There is potential for adaptive reuse of the 
shearing shed near Coppins Crossing.
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Consultation
The Molonglo River Park Concept Plan 
addresses many sensitive issues for a range of 
community and government stakeholders.
 
From project inception (March 2011), selected 
community environmental and recreation 
groups have been consulted. This included; 
the Molonglo Community and Industry 
Reference Group (CIRG) (March, May, June 
2011); and the Conservation Council ACT region 
(May, July 2011). Input has been sought from 
the community through workshops and field 
trips. Additionally, the project was included in 
the Molonglo community forums held in 
March, May and June. A presentation of the 
draft concept plan was held on 8 June 2011 
with local environmental groups, community 
groups and recreation users who were invited 
to comment.  
 
The concept plan, which is pursuing a whole-
of-corridor approach to the river at Molonglo, 
will provide a framework for preparation of the 
statutory Plan of Management which is 
referred to the Conservator for Flora and 
Fauna and subject to approval by the ACT 
Legislative Assembly. The process of preparing 
the Plan of Management will include further 
consultation with the community, detailed 
survey of ecological values and provide for 
ongoing management and monitoring of 
environmental values.

Consultation revealed support for:
 _management of impacts of the urban area 
on PTWL habitat
 _provision of funding for effective long term 
management of weed and restoration of 
habitats
 _requirement for an established scientific 
base line for effective monitoring, evaluation 
and reporting of change in condition of 
habitats and species
 _further scientific research about the 
ecological requirements for PTWL, and

 _impacts of fire management requirements in 
asset protection zones on areas of quality 
habitat.

Recreation
The proposed Molonglo River Park can help 
satisfy the recreation needs of the new 
Molonglo community with a diversity of nature 
based recreation settings. 

Demand for recreation in the future river park 
is anticipated to come from multiple sources, 
local Molonglo residents and from the ACT in 
general. Together with Stromlo Forest Park, it 
will be the primary area of district and 
metropolitan open space in Molonglo, is close 
to Weston Creek and parts of Belconnen. It is 
also strategically located near and between 
major recreation destinations expected to 
attract significant local and interstate 
visitation in the future.

Factors upon which the planning and design 
for recreation in the river park are overviewed 
below.

Future Molonglo residents
The population of Molonglo is expected to 
reach 55,000 to 60,000 in 30 years. As people 
will be living at greater densities and with less 
private open space than in older Canberra 
suburbs, there will be a high demand for 
recreation settings in the river park.

The outdoor recreation and open space needs 
of future Molonglo residents will need to cater 
for people of different ages and life cycle 
stages.  Initially, Molonglo is predicted to have 
an age profile typical of a new housing estate, 
with large numbers of young children and 
adults between 25 and 40 years.  As the area 
develops, the diversity of age groups will 
broaden. Reflecting the general increase of 
older age groups in Canberra’s population, 
people in middle and older age groups may 
move into the area depending on house prices 
and the styles of housing constructed (e.g. 
aged persons units).

ACT residents in general
Future use of the river park will also be 
affected by population growth and trends in 
the ACT, leading to increased demand for open 
space recreation. The ACT’s population is 
projected to reach 409,000 in 2020, 453,000 in 
2030 and 500,000 by 2043 (ACT Chief 
Minister’s Department 2011). The river park 
may offer attractive recreation options for 
residents of other parts of the city, including 
residents of the nearby suburbs in Weston 
Creek and Belconnen.

As the percentage of older people in the ACT 
population increases, there will be an 
increased need for recreation facilities 
suitable for older residents. Providing 
recreational opportunities for a wide range of 
cultural and language groups will be 
important. The ACT has a highly multicultural 
population – 22 per cent of residents were 
born overseas, residents come from over 200 
countries and speak about 170 languages 
between them. About 1.3 per cent of ACT 
residents identify as Indigenous Australians.

Members of the Conservation Council on a site 
familiarisation tour

Hot air balloon landing near Coppins Crossing Cyclists and equestrians use the same route.
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The enigmatic Pink-tailed Worm Lizard (PTWL) is 
one of five MNES within the Molonglo River corridor.
Photo by Peter Robertson © Museum Victoria

The Blundells cottage site has European heritage 
significance.

Complementary local facilities and potential 
needs
There are a range of existing attractions and 
patterns of use that provide the opportunity 
for complementarity with the river park.

 _Stromlo Forest Park (SFP) located to the 
south of the river park and potentially linked 
to it via a linear park along Holdens Creek. 
SFP currently provides designated trails for 
cycling, mountain biking, running, horse 
riding and walking and planned to be 
developed as a major recreation centre with 
a range of facilities including district playing 
fields. There is likely to be demand for trail 
access between the river park and SFP, and 
for visitors (e.g. cyclists) travelling to SFP 
from other parts of the city.
 _The National Arboretum, National Zoo and 
Aquarium located generally between the 
proposed river park and Black Mountain/
Lake Burley Griffin. The National Arboretum 
is a major investment of the ACT 
Government. There are opportunities to 
provide trail links through the river park to 
this attraction and provide an additional 
major entry to it from the south. Visitors to 
the National Arboretum, National Zoo and 
Aquarium could extend their recreation 
experience by using the new river park.
 _Numerous equestrian facilities about the 
park site (e.g. Mount Stromlo trails, 
equestrian centres, pony club, horse 
paddocks etc). The park could provide 
facilities and trails to help offset those lost 
as part of the urbanisation process and 
extend the recreation offered for this group.
 _Two major trails (which pass through the 
eastern part of the park site) – the 
Bicentennial National Trail (the only section 
of this 5,330 kilometres long multi-use trail 
for horse riding, walking and cycling, which 
passes through a major urban area) and the 
Centenary Trail (a world class trail intended 
to showcase the ACT’s urban and rural 
environs).

 _Dog sledders away from urban areas in the 
Ryans Hill vicinity providing adequate 
parking facilities.

Increase in active outdoor pursuits (especially 
walking, cycling, running)
The ACT has the highest (and increasing) 
participation in outdoor recreation in 
Australia, and the highest participation in 
walking and cycling of any state or territory 
(Australian Sports Commission 2010).

Walking, cycling and running are the most 
popular activities in Canberra Nature Park 
(Chevalier and Hoffman 2010).

Greater emphasis on recreation close to home 
Due to increasing oil prices and the need to 
reduce carbon emissions, there may be a 
demand for recreation in parklands close to 
where people live and areas accessible by 
public transport and cycleways.

03 Investigation summary
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Vision
The Molonglo River Park will conserve and celebrate the special 
ecological and cultural values of the Molonglo River. It will provide 
recreation settings and benefits for the residents of the new 
community of Molonglo based on its special gorge landscape qualities. 

In keeping with the concept of the bush capital Molonglo River Park will 
continue the primacy of the landscape in the urban setting.

Introduction
The research and consultations undertaken as part of the process of 
concept plan preparation was evaluated and synthesised to distil a 
vision and series of planning principles for the Molonglo River Park 
concept. 

These principles evolved through testing and consultation with 
stakeholders over a period of three months. A clear vision and 
statement of planning, design and management principles is required 
to inform those who will be responsible for the design, conservation 
and management of the park’s role and intent. The vision and planning 
principles embody and communicate the values stakeholders held 
when initiating the park. They also provide a basis upon which 
performance and future proposals can be assessed.

In preparing the vision and principles, it was the clear intent of 
stakeholders, that the Molonglo River Park’s role was to preserve and 
enhance the site’s natural assets, provide for a significant portion of 
the recreation and social needs of the community (especially the new 
residents of the Molonglo urban release area) and avoid future 
catastrophic fire effects by building in effective management 
strategies. This intent is reflected in the vision and the primary planning 
principles. Other stakeholder values, concerns and aspirations for the 
park have been encapsulated in secondary planning principles.

Together the vision and planning principles have informed concept plan 
preparation and will inform subsequent Plan of Management and other 
actions associated with park development and management.

The vision and planning principles are summarised in this section.

Primary principles 
 _Protect and enhance natural habitat values
 _Provide recreation opportunities for the local community
 _Provide for effective fire protection

Secondary principles
 _Respond to city landscape context
 _Capitalise on place making opportunities
 _Provide for community health and wellbeing
 _Provide links and access
 _Exemplify sustainable urban living 
 _Facilitate effective land management

These are elaborated below.

Protect and enhance natural habitat values
 _Protect, enhance and celebrate Matters of National Environmental 
Significance (MNES): Pink-tailed Worm Lizard (A. parapulchella 
– PTWL), Box-Gum Woodland (BGW), Natural Temperate Grassland 
(NTG), Superb Parrot (P. swainsonii), Swift Parrot (L. discolour) habitat.
 _Reinforce and re-establish the ecological connectivity between the 
Murrumbidgee corridor and National Capital Open Space System 
(NCOSS) and urban areas along the river park corridor.
 _Improve condition of degraded habitats via weed removal, grassland 
and woodland regeneration and enhancing connection to the larger 
areas of PTWL habitat.
 _Avoid and/or control the siting of activity areas in or near sensitive 
habitats.
 _Create resilient landscapes that have the capacity to adapt to change 
over time.
 _Actively improve water quality discharging into the river from Lake 
Burley Griffin.
 _Provide programs for research and interpretation to encourage local 
understanding and stewardship of the park’s natural resources. 

Provide recreation opportunities for the local community
 _Provide a diversity of passive and active recreation settings, primarily 
for the needs of the local Molonglo residents, which are 
complementary to other major facilities within the district, region and 
city of Canberra.
 _Locate recreation settings in accordance with the environmental 
sensitivity of the site. 
 _Focus on the special opportunities presented by the riverine 
landscape to provide a unique range of primarily natural recreation 
experiences while contributing to the other recreation needs of the 
future population of 55,000 in the Molonglo area.

Provide for effective fire protection
 _Apply the requirements of the ACT Strategic Bushfire Management 
Plan to the river park site as part of the overall fire protection strategy 
for the urban areas.

04 Park Vision and Principles

Snow gums within the river park on Misery Hill Wedge -tailed eagles are the most iconic of the many raptor species on the 
Molonglo River
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 _Identify appropriate asset protection zones and landscape types that 
enable ongoing fire management and maintain ecological values.
 _Manipulate landscape settings to reduce bushfire run (wick effect) 
such as locating major use areas in the path of the fire run, selecting 
appropriate planting types and densities and using other features in 
the landscape corridor to help arrest fire run.
 _Provide opportunities for access for fire management along the 
recreation trail network.
 _Ensure fuel management is sympathetic to the ecological 
requirements of species and ecosystems so viable populations are 
retained or enhanced

Respond to city landscape context 
 _Pursue the metropolitan role of the river park as an extension of the 
NCOSS so that it contributes to the landscape setting of the national 
capital, and specifically, the Molonglo urban area.
 _Create a strong and identifiable landscape infrastructure that unifies 
the disparate elements of the site.
 _Extend and reinforce the recognition Canberra has as one of the 
worlds’ great landscape cities.

Capitalise on place making opportunities
 _Make the river park identifiable by being authentic to its place and 
time.
 _Recognise and celebrate the role of the river corridor as the central 
landscape focus for the new town of Molonglo and use this as a key 
element in promoting its identity.
 _Use the unique riverine landscape that characterises the Molonglo as 
a point of difference between Molonglo and other town centres in 
Canberra.
 _Restore and celebrate the special riverine qualities of the landscape 
and provide opportunities for people to be immersed in them.
 _Implement site specific environmental education and interpretive 
programs to promote understanding of the site and support for park 
initiatives.

Provide for community health and wellbeing
 _Provide effective connections to the surrounding community to 
encourage people to use the park as a major component in their 
active living regime.
 _Provide settings and facilities that psychologically, spiritually and 
physically renew park users by immersing them in the Molonglo 
landscape.
 _Provide a diversity of facilities that respond to the different cultural, 
age and personal needs of potential users.

Provide effective links and access
 _Recognise and reinforce the role of the river as an important 
movement corridor linking key surrounding destinations such as the 
National Arboretum, Stromlo Forest Park, National Zoo and Aquarium 
and Lake Burley Griffin.
 _Minimise the barrier effect of the river by providing additional 
crossing points to enable users on each side of the river to interact 
and access a diversity of settings without compromising ecological 
connectivity and minimising impacts on quality natural habitats.
 _Provide a hierarchy of trails for various user types: commuter, 
recreation, equestrian, pedestrians etc.
 _Provide a variety of routes and circuits to enable people to enjoy the 
park settings in a diversity of ways and time periods.

Exemplify sustainable living
 _Showcase how rare species and ecosystems can be conserved and 
restored in an urban setting for their benefit and that of the urban 
population.
 _Promote sustainability through the way the park resources are used 
and managed and be resilient based on robust in built systems and 
diversity.
 _Help contribute to the economic viability of the park by hosting a 
limited range of commercial land uses compatible with the values of 
the park.
 _Engage the community in programs that promote the principles of 
sustainable urban living and conservation.

Facilitate effective land management
 _Provide, through the concept plan, a framework for the preparation 
of a Plan of Management.
 _Identify the vision, planning and design principles that will inform the 
management objectives for the Plan of Management.
 _Classify the Molonglo River Park primarily as a nature reserve with 
special purpose classification on nodes of recreation development 
and activity to provide for the legislative basis for the achievement of 
the vision and park objectives.
 _Apply design strategies that will help enable management activities 
to be cost effective, sustainable and capable of implementation 
under appropriate ACT Government practices.
 _Adopt management procedures that will ensure a seamless 
transition from one management unit, setting or habitat to another.

Existing equestrian users near Yarralumla Creek. Kangaroo Grass (Themeda australis) grassland thrives in large tracts within 
the park.

04 Park Vision and Principles
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05 Opportunities and constraints

Introduction
The next step in the preparation of the 
concept plan is the consideration of  the 
opportunities and constraints the site offers 
to achieve the vision and planning principles.

Environment
The following is an overview of the 
opportunities and constraints relating to the 
environmental values of the site. The text 
should be read with reference to:

 _Figure 06: Summary of environmental 
significance
 _Figure 07: Pre 2003 vegetation and habitat 
Quality, and 
 _Figure 08 Opportunities and constraints 
(environment).

The existing condition of the park site is one of 
a degraded landscape in need of  protection 
and restoration. There is an existing threat to 
the environment due to the state of 
degradation and weed infestation. There is an 
urgent need for immediate action prior to any 
urban development. A ‘do nothing’ approach is 
not an option. While the site is a threatened 
landscape, there are significant ecological 
areas requiring high levels of protection and 
improvement. Connectivity is important to 
improve ecological viability.

The key ecological values in the park are the 
high quality remnant White Box-Yellow Box-
Blakely’s Red-Gum Grassy Woodland and 
derived native grassland (Box-Gum Woodland 
(BGW)), both with and without tree cover, 
remnant River She-oak Riparian Woodland, 
rare and uncommon plant species, 
threatened Pink-tailed Worm Lizard (A. 
parapulchella – PTWL) habitat, threatened 
woodland bird habitat and fauna habitat 
connectivity values.

The distribution of significance of the main 
environmental values is shown on Figure 06:  
Summary of environmental significance. The 
concentration of the areas of environmental 
significance along the waterway and its 
immediate environs is shown on Figure 07: Pre 
2003 vegetation and habitat Quality with 
reference to vegetation prior to 2003. The 
bushfire further degraded the already 
disturbed natural ecosystems as well as 
destroying the pine plantations. The air 
photograph of the pre 2003 conditions  gives 
an idea of how much potential land previously 
used for plantation or agricultural use could 
be used to re-establish or extend the natural 
woodland or grassland associations and 
habitats.

Weed management is one of the most 
pressing management issues in the river 
corridor. A large number of weeds declared as 
pest plants under the ACT Pest Plants and 
Animals Act 2005 occur in the park including 
the woody weeds Blackberry, Briar Rose, 
Firethorn, Cotoneaster, Hawthorn, Privets, 
Radiata Pine, Willows and Poplars and the 
invasive perennial grasses Serrated Tussock 
and African Lovegrass. Blackberry, Serrated 
Tussock and Willows are listed as weeds of 
national significance. Freely dispersing weeds 
such as Willows, Blackberry and African 
Lovegrass also threaten the significant flora 
and fauna values of the lower Molonglo 
Nature Reserve downstream of the park.

The major constraints and significance 
classes have been identified and are 
illustrated in Figure 06: Summary of 
environmental significance. These have 
influenced the development of the concept 
plan, in particular the location of major 
recreation nodes within areas of least 
significance, generally located on the 
northern side of the river.

Statutory urban area boundary

Arterial road

River waterway/tributaries

Very high (Geological): 15.1 ha

Very high: 73.1 ha

High: 184.9 ha

Moderate: 33.8 ha

Low: 338.7 ha

Environmental significance classes
Legend
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Figure 06: Summary of environmental significance 0 500 1000m
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Pre 2003 vegetation and habitat
Legend

Statutory urban area 
boundary

New river park boundary

EPBC listed associations and 
potential habitat:

Existing Box-Gum Woodland

Existing riparian woodland

High quality PTWL habitat

Moderate quality PTWL 
habitat

Source: Molonglo NES Plan 
Strategic Assessment Report

Environmental opportunities
The ecological values of the park offer 
significant development and management 
opportunities:

 _The naturally open structure of grassy 
woodland communities in the park is 
compatible with the maintenance of ‘park-
like’ recreation settings. An open woodland 
structure (e.g. 10-30 percent canopy cover) 
is also compatible with urban edge bushfire 
protection requirements
 _The presence of nationally significant PTWL 
habitat in the park provides an opportunity 
to improve the sustainability and security of 
this species, for environmental research and 
education, and for promoting the values of 
the park and other Canberra reserves to the 
public
 _The park provides an opportunity to improve 
the prospects for threatened and declining 
woodland birds which continue to be 
affected by habitat fragmentation and loss 
in the surrounding landscape
 _There is an opportunity to build greater 
resilience and adaptive capacity in the 
ecosystems of the park by improving 
diversity, protecting refugia, protecting 
against threats and external impacts and 
improving internal and external habitat 
connectivity
 _There are significant opportunities to 
improve habitat connectivity in the Molonglo 
Valley and surrounding areas 
 _The dominance of Kangaroo Grass and 
other native grasses on many of the valley 
slopes in the park provide a useful 
foundation for improving ground cover 
diversity and re-establishing woodland 
structure. Kangaroo Grass in particular is a 
‘keystone’ species because of its tussock 
growth habit and its capacity to resist 
weeds by maintaining soil nitrogen at low 
levels
 _Rare and uncommon plant species are 
remnant on rock outcrop and cliff refuges in 
the park. With appropriate protection and 
management these species may be 
encouraged to spread into surrounding 
grassland and woodland
 _The presence of remnant River She-oaks as 
mature trees and regeneration in the river 
channel provides an opportunity to extend 
riparian woodland cover on the valley floor. 
This would improve habitat connectivity for 
fauna and help to suppress riparian weeds 
such as African Lovegrass, Blackberry and 
Willow
 _There is an opportunity to improve aquatic 
and recreation values in the Molonglo River 
by restoring riparian vegetation, remediating 
soil erosion and contaminated sites, 
controlling nutrient and other pollution and 
exploring options to reduce the impacts on 
flows, water quality and fish movement 
caused by Scrivener Dam
 _The Scrivener Dam has altered the natural 
river flow regime, with consequences for 
channel geomorphology and the life cycles 
of aquatic fauna. The river continues to 
receive pollution from rural and urban runoff 

and contaminated sites as well as oxygen-
poor, cold-water releases from Scrivener 
Dam. There is an opportunity to improve 
environmental flows and consider higher 
stratum offtake from the dam.
 _Detention ponds, wetlands and other 
stormwater infrastructure and open space 
corridors on feeder drainage lines offer the 
potential to enhance habitat diversity, 
connectivity and bring ‘nature’ into the 
urban living areas
 _The close proximity of the park to urban 
Canberra with its array of community groups 
and educational institutions provides 
valuable opportunities for consultation, 
education and involvement in management 
and research. New residents in the 
developing suburbs surrounding the park 
should be provided with information to 
encourage them to protect the park’s 
assets, to encourage responsible behaviour 
and to enlist their support in maintaining the 
values of the park through voluntary 
stewardship and surveillance, and
 _Specific locations in the park provide 
opportunities for environmental education 
and nature-based recreation, including the 
high quality BGW patch opposite Misery 
Point and cliff lines at the edge of the valley 
which could be developed as lookouts with 
interpretive displays.

05 Opportunities and constraints
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Figure 07: Pre 2003 vegetation and quality habitat 0 500 1000m
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Typical planted woodland tree density at Black 
Mountain Peninsula.

Typical natural woodland tree density in a Canberra 
Urban Park. Monash Drive planting example

Statutory urban area 
boundary

Arterial road

River waterway/tributaries

Escarpment/cliff face

Existing BGW

Existing riparian woodland

High quality PTWL habitat

Moderate quality PTWL  
habitat

20 m PTWL habitat buffer 
zone

Potential PTWL habitat 
extension area

Strategies - environment
Legend

Environmental constraints
The major environmental constraints to the 
development of the concept plan include:

 _The requirement to protect current and 
potential new threatened PTWL habitat, as 
identified and mapped by Wong and Osborne 
(2010), as well as a 20 metre buffer zone 
around moderate and high quality habitats 
and dispersal opportunities between 
populations. Habitat areas and protection 
requirements under the Environment 
Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 
1999 (EPBC Act) have been identified by the 
Commonwealth Government (Department of 
the Environment, Water, Heritage and the 
Arts (DEWHA) 2009)
 _The requirement to protect the BGW 
endangered ecological community listed 
under the ACT Nature Conservation Act 1980 
and the critically endangered ecological 
community listed under the EPBC Act, as 
identified and mapped by Eco Logical 
Australia (2009) (refer also environmental 
2011)
 _The requirement to protect existing fauna 
habitats and habitat connectivity within the 
river corridor
 _The requirement to facilitate and maintain 
ongoing access for revegetation, fire 
management and weed control throughout 
the park
 _The requirement to avoid activities which 
may result in the introduction or spread of 
weeds in the park, or hamper weed control 
efforts (such as, unnecessary soil 
disturbance)
 _The requirement to protect the significant 
conservation values of the lower Molonglo 
Nature Reserve, located downstream of the 
park, particularly in terms of water quality 
and weeds
 _The requirement to protect the significant 
and sensitive fossil site at the north-western 
end of the corridor (lower Molonglo 

geological site) and the historic heritage site 
Isaac and Emily Blundell’s house site 
opposite Misery Point. 
 _The currently poor water quality in the 
Molonglo River constrains water-based 
recreation. The territory plan does not allow 
swimming in the Molonglo River because of 
poor water quality and fluctuating flows. 
Nutrient pollution from a variety of sources 
has produced a continuing risk of toxic 
blue-green algal blooms. 
 _Other physical constraints operating in the 
park include steep slopes and cliffs, erodible 
soils, the riparian flood zone, slope 
instability, local springs and seepages, 
strong rock at shallow depth and 
contaminated sites (Coffey 2005, AECOM 
2010b).
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Figure 08: Opportunities and constraints: environment 0 500 1000m
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Fire management
Managing the risk of bushfire in the Molonglo 
Valley is one of the primary objectives of the 
concept plan. Opportunities and constraints 
to achieving the required levels of bushfire 
protection are discussed in this section.

Bushfire management zoning
The Strategic Bushfire Management Plan for 
the ACT (2009) outlines bushfire management 
zones to guide prevention and preparedness 
activities to achieve more effective 
management of bushfires, by both the ACT 
Government and broader community. These 
include the development of an inner and outer 
Asset Protection Zones (APZ). The inner APZ, 
typically 30-50 metres, would be within the 
urban envelope, and include the peripheral 
roads and mown verges, and access network. 
The outer APZ, which is typically 100 metres 
wide (depending primarily on exposure to the 
potential fire front), and the strategic fire 
fighting advantage zones would be within the 
park. Characteristics of these zones are as 
follows.

Inner APZ: strips of land adjacent to 
vulnerable assets, where fuel hazard is to be 
reduced to comparatively low levels. This will 
reduce the likelihood of direct flame contact 
on adjacent assets and provide defensible 
space to allow firefighters and residents to 
reduce the impact of bushfires in a safe 
manner.

Outer APZ: are strips of land adjacent to some 
inner asset protectionzones, where fuel 
hazard is to be reduced to comparatively low 
levels to further reducebushfire intensity and 
the risk of ember attack to adjacent houses 
and assets.

Strategic fire fighting advantage zones: 
corridors designed to break up major fire runs 
in instances where initial attack fails. These 
zones are strategically located to slow the 
spread of unplanned fires, reduce fire 
intensity and spotting, and to assist fire 
control operations.

How the relationship between fire 
management, habitats and land uses would 
be dealt with is shown on Figure 09: 
Opportunities and constraints: fire 
management

Fire management constraints
Bushfire risk is a significant constraint 
affecting the proposed urban development in 
the areas adjacent to the park. Consequently, 
the measures required to effectively manage 
this risk could constrain development and 
conservation options within the parkland 
area.

In particular, the requirement to develop and 
maintain an APZ on the parkland/urban 
interface limits revegetation options, 
including the potential to re-establish a fully 
functioning natural landscape within the APZ 

areas. This is because the area within the APZ 
will have the following requirements:

 _fuels associated with vegetation (living and 
dead biomass) will need to be maintained at 
acceptably low levels, including 
maintenance of a discontinuous tree 
canopy, separation between the understory 
and canopy, and minimisation of ground 
fuels, and 
 _to facilitate maintenance of the APZ on a 
practical level, accessibility will be required, 
and certain areas will be groomed to enable 
more cost effective means of fuel reduction, 
e.g. slashing.

Although these considerations affect the 
potential to carry out certain types of site 
rehabilitation, and also limit potential 
ornamental landscape plantings (e.g. dense 
garden landscapes of easily combustible 
vegetation would need to be avoided within 
the APZ), fire protection requirements and 
ecological objectives should not be seen as 
mutually exclusive. Considering this, over 
much of the site, the ideal form that 
rehabilitation would take is native woodland. 
Areas within APZ could support a modified, 
slightly more open and controlled form of this 
vegetation type. Woodland typically has a 
naturally open canopy and grassy 
understorey, therefore the level of 
modification required would be minimal.

Areas of PTWL habitat within the riparian 
parkland area support open grassland 
vegetation, which has also been assessed by 
ABPP (2010b) as a low hazard, in terms of 
bushfire. Ecological maintenance 
requirements for this habitat and the 20 
metre buffer zone (refer DEWHA 2009) are 
considered to be compatible with fuel 
minimisation requirements, therefore 
bushfire hazard reduction requirements 
would not be constrained by the presence of 
PTWL habitat; and nor would the species’ 
habitat be constrained by bushfire protection 
requirements if the fire management 
practices are sympathetic to the habitat 
requirements.

Areas of ecological sensitivity need to be 
managed to ensure habitat qualtiy is 
maintained. Site specific hazard reduction 
practices are likely to be required. Slashing to 
reduce fuel loads could damage grasslands if 
not carried out correctly. Frequent burning to 
reduce fuels could damage fire sensitive 
plants. 

Statutory urban area 
boundary

Arterial road

River waterway/tributaries

Escarpment/cliff face

Urban edge classification 
and APZ:

Primary edge classification

Secondary edge 
classification

Lee edge classification

Inner APZ

Outer APZ

Coombs approval legacy 
additional outer APZ

Potential additional 
managed settings to reduce 
fire risk:

Permanent river pool with 
associated reduction in 

woodland density

Proposed water quality 

control pond

Potential fire fighting 
advantage zones: open 
woodland planting with 
intense fuel management 
and/or recreation facilities 
with large open areas to 
minimise wick effect.

Proposed water quality pond

High and moderate rated 
PTWL habitat could 
potentially provide additional 
level of protection with 
ecologically compatible 
management regime.

Strategies - fire
Legend
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Figure 09: Opportunities and constraints: fire management 0 500 1000m

NOTE: FIRE MANAGEMENT 
ZONING OUTSIDE OF THE 
RIVER PARK IS SUBJECT TO 
DETAILED PLANNING BY 
OTHERS
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Fire management opportunities
Opportunities to achieve high standards of 
bushfire protection exist while protecting 
environmental assets and providing effective 
recreation settings can be achieved through 
integrated design and management. These 
included the following strategies.

Reduce the potential hazard for the Molonglo 
riparian corridor to act as a ‘wick’ for fire by:

 _breaking up the corridor into zones 
(clearings, pools, managed grassland/
woodland) of more and less intense activity, 
and associated with this, creating a mosaic 
of different landscapes with different fuel 
levels, designed to reduce potential for a 
fire to achieve long runs and increased 
intensity
 _developing APZ on the urban interface.
 _conducting fuel minimisation in accordance 
with the applicable ACT fire management 
strategies (adjusted for habitat 
conservation)
 _conducting fuel minimisation according to 
different regimes, depending on land use 
designation within the corridor, and
 _providing access suitable for fire fighting, 
as well as fuel minimisation activities.

Achieve high standards of bushfire protection 
concurrent with ecological protection. 
This can be achieved by:

 _conducting fuel minimisation practices in 
accordance with environmental safeguards, 
including planning to protect soil stability, 
ecosystem function, flora and fauna fire 
tolerance requirements and potential weed 
issues, when detailed plans for hazard 
reduction burning are developed
 _minimising ecological impacts, including 
impact on flora, fauna, soil stability and 
water quality, and potential impact on 
recreational use, where the use of 
mechanical methods (e.g. slashing or 
brushcutting) is considered to control fuels
 _considering potential ecological and water 
quality impacts where chemical methods 
are considered to control fuels

 _considering potential ecological impacts, 
including impact on flora, fauna, soil 
stability and water quality, potential impact 
on rehabilitation works, and recreational 
use issues, where the use of grazing is 
considered to control fuels
 _application of benchmark surveys, 
monitoring and adaptive management 
techniques to adjust fuel management in 
accordance with environmental needs over 
time

Other matters for consideration at the plan of 
management stage and in the formulation of 
site specific detailed hazard reduction plans 
would include:

 _The requirement to comply with fire 
management strategies to minimise risks to 
surrounding urban areas.
 _Using stormwater management 
infrastructure to provide a water supply for 
fire and fuel control activities.
 _Developing a suitable access network for 
emergency access and egress and to 
conduct maintenance activities within the 
APZ, and 
 _Extending PTWL habitat through rock 
placement strategies. Reducing fuel 
through habitat-compatible rock batters for 
APZ management.
 _Identification of likelihood of increased 
arson/accidental ignition as a result of 
increased population in surrounding areas 
and increased use of the river corridor. This 
requires appropriate access and protection 
measures.
 _Detail planning of the trail network 
undertaken in consultation with ESA.

Statutory urban area 
boundary

Arterial road

River waterway/tributaries

Moderate and high quality 
PTWL habitat core area

Moderate and high quality 
PTWL habitat buffer area

PTWL habitat extension area

Outer asset protection zone

Source: ACT Emergency 
Services Agency

Coombs approval legacy 
additional outer asset 
protection zone

Strategies - PTWL habitat and outer 

APZ

Misery Point, Grassland, PTWL habitat and BGW View south across river towards proposed Coombs 
development area.
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Figure 10: Opportunities and constraints: PTWL habitat and outer asset protection zone 0 500 1000m
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Statutory urban area 
boundary

Arterial road

River waterway/tributaries

Escarpment/cliff face

1 m contours

Potential major recreation 
nodes

Potential intermediate 
recreation nodes

Potential minor recreation 
nodes

Potential gateway parks

Approximate group centre 
location

Approximate community 
centre location

Approximate location of park 
network in Stage 2 and 3 to 
be integrated with river park

Potential pedestrian and 
cycle connections

Bicentennial National Trail

Potential equestrian circuits

Potential cycle highway

Potential informal path 
access

Existing river crossings

Potential river crossings

Heritage

Strategies - recreation
Legend

Recreation constraints
A key challenge for recreation in the new park 
will be provision of suitable settings to deliver 
a diversity of quality experiences and uses to 
meet the range of recreation needs of the 
community, within the narrow and steep 
confines of the river valley, while protecting 
significant ecological values and avoiding 
conflicts between uses.

At the same time, this constraint provides an 
opportunity to develop the park as a model of 
urban sustainability and conservation through 
programs which encourage community 
understanding of the area’s significant values 
and promote responsible behaviour among 
users.

The main constraining factors relate to the 
steep terrain, the ecological sensitivity of the 
site and extensive weed infestations. The first 
two significantly limit the potential location 
and intensity of recreational development and 
the alignment of trails and paths. The thorny 
and prickly weeds prevent access to much of 
the river edge and are not conducive to quality 
recreation experiences or enjoyment.

Recreation opportunities
The primary opportunities presented by the 
site are as follows.

Context and complementarity
The linear nature of the river park provides a 
link between existing and future recreation 
facilities in the district. A series of settings 
and attractions could be provided through 
linking the river park with the future group 
centre and regionally important attractions of 
the Stromlo Forest Park, National Arboretum 
and the National Zoo and Aquarium.

Setting diversity
The river park offers the potential to provide a 
range of settings. These can extend in scale 
from extensive areas of relatively flat land (e.g. 
Ryans Hill, Sludge Ponds) where an array of 
intensive group recreation activities can be 
pursued to small overlooks and enclosed 
places suitable for quiet contemplation.

Recreation connectivity 
The linear nature of the river park offers the 
opportunity to connect the various facilities 
along and adjacent to it as well as the 
communities on each side of the river. This is 
not only an important attribute for recreation, 
but it will also help facilitate fire protection 
and general asset maintenance.

Programs
The river park offers the opportunity to 
engage the community in a diversity of health 
promoting, educational, social and 
environmentally beneficial pursuits.

The resources of the park provide 
opportunities to interpret the shared 
European and Aboriginal cultural heritage 
(Isaac and Emily Blundell’s house site), and the 
geological and palaeontological history of the 
Molonglo Valley and wider region (lower 
Molonglo geological site). 

Activity nodes
To address these opportunities and 
constraints, while maximising community 
recreational benefits, without adversely 
impacting on the ecological assets of the site, 
it is proposed to adopt a strategy based on a 
modified version of the Recreation 
Opportunity Spectrum (ROS), which is widely 
used in natural area and outdoor recreation 
planning and management. The ROS is a 
planning tool initially developed by the US 
Forest Service based on provision of a range 
of recreation settings or zones linked to:

 _the capacity of the site to sustain a 
particular level or type of use
 _the social setting, or number of users, and 
 _the level of naturalness, landscape 
modification and infrastructure.

In Molonglo River Park, a hierarchy of activity 
settings (major, intermediate and minor 
nodes) providing different levels and types of 
activity are proposed.

The location of the nodes can respect the 
capacity of the specific site to sustain a 
particular level of or type of use. Locationally, 
the nodes would be sited within reasonable 
proximity of the residential edge to facilitate 

Recreated riparian bushland setting with bird hide 
at Sydney Olympic Park

Outdoor education can be undertaken in a variety 
of settings.

Major recreation nodes:
C  Sludge pits
N  Coppins Crossing
F  Town centre park
P  Coppins Corner
S  Ryans Hill

Intermediate recreation 
nodes:
M  Coppins Crossing Park
I   Misery Point

Minor recreation nodes:
Q  Bold Hill
H  Pioneer Park

05 Opportunities and constraints
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Figure 11:  Opportunities and constraints: recreation 0 500 1000m
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access and provide higher levels of activity at 
the perimeter to help protect the more 
sensitive parts of the site. The remainder of 
the park is proposed to be managed as a 
setting for conservation and recreation, 
traversed by recreational trails linking nodes 
and providing protection for sensitive 
ecological assets.

The attributes of the various levels of 
recreation nodes with reference to some 
examples on the site include the following. 
Refer Figure 11: Opportunities and constraints: 
Recreation.

Major recreation nodes
 _Range of visitor facilities, higher impact of 
activities including sports, playgrounds, car 
access with car parking
 _Picnic facilities, amenities, accessible paths
 _Commercial use where appropriate
 _Located near urban boundaries with public 
transport connections on areas of flat land
 _Interpretation and education

Intermediate recreation nodes
 _High to medium level facilities and 
amenities
 _Walking, cycling, running, horse riding
 _Small events, picnicking and barbecue 
facilities
 _Commercial use where appropriate
 _Public transport where possible
 _Small group shelters, amenities
 _Short walking trails, accessible
 _Interpretation and education 

Minor recreation nodes
 _Small areas, low key facilities for local or 
special uses
 _Nature viewing, bird watching 
 _Picnic tables, seating, lookouts and bird hides
 _Interpretation and education

Major recreation nodes 
Major recreation nodes can be developed for a 
variety of intensive recreation activities which 
require access by motor vehicle and a high 
level of facility provision. Current examples in 
Canberra include John Knight Park, Black 
Mountain Peninsula and Weston Park. The 
main opportunities in the river park for major 
recreation nodes include the following:

 _the former sludge pits, to restore the 
degraded site and capitalise on the flat 
terraces and proximity to an extensive beach
 _Coppins Crossing environs, to take 
advantage of the extensive relatively flat 
areas of land and proximity to the proposed 
arterials, although this proximity will require 
noise mitigation at each of these sites
 _adjacent to the group centre, for use as a 
town park and to take advantage of the 
opportunity to introduce visitors to the 
special ecological values of the river park 
due to the sites proximity to grasslands, 
woodland and high value PTWL habitat, and 
 _Ryans Hill to take advantage of the 
extensive flat areas of land and the 
opportunity to provide an additional entry 
and facilities complementary to the National 
Arboretum. The degraded nature of the area 
also lends itself to revegetation to improve 
the setting and the development of facilities 
to serve equestrian users.

Intermediate nodes and gateway parks 
Intermediate nodes can be developed to take 
advantage of a particular site attributes. This 
could include features such as an outstanding 
outlook, beach, naturally or culturally 
significant site, intersection of desire lines/
movement corridors.

Examples of the types of development 
envisaged are the various nodes in Tidbinbilla 
Nature Reserve. In the Molonglo River Park 
this could include the following:

 _the area above the site of geological 
significance for the outstanding views it 
offers and the beach at the bottom of the 
associated hill.
 _the BGW and grassland  south of the 
proposed group centre to capitalise on 
interpretive opportunities.
 _the site of Blundell’s Cottage for cultural 
heritage interpretation 
 _the proximity to an extensive area of PTWL 
habitat to inform of this species significance.
 _the water main causeway to take advantage 
of the river crossing and adjacent relatively 
flat land.
 _the intermediate parks could also 
accommodate facilities such as community 
gardens, playgrounds, small kick about 
spaces primarily servicing the needs of the 
local neighbourhood.

‘Gateway Parks’ would be a special kind of 
intermediate park located where the 
tributaries of the Molonglo River enter the 
main water course. 

Coppins Corner is suitable for recreation 
development.

The sludge pits will be suitable for recreation 
following remediation, regrading and grassing.

The types of recreation facilities such as those at 
Tidbinbilla Nature Reserve could be used as models 
for low intensity development in the nature reserve.

05 Opportunities and constraints
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Typical picnic pavilion that could be used in formal 
recreation nodes.

Elevated walkway of the type that could be used 
through PTWL habitat

The Molonglo Stormwater Management 
Options and Triple Bottom Line Study 
proposes to locate water quality control ponds 
on the Molonglo’s tributaries, adjacent to the 
river park. Further investigation and detailed 
landscape and water management design 
studies will confirm their exact location. The 
location of all or part of these water bodies 
within the river park would add another 
recreation dimension to the park, subject to 
the resolution of any potential adverse visual 
or environmental impacts.

The gateway parks offer significant recreation 
opportunities for the river park including:

 _the ability to provide for a range of relatively 
intense waterside recreation opportunities 
to ‘intercept’ and cater to the desire for such 
activities remote from the more sensitive 
areas of the riparian corridor
 _the potential to introduce another type of 
wetland setting, for ecological benefits and 
the opportunity this presents to interpret a 
wider ‘water story’
 _the contribution to park infrastructure the 
water bodies and associated works could 
bring in the form of water storages for 
irrigation and fire emergency response. The 
dam walls could also be used to support 
park access roads and cycle paths. The 
latter would enable this facility to be 
separated from the more low key trunk trails 
similar to the way these trails are 
accommodated on a bridge below the dam 
at John Knight Park, and
 _the use of the gateway parks as places of 
orientation and induction into the wider 
attractions of the Molonglo River Park.

Minor recreation nodes
Minor recreation nodes can typically comprise 
small scale development that take advantage 
of a site attribute(s), provide for rest and 
contemplation along the trail network or serve 
the local community. They would primarily be 
located on the periphery of the river park.

Access and circulation
Due to the steep nature of the terrain, there 
are limited opportunities to align recreation 
and maintenance trails along and across the 
river corridor. The approach recommended is 
to use existing service road and track routes 
as the basis for alignment of multi-use trunk 
routes along the length of the linear park. 
These routes would take the majority of non 
vehicular traffic and would provide access to 
tracks, boardwalks etc to enable enjoyment of 
facilities and settings adjacent to the river. 
Refer Figure 11: Opportunities and constraints: 
Recreation for the potential location of the 
trails of various types.

Programmatic opportunities
Due to the particular ecological sensitivity of 
the Molonglo River Park and the way people 
are increasingly using their leisure time, there 
is a need to provide ‘a program rich’ park at 
Molonglo. Opportunities that could be 
explored as part of the subsequent Plan of 
Management, operational plans and design 
development process are as follows:

 _the ‘virtual’ park where websites and social 
media are used to inform people about the 
park’s values, assets and activities and 
encourage them to be involved in park 
programs and use the park with respect
 _wireless technology can be used throughout 
the park to deliver educational information, 
self guided tours and inform of impending 
emergencies (e.g. flood, fire)
 _involvement of community or special 
interest groups and individuals, schools and 
research organisations in the ‘co-
management’ of the park. Examples of these 
programs in Canberra include the volunteer 
rangers and guides at Tidbinbilla Nature 
Reserve and the numerous community and 
school based environmental programs.
 _Health and wellbeing programs to 
encourage physical activity along the lines of 
the Healthy Parks – Healthy People program 
originally developed by Parks Victoria.

Park website example
Source: Western Sydney Parklands
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Introduction
Base line investigations, the adopted park vision and planning 
principles together with the evaluation of opportunities and 
constraints lead to the distilation of a series of strategies that 
informed the development of the concept plan. In effect, these 
strategic design directions translate the vision and principles into 
site specific design responses. They are summarized and presented 
graphically in this section to assist in understanding the concept. 
At a high level they embody:

 _active conservation of the sites key natural resources such as Pink-
tailed Worm Lizard (A. parapulchella – PTWL) and Box-Gum 
Woodland (BGW) as a centrepiece of park concept.
 _restoration of vegetation on key hills and along riverine ribbon to 
conserve/re-establish natural landscape character and habitats/
corridors
 _hierarchy of multiple use recreation settings nodes based on the 
intrinsic qualities of the specific sites (parks within the park)
 _hierarchy of paths/trails along and across the corridor that links the 
adjacent facilities, communities, and are an experience in their own 
right, and 
 _extensive place making and programmatic opportunities.

06 Concept Plan Strategies

Conserve and enhance natural values
Conserve and enhance the PTWL habitat and woodland associations 
by locating major recreation development in areas of low 
environmental significance (generally north of the river) and linking 
core habitat areas. Reinforce the river corridor as a biodiversity link 
between the city and the hinterland by restoring habitats and 
providing greater vegetation cover and diversity along the river.

Promote conservation and environmental sustainability
By demonstrating and encouraging environmental sustainability and 
resilience to climate change through its programs. These could include 
urban agriculture, responsible water management, living with nature, 
‘know your lizard’, living in a fire prone environment etc. These themes 
could be introduced and elaborated by the park visitor centre and 
explored throughout the site.
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06 Concept Plan Strategies

Asset capacity
Strike a balance between the conservation of natural and cultural 
assets and the need to cater for the recreation requirements of the 
future population and fire management by locating high use areas on 
sites of low environmental significance capable of sustaining use.  
Improve capacity of the site to absorb use by making the landscape 
settings more resilient.

Exemplify urban sustainability
Adopt operational practices that minimise the use of energy and non-
renewable resources and comply with ISO 14001:2004. Showcase 
climate change adaption and resilience through the application of 
conservation principles and by being able to accommodate 
environmental and social change as it evolves over generations.

Heal the landscape
Heal the landscape and provide in-built resilience to accommodate 
increased use. Protect and buffer sensitive areas from high impact 
uses. Eradicate pest plants and animals and improve habitat diversity 
through extensive planting. Establish a program of setting and systems 
enhancement at an early stage. Showcase environmental programs in 
the urban context in the park visitor centre.

Conserve cultural values
Conserve and make apparent Aboriginal and European heritage using 
the remnants of occupation as the basis of interpretation. This could 
involve onsite conservation of relics supported by localised interpretive 
signage underpinned by ‘Molonglo’ story in a park centre/visitor centre.
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Choice of circulation, circuits and connections
By responding to the reasonable needs of the major user groups (on/off 
road cyclists, pedestrians, drivers, equestrians and maintenance) 
cognizant of the over arching need to safeguard natural and cultural 
assets. Use the linear nature of the river to provide convenient links to 
adjacent attractions and communities. Enable circuits to be made by 
building additional crossings and improving existing crossings.

06 Concept Plan Strategies

Diversity of entries and orientation points
Create a diversity of entries and orientation points. Capitalise on high 
points e.g. (Bold, Ryan and Misery Hills) and elevated arterial road 
crossings for orientation. Use the proposed water quality control ponds 
to provide transition spaces and gateways to the river park from 
adjacent residential areas

Diversity of settings and destinations
Use the natural assets of the site to provide a riverine recreation 
experience catering for a variety of uses that contrast and complement 
those in adjacent areas. Encourage users to explore the site from 
activity nodes. Create distinctive places and activity precincts which 
respond to the natural attributes and qualities of the park site.

Fire protection
Provide fire protection for the future population while conserving 
natural values by using solutions that have a multiple range of benefits 
such as Asset Protection Zones (APZ), using natural pools, major 
recreation nodes and roads to minimise the ‘wick’ effect. Take 
advantage of inherently rocky (low fuel) PTWL habitat requirements to 
provide asset protection zones.
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Cycle highway possibilities
Provide a route through the river park for a ‘cycle highway’ – i.e. a 4 
metre wide off-road commuter cycleway to encourage greater use of 
cycling in Molonglo for journey-to-work and sustainable transport 
objectives. Location of path and evaluation of alternative high level 
bridge to be finalised as part of a feasibility study and should be 
cognizant of the need for safety of other park users.

06 Concept Plan Strategies

Establish a strong park identity

Based on the park being part of the wider national capital open space 
network, and by being a series of ‘parks’ within a unifying landscape 
setting that capitalises on the site’s special gorge, woodland and 
grassland values. Use community participation, interpretation, 
promotion and education to identify the park and tell its story. The 
specific identity to be based on the gorge environment and an active, 
vibrant urban edge.

Celebrate and promote the gorge landscape as a key place making 
element
Use plantings and landscape settings to reinforce the sinuosity of the 
river and promote access to high points for orientation and to enable 
the incised geologic form of the Molonglo to be appreciated


