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Officer Recommendation
That Council:
Endorses the Draft Sportsgrounds Surface Policy (Attachment 1) for public exhibition from 11 August 2023 until 11 September 2023.
Notes the background research report “Merri-bek Sportsgrounds Surface Study” (Attachment 2) which has provided key evidence to inform the Sportsgrounds Surface Policy.
REPORT
Executive Summary
Given the projected deficit of sports fields over the next two decades in inner Melbourne, the range of community sentiment regarding synthetic turf, and the complexities arising from Merri-bek’s unique climatic, geotechnical, and environmental conditions, it is critical that Merri-bek City Council has a clear and evidence-based process for making decisions about sportsground surfaces. In this light, a draft Policy has been prepared and Council’s endorsement is sought for its public exhibition.
Developed in consultation with a range of our stakeholders and guided by evidence-based research, the draft Policy is a clear reflection of Council’s commitment to the sustainable use and enjoyment of our sportsgrounds that form part of our network of public open spaces. 
The draft Policy outlines Council’s approach to the management of our sportsgrounds and gives consideration to the triple bottom line principles of environmental, social and financial sustainability.
To inform drafting of the policy, a study was commissioned to establish a research framework that examines the social, economic, and environmental effects of sportsground surface options in the context of Merri-bek. By analysing the most up-to-date evidence relating to Merri-bek’s climate, community, and financial circumstances, this study provides the Council with valuable insight into the consequences, advantages, and limitations of using natural turf, synthetic turf, and alternative technological solutions and management techniques. Ultimately this research will help inform future decision-making related to sportsground surfaces in Merri-bek and will be shared more broadly with other land holders within the municipality (e.g. schools) for consideration in their surface decisions.
Previous Council Decisions
Notice of Motion - Developing a policy regarding Sports Playing Surfaces in City of Moreland – 10 August 2022
Resolution that Council:
Requests a report and development of a policy on managing our sports field surfaces in particular, and open spaces surfaces more generally, that gives consideration to our stance on the Climate Emergency, Integrated Water Management, Urban Heat Island Effect and our goal of zero waste by 2030, including:
Consideration of the triple bottom line principles of environmental, social and financial sustainability including new and emerging natural turf and soil management, soil organic carbon sequestration or carbon sink potential options and best practice turf management. 
Consideration of the impact of other synthetic surfaces being used by other land users within the municipality (e.g., schools) on community wellbeing.
Tabling a report to Council by 30 June 2023, given the breadth and complexity of the imminent Open Space Strategy Review.
Noting the process will follow Council’s consultation and engagement processes with the community, including tools like Conversations Moreland, and submissions and throughout review process.
1.	Policy Context
The sportsground surfaces study relates to, and is influenced by, several Council policies, strategies and action plans.
The driver for zero carbon in the Zero Carbon Merri-bek Climate Emergency Action Plan is a factor in considering how synthetic surface waste products are managed. It also informs the opportunity cost of having emissions-reducing natural turf on surfaces in lieu of emissions-generating synthetic surfaces (during manufacture in particular).
The quality of water that makes its way to creeks, the consumption of water in irrigation of sportsground surfaces and the permeability of surfaces to slow stormwater runoff are relevant to the Merri-bek Integrated Water Management Strategy 2040 and associated Action Plan and the Climate Risk Strategy and Foundational Action Plan.
The Climate Risk Strategy also identifies increasing consideration of Sustainable Infrastructure for civil works (including sportsground surfaces) and use of climate-resilient materials.
The heat-retaining (synthetic) or cooling (natural turf) characteristics of sportsground surfaces is relevant to the Merri-bek Urban Heat Island Effect Action Plan.
The contamination of runoff with plastic particles and the ultimate disposal method for end-of-life synthetic pitches is relevant to Council’s Waste and Litter Strategy and in particular the Zero Waste to Landfill goal set when that Strategy was adopted.
Council’s Active Recreation and Sport Strategy highlights the benefits of increasing the participation in sport by girls, women, and gender diverse teams, requiring sportsground allocation to adjust to the additional teams including making greater use of existing surfaces across the week. The considerable benefits of recreation extend to physical and mental wellbeing, connection and community building.
The current Open Space Strategy includes (and it is expected the forthcoming new Strategy for 2023 will also include) a recognition of the vital role of sportsgrounds in our open spaces, their use for passive and active recreation and the opportunity for an enhanced approach to the sharing of these spaces between different users.
The Long-Term Financial Plan for Council recognises at the high-level future funding capacity predictions and, coupled with the 10-Year Asset Plan, foreshadows the degree of capital investment anticipated.
2.	Background
Quality public open spaces make for liveable, sustainable, and healthy neighbourhoods. Public open spaces include parks, gardens, play spaces, public beaches, riverbanks, waterfronts, publicly accessible bushland and outdoor playing fields and courts. They provide us with places to exercise, play, rest, participate in social activities, and contribute to healthy, happy, and resilient communities. 
Through a combination of busy lives and increasingly denser urban areas, access to public open spaces that enable multi-functional recreation (i.e., walking, cycling, dog-walking or formal or informal sport), is increasingly valuable to local communities.
Merri-bek currently has: 
54 sportsgrounds (52 natural turf and 2 synthetic turf grounds)
58 tennis courts
28 outdoor netball courts
5 indoor sports stadiums
576 hectares of open space, which make up 177 reserves 
Play spaces such as skate parks and playgrounds
Over 50 km of off-road bicycle paths an extensive network of walking paths
Council’s sportsgrounds are very well utilised with multiple user groups allocated access through seasonal tenancy licence agreements or hiring (booking). 
Public open space can contribute to biodiversity conservation by providing habitats for flora and fauna, enhancing micro-climates, as well as other ecosystem benefits such as stormwater management, temperature regulation (e.g., via shade, reduction in wind capacity) and urban heat island mitigation and biodiversity. They can also improve resilience to extreme weather events, such as bushfires, floods and heatwaves, by improving air quality and reducing temperatures and flood risk in urban areas, while sequestering carbon dioxide from the atmosphere. 
Merri-bek has high biodiversity values particularly focused along its creek corridors of Merri Creek, Edgards Creek and Moonee Ponds Creek. These areas along with other flood zone areas are subject to increased flooding events exacerbated by climate change and are subject to moderate-high levels of urban heat.
Our community’s growing demand for access to quality public open spaces, driven by population growth, urban densification, and increased diversity of sport participants, necessitates crucial decisions about the types of playing surfaces and management practices that can accommodate this need to be made by Merri-bek City Council. Given the projected deficit of sports fields over the next two decades in inner Melbourne, the divided community sentiment regarding synthetic turf, and the complexities arising from Merri-bek’s unique climatic, geotechnical, and environmental conditions, it is critical that Merri-bek City Council has a clear process for making decisions about sportsground surfaces. 
Merri-bek City Council is committed to fostering a vibrant, safe, healthy, resilient, innovative and regenerative community. Our Sportsgrounds Surface Policy is a testament to this commitment, embodying our vision and outlining our strategic objectives for sports ground surface management and decision-making within our municipality. 
Developed in consultation with our stakeholders and guided by evidence-based research, this Policy is a clear reflection of our commitment to the sustainable use and enjoyment of our public open spaces. 
This Policy outlines Council’s approach to the management of our sportsgrounds and gives consideration to the triple bottom line principles of environmental, social and financial sustainability. This Policy applies to sportsgrounds, as defined in the Merri‑bek Open Space Strategy 2012-2022, as areas reserved for sporting pursuits such as baseball, soccer, cricket or football. 
In preparation for this first draft of the policy, a study was commissioned to establish a research framework that examines the social, economic, and environmental effects of sportsground surface options in the context of Merri-bek. By analysing the most up-to-date evidence relating to Merri-bek’s climate, community, and financial circumstances, this study provides the Council with valuable insight into the consequences, advantages, and limitations of using natural turf, synthetic turf, and alternative technological solutions and management techniques. Ultimately this research will help inform future decision-making related to sportsground surfaces in Merri-bek.
3.	Issues
Community impact
Decisions relating to turf surfaces, and particularly the use of synthetic turf, generally attracts a high level of community and sporting association interest. Often, there is agreement on the need to increase capacity to support community sport and active recreation – however, there are different perspectives on the best surface type to meet this growing demand. It is often not a clear cut decision over which turf types is best suited to the use, the local context, and environmental, economic and social considerations. Desktop research into local perspectives has shown many community groups are concerned with the environmental and social impacts of synthetic turf.
Climate emergency and environmental sustainability implications
Ultimately, the Study concluded that although research and evidence is limited in some areas, there are clear social, environmental and economic implications associated with the decision to upgrade a natural turf field to a synthetic playing surface. The unsuitability of hybrid turf as a viable widespread, whole field option except for in very high use/wear areas at present for Council means that a decision needs to be made that weighs the climate and environmental disbenefits of synthetic turf with the significant social value of participation in sport and recreation.
The Study has identified clearly both the established evidence on the benefits and limitations of different turf options, as well as areas where research is unsettled and/or entails complexity or nuance in decision-making. Contested areas needing further exploration in partnership with other Councils and State Government include: 
Growing evidence of natural turf capacity and best practice grass types and management practices. 
Responding to concern over the loss of access to open space for informal use. 
Understanding modelling capacity versus actual demand, and the true operational cost of best practice synthetic turf maintenance (including irrigation to reduce heat). 
Weighing social and environmental impact into financial calculations. 
Responding to any emerging evidence regarding player injury, and methods to mitigate against pollution and stormwater impacts. 
Fully appraising and exploring alternative technology, including improved data collection, methods to manage usage through strategic lighting, location shifting and smart scheduling, and strategic approaches to siting and the utilisation of currently private open space for public use. 
Recycling/re-use options for synthetic turf products at end-of-life.
Monitoring the further development of hybrid turf options that are financially attractive for local councils to install and maintain. 
Economic sustainability implications
In ensuring a systematic data gathering approach, the decisions that Council ultimately make are based on sound economic viability principles. This will be predicated on the factors for final consideration such as maintenance costs, resilience, and adaptability to future demand changes. The upfront investment cost can be extensively justified, and all alternatives have been explored.
Legal and risk considerations
One of the principles in the Policy is that Council should take a precautionary approach to decision making particularly where potential environmental impacts are unknown. Prioritising risk avoidance and harm prevention in all decisions is a major consideration. When making decisions around sportsground surface type and management practices, the draft Policy intent is that the best decision is made for today and for years to come.
Human Rights and Gender Impact Considerations
The implications of this report have been considered in accordance with the requirements of the Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities. Gender and Human Rights implications will be assessed in the implementation of the Policy where decisions on individual sportsgrounds will be undertaken.
4.	Community consultation and engagement
A number of community members and sporting club representatives were consulted in the early stages of the study. 
A further round of broad community engagement will be undertaken following the endorsement of this draft policy which will ensure a broad range of community voices can have their say. A more targeted approach to ‘test’ the assumptions in the policy will also be undertaken with key stakeholders identified.
5.	Officer Declaration of Conflict of Interest
Council officers involved in the preparation of this report have no conflict of interest in this matter.
6.	Financial and Resources Implications
Resources to oversee the public exhibition and report back to Council with a proposed Final Policy can be accommodated within existing budgets. There are no further financial or resource implications related to developing this Policy. 
Decisions to renew and / or change a sportsground surface will be made as part of Council’s capital works and annual budget processes. The Policy when adopted will be used to guide these future decisions and the financial resources required for different options will be accounted for in those decisions.
7.	Implementation
Following Council consideration, the draft Sportsgrounds Surface Policy will be exhibited for public comment from Friday 11 August through to Monday 11 September.
A further report outlining the feedback received along with a final Policy will be presented to Council in November 2023.
Attachment/s
1 	Merri-bek Sportsgrounds Surface Policy Final Draft Att 1	D23/347716	
2 	Merri-bek Sportsgrounds Surface Study Final Att 2	D23/347699	
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