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This year, Victoria has the chance to reinforce the role of outdoor education,
recreation and tourism as a cornerstone of our economy and our communities.
We should embrace this opportunity. Living life outdoors is the Aussie way. It is the
best way for our kids to become healthy, happy, well-rounded and independent
adults. And in terms of bang for buck, it is one of the best ways of achieving public
health, wellbeing, and regional economic development goals.
There is much to celebrate already. Victoria is blessed with landscapes of great
beauty, and a culture that draws us to the beach, the bush, the rivers and snowfields.
We are recognised internationally, for splendid natural places worth visiting, but also
as a global centre of excellence in outdoor and environmental education.
Our outdoor-oriented lifestyle remains vibrant, but it also faces challenges in the
modern world. Our children are drawn as much to screen-based entertainment as
they are to outdoor activity, and their health and development can suffer as a result.
And both economic pressures and environmental changes present major challenges
for the outdoor community.
To help us respond to these challenges, Outdoors Victoria encourages all political
parties to seize the opportunity to make outdoor life a central component of their
policy development and election commitments.
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Our 2014
Policy Priorities
We believe the following priorities and outcomes are essential
for Victoria’s future prosperity and wellbeing. In this agenda, we
outline possible policies to achieve these goals. This agenda
is offered in the spirit of openness and dialogue, and we look
forward to discussions with all interested groups in Victoria.
Policy Priority

#1: Help kids get outdoors.
Giving children better opportunities to learn and play in nature leads to lifelong improvements in their
education, health and wellbeing outcomes.
Key Outcome: By 2016, every child in Victoria should be given the opportunity through their school
and community to have a meaningful experience of nature and outdoor activity at each stage of their
development.

#2: Invest in the regional outdoor economy.
Strategic investment in outdoor infrastructure and events, as well as ecosystem health, is a powerful driver
of prosperity and wellbeing for regional Victoria.
Key Outcome: Over the decade 2015-2025, the Victorian government should boost public and private
investment in recreational & tourism infrastructure, land management and ecosystem health by 6% real
growth per year.

#3: Unlock the potential of the outdoor community.
The full potential of commercial and community-based outdoor organisations can be realised through
skills development, smarter regulation and research.
Key Outcome: By 2020, outdoor businesses and community groups should express a high degree of
confidence that they have the skilled workforce and facilitative regulatory structures they need to succeed.

2

Policy priority #1:

Help kids get
outdoors.
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Giving children better opportunities to learn and play in nature leads to
lifelong improvements in their education, health and wellbeing outcomes.
“Children at play are not playing about. Their games should be seen
as their most serious-minded activity.” – Michel de Montaigne
(French essayist 1533-1592)
OUTCOME
By 2016, every child in Victoria should be given the
opportunity through their school and community to
have a meaningful experience of nature and outdoor
activity at each stage of their development.

According to author Richard Louv, who has written
extensively on “nature deficit disorder” among
modern children, “Education research indicates that
when nature is included in the curriculum, student
achievement levels rise in core academic areas,
including reading, maths and science, there is also
a reduction in discipline problems and symptoms of
[Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder]. … I can’t
tell you how many times teachers have told me that
the troublemaker in their classroom becomes the
leader in an outdoor setting.”

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
Being outside is good for kids. Many of us
know this intuitively from our own childhood
and parenting experiences, and there is now a
mountain of research to back it up. Researchers
have established strong links between exposure
to nature and outdoor activities, and a raft of
developmental benefits, such as:

But many factors impede children’s access to
nature and outdoor play and learning, including:
•	The prevalence of screen technologies in
children’s lives. A study by the WA government
concluded that excessive use of screen
technologies exacerbates a range of health and
behavioural issues among children, including
obesity, poor sleep, depression, addiction and
lower academic achievement.7

•	Physical health and fitness. For instance, children
who play outside more have a 27-41% lower
incidence of being overweight or obese.1
•	Cognitive development. Playing in natural
environments is more likely to stimulate problem
solving and imaginative play than play in fixed
playground or indoor environments,2 and
enhances spontaneity, open-ended interactions,
risk taking and risk management.3

•	An increased perception that being outdoors
exposes children to a high risk of crime
and accidents. Today, only 25% of children
are allowed to play in their neighbourhood
unsupervised, compared to 83% of their parents
when they were young.8

•	Mental health and wellbeing. Being active
in nature delivers demonstrable benefits
for children’s autonomy, resilience, and
independence, and is especially important in
avoiding and treating mental illness.4 Being in
nature improves concentration and reduces
the symptoms of children with attention
deficit disorder.5

•	Increasing population and urbanisation, which
means more kids are living in areas without easy
and safe access to natural environments;
•	Time pressure on parents, especially given the
generational shift to an increasing number of
single-parent households and households where
both parents work outside the home; and

•	Social development. For instance, a 2005
study in Melbourne primary schools found that
increased exposure to nature contributed to an
enhanced sense of community, with decreased
disruptive activities, improved peer relationships,
and enhanced self-confidence.6

•	Pressures on budgets of schools, parks and
community groups that maintain natural places
and deliver outdoor programs.
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As a result, there has been a drastic decline in
children’s outdoor activity. According to a 2011
Australian survey of parents of children aged
3-12, 73% reported that they themselves played
outdoors more than indoors when they were
young, compared to just 13% of their children.
One in ten children now play outside less than
once a week.9 And only 19% of children aged 5-17
meet the Australian physical activity guideline
recommendation of an hour of physical activity
every day.10

Such programs can be transformative in students’
lives and educational experiences. They are an
effective way of delivering many aspects of the
core curriculum, and help students build resilience,
confidence, self-awareness, and physical and
leadership skills.
J ourney-based programs are already delivered by
some public and private schools directly, as well as
by a range of outstanding independent providers of
outdoor experiences. The government could share
the cost of such a program with parents and school
communities, with additional funding available for
disadvantaged or special needs students.

Families and communities have primary
responsibility for helping children play outdoors
and experience nature, but government has an
important supportive role. This is particularly true
for ensuring a strong focus on outdoor education in
our schools.

With a mature and ground-tested network of
effective outdoor programs available around the
state, now is the time to ensure that every student
has access to this educational experience.

HOW COULD WE MAKE THIS HAPPEN?
Help establish a community nature-based
play program.
State governments in Western Australia,
Queensland and South Australia have funded
“nature play” programs in their states, which offer
innovative resources on outdoor activities for
children aged 3-12. For example, children can
receive a “passport” full of “missions” to complete
outdoors. Victoria would benefit from a similar
community program, aimed at encouraging and
empowering parents and children to play in nature
more often.

Support teachers and schools to help students
learn outdoors.
While the VCE now formally includes outdoor and
environmental studies, up until year 10 the extent
and character of outdoor education varies widely
according to the initiative of individual teachers,
schools and parents. Different schools will require
different kinds of support, depending on their
geographic location, the skills and background of
staff and parents, and other factors. Assistance
could range from support for nature-based play
areas and gardens; development and sharing of
resources linked to curriculum; and integration of
outdoor methodologies into teacher training and
professional development courses. At the preschool level, active and targeted support should
be provided for the rapidly growing bush kinders
and beach kinders around the state.

Ensure universal access to outdoor journeybased education.
Victoria is a recognised global leader in outdoor
education, but the benefits of our pioneering work
in this field are not universally available throughout
the state. Building on the work of the Opportunity
for Adventure Alliance, the Victorian government
could ensure that all students have the opportunity
for a 7-day journey-based outdoor experience
between years 8-10.
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Policy priority #2:

Invest in the
regional outdoor
economy.
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Strategic investment in outdoor infrastructure and events, as well as
ecosystem health, is a powerful driver of prosperity and wellbeing
for regional Victoria.
OUTCOME
Over the decade 2015-2025, the Victorian
government should boost public and private
investment in recreational & tourism infrastructure,
land management and ecosystem health by
6% real growth per year.

health care and education. Natural areas
contribute to the social character of regional
communities, and to the physical and mental
health of their residents. These contributions
are delivered through informal participation in
outdoor activities, as well as through the efforts of
hundreds of voluntary outdoor groups harnessing
the energy of many thousands of volunteers.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
Well-managed natural areas are the essential
foundation for a burgeoning outdoor industry,
which is a major contributor to jobs and prosperity
for many regional Victorian communities.

Development of outdoor activities are therefore
a crucial way of diversifying and strengthening
the economic base of regional Victoria, including
by providing a primary conduit for wealth
concentrated in Melbourne to percolate out
to the regions.

This highly diversified industry includes tourism
operators, educational institutions and private
education providers, camps, land and coastal
management bodies, recreation clubs and groups,
equipment and supplier manufacturers and
retailers, and a host of other related enterprises.

These industries depend upon a healthy natural
asset base, well-maintained access infrastructure
and facilities, and a facilitative regulatory regime.
However, many of our state’s recreational facilities
are approaching the end of their useful life.
According to the 2014 budget, the percentage
of facilities in state parks requiring replacement
within the next five years is at all-time high of
46%, up from 28% in 2012. It was only 18% in 2006,
and even in 2012 it was still at a manageable 28%.
Meanwhile, the resources available for forests,
parks and public land have declined from $331
million in 2009-10 to $291 million in 2014-15.
Our parks cannot meet increasing usage and
a maintenance and replacement backlog, on a
declining resource base, much less invest in new
infrastructure opportunities.

The direct economic contribution of this industry,
especially to regional Victoria, is sizeable. Parks
Victoria has estimated that visitors to parks
generate an estimated $2.6 billion in gross
state product, and create over 40,000 jobs.11
A significant proportion of this activity is in naturebased tourism, which includes 8.1 million domestic
day-trip visitors, 6.3 million domestic overnight
visitors, and 1.1 international visitors. International
nature-based tourism is expected to increase by
50% in the decade to 2016.
80% of the turnover in outdoor industries occurs
in regional Victoria. In some areas, such as the
Great Ocean Road, the Grampians, and the High
Country, nature-based tourism and recreation
are a significant or even dominant base for the
regional and local economy. It is fair to say that
an investment in outdoor activities is, literally,
an investment in regional Victoria.

The opportunity exists for regional Victoria to
further capitalise on outdoor activities, in much
the same way that New Zealand has capitalised
on adventure tourism. But success will depend
in part on supportive government investments
and policies. A target of 6% real annual growth
in annual investment in natural and built
infrastructure would be a modest improvement,
taking into account the need to keep up with
annual population growth of 2% and more rapid
growth in parks usage.

Aside from the direct economic contribution,
outdoor activities are an important contributor
to wellbeing in regional Victoria, with flow-on
benefits for other sectors such as agriculture,
disaster mitigation, land management,
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HOW COULD WE MAKE THIS HAPPEN?
Infrastructure investment.
Increased funding is required to meet the current
backlog of maintenance and replacement
of recreational and tourism facilities. In
addition, substantial opportunities exist for
new infrastructure to stimulate greater naturebased tourism and recreational activity. Victoria
should identify ten new signature infrastructure
investments that would offer the highest economic
and wellbeing return. These might draw upon
outstanding elements of the nature-based tourism
strategy and similar proposals, such as:

These include, for example, adventure festivals,
outdoor components of regional food and culture
festivals, and a wide range of competitive and
recreational physical events, such as the Great
Victorian Bike Ride and the Murray Marathon
(canoe/kayak). Further, there is scope for better
presentation of information about outdoor activities
and events in Victoria, and for specific marketing of
Victoria’s unique outdoor assets.
Outdoor education.
The educational benefits for children of outdoor
programs and activities are established under
policy priority one. It is worth noting that such
programs are also an economic success story,
with many providers of outdoor experiences for
schools reporting consistent double-digit growth in
demand in recent years.

•	Development of the Grampians Peaks Trail
managed by Parks Victoria as a long-distance
walk of international standard.
•	Encourage landscape-sensitive, appropriate
accommodation and attraction development
in areas with significant potential, including the
Coastal Wilderness Walk, Great Ocean Road and
Great Ocean Walk

Investment in resilient ecosystems.
Without a healthy environment, activities many
Victorians treasure like bushwalking, camping and
boating become far less appealing. But beyond
their value as places of natural beauty, ecosystem
protection makes good sense for purely economic
reasons as well. Well-functioning wetlands and
forests in particular generate economic value
through “ecosystem services”, like climate
regulation, water filtration and storage, carbon
sequestration, habitat for pollinators and pestcontrol animals, and many others.

•	Development of Aboriginal tourism experiences,
and integration into existing outdoor programs
•	Upgrades to Murray River ports infrastructure,
further development of the Mildura riverfront,
and development of an adventure trail covering
the full length of the Murray River
•	Adequate resourcing of opportunities identified
in the Victorian tracks and trails strategy

One of the most promising new innovations in
environmental policy in Australia is the creation
of landscape-scale projects to restore the links
between currently fragmented natural systems.
For instance, the Great Eastern Ranges initiative
seeks to reconnect landscapes from the Victorian
high country all the way to Cape York. And
Habitat 141 aims to do the same from the coast of
western Victoria and South Australia through the
Wimmera/Mallee to the outback. These practical
rehabilitation initiatives complement standard
approaches such as species recovery planning. As
with hard infrastructure investments, investments
in natural infrastructure go overwhelmingly into
rural and regional areas of Victoria.

•	Development of a region-wide trail master plan
for Victoria’s High Country
•	Improvement of visitor infrastructure for key
parks, including improved signage, access
points, appropriate amenities, online information
and promotion
Outdoor events and information.
Melbourne has successfully positioned itself as a
premier location for business, sporting and cultural
events. Drawing on the expertise of this sector in
Melbourne, there is great opportunity to better
develop and promote regional outdoor events.
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•	Ensure adequate funding for managing threats
to our parks, including $5 million annually to
target key pest species in parks, and a $3 million
investment in a predator-proof fence at Wilsons
Promontory, which could open the way to
reintroduction of threatened species.

Accordingly, Victoria should:
•	Become a lead partner with ambitious funding,
in collaboration with other states, in the Great
Eastern Ranges Initiative and Habitat 141
•	Consider institutional changes to strengthen
Parks Victoria, such as broadening its
mandate to include wildlife and threatened
species management, a direct reporting
line to the Minister for the Environment, and
the establishment of a high-profile scientific
committee to advise on key threats and
strategies for parks management.

•	Increase resourcing of threatened species and
ecosystem recovery planning overall.
•	Investigate further increases to the parks and
reserve system, such as in the Southwest and
Central forests, central highlands, Wombat State
Forest, and Wellsford.

PHOTO: VICTORIA’S HIGH COUNTRY
© MARK WATSON

10

Policy priority #3:

Unlock the potential
of the outdoor
community.
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The full potential of commercial and community-based outdoor
organisations can be realised through skills development, smarter
regulation and facilitative research.
OUTCOME
By 2020, outdoor businesses and community
groups should express a high degree of confidence
that they have the skilled workforce and facilitative
regulatory structure they need to succeed.

courses. Restoration of adequate funding for
training at the highly skilled end of the spectrum
(Certificate IV and Diploma-level qualifications) is
essential to preserve the flow of skilled, work-ready
outdoor activity leaders for experience providers.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
The benefits of living life outdoors for our health,
wellbeing and prosperity are well-established. And
of course much outdoor activity is undertaken by
individuals and small groups on a spontaneous
and informal level. The bush getaway weekend,
the day spent swimming at the beach, and the
summer foreshore holiday with family and friends
will hopefully always be an important part of the
Victorian quality of life.

Explore no-fault insurance for outdoor activities.
No-fault insurance is familiar to Victorians through
the WorkCover scheme for occupational injuries,
and the TAC scheme for transport accidents. This
model of insurance reduces the cost of premiums
by avoiding substantial litigation costs, and generally
facilitates more predictable and expeditious
payments. In New Zealand’s no-fault accident
insurance scheme, the administrative costs of
insurance are as low as 10%, compared to up to 4050% in jurisdictions where litigation of accidents is
commonplace, such as the United States.

While much outdoor activity has this informal
character, many people also seek out more
organised forms of engagement. There are
hundreds of outdoor activity clubs across Victoria
covering dozens of different kinds of activities,
ranging from scuba diving to bushwalking, rock
climbing, and many more. Schools, tour operators,
outdoor experience providers, bush therapy
providers and others all play an important role in
leading people directly into nature.

Further, the perceived risk of litigation can generate
perverse outcomes among land managers and
activity providers. For instance, it can lead to land
managers overinvesting in extensive guardrails
on trails, and avoiding more basic track and trail
construction, even if most users would prefer a
less disturbed landscape and a more “wild” trail
experience. Liability risks can also discourage local
outdoor events, and add a layer of complexity even
where such events do proceed.

It is important that the professionals and
organisations – public and private, commercial and
non-commercial, professional and voluntary – that
lead outdoor activities have the support they need
to do the job well. This includes a highly skilled
workforce and a facilitative regulatory approach.

The New Zealand Accident Compensation
Commission has covered accidents generally,
including those incurred in outdoor activities, for
forty years. Undoubtedly, this general coverage
contributed to the success OF THE adventure
tourism industry in that nation. A formal process
to examine the feasibility and potential benefits of
a general no-fault accident scheme for Victoria,
building on the success of New Zealand’s scheme,
as well as our own WorkCover and TAC, would be a
welcome start.

HOW COULD WE MAKE THIS HAPPEN?
Restore funding for VET outdoor courses.
Victoria has historically been recognised as a
leader in outdoor education, in both the tertiary
and vocational areas. In recent years, outdoor
vocational courses have been subsidised at a rate
of around $9.00 per student hour, in line with other
occupations in high demand. However, a reduction
of 84% in the student subsidy rate has threatened
the viability of many VET outdoor recreation
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Fees and licencing.
In 2013 and 2014, Victoria substantially increased
fees applicable for camping and for licenced tour
operators in parks and waterways. The outdoor
community is not opposed to an increased reliance
on a user-pays approach, provided that administration
is easy, transparent and equitable; the fees bear some
reasonable relationship to the facilities and services
offered; and that the community sees an increase
in funding for our parks.

In general, the community is deeply concerned that
increases in user-pays fees are being implemented
in an overall context where government funding for
public land management has been progressively
reduced. This can create a climate in which
maximising revenue can preoccupy public land
management policy, rather than the core goals of
facilitating positive visitor experiences and sound
land management practices.
National safety standards.
In Australia, each state maintains its own set of
“Adventure Activity Standards”, which set out
guidelines for risk management for a wide range
of outdoor activities. While these standards are
often similar, the state-by-state approach to their
ongoing development and communication can
be inefficient. Among other things, an individual
seeking to work across jurisdictions, or moving
from one to another, must be acquainted with
multiple standards. Further, within a state there can
be multiple applicable standards. In Victoria, for
instance, activity providers who are working with
public schools must adhere to both the Adventure
Activity Standards and the separate safety
standards set by the Department of Education.

Despite several reviews in recent years, the
community is not convinced that the current
approach satisfies these criteria. For example:
•	Many licenced operators report being aware of
very significant degrees of noncompliance and
under-enforcement of licence requirements by
other park users. This means that legitimate, fully
compliant operators bear higher costs, and are
at a competitive disadvantage, to operators who
work “under the radar”.
•	Some organisations have difficulty navigating the
complex licencing, permitting and fee structures,
particularly community-based and voluntary
organisations.

It would be worthwhile to explore the integration
of these various sets of standards, and potentially
looking at linkages to the comparable New Zealand
standards as well. An integrated national approach
could still allow for variations to cover particular
geophysical and climatic differences, and standards
for working with different groups (such as children).
A modest funding commitment by Victoria, if
matched by other states, could deliver significant
regulatory efficiency for the outdoor community.

•	There are concerns about the equity of the
scheme, particularly the emphasis on overnight
camping as the trigger for fees, while day use
visitors are not charged. Similarly, while schools
generally qualify for exemptions for their own
programs, schools who choose to use a licenced
operator to assist them delivering an outdoor
program may not qualify.
•	In some instances, basic camping facilities
are being charged out at much higher than
appropriate rates.
•	There is a concern that the administrative
cost of recovering fees in some cases is
disproportionate to the revenue generated.
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