
10th State of Australasian Cities Conference (SOAC), 1-3 December 2021, Melbourne

On Edge: Multi-Benefit, Nature-Based Climate Adaptation for Towns
on the Great Ocean Road

Catherine Murphy (Monash University) and Ross Brewin (Monash University)

Introduction
In 2021 Monash University ran a collaborative Master of Architecture and Master of
Urban Planning and Design Studio to speculate on ways to address climate change
adaptation in the small coastal towns Skenes Creek, Apollo Bay and Marengo on the
Great Ocean Road (GOR). The studio began with the premise that to deal with the
big problems facing these towns, bold ideas and actions are needed, which in this
case was to explore the opportunities and benefits of retreating the GOR. Moving the
road removes the need to continuously defend it and instead allows for nature-based
processes to take place. Students were invited to explore and visualise the
opportunities presented by the freeing up of the foreshore to the public realm, while
also addressing other pressing local issues.

A Shifting Coastal Edge
The three towns along the GOR face significant challenges due to dramatic changes
on the coastal edge, with frequent wave or storm patterns causing the narrowing or
removal of dunes, which is leaving parts of the towns vulnerable to continued erosion
and inundation (Konlechner et al 2020). This threatens the Great Ocean Road and
other assets such as cultural heritage middens, carparks, coastal paths and
stormwater drains (Konlechner et al 2020; Oudyn et al 2018).

The dramatic nature of the change, in which large chunks of foreshores have
collapsed in Apollo Bay, have resulted in costly engineering solutions such as groyne
fields and seawalls being installed. But such hard structures are critiqued as not
being optimal to long-term adaptation, with their need for maintenance, upgrading or
rebuilding as climate changes, and their long-term effectiveness is also questioned,
with further issues with their negative impact on local amenity (Morris et al, 2020). As
an alternative, nature-based solutions are being broadly advocated as more
sustainable and ecologically-sensitive (Bush and Doyon, 2019).

Under-Investment in Facilities
At the same time, this area faces the effects of long-term under-investment in local
amenities, tourist facilities and infrastructure, many of which are of low quality and
unable to meet needs in peak-demand periods (DWELP, 2020). Many of these are
located on foreshores, with degraded beach entrances crowded in by carparks that
dominate foreshores with a lack of tourist facilities (DWELP, 2020).

The Policy Response
All levels of government have legislation, policies and strategies in place for climate
change adaptation that outline pathways and roles and responsibilities (e.g.DWELP
2021; DWELP 2020). However, implementing these on the ground is a major
challenge, with such issues as a lack of integrated and coordinated planning
between stakeholders and under-resourced local governments (DWELP 2018;
Malekpour et al 2021).
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The creation of the new Great Ocean Road and Parks Authority (GORPA) aims for
greater coordination through its management of caravan parks, foreshores and
previous Parks Victoria land, but the numerous other stakeholders in the region will
continue to acquit their roles and operate within their governance structures,
including the management of the GOR by Regional Roads.

Pressure is also building from increasingly active communities concerned about risk,
economic loss and social impacts, with some groups initiating action, such as the
Great Ocean Road Communities Network that is generating critical debate and
community engagement about climate change impacts.

Moving the Great Ocean Road: A Speculative Project
The student studios started with a workshop with Regional Roads on where the GOR
could be moved between Skenes Creek and Marengo, with the resulting relocation
based on a series of broad assumptions which frees up the space along the
foreshore. This removes the need to continuously defend the road and instead
allows natural ecological processes and regenerative tourism to take place.

Such a seemingly radical move might appear costly, unfeasible and politically
inexpedient, but reports (Rosengren and Miner 2018; GHD 2018) have already
identified low lying areas of the Road that will need to be raised and rebuilt due to
current erosion and inundation, and the case to move the heritage listed GOR can
be made to the responsible authority. Indeed, the Colac Otway Shire is already
proposing that the GOR be moved back one block in the town centre of Apollo Bay
to deal with traffic and carparking congestion (GTA Consultants 2019).

With the new GOR in place, the key feature of the resulting student proposals is a
long, pedestrianised pathway where the old road once was, extending the existing
Great Ocean Walk through these areas. Along the length of this path, a proposed
series of hybrid, multi-purpose public structures, spaces and amenities serve to
protect and enhance the biodiversity and ecology of the foreshore, whilst providing
new experiences and facilities for tourists and local residents.

Integral to this approach is the idea of people being able to experience the spectacle
and beauty of a foreshore landscape in flux, rather than a series of imposing
human-made coastal infrastructures battling against nature. Extending from this big
idea, students also considered other issues within the built and social fabric of the
townships, including tourist traffic congestion, replacement car parking, a lack of
housing diversity, town centre activation and how to transition to net zero emissions.

Conclusion
This study speculates on the potential value of multi-benefit, nature-based solutions
that are long-term in their approach, and can address highly localised impacts, rather
than emergency responses of hard coastal protection. Detailed climate adaptation
plans need to acknowledge that climate change impacts are unevenly distributed,
and need to be site-specific, understand the unique context and character of place
and communities.
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The moving of the Great Ocean Road is an example of a big adaptive move that
could enable a series of specific local actions to ensure the future survival of these
towns to thrive into the future.
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