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A MESSAGE FROM ELLEN SANDELL
In late 2017, the Victorian Labor State Government 
announced a proposal to demolish part of Federation 
Square to build an Apple store. The community spoke up, 
and ultimately stopped this plan, with more than 3000 
submissions made to Heritage Victoria on the square’s 
significance to our city’s culture and amenity.  

As the inner city becomes more developed and the 
population of Melbourne grows, it is vital now more than 
ever that open, public spaces are available for the whole 
community to use and enjoy.

The community have told us time and again that it’s 
crucial we protect these open spaces, and not allow them 
to be overly commercialised or overrun by corporate 
interests.

I’m happy to have this opportunity to represent the community on this issue once again, by 
providing this submission to the Federation Square Review Team. I have surveyed the public over 
the last seven weeks to ask what they would like for the future of our square and our public space.

What is clear from the 265 responses I have received is that there is a strong desire from the 
public to protect our public space from being overly commercialised. The intrinsic value of 
Federation Square as an icon of Melbourne is much greater than any profit margin or dollar value.

What has also shone through is the significance of Federation Square for our city; from important 
rallies and protests, cultural celebrations and festivals, art exhibitions and special moments spent 
with family and friends, the square is a place for people to come together. 

We must ensure Federation Square’s primary purpose is as a place for the community to visit, 
enjoy and celebrate in the way they see fit, and not allow corporations to have undue influence on 
our public space.

Thank you for the opportunity to make this submission.

Ellen Sandell
State MP for Melbourne
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SURVEY RESULTS
The survey Share Your Ideas for Fed 
Square was conducted over a period of 7 
weeks between August and September 
2019. 

The survey asked respondents the 
following:

1. What are your favourite parts of Fed 
Square?

2. What about Fed Square do you think 
could be improved?

3. Are there any barriers to making Fed 
Square an inclusive and accessible 
public space?

4. What ideas do you have for Fed 
Square as your ideal public space?

5. Do you have any memories or stories 
about Fed Square that you’d like to 
share? 

6. Is there anything else you’d like to 
say?

7. What is your postcode? 

KEY FINDINGS

• 265 responses to Share Your 
Ideas For Fed Square, with 20% of 
respondents living in the state seat of 
Melbourne and 82% of respondents 
living within Greater Melbourne

• 88% of respondents (232 people) 
mentioned the importance of open 
public space, free public events 
and activities and/or protecting the 
square from commercialisation

• Almost half of respondents stated 
that one of their favourite things 
about Fed Square was the open 
public space or the fact that the 
square was a public meeting place 
where the community could gather

• A quarter of respondents suggested 
more green space or trees to improve 
the square 

• 56 survey respondents stated that 
a concern for accessibility in the 
square was wheelchair access, and 
the uneven paving, with 25 survey 
respondents asking for more seating 

• Over 100 survey respondents 
recounted positive memories of 
important public events and rallies in 
the square
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THE BEST OF FED SQUARE
A clear takeaway from the survey responses 
was that there’s a lot to love about Fed Square. 

“I love that it’s sometimes peaceful, 
and sometimes full of people watching 

something like the Australian Open on the 
big screen - for free.”

With mentions of the location, architecture 
and design and a multitude of different events 
that bring people together, one of the top 
themes that came through most strongly 
were peoples’ love of the arts and culture, 
with lots of talk about ACMI and the NGV, and 
great memories of going to the cinema or an 
exhibition with friends and family.  

But the most frequently mentioned theme was 
the fact that Fed Square is open public space 
for anyone to use, right in the middle of the 
city, and a great place to meet. 

It’s an iconic central location that people feel 
is a good place to get together and pause to 
enjoy an event, a meal, or just to sit back in the 
sunshine and soak up the atmosphere.

“It truly is a place for PEOPLE, not unlike 
the old plazas of Europe, essential 

for the emotional life of the city.  
The Heart of Melbourne is what this 

space feels like to me.”

 TOP 12 FAVOURITE THINGS ABOUT FED SQUARE 
Open public space

Galleries and cinema

Paving, architecture or design

Public meeting place

Food, coffee and bars

Events and performances

The stage area

The big screen

Places to sit

The river

Free public activities

The Koorie Heritage Trust



PAGE 4

Federation Square Review 
Submission by Ellen Sandell MP

ROOM FOR IMPROVEMENT
Though the feedback was mostly positive, 
there were still a few suggestions for 
improvement.

The main improvements suggested were 
related to infrastructure; from adding more 
trees and greenery, to increasing the amount 
of shade and shelter, to opening up access to 
the Yarra and Birrarung Marr.

“Given its importance as a public and 
cultural space, Federation Square could 

be improved by better supporting thriving 
biodiversity, healthy ecosystems and a 

society connected to nature.”

There were also suggestions for more 
representation of First Nations cultures and 
new free public events and activities. 

“The Koori centre should be expanded 
to become a proper cultural centre with 

art gallery, performance stage, education 
centre, with space for talks.”

A strong theme that came through was the 
importance of protecting the square from 
commercial interests, and ensuring it remains 
a space primarily for use by the community.

“On many occasions it feels captured by 
commercial interests. This is wrong. It’s 

our public space.”

 TOP 12 THINGS TO IMPROVE IN FED SQUARE 

Improve access to river
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BARRIERS TO ACCESS
When asked for their opinion about any potential 
barriers to inclusion and access at Fed Square, 
people had some genuine concerns.

The most frequently mentioned barrier was the 
issue of physical access to the space for those 
with physical disabilities, walking aids, wheelchairs 
and prams, due to the uneven ground and lack of 
adequate signage. 

“The flooring/ground surface of Fed Square is 
so bumpy and uneven that it is not accessible 

to the vision impaired using canes, plus is 
not accessible to those using wheelchairs or 

walking frames.”

There were some great suggestions for improving 
this, including adding more signage to ramps and 
lifts, and creating smooth pathways across the 
cobbled paving. 

The other issue that came up most frequently was 
the issue of commercial and corporate interests 
being a barrier to the community using the space. 

“Our whole society and built environment 
is riven with commercial interest and 

advertising; it’s time to make Federation 
Square a cultural and social oasis free from 

this, as was intended.”

Respondents felt that the increasing commercial 
activity, such as advertising, and activities with a 
high cost, were prohibitive and would make the 
space more elitist and less welcoming. 

 TOP 12 BARRIERS TO INCLUSION AND ACCESS 
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BIG IDEAS FOR OUR SQUARE

 PUBLIC SPACE 
More open space   16 people
More public events   15 people
Public not private   14 people
More culture, less commercial  13 people
More meeting spaces   5 people
More community involvement  3 people
Indoor public space   2 people

 ARTS AND CULTURE 
Greater First Nations presence  13 people
More live performances/buskers  13 people
More art    12 people
Outdoor interactive art   5 people
A library     4 people
Amphitheatre    3 people
Speakers Corner   3 people
Choir     3 people
Book exchange    1 people

 NATURE 
More plants and green space  33 people
More trees    22 people
Open river connection   17 people
A community garden   5 people
Food education courses   1 people

 RETAIL 
Different food/drink   10 people
More cafes    4 people
Build Apple store   4 people
More markets    4 people
Small and local businesses  2 people
Local craft    1 person
A bookshop    1 person
Commercial retailers   1 person
Bike rental    1 person

 INFRASTRUCTURE 
More/better seating   23 people
Shade/shelter    16 people
Water feature/fountain   7 people
Improve accessibility   5 people
More level surfaces/ground  3 people
No more buildings   2 people
Less angular surfaces   2 people
Mobile pop-up infrastructure  2 people
Redesign the whole space  2 people
Handrails on steps   1 person
Improve Flinders St section  1 person
A big iconic sign    1 person
More drinking fountains   1 person
Remove carpark    1 person
Storage lockers    1 person

 ACTIVITIES AND EVENTS 
More events / festivals   7 people
Events for children/families  7 people
More content on big screen  7 people
Information area   4 people
A light show    1 person
Outdoor cinema    1 person
Giant chess set    1 person

 NO CHANGES 
Keep as it is    22 people

In the survey, we asked the community what they would like to see for the future of the 
square. The responses were varied and it was fantastic seeing the creativity and ideas for 
our public space. The majority of the responses were small changes to infrastructure, or 
ideas for new activities and events for the public. 
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MEMORIES IN FED SQUARE
When reading the special stories and memories 
people shared, it was clear that Fed Square is an 
important place for the community. 

Many people had important memories of attending 
public events, including big sporting events and 
important political moments.

One memory that was shared by 12 different 
respondents, was watching Kevin Rudd’s apology 
to the Stolen Generations on the big screen. 

Coming together for this pivotal moment gave the 
community a sense of hope and togetherness. 

“I watched Rudd’s Apology to the aboriginal 
community at Fed Sq. It was a beautiful crowd, 
with great community spirit. You felt as if you 
were sharing it with the whole of Australia.”

“I watched the Apology to the Stolen Generations 
at Fed Sq. It was important to come together with 
other Australians to share this historic moment. 

Such a moving, profound moment of hope.”

There were also many mentions of enjoyment of 
the space and atmosphere, particularly with friends 
and loved ones.

“Eating vegan hotdogs outside on the steps, 
12 years ago with my husband on our wedding 

anniversary, just before my first child was born.”

“I used to meet first dates there because it made 
me feel comfortable and like it was my home.”

And of course, many memories were of rallies and 
public performances, where people could express 
themselves, and meet like-minded people. 

“I participated in a ‘flash mob’ starting with 1 
violin and ending with a choir. 

The sound was amazing.”

“I have been to many protests there.  I value it as a 
space for the ordinary people to gather and make 

their opinions known to those in power.”

What came through overall was a strong sense 
that this is a place where people can come 
together and share experiences as a community.

“It’s a meeting place, and a place to stop and 
pause in a busy day.  I was blown away when I first 
saw it; so beautiful, and so Melbourne.  I have not 

seen anything like it.”

 TOP 10 MEMORIES OF FED SQUARE 
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OUR PUBLIC SPACE
The resounding message from the survey 
overall was that the community wants to 
keep this space public, and protected from 
commercial interests. 

“Keep it open for First Nation People, heritage, 
history and public events.”

In fact, 88% (232 out of 265 people) of survey 
respondents mentioned the importance of open 
public space, free public events, or keeping out 
commercial interests.

“Melbourne is greatly enhanced by this central, 
beautiful, important public space.”

There were concerns expressed about the 
future of the square being dominated by a 
profit-making mindset, rather than seeing the 
significance of public space in itself. 

“I really despair at the greed that drives our 
governing bodies to sell EVERY bit of land to 

property developers and or corporations at the 
cost of proper planning with actual people and 

nature in mind.  Very short sighted! Imagine 
the city if parks and the Botanic Gardens hadn’t 

been incorporated into the planning 
at it’s creation.”

Some of the feedback that stood out in many 
survey entries was that people appreciate 
having an open space in the middle of the city, 
where they can enjoy an event or performance, 
enjoy art and culture, or just meet up with 
friends and sit in the shade.

“My daughter spoke from the stage after a 
refugee support rally when she was still at 

school. I was so proud! “

All in all, it was evident that the top priority for 
the majority of respondents was to protect our 
important public space, and ensure it is not 
overrun by commercial interests or profit. 

“Public spaces should be sacred!”

“Public amenities should not be judged on the 
$ profits that they generate.”

The intrinsic value of Federation Square, and 
public spaces in general, is far more important 
than the space generating financial revenue. 

“Fed Square should be about civic institutions 
and community gatherings -- it’s vital we retain 

some public space for that -- and should not 
be polluted by multinational commerce”



From the submissions I have received, and my ongoing contact with the 
community regarding Fed Square, it’s clear that our square and our public 
space is vital to our city’s culture and atmosphere. 

Reading through the survey responses I’ve had the opportunity to consider 
the significant events, arts and culture, and memories shared in the Square. 
I’m of the strong belief that the square must be maintained for public use and 
enjoyment, and that it should not be allowed to be dominated by commercial 
and corporate interests.

I look forward to a future Federation Square, which is inclusive and accessible 
to all, and available for the community to use as we would like. 

Thank you for reading this submission.

Ellen Sandell
State MP for Melbourne
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 A PLACE WORTH PROTECTING 


