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Do Planners Dream of Electric Trees?
Timmah Ball

A metal filing cabinet stands at the end of a thin
corridor, rarely frequented by other bureaucrats who
otherwise fill the sparse office floors in the 3 7-storey
building. Ministerial briefs are stored in manila folders
that accumulate like a library of forgotten administrative
details, which were important for a moment in time. | file
a recent planning approval amongst the hard copies of
Acts and other policies, which inform our work..As | turn
to leave the 1987 Planning and Environment Act makes
eye contact with me. | take it, noticing how small and
unimposing it is with its flimsy green cover; the exam
_anxiety it once elicited now seems trivial. As | flick
through its pages, re-digesting the amendments and
special provisions, it slowly occurs to me that a Law
designed to protect nature is made from trees. If paper
still comes from trees. | can't be sure if it still does:
most of my professional transactions are electronic,
which makes the experience of touching the Act with
my fingers transgressive. Am | touching a dead tree, or
has technology pacified these aspects of environmental
degradation and I've just forgotten, lost ruminating in
the cyclical blur of professional development and global
environmental debate. _ -
In the new knowledge economy, urban planners must
E: move rapidly through technical and political processes
~in the development of cities and regions. Trends
- compete for attention in a frenzied 2ist century where
basic things, like people, often fade into the background.
! These tensions were exasperated at a conference where
- design professionals clamoured for front row seats in
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A landscape architect invites me to speak to his

students in a class —the Politics of Public Space.

The idea of landscape architecture sounds like @
peculiar contradiction, not dissimilar to the concept of
legislating nature, something that should live above the
law — but still, | agree to participate. We meet in a new
building and don't talk about trees. His students are
eager to discuss ideas of gender and race in the built
environment as we critique a new building on Swanston

- Street. Cities are large and unruly, and we struggle to

retrofit them into the latest thematic buzzwords, but the
students move eagerly through the building trying to

~ assess its impact on our humanity. It meets most of our

criteria appallingly, despite its architectural form and
porousness, distinctive of inner-city Melbourne. From
some angles you can almost see the trees that grow

~ along Swanston, the city's spine. But their presence is

like wallpaper, decorative but not cultural or nourishing.
The landscape architect moves us into a small
tutorial room for the second half of class. I'm asked
to lead a discussion on the ARM Portrait building
of William Barak and | begin by reading an essay
referencing Linda Kennedy. Kennedy conveyed the
irony of a Blak figure in the built form with menacing
honesty. Her words cut into my own internal flux: that-
it is bewildering to be an urban planner of Ballardong
Noongar descent living on Bunurong, Boon Wurrung
and Wurundjeri Woi Wurrung country. But a spark
or gut feeling tells me to keep pushing within these
professional borderlines even as they oppress. And, if

| don’t suffocate in the process, then dismantling the

borders which both restrict and determine livelihood will
seem worth it. I'm aware that this is difficult terrain as
the landscape architect catches me on the intersection,
questioning why | work in land use policy and not art

or academia. Part of the answer is that | see different
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survivors of genocide watch
and camp out, live, breathe in various
parks ‘'round Fitzroy and down
town
cosmopolitan
St Kilda

And some of us mob have graduated
from Koori Kollij, Preston TAFE,
the Melbin Yewni

Red river gums are replaced
by plane trees from England
and still

the survivors

B watch.

.. i And trees continue growing in unlikely places beyond
_"-'.,Eiplanmnq strategies, urban design theory, legisiation,
~ tech trends, environmental activism, and art. They speak

’L‘E.To euch other through compiex root s’rructuras beneath

h ,_har. Mf:faf Yuroke red river gum in z‘.mia@a
.' f;;_.!Ausirullnn Fna!fn!. John Kinsella (ed.) Publisher:






There's a ghost in the hallway. He lingers quietly in the
long corridor, melting into the dark burgundy wall with
federation wallpaper trim. In the foyer at the bottom
of an opulent staircase an array of artists, performers,
musicians and audiences gather radiantly, rarely
noticing his presence as the collective anticipation
before an event obscures the past. In a building that
moves contemporaneously the ghost is well hidden
within the architectural edifice of his own making.
We don’t remember his name but his impact lingers
forcefully, although it is easy to forget or look away.
In the beginning the building’s grandeur was intentional,
a statement of control and occupation. And while the
interior re-emerged as a space of cultural production
a peculiar uneasiness remained within its walls. Even
as the building’s original intentions slipped from view.
We seep into the authoritative architecture,
~enlivening it with community and culture but its
structures have remained untouchable even as bodies
transform the space. Does it matter? Ii's difficult to
tell, maybe it's enough that a building that started as
a town hall, (the iconic symbol of government, law and
bureaucracy) was reimagined as a community hub for
cultural activation. Or maybe we should do more to
erase its legacy, to rid of its ghosts. Built in 1876 it was
~ designed by the British architect George Johnson in the
~ Italianate style. A popular 19th-century design movement
" influenced by the architectural vocabulary of |6th-century
Renaissance ltaly. A laneway between the building and
North Melbourne library was named after him like many

~ other streets, roads and highways that mark this city

with ghosts. In an anonymous poem that was published
in the Port Phillip Gazette, a newspaper that circulated
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incisively cheeky tone, she told us that she's ‘gonna start
a Murnong farm in her rental in Preston’, reminding
me of my own disconnectedness to Country, where Uber
Eats replace fresh food when time moves too quickly.

| We should all grow Murnong in our backyards.
Murnong are Wurundjeri potatoes with far more
nutritional value than the introduced foods we've
acclimatised to on apps. But as Uncle Dave explained, @
mesh of bureaucracies prohibits these changes however
obvious and urgent they seem. As we discussed his work

 he questioned whether people would prefer to see us
stuck on the margins making boomerangs for tourists
rather than systematically changing mainstream law
and policy.

| noticed well-meaning participants move through
‘Refuge momentarily engaged by Uncle Dave's

discussions that incited a desire to change. But the

~ absence of policymakers and strategic planners was

~ palpable. On the City of Melbourne Planning scheme,

~ the building is zoned public use and commercial.

 Heritage overlays protect the colonial architecture but

there is nothing to recognise or nourish the culture

~ beneath. Do people who work within the colonial

~ planning system ever imagine something else? Or do

~ we continue circling each other, breaking the rules ot

 art festivals while other departments within the same

« '-*‘:-'icouncul implement them.

" Most of us don't remember who Ggorge Johnson

“was, but his design is meticulously protected in the

layers of legislation that honour his and other buildings.

- And the possibility to move the space with the artistic

_,.Jmpulse that reshaped its internal use escapes

;"us, The taught planning scheme leaves no room for

_interpretation, petrified of changing the burgundy walls

that blemish the Country that the building was built

on In 20I0 the building entered the Victorian herltoge
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-".f'; a poem | wasn't sure | should write. It was called:

THE ARCHIVES OF ARCHITECTURE
ARE FORMED IN THE BUREAUCRACY TO
HIDE WHAT THEY DID

hln.g to something important and disappointed that
hed to leave. Zoom magnified their apathy end I

"peciwes. Reminding future practitioners of First
ations Sovereignty felt hopeless if this Sovereignty was
" er embedded in the maferial structures that students
""-ned It would always remain abstract and distant in
e logics of their careers. If | was an affordable housing
per or placemaking consultant they might have
d? But | was equally conscious that my resentment
thmre been misdirected. It was arguable that the
, Me were just fatigued from managing multiple
sibilities — (casual work, unpaid internships,
nents, mental health and some sort of personal
\atever their reasons, it hurt.
as asked to speak about government buildings.
f;o reflect on the architecture of Parliament
3, euneil offices. town halls, hospitals, schools
'e'rete infrastructure, which represented
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ed towards the possibility where abandonment and
ancy was the desired outcome. It is reasonable that
y probably didn't understand what | was doing or why
s there. They had assessments to complete and my
gzg asked for intangibility.

month later | was invited to write a creative
.gmw for a small publication addressing the

t's theme. The coordinator suggested | write a
tory about a government building and provided
ds of images of police stations, TAFE's, storage
.z s and other infrastructures in Sydney. | agreed

‘it would cm _im_‘mmzso mmc«o:_zo 3_‘ ﬂo:mm in

__._.:oxma :5 mﬁ:«é o_om«o Iocmm. ;2

:ovo made it possible for people to walk up
s peak. But there were no newspaper articles
w g the incident that had occurred in a cell in

u& ooE of a S.x.umn.o entry n_:.._oo_:‘






@roa us feel safe
__:.aoc_a_. behaviours

ﬁ.....e.?a_ criminals?
verned interiors
‘wire justice
reaucratic discipline

_.______:___<o equity
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‘Going over to his sheep, Rick bent down, searching
* in the thick white wool —the fleece at least was
genuine — until he found what he has looking for:
the concealed control panel of the mechanism.
— Phillip K Dick

There are sheep in a mural that was installed along the
Epsom Road Overpass in 1998 that are also robots. But
unlike the electric replicas Rick Deckard keeps on his roof
to impress his neighbors in the sci-fi classic Do Androids
Dream of Electric Sheep?, there is nothing genuine in
the mural and it is impossible to find the concealed
control panel in order to make it stop. The sheep in the
mural nammmzm a narrative of progress and prosperity,
a history that the built environment aggrandizes in other
murals, public art and heritage listed architecture. And
~ as much as | have tried to tamper with the mechanism to
reveal the fake, electric sheep the control panel remains
concealed. Lost within layers of legislation, planning
controls and amendments to the planning scheme, which
keeps the simulated city running.
The mural titled ‘Riding On The Sheep'’s Back' by
‘the artist Libby McKinnon is intended to celebrate
_the agricultural significance of the area where cattle
%n«ommma over Epsom Road on their way to city abattoirs,
B. for sale at the Newmarket stock yards. In the 20th
entury, Newmarket was the world’s largest livestock
auction market where several million braying bulls
n __._u__oo::o.msmm?. passed through weekly, emitting

_==v K Dick, Do Androids Dream of Electric ,ma&n. :Q
E..R_ _mmm Doubleday Publishing
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a foul smell, which permeated the landscape. The areg
was described as ‘o city within a city where rural folk
conducted business, traded and supplied livestock to
supply food to people across the nation and overseas.”
Established in 1856 the Newmarket Saleyard was
located between Racecourse Road and Epsom Road,
with abattoirs adjoining the area to the southwest.
Other abattoirs were constructed along the
Maribyrnong River for the discharge of liquid waste,
where the blood of livestock stained the water for days.
The abattoirs operated 24 hours per day Monday to
Saturday throughout the year, shutting on Sundays.
The only other days of closure were Good Friday
and Christmas. Between 1898 and 1908 the abattoir
buildings were declared unhygienic and were replaced
by modern facilities.® However, factories for boiling-
down sheepskin and bone manure remained open on the
Maribyrnong riverbank. By the 1980’s innovations
in livestock management decreased sales and usage.
In July 1985 the Saleyard was officially closed.
In Abatroir Blues Nick Cave writes:

The sun is high up in the sky and I'm in my car
Drifting down into the abattoir

Do you see what | see, dear?

The air grows heavy. | listen to your breath
Entwined together in this culture of death

Do you see what | see, dear?”

Most often people don't see or even remember the
abattoirs. Instead the culture of death is hidden behind
the mosaic sheep that resemble the electric ones that
Rick Deckard keeps to convince his neighborhood that
he is less offected by apocalyptic wars.

These images exist in order to blur what is real and
what is electric/fake. They appear abundantly in cities,
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e fagade is so thick that even the traa-
e n@n*v:mﬂ. The electric versions *T_w._m_wqov

sne trees are often misinterpreted g5 1_?; q L,wr.

it o here. These trees, mosaic mjmmv m:; .“...* h
greations were designed to suggest that _,55__”3
ato_‘ happened; instead we are persugdad an
,on history with nostalgia.

w.ﬁ:n:* Museum Victoria's collections it is

that ‘these artworks were recognised as a gift to
le of Melbourne to link the present and future
Eeite to the past.® But ‘the past' represented by the
H *$ real. While it is true that drovers moved sheep
.. w.....#:...n:o: the area, and across the city driving

ant and commercial development infrinsic to

lonialism, other stories are missing. The gentle
heep conceals the noxious by-products and
duced by the abattoirs that alarmed residents.
rds show that public meetings were held in
arket from 1886 objecting to any extensions or

ns fo the saleyards on the grounds that ‘the

d abattoirs were a source of danger to the

the large population all around them.” In 1887
ar article in 7he Argus reported that ‘the
ter iver was rendered offensive by the blood and

)y ! .._,M_u__. Increased numbers attend ihe annual
\safeyards reunion, 2019, Stock and Lond
......_.H_,“, Saleyards Timeline, Museum Victoria, hitps://
_, ...__REE.EE.E_Ean_mmkmd
1d The Bad Seeds, Abattoir Blues, Abattoir/ The

us, 2004, Mute Records .
n Victoria Collections, 2gital Photograph - Mosaic
._ 70055, Newmarkel,

ep's Back; £psom Road Ove
0 _-ﬂ_a:m._._.Eu__amc_n__ﬂ_n.nca.ﬂ_\
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cloria Collection, History of Closure o
gyards, 1887-1987, hps://collections







3... had a morally corrupting effet
Y, YOUNng men in particy|qy 2 pon the

ned of. In begar bedears +,

m her poetr
Blakwork she explains: :

: _ﬂ._“u. on the offal floor, sends the |gmp up to

...,,m_o_,.woum. From esophagus to anus —the body
ed of any engine that would suggest a lived
Ind passed on."

emoval of the Newmarket Saleyard and
' motivated by health impacts, the moral
Is most likely what aggrieved surrounding
st off to the urban fringes, the rural and
of slaughter should be invisible; so young
rsS are not corrupted nor reminded of -
s. As Whittaker writes:

walk. Long enough for only where there
native. Abattoir workers make roughly
undred a week. No bus goes out to the

Its taboo and scale puts it out of reach of
‘infrastructure, and out of moral notice.
dred is not enough to make for a car. So
and today she wades."

i l, p.4

No Document, Giramando, 202

“eea_a bedeath in Blakwork, ;aaog%wmo_m
I, outskirts in Blokwork, Magabalo, 2
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