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1. The Project

1.1 Introduction

The City of Whitehorse is an established municipality in Melbourne’s eastern metropolitan 
region, covering an area of 64 square kilometres. Home to an estimated 178,477 residents in 
2024, the population is projected to grow by more than 20% to approximately 234,000 by 
2046. Much of the municipality is now characterised by medium- to high-density residential 
development, reflecting a trend towards denser living and ongoing population growth.

Across Australia, around 49% of households own at least one dog (Pets in Australia: A 
National Survey of Pets and People, 2025), and this trend is reflected locally. Whitehorse 
currently has more than 12,000 registered dogs; however, the actual number is likely to 
be considerably higher, as many dogs are unregistered. As residential density increases and 
private open space becomes more limited, more dogs are being exercised in public parks and 
reserves, leading to increased demand for off-lead areas, including fenced dog parks. 

While Council has an existing network of dog off-lead areas, there are currently no dedicated 
fenced off-lead dog parks. Despite community demand for such facilities, none have been 
successfully implemented to date. This report draws on community feedback, benchmarks 
dog parks across Melbourne, and reviews relevant strategies and research and consolidates 
findings from multiple evidence sources to inform recommendations for the future planning, 
design, and management of a fenced dog park.

1.2 Objectives

The objectives of the Fenced Dog Park Technical Report are to:
1.	 Assess the needs and expectations of the community and Council regarding fenced dog 

parks within the City of Whitehorse.
1.	 Review the current provision and management of off-lead areas to highlight challenges 

and opportunities for delivering dog parks. 
2.	 Benchmark approaches from other municipalities to inform suitable design, siting, and 

management of dog parks.
3.	 Provide evidence-based recommendations to guide Council’s planning, design, and 

ongoing management of dog parks. 

4.	 Develop guidelines to inform the site selection and the design of dog parks

1.3 Existing conditions

The Whitehorse Open Space Strategy identifies dog walking as one of the most popular 
reasons the community uses open space. Dog walking supports health and wellbeing 
by promoting activity recreation and providing opportunities for social interaction. Dog 
ownership also provides companionship, particularly for those living alone.
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Despite its popularity, the presence of dogs in public spaces can sometimes lead to conflicts 
with other park users, particularly when dogs are exercised off-lead. In recent years, Council 
has received increasing community feedback regarding such conflicts. Common concerns 
include personal safety risks, damage to sporting ovals and open grassed areas, safety risks to 
cyclists, impacts on the local environment, and issues related to dog waste management.

The City of Whitehorse currently maintains a Domestic Animal Management Plan, with 
32 parks and reserves providing off-lead areas across the municipality however there are 
currently no fenced dog parks in Whitehorse. Whilst there is growing demand for dedicated 
fenced dog parks, previous proposals have faced significant community opposition and were 
unable to be delivered. Community views on dog parks remain mixed: some residents actively 
support new dog parks and are petitioning for their provision, while others oppose them due 
to potential conflicts with existing park uses, potential environmental impacts, or health and 
safety concerns where dog are exercised off-lead on sports fields.

A temporary dog park is proposed in Box Hill as part of the Suburban Rail Loop (SRL) open 
space compensation and additional fenced dog parks may be considered within open space 
master plans currently being preparing by Council, pending the outcomes of this report and 
subsequent public consultation. 

Off-lead areas on sports fields
In Whitehorse, several sports fields permit off-lead activity when organised sporting events 
are not scheduled. This shared use has led to ongoing conflict between different user groups, 
particularly between dog owners and sporting clubs. 

This conflict centres around damage to playing surfaces (uneven wear, surface damage due 
to digging, urine damage and faeces contamination creating safety concerns) and restricted 
access due to sports scheduling. Council has attempted a range of measures to reduce these 
concerns, such as keeping gates open to make sports fields less enclosed and encourage more 
active supervision, but these initiatives have been met with community resistance.
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1.4 What is a Dog Park? 

Defining dog parks
For the purposes of this project, a dog park is defined as a designated, dedicated, fully en-
closed fenced area within a park or public space for dog guardians to legally exercise, play 
and socialise with their dogs off-lead in a secure environment. 

In researching dog parks, a wide range of examples from across Australia and internationally 
were examined to understand the various ways these facilities can be designed and delivered 
for community use. This review highlighted that dog parks can take many forms, from simple 
fenced lawn areas to more elaborate spaces with features such as agility equipment, splash 
pads, or even indoor and rooftop locations. Examining these diverse examples provides insight 
into how dog parks could be delivered across the municipality. Appendix E includes several 
case studies that showcase the variety of dog parks. While not all examples may be directly 
applicable to the context of Whitehorse, they offer inspiration and ideas for how dog parks 
could be provided. This research helps inform decisions around park location, layout, features, 
and management approaches, ensuring that any new dog park is both functional and appeal-
ing to residents and their dogs.

Defining dog guardians
In this report, the term dog guardians refers to the responsible person accompanying a dog or 
dogs to the dog park for exercise and socialisation. This may include the dog’s owner, a pro-
fessional dog walker, or another carer.

Defining dog off-lead area
In this report, the term dog off-lead area refers to any designated area where dogs are permit-
ted to be off-lead under the supervision of their guardian. This may include fully fenced dog 
parks, shared-use or time-shared recreation areas, and other open spaces identified by Coun-
cil for off-lead activity.
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