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Snake wine and sex pills are 
among the things seized from 
passengers, baggage and mail. 

Words Peter Barrett 
Photography Estelle Judah 

If it's dangerous, illegal, banned or simply unclaimed, 

this is where you'll find it - the detained and abandoned 

goods room at Melbourne Airport, a 40-square-metre 

treasure trove of cigarettes, snakes in bottles, jewellery, 

pornography, alcohol, guns and explosives. 

Each day, some 330 Customs and Australian Quarantine 

and Inspection Service staff check incoming mail, suitcases 

and newly arrived passengers for contraband. The seized 

items are then placed here. either for the owners to pay 

the required duty or for destruction. Today, the warehouse 

shelves are stacked with more than a million cigarettes and 

400 bottles of liquor. (Tobacco is the most common illegal 

import; a van load is taken away and destroyed each week.) 

Customs officers have seized stuffed tortoises and a 

crocodile, ostrich eggs, cans of turtle meat, jars of sturgeon 

caviar, tiger teeth, a monkey skull, a shark foetus (bought 

on eBay), leopard skins, snakeskin shoes and musical 

instruments made of various animal parts. 

You're also likely to find a few electric fly-swatters from 

Vietnam, In1onesia and Malaysia: they resemble toy tennis 

rackets but have an electric element instead of strjngs; 

deemed "electric shock devices•, they are illegal. 

In one corner of the room there are 200 bottles of 

snake wine each containing a venomous snake, scorpion 

or even a mongoose. Many of the snake species, such as 

cobras, are endangered. Customs officers believe juvenile 

snakes are grown inside the bottles until large enough to be 

immersed in rice wine, which drowns them. Labels claim the 

wine cures rheumatism, lumbago and •sweat of limbs". 
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Through a very solid-looking steel door, a room is covered 

wall-to-wall in firearms. Most are owned by sports shooters 

and are waiting for clearance. About 140 others - long arms, 

pistols and target rifles - are to be cleared for retailers (some 

of Australia's largest importers of guns are based in Victoria). 

There are also about 600 replicas and air pistols, mostly 

imported by schoolboys returning from overseas trips, says 

Customs' firearms and detained goods manager Mark Orford. 

Four bright green drums are each filled to the brim with guns 

waiting to be broken down and melted by Smorgon Steel. 

Among the other weapons in Orford's cache are walking 

sticks with concealed blades. "fantasy knives" (like you might 

see in Lord of the Rings), antique (but working) pistols, 

nunchaku, crossbows, slingshots and flick-knives. 

Ammunition is stored in a separate walk-in steel 

cupboard, which also holds gold in various forms, including 

jewellery and some pieces stripped from an ornamental 

water feature, confiscated from travellers unwilling 

or unable to pay the required duty and/or GST. Nearby 

are shelves stacked with bottles of pills, most promising 

to improve sexual potency, stimulate weight loss - or 

both simultaneously. This is also the final resting place for 

confiscated shark fins, pills made from bear bile and ginseng 

roots (the American ginseng plant is endangered). 

Customs officers also review potentially illegal books 

and DVDs. Among the items to be destroyed today are 

the book Marijuana Cooking: Good Medicine Made Easy, 

a DVD copy of the banned French film Baise-Moi and karate 

movies and books that demonstrate how to kill people. 
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Grass is greener 
How Swanston Street could look. 

Could central Melbourne eventually 
become a car-free pedestrian paradise, as 
imagined here? Peter Barrett reports. 

In late May, Londoners woke up one Thursday to find Trafalgar Square covered in more 
than 2000 square metres of lush, green grass. Confused tourists and delighted locals spent 

the next two days sitting on deckchairs, picnicking or simply lounging about on the turf until 

it was rolled up and shipped off for planting in London parks. The event was a promotion to 

highlight the city's environmental credentials and showcase its village precincts to tourists. 

But it does get you thinking about how we could use our cities - if one day Swanston Street 

could become a park, as our digital image here imagines; or, more likely, we could have 

a central city with many fewer cars than we have now. 

Slowly, stealthily, pedestrians are taking over city streets, and cars are being squeezed 

out. It's a worldwide trend: rising petrol prices, congestion and climate change have 

encouraged city planners to find ways to discourage car use. The City of Melbourne has been 

progressively turning roads into footpaths - 20 hectares of what were roads are now wide, 

bluestone footpaths. Some 15 streets in the CBD are closed to traffic, either permanently or 

during peak pedestrian hours, and the council is evaluating where it can close more. 

It is estimated that by 2017 more than a million people will flood into and out of 

Melbourne's revitalised CBD every weekday. If current transport trends continue, this would 

mean 200,000 daily trips by car to the city, 60 per cent more than today. Yet were cars to be 

banned, or seriously discouraged with a congestion tax, the effect on traffic flow outside the 

CBD would probably be less severe than you might think. "Analysis of travel patterns over 

many years has shown that few cars actually use the CBD as a route to get from one side 

of Melbourne to the other, so banning cars does not redistribute much traffic to the arterials 

surrounding the CBD," says Dean Zabriesach, manager of VicRoads road user services. 

Temporary disruptions to the usual flow, such as during the Commonwealth Games, caused 

few snarls elsewhere; in fact, during the Games, VicRoads recorded a 5 per cent reduction in 

overall traffic volume, attributed to motorists choosing public transport or avoiding the CBD. 

Meanwhile, the number of people living in the CBD has doubled - to 70,000 - since 1992 

and a further 50,000 are expected to call the city home by 2020. One of the attractions of 

living in the city is you don't need a car to get around. Car-free precincts are nothing new in 

older European cities, of course, where ancient narrow streets are more suited to people than 

vehicles, but even in London and New York there's a backlash against cars: nearly two-thirds 

of Londoners now support mayor Ken Livingstone's congestion tax and, in May this year, 

New York mayor Michael Bloomberg announced a congestion tax that would reduce that city's 

carbon dioxide emissions by 30 per cent by 2030. 

In Austria, Vienna's lnnere Stadt (about a sixth of the size of our CBD) is completely car 

free. There was initially plenty of opposition to the scheme, says town planning spokeswoman 

Angelika Winkler, who recalls that retailers were afraid that business would nosedive. "In fact, 

it turned out the other way round - even more people came to walk around for leisure ... so 

their revenue increased." 

Melbourne's first attempt to turn back the tide of cars, the Bourke Street Mall, was officially 

opened in 1983 by Prince Charles and Princess Diana. It was the fruit of what one newspaper 

called "mall mania", which had also spawned plans for underground trams and futuristic 

moving walkways. The closure of Swanston Street in 1992 hasn't worked as well, perhaps due 

to the heavy tram traffic. Since then, private cars have been allowed back in during certain 

hours and "Swanston Walk" - as it was optimistically renamed - has reverted to "Street". At 

the time, in 1991, the council was also looking at closing Elizabeth Street between Flinders 

and La Trobe. Objections about access from businesses caused the council to scrap the idea. 

Rob Adams, director of design and culture at the City of Melbourne, says there are as yet 

no plans to make the CBD completely car-free, but we .can expect more bike lanes, ever

widening footpaths and more street closures. "Where we can clos_e them we'll close them," 

he says. "The bicycle and public transport are going to become increasingly important modes 

of transport. We're just in a process of denial at the moment." 

Lord Mayor John So originally opposed the creation of Swanston Walk and says he believes 

that permanent street closures can create deserted spaces. "Our best opportunity to make 

the city more pedestrian friendly is to continually open up and activate the many north-south 

service lanes, like we have done with Block Place, Causeway and the lane behind the GPO," ➔ 
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he says. The council also has a financial interest in cars - it 
makes around $70 million a year from parking and fines. 

So what of our vision for Swanston Street? 
A spokesman for the Premier said the Government feels 

it has the balance about right, and that there would be other 
transport priorities. State Opposition leader Ted Baillieu, 
however, who worked on the Bourke Street Mall as a young 
architect, says "I love it", He qualifies his enthusiasm with 
a dose of practicality: "You'd have a maintenance issue 
because when it's raining ii would be shocking. Originally, 

Melbourne streets were dirt, and the grass wouldn't stay 
long. All those practical hurdles aside, the concept of the city 
abutting parkland is fabulous." 

Meanwhile John Cotter, president of the Turf Producers 
Association of Victoria, remembers laying 11,000 square 
metres of grass one Friday night in 1985 along Swanston 
Street from Flinders Street to La Trobe Street for Melbourne's 
150th birthday celebrations, in a stunt akin to Trafalgar 
Square's. For a permanent lawn, he says warm season 
varieties such as couch, buffalo or kikuyu could thrive in a 

More than 135 flights every week across the Tasman. 

If you have a reason, we've got a flight. Book at airnewzealand.com.au 

bare minimum of about 100 millimetres of soil (on top of 
about 50 millimetres of gravel or plastic drainage) if planted 
in October or November. The catch is that we'd have to keep 
off the grass for 10 days in order for the roots to establish. 
"They're not all that receptive to shady areas and that's one of 
the big problems up that street," says Cotter. 

"You might have to have your grass in the more exposed 
areas of the streetscape. There might be sections that need 
to be replaced every 12 months . . . but it's not going to turn 
to mud. It can be sustainable ... it would look fantastic." (m) 
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