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John Bradfield’s bird’s eye view of the harbour CBD
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The forces that have shaped, and continue to fashion, Greater Sydney are not always 
immediately obvious. For eons the region provided the home and continues to provide 
meeting places and cultural heartland of the First Nations peoples, before its colonial and 
modern histories of settlement, harbourside town, emerging city and now, global centre.

This paper will focus on the past 100 or 
so years, where Greater Sydney has been 
shaped by world and regional wars, economic 
depression and recessions, drought, bushfires 
and flooding, the rise of social and economic 
inequities, crises of identity, growing pains, 
and many more pressures that a global city 
faces as it grows and develops. Not once, 
but many times. The past two years have 
delivered a ‘triple whammy’ of drought, 
bushfires and COVID-19 and their impacts 
are not yet behind us.

But we have always found ways to rise to our 
challenges to create a better, more resilient 
and inclusive city. This is what has made our 
city what it is and will shape what Greater 
Sydney will become. 

While the impact of stresses and shocks 
might be intangible at times, and sometimes 
left to the distant corners of our memories as 
we humans tend to do as we move forward, 
the legacy of these challenging periods is 
often found in the physical infrastructure 
that has given shape to how we move, 
interact and exchange across our city. 

The popular image of Sydney as a laid-back 
yet successful place wonderfully positioned 
between the bush, harbour and beaches, 
often belies the many decisions made – at 
times in extreme stress – that enable, and 
even define, the way five million (and 
counting) people experience our city daily. 

In the past year, Greater Sydney has 
experienced a turbulent summer and joined 
the global community in adopting new ways 
of working and living under health-focused 
restrictions as the threat of COVID-19 
has taken centre stage since the southern 
autumn of 2020. 

The long-term influence of the pandemic 
remains to be seen, but the response of our 
leadership and our citizens is emerging. 

I believe that the decision by the NSW and 
Australian Governments to jointly fund and 
accelerate the delivery of the Sydney Metro 
– Western Sydney Airport, in time for the 
2026 opening of Nancy-Bird Walton Airport, 
will deliver a legacy that defines our city for 
generations.

In the context of the new airport metro 
and the collective efforts of governments, 
councils, businesses, community 
organisations and the community to 
positively shape the Western Parkland City, 
I have been reflecting on what I see as the 
key major city-shaping decisions taken 
across Greater Sydney over the last century 
or so. Some are ‘hard’ infrastructure – like 
the Sydney Harbour Bridge – and others 
are ‘soft’ – housing, health and parklands.

There is a common thread of crisis, adversity, 
uncertainty, risk and controversy around 
such major decisions (many of them 
visionary but some unpopular at the time).

What follows is a personal list, developed 
through a career in the private and public 
sectors focused on city-making and city-
shaping. I’ve had close personal associations 
with at least two of them – the Sydney 
2000 Olympics and the Sydney Metro – 
Western Sydney Airport so I have a good 
understanding of the thinking, planning and 
politics that will have played key roles in each 
of these projects.

As with any list of this type, your first 
reaction might be to point out the missing 
city-shaping decision that defines Greater 
Sydney for you. I readily admit, there 
are countless noteworthy investments, 
reforms, people, laws, movements 
and moments that make a city.

Here are the 11 that I think have made 
Greater Sydney. Let’s call them the 
City Shaping Icons of Greater Sydney.

Geoff Roberts AM

Chief Commissioner’s foreword
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1 The City Circle
The lasting impact of visionary engineer John Job 

Crew Bradfield’s legacy on the shape of modern 
Sydney has been quite rightly acclaimed in recent years. 
Every day, tens of thousands of Sydneysiders benefit 
from his best-known project – the Sydney Harbour 
Bridge – while perhaps remaining unaware, as they 
shuttle by rail beneath the eastern CBD’s streets, of 
another enduring Bradfield legacy.

While working for the NSW Department of Public 
Works in 1915, Bradfield submitted an ambitious and 
far-sighted plan based on what the great cities of the 
world – London, New York & Paris – were doing, for the 
electrification of Sydney’s suburban railways, a below-
ground city circle line, and the Sydney Harbour Bridge. 

Each would eventuate. Each with significant impact 
on what was then a provincial city in a newly federated 
nation. But each was also destined to struggle, from 
concept to delivery, as so many good ideas do. At 
the time, the importance of Australia’s participation 
in World War I was paramount, and the necessary 
funding was directed instead to the war effort.

It was more than a decade later, in December 1926, 
that what we now know as the City Circle would enable 
trains from the suburbs to enter the city centre and 
depart again without terminating. First came St James 
and Museum stations, with Wynyard and Town Hall 

stations forming the western arm of the loop as the 
Sydney Harbour Bridge opened in 1932. Sadly, Bradfield 
did not live to see the City Circle completed, with the 
opening of Circular Quay station in 1956.

The impact of the City Circle, whose construction 
languished between political cycles, global events and 
economic downturns over many years, should not 
be understated in keeping Sydney moving today. 

The role of public transport in a global city that 
leans heavily toward the knowledge economy and 
attracting talent is a significant economic pillar for 
Sydney. Sustained growth in train patronage across 
Greater Sydney in the five years before COVID-19 was 
heralding a need for new investment. The conversion 
of the Bankstown line to Metro will reduce the CBD 
bottleneck and allow for more capacity in the economic 
heart of Global Sydney, nearly a century later.

John Bradfield on-site during City Circle construction 
Courtesy: Mitchell Library, State Library of NSW

Excavation works for St James Station 
Courtesy: Mitchell Library, State Library of NSW

1926
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2 The Sydney Harbour Bridge
John Bradfield might be the person most closely 

associated by the public with the Sydney Harbour 
Bridge, but he was not the first to suggest a link must be 
built between the harbour CBD and its growing north 
shore. 

The idea was raised as early as 1815 by Australia’s first 
Government Architect, the former convict Francis 
Greenway, in a plan submitted to Governor Macquarie. 

Royal Commissions subsequently championed the 
idea. But, despite general acceptance of the need 
and Bradfield’s 1915 proposal, it was 1922 before the 
government passed the Sydney Harbour Bridge Bill 
No 28, turning the first sod the following year.

Construction took more than eight years, involving the 
displacement of residents and demolition of buildings 
on the southern and northern shores to make way for 
the massive structure, and significant financial expense. 

In the context of post-World War I economic 
upheaval when the decision to build was made 
and the Great Depression following the financial 
crash of 1929’s Black Tuesday, the bridge took 
on new significance as a nation-building project 
and an icon of resilience, intellect and effort. 

When it opened in 1932, the bridge had capacity for 
four lanes of traffic, as well as train lines on either 
side and room for pedestrians. Its visionary scale 
has meant that it remains fit for purpose in 2020 and 
despite numerous changes, including the operation of 
trams, additional traffic lanes, a dedicated cycleway 

and the recent removal of toll booths, its impact on 
shaping our metropolis cannot be understated. 

Newspapers proudly reported at the time that the 
bridge’s opening was celebrated with “pageantry 
that has never been surpassed in Australia.”

It was the largest single-span bridge in the 
world for many decades, inspiring other iconic 
structures around the world, and did much to 
unite a nation while ostensibly uniting a city. 

The bridge also performed another unifying role in 
bridging understanding between non-Indigenous 
and First Nations peoples when, 250,000 Australians 
walked across it in support of reconciliation. It remains 
the largest protest march in Australian history. 

1923–1932

View from Milson’s Point, 1930  
Courtesy: State Archives NSW NRS 12685-1-[4/8731]-4/8731-86

Opening Day 1932 
Courtesy: City of Sydney Archive

Corroboree 2000, 28 May 2000 
SMH News Photo by Rick Stephens
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3 Social Housing Estates
No discussion of critical, city-shaping infrastructure 

can fail to mention housing. Regardless of our 
personal circumstances, we all need somewhere to live. 
Housing helps individuals and families to meet their 
needs and fulfil aspirations and plays a huge role in 
social cohesion and resilience. The pandemic and the 
associated lockdown have highlighted what we already 
knew: that safe, secure housing for all is fundamental to 
health, wealth and wellbeing. 

In the early 1940s, across Australia, housing had 
failed to keep pace with need, partly as a result of the 
concentrated war effort. While governments had built 
social housing in Australia from 30 years prior, the 
Commonwealth Housing Commission established 
in 1943 by the Minister for Post-war Reconstruction 
laid out a very clear direction in its report.

“ We consider that a dwelling of good standard and 
equipment is not only the need but the right of every 
citizen – whether the dwelling is to be rented or 
purchased, no tenant or purchaser should be exploited 
for excessive profit.”  
(Commonwealth Housing Commission, August 1944)

Following its recommendations, the Commonwealth-
State Housing Agreement (CSHA) fund was 
created, spurring state governments to build 
social housing. The Housing Commission of NSW, 
founded in 1942 to house war workers, built almost 
38,000 dwellings under the first CSHA fund from 
1945–55, changing the landscape of housing in 
Greater Sydney and the very shape of our city.

This movement provided good-quality, affordable 
housing for people of differing incomes across 
the city, with a focus on families and returned 

servicemen. The vast majority were freestanding 
houses in the middle and outer ring of Sydney. 

Today, the needs of tenants have evolved and so too 
has social housing. Fewer families and more single 
people need social housing, with single women over 
55-years-old now the fastest-growing demographic. 

The freestanding homes of the 50s and 60s are 
now challenged by underoccupancy and high 
maintenance costs, driving changes to home designs 
and construction. Smaller homes, integration 
with private and affordable housing, as well as 
clever design to reduce maintenance costs are 
the hallmarks of social housing in 2020.

Social Housing, Eastwood, 1949 
Courtesy: Land and Housing Corporation

1942

Brussels Street, South Granville artist impression 
Courtesy: Land and Housing Corporation
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1946–1958

4 Warragamba Dam
The threat of drought has been a feature of Greater 

Sydney’s history and landscape and our resilience 
to dry periods is reliant partly on one of the largest 
domestic water supplies in the world. 

Warragamba Dam, creating Lake Burragorang, 
was built at a time when the city had just 1.5 
million inhabitants but has supported our 
growth toward and beyond 5 million people.

Warragamba’s water supply history was mired in 
false starts, good intentions and untaken chances, 
with references to the possibility of a dam there 
dating to the middle of the 19th Century. 

As Greater Sydney grew, water security became a 
recurring theme for our city. The need for a reliable 
supply became increasingly evident in the 1930s. 
The worst drought then on record began in 1932 
and lasted for eight years, with dam reserves falling 
to 12.5 per cent despite harsh restrictions. 

In 1940, the Warragamba Emergency Scheme was 
commissioned. While rain fell in 1942, and Australia’s 
involvement in World War II complicated federal 
funding and attention, construction began in 1946.

The dam took 12 years to build and has underpinned 
Sydney’s transformation into a global city on the 
edge of the planet’s driest inhabited continent. But 
Warragamba’s construction, and the foresight that 
gave it capacity to quench the needs of a city of 
5 million, has proved a resounding success and a 
priceless investment at a time of risk and uncertainty.

© Sydney Water/WaterNSW Historical Research Archive

© Sydney Water/WaterNSW Historical Research Archive

Greater Sydney Commission | City Shaping Icons of Greater Sydney

7



5  Western Sydney Parklands  
– our city’s backyard

As for all successful cities, the stresses of population  
 growth have been a repeated theme of Greater 

Sydney’s story. After World War II, Greater Sydney’s 
expansion became the subject of more formal attempts 
at an urban planning scheme to guide its growth. 

Courtesy: Western Sydney Parklands Trust

The County of Cumberland Plan, adopted in 
1951, represented a major step forward as the first 
metropolitan plan for Sydney. For eons, the Cumberland 
Plain had been home to the Darug Nation, whose 
territory extended from the Blue Mountains to the 
coast. Oral history tells us that the Cumberland Plain 
was an important camping and meeting place for First 
Nations peoples travelling over the Blue Mountains and 
into Parramatta and Sydney, even after colonial times. 

The Cumberland Plan was followed by the Sydney 
Region Outline Plan in 1968, which among other 
critical concerns, made provision for a huge 
stretch of open space in the rapidly expanding city. 
That open space is what we now know and love 
as Western Sydney Parklands, the largest urban 
parkland in Australia and one of the defining 
features of our western city’s landscape.

Western Sydney Parklands have been 50 years in the 
making and are an important example of the value 
of long-term strategic planning, with the Office of 
Strategic Lands, over several decades, identifying and 
acquiring the lands that now comprise the Parklands.

Courtesy: Western Sydney Parklands Trust

They are the largest urban park in Australia, spanning 
27 kilometres across 5,200 hectares, which is 14-times 
the combined size of the Royal Botanic Gardens, 
the Domain, Centennial Park and Moore Park.

The Parklands are one of the biggest successes 
of urban planning and government in making 
decisions and reaping the rewards over a long 
period of acquisition and protection. This was 
recognised by the Chief Commissioner’s Award 
in the 2018 Greater Sydney Planning Awards.

Western Sydney Parklands remains an important 
part of Country for Darug people to this day and 
falls within the interests of the Deerubbin and 
Gandangara Local Aboriginal Land Councils.

They continue to show their worth to all of Sydney 
but particularly residents of Western Sydney as 
the pandemic has highlighted once again the value 
of our open spaces and green infrastructure.

1968
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6 Sydney Opera House
Greater Sydney emerged from World War II 

continuing to grow and, like many maturing cities, 
seeking to define itself in an increasingly connected 
world. 

The clamour for a National Opera House was on record 
from at least 1920 and Australia’s first international 
celebrity, Dame Nellie Melba, made her voice heard on 
this matter at least a few decades before it eventuated. 

These whispers and mentions coalesced with Eugene 
Goossens, the conductor of the Sydney Symphony 
Orchestra in the mid-1950s, being credited with 
persuading then-Premier, Joe Cahill, of the pressing 
need for such a venue. While Cahill proposed a 
site near Wynyard, Goossens insisted the site must 
be Bennelong Point, which had long been known 
to the local Gadigal people of the Eora Nation as 
Tubowgule – “where the knowledge waters meet.” 
They had long gathered there, feasting on local 
oysters, singing, dancing and sharing stories. 

Colonists and bureaucrats had variously, over the 
decades, thought the site better suited for a horse and 
cattle yard, a site to produce lime for making mortar 
and, later, fancy tram sheds. Its name now honours 
Woollarawarre Bennelong, a senior Eora man at the time 
of the arrival of British colonisers in Australia in 1788. 
Ultimately, as the location of the Sydney Opera House, 
it has been restored as a place of cultural gatherings.

Quite what possessed our humble city and the 
politicians of the day to turn to an international design 

competition for the site, and to ultimately choose a 
young Jørn Utzon’s impossible design, we will never 
know. 

The ensuing years of construction, political scandal and 
acrimony over cost blowouts are well-documented in 
the annals of Greater Sydney, including Utzon leaving 
Sydney never returning to see his completed work. 

Our most significant icon is the jewel in the 
crown of Sydney Harbour and one of the most 
recognisable and unique structures in the world, 
on a site of historic and cultural significance. 
It earns and deserves all superlatives. 

Whichever way you consider it, and regardless of 
the hyperbole, the Sydney Opera House has played 
an unmatched role in defining Greater Sydney’s 
growing maturity to the world and in our emergence 
as possibly the most important financial capital 
of the global south. It was no coincidence in the 
1990s that some of the offices used by the NSW 
Government to attract business to the state, provided 
unimpaired views of the Sydney Harbour Bridge, 
Opera House and harbour to help ‘seal the deal’. 

It was helped along by another move in the 1950s 
worth mentioning – to remove the restrictions on 
the height of buildings in the harbourside CBD, 
paving the way for capital to invest in skyscrapers and 
dramatically reshape the skyline. If only to gaze upon 
the Sydney Opera House on the harbour, our tallest 
buildings have made their mark on Sydney as well. 

1973

Competition entry drawing by Jørn Utzon 
Courtesy: State Archives NSW NRS-12825-1-[SZ112]-[7]
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7 Westmead Hospital
The decision that the burgeoning suburbs of Western 

Sydney demanded specialised, quality healthcare 
in easy access might not seem controversial today, but 
as with every project on this list, it was at the time. 
Conventional thinking had centralised healthcare 
resources in the east.

Westmead Hospital was given the green light in 
the early 1970s among a raft of other changes that 
continued this movement towards improving 
outer suburban life – the re-sewering of the middle 
suburbs, the establishment of Medibank and the 
final dismantling of the White Australia Policy 
which saw migrants from all over the world come to 
Sydney, many of whom settled in the growing western 
suburbs. The decision to move major health services 
to Western Sydney was a direct investment in equity.

The Westmead site has transformed into one of 
the largest hospital complexes in the southern 

hemisphere. It is now the principal referral hospital 
for Western Sydney, with world-leading services 
in major trauma, bone marrow transplant, renal 
transplant, pancreas (islet) cell transplant, neurosurgery, 
interventional neuroradiology, the Westmead Centre 
for Oral Health, radiation oncology, cardiology 
interventional services and many, many more.

Westmead now hosts the Children’s Hospital which 
was relocated from Camperdown in recognition 
of the need for specialist children’s services in our 
geographic centre and provides outpatient services 
to one-twentieth of Australia’s population. It is a 
University of Sydney teaching hospital and a world-
leader in health research. It is deservedly one of 
the 11 decisions that have made Greater Sydney.

1978

Aerial view of Westmead Hospital under construction, c. 1977 
Courtesy: City of Parramatta Community Archives Collection
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8 The Deepwater Ocean Outfalls
Greater Sydney’s first attempt at sewage disposal was 

simple – dump it in the Tank Stream – eventually 
rendering the colony’s first water source undrinkable. 
Next came the harbour – and not just sewage but 
industrial waste. 

A growing awareness of health and liveability turned 
toward a new understanding of environmental issues 
in the late 1970s and 80s. Among them was the issue 
of our then polluted waterways and beaches. 

The sewerage outfalls of the eastern beaches – the city-
shaping infrastructure of their day – were insufficient 
to support the ever-growing city and its wastewater 
needs. Swimmers at Bondi told tales of murky waters 
and marine life ignored the harbour. Solutions to 
sewerage needs had actually been investigated earlier 
but the POOO marches – People Opposed to Ocean 
Outfalls – and the ‘Turn Back the Tide’ concert, which 
attracted 250,000 people to Bondi Beach in the late 
80s, brought the matter into sharp political focus.

The Deepwater Ocean Outfalls, costing the equivalent 
today of $600 million opened in 1990 after years of 
construction and they changed the city. Our beaches 
were clean, and the water wasn’t a health hazard.

Water quality has continued to improve 
through these and other interventions. As 
with much of this list, the benefits were not 
immediately evident or remarked-upon. 

There’s certainly nothing exciting about sewerage 
projects. But they required vision, risk-taking and 
a hard decision to be made, and they have proved 
their worth. The beaches and harbour, though 
they do not represent all that our city has to offer, 
deserve their status as some of our most important 
public places and they should be enjoyed by all. 

The strengthening of our waterways and harbour also 
benefited from the investment in Port Botany over 
decades which has enabled improved public access 
to the foreshore as one of our greatest open spaces.

1990

Outfall tunnel boring machine at North Head 
© Sydney Water/WaterNSW Historical Research Archive
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9  Planning for the Sydney 
Olympics

The 2000 Sydney Olympic Games and their 
planning were another transformative chapter 

in the story of our city. The successful bid for the 
games, in September 1993, represented a significant 
achievement in itself, as Greater Sydney and the nation 
were emerging from ‘the recession we had to have’ 
and presenting a modern face to the world for the new 
millennium. The physical legacy of rail, road, stadia 
and parkland is impressive and has brought benefits 
to our city long-term and will continue to do so.

To my mind, the Green Games, the planning of which 
I worked on closely, are more important for their 

focus on the environmental aspects of city-making, 
the remediation of a former dump and brickworks, 
the cleaning up of waterways, the dedication of new 
parkland and inclusion of renewables which was 
pioneering at the time. 

The environmental performance of Sydney Olympic 
Park to this day, including our first major urban water 
recycling program, among many other measures, is a 
legacy of the Games and its planning that goes beyond 
two weeks of sport.

1993–2000

Courtesy: City of Sydney archive
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10 The Sydney Metro network
In September 2014, the first tunnelling machine 

started chewing slowly but relentlessly through 
Sydney sandstone to commence the underground works 
for the Metro Northwest. Less than five years later, the 
new service was officially opened, heralding a new type 
of public transport for Greater Sydney. This network 
now is growing south from Chatswood, under the 
harbour, heading to Bankstown via Central.

To the west, the NSW Government is committed 
to Metro Sydney West – which will connect the 
Parramatta and Harbour CBDs via high-frequency 
metro trains that will have a target travel time 
between the two centres of about 20 minutes.

Meanwhile, in the Western Parkland City, 
construction will soon be commencing on the 
23 kilometre Sydney Metro – Western Sydney 
Airport, linking the Aerotropolis with the new 
airport and St Marys, with six new metro stations 
and a train up to every five minutes in the peak in 
each direction as an initial operating capacity.

I’m told that it’s the first rail line in Greater Sydney not 
to have first been proposed by John Bradfield and it will 
take about 110,000 car journeys off local roads by 2056.

Not only will it drive a massive investment in local jobs 
during the construction, it will be a major attractor 

for business to move into the Aerotropolis, driving 
economic activity and creating even more jobs. It will 
become the key that unlocks the Western Parkland 
City, with a mix of residential and employment 
centres and the South Creek green spine providing 
spaces for recreation and environmental benefits.

The Sydney Metro – Western Sydney Airport will be 
the link between where people live and the incredible 
range of new, knowledge-intensive jobs that will come 
from the CSIRO’s new home in the Aerotropolis and 
the world-leading businesses being attracted to the 
region – as well as the education opportunities that 
will flow from new university campuses, TAFE and 
high school facilities in the Western Parkland City. 

2014

Courtesy: Sydney Metro

Artist’s impression of Aerotropolis Station 
Courtesy: Sydney Metro
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11 The Western Sydney Airport
A second airport for Greater Sydney has been on 

 drawing boards for almost 100 years. 

Up to 19 sites were considered before 1986 when 
Prime Minister Bob Hawke announced Badgerys 
Creek as the site – and a sod was turned in 1992. 
But, with Kingsford Smith Airport’s third runway 
opening in 1994 and significantly boosting 
much-needed capacity, interest waned.

There is a clear theme running through this 
list – most of these city-making decisions 
have, due to their significance, cost and 
controversy, taken decades to realise. 

Finally, in April 2014, the Australian Government 
reaffirmed Badgerys Creek as the site for the second 
airport and it is now under construction with an 
opening date of 2026. With the Western Parkland 
City home to Australia’s largest proportion of First 
Nations people, I am also proud to acknowledge 
that as part of its employment targets, Indigenous 
workers will make up at least 2.4 per cent of the 
total workforce on the construction of the airport. 
At least three per cent of contracts let during airport 
construction must be with Indigenous firms.

The Western Sydney City Deal, which I am proud to 
have been closely involved with, deserves mention 
for its three-tiered governance system and its 
commitment to shaping the Western Parkland City. 
Currently home to 740,000 people, this will grow to 
around 1.1 million by 2036 and 1.5 million by 2056.

An airport, in and of itself, is a significant milestone 
in our globalised world. The City Deal ensures that 
the people of Western Sydney can capitalise on the 
airport for greater access to education, employment, 
services, open space and other measures that 
will improve the lives of those it touches. 

For me, the transformation of Western Sydney is 
about equity – about equality of opportunity – which 
has been a long time in coming to Western Sydney. 

And I don’t believe the timing is a coincidence. 
In the midst of our most serious economic 
and social disruption and challenge in over a 
century, the NSW and Australian Governments 
have made a bold, city-shaping decision. 

The new Airport and the fast tracking of Sydney Metro 
– Western Sydney Airport will rebalance Sydney and 
deliver a legacy that defines our city for generations.

2020–2026

Artist’s impression of Western Sydney Airport 
Courtesy: Australian Government
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