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The Greater Sydney Region Plan  

 

Submission to the Greater Sydney Commission  
December 15, 2017 

Introduction  
The Australian Chamber welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Greater Sydney Commission’s 
Greater Sydney Region Plan.   

This submission will only focus on some of the key aspects of the Plan that have clear national 
policy implications.   

For instance development plans for the Greater Sydney area have had, and will continue to have, 
implications for housing affordability, house prices and impact national tax policy settings (such as 
negative gearing and capital gains tax).  The Australian Chamber does not support changes to 
negative gearing or capital gains tax. However, how Greater Sydney grows and develops over the 
next 40-years will have significant implications for both (and no doubt have broader tax implications 
as well).  

Much of this reflects the fact that the plan doesn’t adequately address or sufficiently acknowledge 
some of the significant and unintended consequences from high population densities. In addition to 
problems of congestion and resource allocation, some of our members have also highlighted that 
high population densities don’t allow for flexibility of land use – a critical ingredient to achieve the 
Plan’s goals of creating a productive and innovative city.   

Finally, the Australian Chamber is concerned that insufficient consideration has been given to the 
importance of regulatory reform, or regulatory clarity, and impacts on competition policy.  This would 
include for example, ensuring planning definitions are fit for purpose and consistent with best 
practice in other jurisdictions.  

As a general comment, the Australian Chamber suggests that too much of planning is centrally 
dictated by the opinions of bureaucrats - rather than market based signals. This leads to suboptimal 
outcomes. 

Our focus is deliberately narrow in order to draw attention to those areas that the Chamber believes 
are issues of national importance. We otherwise acknowledge the Sydney Business Chamber’s 
Submission on the Greater Sydney Region Plan.  

The Growth Challenge  
As the draft plan notes, the population of Greater Sydney is expected to grow to approximately 8 
million people over the next 40 years. This is a 60% increase from the current estimated population 
of 5 million.  
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To truly plan for and accommodate, long-term, for a Greater Sydney that can reach its full potential 
the Australian Chamber suggests linking and coordinating regional development plans to the 
Greater Sydney Regional Plan.     

This would do more for long-term planning to drive housing affordability, liveability, sustainability and 
productivity, than the current more siloed approach.  

The Australian Chamber encourages ongoing discussions on how best to grow major cities like 
Sydney (or Melbourne, Brisbane etc), and the current plan has many commendable components for 
the short and medium term. These include the 30 minute commute time, a stronger Greater 
Parramatta and Western Sydney area. The plan overall is a good one for Sydney – and the Greater 
Sydney Region certainly needs more investment.  

However, despite these and other positives, our key concern is that the current draft plan does not 
yet adequately provide for long-term growth or encourage much needed regulatory reform and 
competition sufficiently. Specifically, the Australian Chamber believes that the current focus of the 
plan won’t sufficiently, over the long-term, address issues to do with liveability, housing affordability, 
productivity and sustainability, not only for the Greater Sydney area, but also for NSW and Australia 
more generally.  

It is the Australian Chamber’s considered view that this would, in turn, have significant implications 
for national policy development.  

The key reason for this comes down to the simple fact that land is finite in supply – that is just a 
reality. If a long-term growth plan simply relies on transforming over time all areas into higher density 
living as the decades roll on, there comes a point where these densities become suboptimal - too 
great or excessive, as they are in some Sydney areas already. This has negative consequences for 
congestion, productivity, housing affordability, liveability, public health, resource allocation etc.  

That’s not to say that higher density living should not be provided or that as a concept it should be 
discouraged. Indeed some areas of Greater Sydney - and some towns and cities throughout 
Australia - would benefit greatly from higher density areas.  

However, in higher density areas, dwellings are smaller, less affordable and congestion is higher. 
The problems associated with this are already evident in some areas of Sydney – the problems of 
housing affordability are well known as are congested trains, congested schools and congested 
urban green space.  The increased competition for the finite supply of land is manifesting in 
heightened social tensions and increasingly divisive policy suggestions. For instance, calls for the 
Federal government to use the pension and super system to force senior citizens to downsize. While 
budget repair may also be a factor driving these calls, as mentioned, it is not the only one.  

In addition to problems of congestion and resource allocation, some of our members have also 
highlighted that high population densities allow for less flexibility of land use – a critical ingredient to 
achieve the Plan’s goals of creating a productive and innovative city.   

All of these issues reflect a demand and supply problem – strong and growing demand for things 
which are finite in supply or constrained by space. Propensity towards high density living is not the 
solution to these problems.  

That is why without adequate planning for long-term growth that delivers liveability (a diversity of 
densities), housing affordability, productivity and sustainability – social divisions will intensify. 
Additionally, existing calls for tax rules that distort investment, productivity and the economy more 
broadly (e.g. higher taxes on wealth, income and investment), will grow louder. Flexibility of land use 
will fall sharply and conflict over land use will step up – as evidenced by the already highly visible 
inter-generational divide on the treatment of the family home in the pensions assets test. That is just 
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one example. There are calls for other polices whose sole aim is to force seniors out of their homes 
(the idea being that these homes are underutilised) in order to free them up for the younger 
generation. This is all symptomatic of an increase in competition over land that is finite in supply – 
inevitable without a grand vision for future long-term growth.  

Similarly, issues to do with congestion in key social infrastructure like schools, roads, urban 
greenspace – these will only intensify without a broader plan.  

All of this is why the Chamber calls for a broader, bolder vision – that builds on and extends the 
current Three Cities plan. This is in order to distribute growth more evenly, while allowing for much 
greater connectivity and population flow between major population centres.  Linking the major 
population centres with adequate and rapid transport infrastructure has the capacity to eliminate, 
with good planning, the problems noted above.  

As good starting point, the Australian Chamber would encourage policy makers to provide faster 
links between Greater Sydney and other cities such as Newcastle, the Central Coast and 
Wollongong. Linking these cities, and their regional development plans, to greater Sydney would 
speed up, enhance and complement the regional development plans for the Hunter, Illawarra and 
Central Coast areas.  

Such links do not necessarily require expensive fast train technology (although this would clearly be 
optimal). In the first instance though, it merely requires trains that can travel faster than their current 
average speed on some routes of 30 to 40km per hour.  This technology is available now and each 
of those major cities areas should be able to be connected to Sydney in well under an hour.  

In turn connectivity between surrounding suburbs and towns should be improved as part of regional 
development plans.   The Australian Chamber commends regional development plans in this regard 
and suggests that they be incorporated and coordinated with the Greater Sydney Plan.  

Greater connectivity between population centres will only encourage economic growth and 
productivity, while allowing for a much greater diversity of living options. This diversity will allow the 
market, rather than bureaucrats, to determine the optimal living conditions, congestion levels and 
densities that citizens want. The market, not the opinions of the bureaucracy, is better placed to 
determine these signals.  

Regulatory Reform and issues of Competition Policy 
On a related issue, industrial and commercial land supply is increasingly constrained in Greater 
Sydney.  This is partly a function of the fact that, as discussed above, land supply under current 
infrastructure is limited. Competition over land use is therefore intensifying and this contributes to 
the evolution of unnecessary constraints on planning and zoning.  Regulatory reform is required to 
support business and to lift productivity, consistent with the Greater Sydney Plan.    

Removing unnecessary constraints on planning and zoning regulations as well as other anti-
competitive or confusing measures – are critical for the successful development of the Greater 
Sydney region.  

Removing these unnecessary constraints on planning and zoning regulation would help new 
development and increase competition in the marketplace. It would also help “level the playing field” 
for small businesses such as retailers, especially those who operate in large shopping centres.   

The Chamber supports a more flexible approach to zoning and regulation to help support a diversity 
of retail land uses and increase the competitive opportunities for retailers. The Chamber also 
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believes that greater and faster connectivity between major cities (Sydney, Newcastle, Gosford, 
Wollongong) would do much to increase the diversity and availability of land use.  

Other regulatory reform measures to promote competition and productivity include paying close 
attention to existing definitions used in rules, regulations and legislation and ensuring they don’t 
inhibit competition, productivity and free enterprise more broadly.  

The Chamber suggests that where appropriate, state jurisdictions should harmonise regulations.   

As just one example, the NSW Department of Planning and Environment’s definition of ‘Bulky 
Goods Premises’ isn’t quite fit for purpose and NSW should consider adopting Victoria’s equivalent, 
but wider, definition. Seemingly small changes like this can make a significant contribution to 
regulatory reform – competition and ultimately national productivity.  

 

 

About the Australian Chamber 
The Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry 
speaks on behalf of Australian Businesses at home 
and abroad.  

We represent more than 300,000 businesses of all 
sizes, across all industries and all parts of the country, 
making us Australia’s most representative business 
Telephone |   

ABN 85 008 391 795 
© Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry 2017 
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