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Executive Summary  

The Draft District Planning process is an important initiative for metropolitan Sydney. It is also an 

important issue for DEXUS and its business interests. Subsequently, DEXUS has reviewed the Draft 

Central District Plan, Draft West Central District Plan, and Draft North District Plan on the basis that 

the draft plans generally aim to: 

• Provide the strategic planning link between the metropolitan plan and local environmental 

plans including land use, transport and infrastructure planning;  

• Guide the preparation local environmental plans; and 

• Be a key matter for consideration in the assessment of development applications and 

planning proposals. 

 

In general, the review found that whilst a great initiative, the Draft Plans are difficult to use, contain 

broad statements subject  to future processes or work to be undertaken, and lack clarity on key 

policy issues.  Generally, they fall short of providing a practical and meaningful framework to 

effectively guide land use planning in metropolitan Sydney.    

 

Recommendations and Conclusions 

1. The extensive background material provided in the Plans should be transferred to 

appendices.  The Plans themselves should focus on clear and consistent policy directions, 

meaningful and measurable actions, and clear paths for their implementation. 

2. The Plans should provide more guidance on the relationship of the Plans’ priorities to the 

NSW, Greater Sydney, and local plans and strategies. 

3. The Plans should provide more guidance on their role in the assessment of development 

applications and the revision of LEPs. 

4. The new land use terms used in the Plans should relate directly to standard instrument land 

use zones. 

5. The Plans should address inter-District issues and clarify the process for assessing planning 

proposals and development applications that impact on more than one District. 

6. More detail should be provided on what defines a centre, what criteria determine a centre’s 

position in the centre hierarchy, the catchment areas for each centre, and the process for 

establishing a new centre. 

7. The priorities and actions need to be linked to more assertive implementation strategies 

(outcome, responsibility, and deadline) and expressed spatially.  

8. The Plans should clarify what are strategic employment lands in the Districts, rather than 

blanket bans on rezoning industrial sites regardless of their value/viability. Key strategic areas 

could be quarantined and the final Plans nominate, or include a process for nomination as 

“investigation areas”, areas of non strategic or redundant industrial land suitable for rezoning 

for alternative uses. Alternatively, the District Plans could endorse the use of the Industrial 

Lands Checklist as an interim measure to provide a fair and robust framework for assessing 

rezoning proposals. 

9. More detailed consideration is needed of GSC’s role in imposing, monitoring and enforcing 

dwelling yields on local councils.  The GSC should consider developing standardized local 

housing strategies with tangible and location-specific dwelling targets, clear steps for 

implementation, and regular update/monitoring.   

10. The GSC should consider incentivizing the delivery of dwelling types it has identified as in 

shortage in the Districts, through development bonuses, deemed approval development 

standards, or other concessions 

11. There should be an ability to negotiate the 5%-10% affordable housing target in the context 

of site specific circumstances, other public benefits/contributions being negotiated through a 



rezoning and through incentives such as floor space bonuses.  The Plans should include 

specific guidance on the implementation of this target.  

12. The final Plans should contain clearer policy guidance on the issue of value capture, fully 

aligned with the work currently being undertaken by the Department of Planning and 

Environment. 

13. The Greater Sydney Dashboard, monitoring framework, data store and specific District studies 

will take a while to complete.  The Plans need to provide a path forward for applicants and 

local councils in the interim. 

14. Once established, the dashboard needs to be aligned to the district and strategic centres.  

Population, housing, employment, transport and environmental data need to be broken down 

for each centre. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



SUBMISSION 
 

FORMAT 

The review of the Draft District Plans outlined in this submission has been arranged consistent with 

the themes and concepts presented in the Plans, specifically as follows: 

• Purpose 

• Context 

• Districts 

• Centres 

• Priorities and Actions 

o Employment and Urban Services Land 

o Residential Land and Development 

o Value Capture 

• Interim arrangements 

• Other issues 

PURPOSE 

Section 9 of the Greater Sydney Commission Act 2015 (GSC Act) states: 

The principal objectives of the Commission in exercising its functions are as follows: 

a) to lead metropolitan planning for the Greater Sydney Region, 

b) to promote orderly development in the Greater Sydney Region, integrating social, economic and 

environmental considerations with regard to the principles of ecologically sustainable development 

contained in section 6 (2) of the Protection of the Environment Administration Act 1991, 

c) to promote the alignment of Government infrastructure decision‐making with land use planning, 

d) to promote the supply of housing, including affordable housing, 

e) to encourage development that is resilient and takes into account natural hazards, 

f) to support ongoing improvement in productivity, liveability and environmental quality, 

g) to provide increased opportunity for public involvement and participation in environmental planning 

and assessment in the Greater Sydney Region 

 

The Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 1979 (EP&A Act) s.75AD requires each District Plan 

to: 

− provide the basis for strategic planning in the District, having regard to economic, social and 

environmental matters 

− establish planning priorities that are consistent with the objectives, strategies and actions of A Plan 

for Growing Sydney 

− identify actions required to achieve those planning priorities. 

 

In our view, the Draft District Plans do not adequately lead metropolitan planning.  They provide an 

invaluable “state of the districts” resource and set up a useful monitoring tool (GSC Dashboard), but 

do not lead planning in the Greater Sydney Region. 

 

The uncertainty expressed in the following Draft District Plans statement does not instill confidence 

(emphasis added): 

As a document for discussion, this draft District Plan proposes actions that could influence how 

different levels of government plan for the District, and how public and private investment decisions 

are made – directly influencing growth and change. 

 

The purpose of the Plans for local government is clearer, namely: 

For local government, this draft District Plan will: 

• inform the preparation of local environmental plans 



• inform assessments or planning proposals 

• guide strategic land use, transport and infrastructure planning across local government areas 

• inform infrastructure planning. 

 

These purposes may be somewhat compromised by the excessive detail in and length of the District 

Plan.  The extensive background material provided in the Plans should be transferred to appendices.  

The Plans themselves should focus on meaningful actions and clear paths for their implementation. 

 
CONTEXT 

The Draft District Plans need to provide more guidance on the relationship of the Plans’ priorities to 

the following strategic plans and policies: 

• Premier’s and State Priorities (September 2015) 

• A Plan for Growing Sydney 

• Our Vision – Towards Our Greater Sydney 2056 

• Council Local Environmental Plans and Strategies. 

 

These plans and policies are key considerations in the justification for planning proposals and 

development applications, so the Plans’ context in this hierarchy needs to be explained.  This will allow 

competing priorities to be better balanced in any proposal. 

 

The Districts are small enough for direct references to specific land use zones to be made in the Plans.  

Standard LEPs are in place across most of the Districts and this would greatly assist in the description 

of the new land use terms in the Draft District Plans such as: 

• Employment Lands 

• Urban Services Lands 

• Innovation and creative industries 

• Health and education super precincts 

• Strategic/District/local centres 

 

It is not clear which zones typify these uses.  For example, the Plan refers to some industry and 

business zones within Employment Lands, but also to its ‘evolving nature’.  The GSC should have a 

clear position in which zones are acceptable for these land uses.  This should be reflected in a review 

of the Standard Instrument. 

 

More guidance is also needed on the role of the Draft District Plans in the assessment of development 

applications.  The current statement that a consent authority may decide to consider the Plans leaves 

applicants uncertain due to the potential for inconsistent consideration by consent authorities across 

the Districts. 

 

The process for making LEPs consistent with the Plans (once made) is also unclear.  The assessment or 

lodgement of planning proposals should not be put on hold until the LEPs are updated. The update 

process should be an opportunity for industry engagement on rezonings and development standards 

to reduce the number of future planning proposals. 

 
DISTRICTS 

The Draft District Plans are focused too exclusively on each District and not cross-District issues.  The 

GSC is preparing all of the District Plans and has the opportunity to address cross-district issues 

strategically and holistically. 

 



There is no guidance on how development near district borders is to contemplate neighbouring 

District Plans and how District Commissioners/Planning Panels will be engaged in planning proposals 

and development applications in locations that are near but not within their District. 

 

A number of the priority areas need to be considered across Districts, such as open space, drainage 

catchments, hydrology and biodiversity habitat/populations.  The concept of the 30 minute city is also 

a cross-boundary one as its catchment may spread deep into another District due to transport 

infrastructure. The Greater Sydney maps should address these issues and be integrated into each 

District Plan where relevant. 

 

This approach would break down the somewhat arbitrary district boundaries and help planning 

proposals and development applications to be seen in a more realistic local context.  It would also 

allow proposals such as biodiversity offsets across districts, or housing/employment uplift as a result 

of cross-district transport infrastructure improvements to be considered by consent authorities.  

Applicants should also be allowed to update catchment analysis for the 30 minute city as a result of 

cross-district transport improvements. 

 
CENTRES 

The definition of centres is unclear, beyond reference to A Plan for Growing Sydney for strategic 

centres.  What are the roles of these centres and how is planning different for strategic centres versus 

district centres versus local centres versus the remaining land in the district? 

 

There is reference throughout the Plan to these centres having catchments.  It would be very beneficial 

to have these catchments mapped within the Plans, so that it is clear which centres a planning 

proposal or development application should have reference to.  Targets for jobs and housing should 

be specified by centre as well as providing a target for non-centre jobs and housing in each District.  

Centre-based targets and more sophisticated mapping would help to clarify the Plans’ objectives for 

centres and non-centre areas. 

 

The recommended zones or other development standards in these centres should also be stated in 

the Plans to provide more certainty for planning proposals.  Under what circumstances is, for example 

B3 Commercial Core appropriate in district centres?  What zones and development standards are 

appropriate in local centres? 

  

The Draft District Plans also make reference to the planning of new centres, but lack any detail on the 

criteria or process involved.  Major planning proposals may constitute the creation of a new local 

centre and it is important that the Plans support planning for such proposals by providing more 

guidance on this issue. 

 
PRIORITIES AND ACTIONS 

The use of broad ‘priority areas’ and detailed ‘priorities’ is confusing.  It is unclear whether LEPs, 

planning proposals and development applications must address the broad priority areas or specific 

priorities. 

 

More significantly, some key priorities are contradictory and open to interpretation, allowing selective 

prioritization by planning authorities.  The Plans need to provide much more guidance on the process 

for balancing trade-offs and evaluating competing priorities.  Some examples of competing priorities 

that are particularly relevant to DEXUS are provided below.  Some of DEXUS’ current planning 

proposals have stalled because of lack of guidance on competing interests in the Draft Plans.  

 

There is too much ambiguity around key policy issues such as rezoning of employment lands, 

affordable housing and value capture, which creates investment uncertainty. The Plans should have a 



very short section at the front which outlines the Governments position on key policy issues at this 

time and the expectations for each.  

 

The Draft District Plans are too high level to achieve their stated purpose of connecting strategic 

planning at the metropolitan and local level.  Specifically, the Plans have little or no direct actions – 

which was the original intent of District Plans.  

 

Most of the Priorities and Actions are broad ‘motherhood’ statements which are subject to future 

processes or further work in order to be implemented. They are typically undertakings to commence 

future work rather than commitments to immediate and direct implementation. 

 

Further, many of the Priorities and Actions relate to key policy issues which could reasonably be 

expected to have been resolved during the preparation of the Draft District Plans. For example (from 

the Draft North District Plan): 

Action P1:  Develop better understanding of the value and operation of employment and services 

land. 

Priority 4.3.2:  Understand the Greater Sydney housing market and demand. 

 

Consequently, the Draft District Plans create significant uncertainties rather than providing clear 

direction around how key policy issues are to be translated into local plans and decision-making 

processes. It was understood that the collaborative State-local government preparation of the Draft 

District Plans would ensure that these issues would be resolved during the plan preparation process 

so that the District Plans could provide a greater degree of specificity than traditional strategic 

planning documents. 

 

Although the Draft District Plans are well informed and considered documents, they fall short of 

providing a practical and meaningful framework to effectively guide land use planning through LEPs 

and investment decisions by developers. 

 

To assist all stakeholders, the Plans should clearly separate actions into: 

• Actions underway: Nominate actions already being implemented by Councils or State and status 

(idea, strategy, planning proposal, published). 

• Actions initiated by District Plan: New initiative that is proposed by a District Plan. 

The priorities and actions need to be linked to more assertive implementation strategies (outcome, 

responsibility, deadline) and expressed spatially.  This will provide strategic direction that is not open 

to differing interpretations. 

 
Employment and Urban Services Land 

Ostensibly, the Draft District Plans support Principle 2 of A Plan for Growing Sydney - Stronger 

economic development in strategic centres and transport gateways.  This principle states that locating 

jobs in around 30 to 40 large centres across Greater Sydney provides the greatest benefits to the city’s 

overall productivity.  The Draft District Plans state that they have been developed to support and 

enhance the role and productivity of strategic and district centres. 

 

Most parts of the Draft District Plans prioritise job creation and economic growth in the Districts’ 

centres.  For instance, the priorities for the Sydney Airport and Port Botany centres in the Draft Central 

District Plan refer to the protection of “strategically important employment and urban services land”. 

 

However, the Plans also require planning authorities to take a precautionary approach to rezoning 

employment and urban service lands, or adding additional permissible uses that would hinder their 

role and function, in the absence of a District-wide assessment of employment lands.  In addition, the 



priority to “protect and manage/support employment and urban services land” does not distinguish 

between land in centres and elsewhere in the Districts.   

 

This precautionary approach does not clearly acknowledge that there are areas zoned for industrial 

use which may be no longer suitable for predominantly employment uses and can reasonably be 

considered for alternative uses which may meet other key priorities (such as housing supply and 

diversity, opportunities for new centres).   

 

The Plans must clarify the strategic protection of employment lands in the Districts.  This strategic 

approach should include both the rezoning of surplus or isolated employment lands outside centres, 

and innovative approaches to employment uplift supported by additional permitted uses on 

employment land that is currently underused.  Planning authorities should be open to value-add and 

employment uplift in appropriate locations, funded through a residential component.  The final Plans 

should nominate, or include a process for nomination as “investigation areas”, areas of redundant 

industrial land suitable for rezoning for alternative uses. 

 

The Draft District Plans also state that the GSC will step away from using the Industrial Lands Checklist. 

This is an issue of significant concern as the Industrial Lands Checklist provides an accepted process 

for the merit consideration of proposals to rezone industrial land.  This creates significant policy 

uncertainty which should be resolved in the final Plans. 

 

Where there is no alternative mechanism (such as an endorsed strategy), the Plans should endorse 

the use of the Industrial Lands Checklist as an interim measure to provide a fair and robust framework 

for assessing rezoning proposals. Should the shift away from the use of the Industrial Lands Checklist 

be pursued, the GSC should undertake additional consultation with councils and industry to ensure 

fair and appropriate criteria are developed for the assessment of relevant planning proposals.  

 

Finally, the Draft District Plans lack detail on the zoning challenges and opportunities associated with 

mixed use/residential integration into the following priority uses: 

• innovation and creative industries 

• health and education super precincts and 

• tourism and major event destinations. 

 
Residential Land and Development 

Another example of the lack of direction on balancing competing priorities is higher density residential 

proposals that may require employment land rezoning but strongly support other priorities such as: 

• additional recreation and community facilities 

• high quality urban design 

• community cohesion 

• waterway improvements 

• energy efficiency or  

• contributing to the green grid or urban canopy. 

 

Often these projects are below precinct scale but could make a significant local contribution to the 

District and should be supported despite potentially clashing with other Plan priorities.  The Plans need 

to provide guidance on how to balance these considerations. 

 
Housing supply 

The Draft District Plans acknowledge the growing gap between the volume of dwelling approvals and 

dwelling completions across Sydney.  The Plans should consider higher than the minimum targets in 



order to account for this gap, and DEXUS is supportive of the Plans’ recommended capacity-based 

approach to housing targets. 

 

However, DEXUS is concerned by the lack of detail on the implementation of these targets.  The most 

important implementation steps appear to rest with Councils’ housing strategies, the Codes SEPP, and 

a diaspora of NSW Government initiatives including DPE’s priority precinct program, Urban Growth 

NSW and Communities Plus.  Each local council has committed to ‘monitoring and supporting’ the 

delivery of their housing targets but there is a risk there will be insufficient monitoring and no 

consequences for not realizing them. 

 

While the Plans recognize that “the realisation of the housing targets relies on actions by the relevant 

planning authorities (from enabling planning controls through to development assessment), 

infrastructure provision and the continuation of current market conditions and industry’s critical role 

in delivery”, the GSC needs to advocate for wider policy reform to reduce the cost and time barriers 

to delivering new housing. 

 

More detailed consideration is needed of GSC’s role in imposing, monitoring and enforcing dwelling 

yields on local councils.  The GSC should consider developing standardized local housing strategies 

with tangible and location-specific dwelling targets, clear steps for implementation, and regular 

update/monitoring.   Monitoring should not just “inform the preparation of the Commission’s Annual 

Infrastructure Priority List and subsequent advice to the NSW Government” but there should be a 

clear process for GSC liaison with recalcitrant Councils either directly or via the DPE Housing Delivery 

team.  There should also be more guidance on the resolution of dwelling density impasses between 

applicants and councils. 

 

The Draft District Plans state that the GSC will work with local and State Government, as well as 

communities and industry, to identify new and expanded opportunities for housing capacity in 

proximity to existing and planned infrastructure. These “investigation areas” will then be identified in 

the final Plans.  While the concept of investigation areas is broadly supported, it is unclear whether 

the use of ‘investigation areas’ is limited to urban renewal corridors or could include other sites with 

the potential to provide additional housing. Further, the Draft District Plans do not identify a process 

for nominating or assessing a new investigation area. 

  
Housing diversity 

The GSC should consider incentivizing the delivery of dwelling types it has identified as in shortage in 

the Districts, through development bonuses, deemed approval development standards, or other 

concessions similar to those for affordable housing and as proposed in the Plans for social 

infrastructure (child care centres etc).  Medium density infill development is a challenging and costly 

exercise for property developers.   The current strategies to deliver diversity (the development of a 

toolkit and provision of demographic data to industry) are unlikely to make any difference to medium 

density supply. 

  
Housing affordability 

DEXUS supports the concept of an affordable rental housing target.  However: 

• more clarity is needed about when to apply the 5-10% target range. 

• more guidance is needed on the justification for exceptions to the targets and the GSC’s role 

in considering these exceptions for a given development. 

• the target should allow for innovation and site-specific solutions through Voluntary Planning 

Agreements and incentives such as floor space bonuses. 

 



It is noted that the Draft Plan states that the GSC will prepare a guidance note on these targets, but 

until such time there will be significant policy uncertainty and inconsistencies around this target. 

  
Value Capture 

The Draft District Plans flag value capture as a mechanism to provide funding for infrastructure. 

However, they do not identify timing for when the value capture principle will come into effect, or 

how value capture will be calculated and implemented during the rezoning process. 

  

The Draft District Plans also note that where the amount, duration and rate of value sharing affects 

the financial feasibility of a development, rezoning proposals may be delayed until the delivery of 

infrastructure becomes economically viable. They do not, however, provide any framework for 

assessing economic viability and avoiding such delays. 

  

The Draft District Plans do not provide any meaningful policy direction in relation to Value Capture, 

other than note the current practice of Government urban renewal projects to address this issue 

through the use of infrastructure schedules. The Draft District Plans conclude: 

We will continue to work across governments on the amount, mechanisms and purpose of value 

sharing to create a more consistent approach to capturing value for public benefit complementary with 

other existing mechanisms. 

 

The Plans should contain clearer policy guidance on the issue of value capture, fully aligned with the 

work currently being undertaken by the Department of Planning and Environment. 

 
INTERIM ARRANGEMENTS 

The Greater Sydney Dashboard, monitoring framework, data store and specific District studies will 

take a while to complete.  The Plans need to provide a path forward for applicants and local councils 

in the interim. 

 

The specific studies that are proposed in the Draft District Plans include: 

• Economic Development Strategy 

• District-wide assessment of Employment and Urban Services Land 

• Future Transport Study 

• Guidance Note on Affordable Rental Housing Targets 

• Sport and Recreation Facility Plan 

• Local housing strategies 

• GPOP Land Use and Infrastructure Strategy 

In the interim, the Plans should allow that proponents to present independent evidence for 

project/rezoning justification in the absence of this future data work. 

 

Once established, the dashboard needs to be aligned to the district and strategic centres.  Population, 

housing, employment, transport and environmental data need to be broken down for each centre – 

for example, the employment profiles should be provided for each centre across the Districts.  This 

allows location-specific analysis for planning proposals and development applications.  
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