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Carmel of Mary and Joseph 345 St Andrews Road Varroville NSW 2565 Australia 

 
 

Greater Sydney Commission: 

Draft South West District Plan 

P.O. Box 257 

Parramatta NSW 2124 

By email: engagement@gsc.nsw.gov.au 

 

30 March 2017 

 

Dear Sir/Madam, 

 

Re: Draft South West District Plan of the Greater Sydney Commission (the ‘Plan’) 

 

I write on behalf of the Carmelite Nuns, Varroville. We are grateful for the opportunity to comment 

on the draft Plan for South West Sydney. Generally speaking, we welcome its aspirations and 

proposals for our part of Sydney. 

 

We are pleased that the Scenic Hills of Campbelltown Local Government Area receive specific 

mention in the draft Plan. We declare a particular interest in and concern for this area, whose scenic 

beauty has been recognised and protected by Scenic Protection zoning for over forty years. It is a 

semi-rural area, which has rich aboriginal heritage and contains pastoral landscape with history and 

State significant European heritage dating back to colonial times. It also contains remnants of 

critically endangered Cumberland Plain Woodland that provide essential habitat for native flora and 

fauna. We moved to Varroville because the scenic beauty and tranquillity of the area support our 

contemplative religious life, which we have lived here for almost 27 years. 

 

In the last 10 years, the beauty and tranquillity of Varroville have been repeatedly threatened by 

various development proposals from both corporate and government entities (a business park, a 

major truck stop on the Hume Highway, AGL’s coal seam gas wells and a gas processing plant for 

the proposed Northern Expansion of the Camden Gas Project). A combination of strong support 
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from Campbelltown City Council for the scenic protection of the area and the action of local 

residents pointing out the unsuitability of these developments, backed by cogent arguments, saw 

each of these proposals withdrawn. 

 

The latest development proposal for Varroville, launched by the Catholic Metropolitan Cemeteries 

Trust (CMCT) in 2013, is for a cemetery for 136,000 graves to be developed on 113 hectares of 

undulating pastoral land that was originally the colonial estate surrounding Varro Ville Homestead, 

listed on the State Heritage Register. To our dismay, on 20 February 2017, the SW Joint Regional 

Planning Panel (SWJRPP) approved spot rezoning to enable the cemetery to be built, despite 

overwhelming rejection of the proposal by Campbelltown City Council and compelling evidence 

against it provided in submissions from the public including the Scenic Hills Association and 

ourselves. 

 

We mention this in the context of the Plan in which a recommendation is made to support planning 

for cemeteries and crematoria (p.125, Liveability Priority 14). There it is stated that:  

 

‘Relevant planning authorities should give consideration to the need and locational 

requirements of cemeteries and crematoria. How these matters have been taken into account 

need to be demonstrated in any relevant planning proposal.’ (Emphasis ours) 

 

We point out that the CMCT’s planning proposal did not demonstrate justification for the need for a 

cemetery in this location (Varroville). Since the draft Plan was released in November 2016 before 

the rezoning was approved by the SWJRPP on 20 February 2017, it seems to us that there has been 

a bureaucratic bungle in the Department of Planning. 

 

We believe that the approval for rezoning of land at 166-176 St Andrews Road Varroville for a 

cemetery should be withdrawn on the grounds that it conflicts with the aspirational goals and 

priorities of the Plan for the South West District. 

 

Our stand on this issue is supported by other sections in the draft Plan, which we mention below. 
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1. Heritage (p.113-115). 

 

The Plan notes that ‘The rural landscapes of the South West District have important heritage 

and cultural values.’ (p.129) 

 

4.7.1 Conserve and enhance environmental heritage, including aboriginal, European and 

natural. This draft District Plan recognises that development must be more than sympathetic 

to the District’s heritage – it must enhance it (p.114, emphasis ours). 

Action L13 (p.115): Conserve and enhance environmental heritage, including aboriginal, 

European and natural. ‘Relevant planning authorities need to identify, assess, manage and 

protect the heritage which underpins the community’s pride of place.’ 

Liveability Priority 7: Relevant planning authorities should: protect Aboriginal, cultural 

and natural heritage and places, spaces and qualities valued by the local community… How 

these matters have been taken into account is to be demonstrated in any relevant planning 

proposal (p.115, emphasis ours). 

 

Colonial heritage is a key asset of Varroville. Extensive studies have been done over decades on the 

history of Varro Ville Homestead and its estate, demonstrating its links with Governor Macquarie, 

Robert Townson, Charles Sturt and other significant colonial pioneers. The estate was one of the 

earliest experimental farms in the colony of NSW. 

 

2. The Sydney Basin Bioregion 

 

The Plan notes that: 

‘Less than 10% of the original Cumberland Plain Woodland remains.  

‘Native vegetation has been cleared from large areas of the Cumberland Subregion and 

protecting the remaining vegetation is a high priority’ (p.129, emphasis ours).  

 

It is heartening to read that the Plan finds:  

‘There are significant opportunities to protect, restore and connect areas of high value 

bushland in the South West District that can increase the sustainability and resilience of 

communities in the district’ (p.129. 
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We support the identification of these opportunities. We wish to point out that the Scenic Hills 

provide an extensive natural corridor in which bushland can be restored and the habitat of wildlife 

be protected. 

 

3. The Scenic Hills as a resource 

 

Scenic landscapes… have social and economic value – they can provide communities with a 

sense of identity, preserve links to Aboriginal and colonial-era heritage and culture and 

provide opportunities for tourism and recreation.  

The Scenic Hills are one of the most important scenic landscapes in the South West 

District… They are widely recognised as an environmental and cultural asset by the local 

community (p.130). 

 

This is true. We would add that the Scenic Hills provide spiritual benefits for the local community 

and for those who pass through the area. Religious communities (Carmelite friars, Carmelite nuns, 

Serbian Orthodox) have been resident in Varroville for decades, providing retreats and spiritual 

solace to local people and visitors from around Australia and overseas.  

 

‘As the South West District grows, it will be more important to map and recognise these 

scenic landscapes and develop planning and design approaches to respect and protect them. 

In some places, such as the Scenic Hills, development controls will need to become more 

stringent to protect the natural beauty of the landscape, for example, by prohibiting 

development on the ridgeline’ (p.130). 

 

We support strengthening development controls to protect the natural beauty of the landscape. We 

have personal experience of a planning bungle affecting the prominent ridgeline at the Emerald 

Hills Estate in Camden LGA, visible from our back door. Despite detailed visual impact 

assessments performed during the development of the proposal to protect residents in 

Campbelltown LGA from any negative visual impacts on the ridgeline, soon after the development 

was approved the pristine ridgeline was permanently blighted with unsightly utility structures 

(Water NSW 2-metre fencing and Endeavour Energy stanchions). Appeals to have this situation 

redressed fell on deaf ears with each authority passing the buck to the others (Camden Council, 

Water NSW and Endeavour Energy). The losers were the Scenic Hills and its residents. 
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We consider that development controls should be strengthened to extend protection beyond the 

ridgelines to the undulating land and the valleys below the ridges in the Scenic Hills i.e. the entire 

landscape. 

 

Meaningful protection of the scenic landscape cannot be guaranteed by prohibiting development on 

the ridgelines without at the same time protecting the entire scenic landscape below the ridges. The 

beauty of the Scenic Hills arises from their constantly changing vistas when viewed from different 

aspects: looking down from the ridges to the open space below and up to the ridges from lower 

lying rural lands. 

 

In this connection, we are pleased that the Plan notes the importance of protecting entire landscapes 

on p.131 in the boxes Sustainability Priority 1 and Action S1, referring to protecting ‘important 

scenic landscapes and vistas’: 

 

Councils should identify and map areas with high scenic value and develop strategies, 

planning and development controls that protect important scenic landscapes and 

vistas…(emphasis ours) 

Councils in the South West District are also encouraged to develop a district-wide 

framework for the identification and protection of important scenic landscapes, vistas and 

ridgelines which can be used by relevant planning authorities to protect the visual 

landscape, including landscapes within Priority Growth Areas. (emphasis ours) 

How these matters have been taken into account is to be demonstrated in any relevant 

planning proposal.’ (Sustainability Priority 1: Improve protection of ridgelines and scenic 

landscapes, p.131) 

 

A serious deficiency of the Plan is that it does not define the geographical boundaries of the Scenic 

Hills. This must be done to ensure that the goal of protecting important scenic landscapes will be 

met. 

 

We support Campbelltown City Council’s submission to incorporate the entire remaining Scenic 

Hills Environmental Protection Area within the Western Sydney Parklands (not just the ridgelines). 

This will enable the Scenic Hills to retain their beauty and be a permanent resource providing 

opportunities for recreation and tourism as well as a corridor to support local biodiversity. 
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Summary of objections to the proposed Macarthur Memorial Park at Varroville 

 

The proposed Macarthur Memorial Park at Varroville conflicts with several statements and 

aspirational goals in the Plan: 

 

‘This draft District Plan recognises that development must be more than sympathetic to the 

District’s heritage – it must enhance it’ (p.114). 

 

‘Action L13 (p.115): Conserve and enhance environmental heritage, including aboriginal, 

European and natural.’ 

‘Relevant planning authorities need to identify, assess, manage and protect the heritage 

which underpins the community’s pride of place.’ 

‘Liveability Priority 7: Relevant planning authorities should: protect Aboriginal, cultural and 

natural heritage and places, spaces and qualities valued by the local community’… (p.115) 

 

[The Greater Sydney Commission] ‘will work in collaboration with the Department of 

Planning and Environment, Camden Council and Campbelltown City Council to… ensure 

land use planning controls are in place to protect the environmental, historic, visual and rural 

landscape character of the Scenic Hills to prevent urban development, urban encroachment 

and other inappropriate activities and development within the area’ (Action S1: Protect the 

qualities of the Scenic Hills landscape, p.131) 

 

It is self-evident that a large general land cemetery within the Scenic Hills falls into the category of 

‘inappropriate activity and development within the area.’ It is not sympathetic to the District’s 

heritage and does not conserve or enhance it. It fails ‘to protect the environmental, historic, visual 

and rural landscape character of the Scenic Hills’ at Varroville. 

 

A general land cemetery with a projected ‘life’ of over 100 years, consisting of 136,000 graves on 

scenic pastoral land surrounding a State heritage listed colonial house, totally destroying its context 

– with monuments to 1.4m in height, paved roads 100m apart, above-ground telegraph wires with 

poles 20m apart, several buildings some of which will be adjacent to heritage dams – does not 

comply with the Plan’s aspirational goals. 
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The indicative plan for Macarthur Memorial Park shows disregard for the natural beauty and visual 

amenity of the landscape. The CMCT’s publicity claims that the proposal will enhance the 

scenically protected landscape, when in reality it will alter it permanently for the worse: changing 

its topography by grading undulating land for a network of roads and graves, removing remnants of 

critically endangered Cumberland Plain Woodland (CPW) and replacing it with avenues and 

‘rooms’ of exotic vegetation, and building infrastructure on the site. 

 

The cemetery will directly impact upon the Carmelite communities, disturbing the tranquillity of 

our monasteries and of the whole area, assets not just for us but for all who make use of the spiritual 

resources we offer. 

 

Finally, this unfortunate proposal has the potential to become a dangerous precedent for other spot 

rezonings and inappropriate developments. 

 

In the light of the Greater Sydney Commission’s timely and visionary plan for the South West 

District, we ask that you liaise with the Department of Planning to revoke the recent (20 February 

2017) rezoning approval for a cemetery on the land at 166-176 St Andrews Road, Varroville, to 

prevent a permanent planning disaster within the Scenic Hills. 

 

 
 

Sister Jocelyn Kramer OCD 




