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30 March 2017 
 
Greater Sydney Commission, 
PO Box 257, 
Parramatta NSW 2124 
 
Dear Commissioners 
 
Submission on Greater Sydney Strategy 2056 
 
STEP Inc is a local community-based environmental group, with a membership of over 400 in the 
Hornsby/Ku-ring-gai area. Our group has considerable experience in environmental issues and 
regenerating and preserving natural bushland and native vegetation. 

Sydney is currently struggling to cope with the recent increase in growth in population with the 
development of infrastructure lagging well behind the demand for housing, transport, schools, etc. 
STEP therefore supports the initiative by the State Government to implement long term strategic 
planning. The vision for Sydney’s , if achievable, is admirable. 
 
Greater Sydney Commission (GSC) Objectives 
 
We note the Act that established the GSC states that its principal objectives include 
“9 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 (POEA),  
(c) to promote the alignment of Government infrastructure decision-making with land use planning, “ 
 
The POEA Act states that ecologically sustainable development (ESD) can be achieved through the 
implementation of the following principles and programs: 
(a) The precautionary principle—namely, that if there are threats of serious or irreversible 
environmental damage, lack of full scientific certainty should not be used as a reason for postponing 
measures to prevent environmental degradation.  
(b) Inter-generational equity—namely, that the present generation should ensure that the health, 
diversity and productivity of the environment is maintained or enhanced for the benefit of future 
generations. 
(c) Conservation of biological diversity and ecological integrity.  
(d) Improved valuation and pricing of environmental resources. 
 
The objectives stated above are at odds with the parameters under which the GSC is functionng. In 
every draft District Plan there is this quotation: 

'Successful cities grow. Cities that attract jobs, investment, institutions, 
tourists, will also attract population, both from within their countries and from 
abroad. Population growth is a hallmark of city success but it brings with it 
critical choices and challenges that must be addressed.' 
Greg Clark, urbanist and global advisor on cities and investment 

 
The prominence given to this statement in the District Plans is of great concern as it could form the 
basis for justifying continual high population growth rates. It is clear that the GSC cannot meet its 
objectives unless it can also show that the “critical choices and challenges” can be addressed. 
Unless the strategic plan, this Greater Sydney Strategy can demonstrate that the principles of ESD 
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will be observed then the challenges of building a city that remains productive, liveable and 
sustainable will fail to be me 
 
The reasons why STEP believes that the strategy fails to demonstrate that the vision can be 
achieved are explained further below. 
 
Population Growth Forecasts 
 
The overriding factor that is driving the strategy is the anticipated level of population growth over the 
next 40 years. Page 8 of the Towards Our Greater Sydney 2056 states; “the forecast higher rates of 
growth are the new norm rather than a one-off peak or boom.”  This Plan has also increased the 
expected growth statistics up to 2036 over the 2014 Plan by 225,000 people or 9%.  
 
The people of Sydney are not being given any say in this growth. There is no alternative system 
proposed to change the bold growth ambitions for Sydney to take account of the ability to achieve 
the requirements for a “productive, liveable and sustainable “city.  
 
As the Environment Advisory Panel report states, the population projections must not allow 
outcomes of the planning of settlement and infrastructure that reduce resilience and cause 
unacceptable impacts on the environment and liveability. The strategy therefore must take a 
precautionary approach. New dwelling development must be adjusted to align with the ability of 
those agencies responsible for delivering jobs, infrastructure and community facilities to meet the 
needs for the expanded population in each part of Greater Sydney. 

The current proposed annual growth rates of around 1.6% are too high and need to be reduced to 
the more manageable levels in the previous 3 decades of around 1%. The Mercer World’s Most 
Liveable Cities ranking indicates that beyond a population of 6 million liveability declines. Sydney is 
geographically constrained and it has to be recognised that growth cannot be infinite and ultimately 
must plan for a zero net growth future. 

The growth expectations have been increased in just 2 years by 9%. Why? Was the precautionary 
principle considered? They can be adjusted in the opposite direction to ensure that the vision for 
Sydney can be achieved. It will be unforgiveable to destroy a beautiful unique city simply because 
of the push for growth. 
 
Migration Forecasts 

The graph below shows the migration numbers used in the population growth forecasts. This 
migration is much higher than historical levels prior to 2007 that were less than half current levels.  

 
Source: http://www.planning.nsw.gov.au/Research-and-Demography/Demography/Population-
projections/~/media/51436E7733FF4E9C97084C750C8F51E9.ashx 

A recent report by the Planning Institute of Australia concluded "Overseas migration continues to be 
the biggest contributor to population growth" (1).  It should be noted that "Of the three basic factors 
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determining population growth (fertility/births, mortality/deaths and migration) the net migration rate 
is most subject to policy intervention, and thus the most uncertain in future projections"(1). 

Since the net migration rate is the primary determinant of Australia’s population growth and is 
controlled by government policy, it is clearly possible to regulate the overall population growth rates 
of Australia to ensure they are at acceptable levels and anticipated benefits are real and apply to all 
citizens, not just particular industries. We would expect the Commission through the NSW state 
government to exert its influence as far as possible in order to achieve its stated goals for a 
"productive, liveable and sustainable" city 

Management of Housing Demand 
 
The Department of Planning website has data of the expected need for new dwellings in each local 
government area for each 5 year period up to 2036. There is no further information of analysis that 
has been done to check the capability of each council area to achieve these targets. The growth 
seems to be based on growth in the previous years. No allowance is made for the fact that each 
area is finite and limits in capacity have to be reached if each area is to retain its character and the 
sustainability of the local environment. The use of medium density infill development is particularly 
problematic in this regard. 
 
The ability to create new housing with the appropriate standards of liveability (jobs, infrastructure, 
open space, etc) must be the major criteria for determining where the new population can live. The 
needs of new residents and the conservation of Sydney’s environment must come first, not some 
hypothetical projection of new dwelling requirements. 
 
This point is crucial for the new residential areas in the west and southwest. People will only want to 
move into areas that already have facilities to make them attractive areas to live. 
 
Medium Density Infill 
 
On page 9 emphasis is placed on the use of medium density infill development to meet increased 
housing needs. It is suggested that older housing areas that are within a 1 to 5 kilometre catchment 
of regional transport are ideal for application of the Complying Medium Density Housing Code 
(CMDHC). STEP opposes the application of CMDHC in any residential zone other than specifically 
declared medium density zones where councils can ensure that the area is suitable for this more 
concentrated development with sufficient infrastructure, adequate stormwater systems, community 
facilities, etc. The council will also need to control the cumulative impacts of this type of 
development taking into account the topography, neighbourhood character and change in tree 
canopy cover.  
 
Under the current proposals for the application of the Code, once a council has adopted the Code, 
the selection of properties to be converted to complying medium density will be at the discretion of 
individual landowners. Hence the take up of medium density conversion will occur in an ad hoc 
manner. Councils will not be able to control the number of developments that will occur. If a few 
owners in a street choose to convert their properties it is likely that many others in the street will 
want to cash in and do the same. The take up rate and cumulative impact of this ad hoc 
development will impossible to assess in advance. 
 
The majority of growth over the next 20 years is slated for the eastern and central parts of the city, 
areas that are already struggling to cope with growth over recent years. In the longer term, growth is 
proposed to be focused on the west and south west. This will lead to the clearing of large areas of 
land such as Cumberland Plain Woodland where there has already been a significant loss of areas 
with high levels of biodiversity. We question whether sufficient protections are in place for remaining 
natural vegetation allowing for the observation of the principles of ESD. 
 
Sustainable city 
 
The sustainable city vision for 2036 (page 13) is for “The Central City as the river city with 
environmentally enriched waterways and a fully revealed and restored underlying natural 
landscape“.  What does “fully revealed” mean?  
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We support the idea that the natural landscape will be fully restored. The natural landscape has 
been degraded by loss of native vegetation in urban bushland, streets and private land, stormwater 
erosion, litter, water and air pollution. Planning has to give priority  to maintaining and improving 
Sydney’s environment and also preserving natural reserves and national parks. 
 
Building design has a major part to play in reducing greenhouse gas emissions. Retrofitting of 
existing buildings usually leads to a net benefit with the cost being less than the financial benefit in a 
relatively short time. The Greater Sydney vision should be consistent with the NSW government 
policy and include measures to comply with the goal of reducing net emissions to zero by 2050. 
  
Economic Priorities 
 
On Page 7 there is a focus on economic growth from inbound tourism. STEP is concerned that this 
may lead to bushland and national parks being treated as assets for commercialization. These 
areas need protection from damage caused by overuse. Private leasehold of areas within existing 
bushland and clearance for accommodation or other facilities should not be supported. 
 
Conclusion 
 
STEP looks forward to receiving feedback from the Commission in response to our concerns about 
the growth projections and their impact on Sydney’s future. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 

 

Jill Green 
President 
 
(1) Planning Institute Australia 2016, Through the lens: mega trends shaping our future 
 
 
 
 
 
 


