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Introduction 

  
The Committee for Sydney congratulates the Greater Sydney Commission for their work in 

developing the draft District Plans. We believe that these will provide the strategic and policy 

framework Sydney needs to guide our growth over the coming years. 

The District Plans are the first key output of the Greater Sydney Commission on the journey 

to a new plan for metropolitan Sydney. The Committee believes based on the evidence of 

the Plans and the work over the last year that led up to them, that the GSC has already 

vindicated the bold and innovative decision of the NSW government to create this first cross-

government metropolitan scale planning structure in Australia. 

Sydney needed this initiative. All Australian cities have been orphans of public policy – lost 

between tiers and silos of government – but Sydney’s under-performance in terms of 

coherent and integrated land use and transport planning mattered. The GSC is a decisive 

intervention to help ensure that such integration happens and shapes the both the planning 

of Sydney and the interventions which will deliver the planning vision. 

It was this very lack of integration between transport and land use planning - and indeed the 

broader failure of that cross-government coordination which is vital to city place-making – 

that led the COAG expert advisory panel on cities to conclude that Sydney was at the bottom 

of the capital cities league table in terms of city planning. This had concluded that the 

problem was not the vision behind Sydney’s metropolitan planning but the delivery. 

Essentially, whatever the Planning Department designed for Sydney, in practice the various 

government departments and agencies delivered according to their own business plans and 

values and paid scant attention to realising the vision in the Sydney Plan. Indeed, in many 

cases their interventions could undermine the objectives and values of the Sydney Plan. 

This failure of coordination meant that while the planning vision was for more sustainable 

and higher density development close to mass transit the drift to a low-density sprawl model 

for Sydney continued. In this drift the other key consequences were the increased separation 

of homes from jobs, the intensification of congestion and a model of development in Western 

Sydney which has led to a substantial daily commute by car to job-rich locations to the east, 

which has exacerbated economic and health divisions in Sydney and impacted significantly 

on the liveability and social mobility of the city.  It is worth remembering that perhaps the 

least convincing aspect of the previous iteration of the Plan for Growing Sydney was its 

referencing of the Western Sydney jobs-gap while at the same time advancing policies which 

failed to redress this and which indeed would have seen the gap between jobs and homes 

grow wider. The structural flaws in the current Sydney development model where left 

unresolved. 

It is in this context that we welcome the GSC and its district planning approach and also the 

conversation it has provoked around its emerging concept of Sydney as three distinct but 

connected cities. But we also set out a challenge.  The success of the GSC will be rated in 

relation to whether the planning outcomes and delivery on the ground of this model of 

government coordination are superior to previous attempts to plan the future of Sydney and 

for the infrastructure required to deliver the plan .This will require that the emerging district 

plans and the  related new Metro Plan for Sydney when it surfaces actually shape the 

infrastructure strategy and transport planning of the  NSW Government and underpin the key 

strategic planning  objective of improving the urban structure and integration of Greater 

Sydney. 
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Of course, while there are good signs of far better collaboration between the various 

departments and agencies of the NSW government than previously seen, we will not know 

how thoroughgoing the change has been until the refresh of the Long Term Transport 

Master Plan. The importance of the urban planning approach and the transport plan meshing 

cannot be overstated. In other Committee work we are undertaking on infrastructure 

appraisal we conclude that there are few if any projects in the LTTMP that were designed to 

deliver the land use objectives of a Plan for Growing Sydney. They instead deliver their 

departmental and service objectives. The emerging district plans and the upcoming Sydney 

Plan renewal are key opportunities to align these vital city planning processes as never 

before. So in our response we thus review the vision and planning approach set out in the 

district plans out but also what we see as the remaining delivery issues around making a 

reality out of the vision and the plans. 

We note in passing that the district plans are emerging at the same time as a new approach 

to cross government Fed/State /local government collaboration is being developed via the 

City Deals process which has Western Sydney at its heart. We welcome this initiative, 

having promoted the City Deal concept in Australia, and the fact that the GSC is acting as a 

fulcrum between the various tiers. However, the same challenge applies to City Deal 

planning as for transport planning: all need to be premised on and help deliver the overall 

Sydney Metro Plan. 

Whilst we will make specific points about specific plans much of our response focuses on 

Sydney-wide issues and the overall city strategy emerging as the context for the plans. In 

responding to the draft District Plans it is pleasing to see the Commission has incorporated 

many of the ideas and issues the Committee has been working on in recent years. The need 

for inclusive growth which balances the economic needs of the city with the social and health 

needs of all of our citizens. The need to better integrate planning and transport with a focus 

on accessibility and not just mobility. The need to develop more robust tools to address 

Sydney’s housing affordability crisis. The need for more robust funding mechanisms, 

including value capture, to support our growing infrastructure needs. The need to support 

and connect our existing urban green spaces and to link these up in a ‘green grid’. The need 

for better placemaking, town centre renewal and better urban density. These are all issues 

and policies that have been championed by the Committee and their inclusion in the draft 

District Plans is very welcome. The Committee particularly welcomes bringing these 

disparate, but related, policies within the rubric of three themes; a productive, liveable and 

sustainable Sydney. 

Thinking big: A new urban structure for the city 

The Committee welcomes the notion that Sydney be considered a metropolis of three cities. 

While the current Central Business District and surrounding area (East Sydney) is, and will 

remain, critically important for Sydney to achieve its full potential, greater focus must be 

placed on better transport and more employment and services for the other ‘cities’ of Central 

and Western Sydney. The Committee welcomes this focus, and encourages the Greater 

Sydney Commission to include the evidence base for the three cities model within the final 

version of the District Plans. 

Sydney is facing the kinds of challenges that attend growth and economic success in most 

global cities. We are seeing high costs in housing, labour, goods, living; infrastructure 

investment demand; a two-tier labour market, traffic congestion, pollution and opposition to 

the growth model. We have major problems of affordability and intergenerational equity. 

Sydney is now one of the least affordable cities in the world. The average home price in 
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Sydney now exceeds $1 million, which is 12.2 times the median household income of the 

city. This ratio has been rising; dwellings in Sydney are becoming less affordable over time 

as growth in wages slows – it took 9.8 times the median household income to buy a home in 

2014 and 6.0 times in 20015. Using another measure, the Rental Affordability Index, many 

parts of Sydney are not considered affordable for rental properties. For key service workers, 

such as teachers, nurses and retail workers, to rent anywhere within 15 to 20 kilometres of 

the jobs-rich Sydney CBD requires more than 50% of their incomes. Similarly, Sydney has 

almost no affordable renting stock for low-income earners located east of Blacktown. This is 

a spatial challenge of a city divided East to West in terms of economic productivity and social 

outcomes. We are pleased that the Greater Sydney Commission has picked up this theme 

and we will maintain our emphasis on the need to rebalance Sydney and improve outcomes 

in its less socio-economically advantaged regions as part of the overall strategy to raise the 

performance and productivity of Greater Sydney as a whole. 

There are currently two Sydneys: the ‘compact’ one of Eastern Sydney within 10kms of the 

CBD, which is higher density and comparatively well serviced by public transport, and the 

‘sprawl’ city located further out, which is characterised by lower densities. This economic and 

social imbalance is undermining the economic vitality and productivity of Sydney, as well as 

dividing us socially, spatially and economically. Driving both job creation and better access 

to employment centers in Sydney west is critical to ending this divide, while adding to the 

economic wellbeing of the whole metropolis. Going forward, two out of every three new 

Sydneysiders will live in these lower density suburbs of Western Sydney – most of them 

west of Parramatta – while most jobs are being created east of Parramatta.  

The result is now a spectacularly unbalanced metropolis. Compounding this imbalance are 
changes in the composition of the Australian economy. We have transitioned away from an 
economy with a large manufacturing sector to one based on services. By 2036, Jobs for 
NSW forecasts that knowledge intensive jobs will make up 61% of the workforce. 
Manufacturing was one of the few generators of jobs in Western Sydney in the past and its 
decline is being felt more severely here, than elsewhere. Service jobs, however, tend to 
cluster around higher density, higher amenity areas, especially in, or close to, the CBD. This 
transition is only going to accelerate and we need to plan our metropolis accordingly. 
  
The result of our planning, and these economic changes, is a relentless commute of 
hundreds of thousands of people from Western Sydney to jobs outside the region and far 
from where they live. Each day some 400,000 people leave Western Sydney for jobs located 
elsewhere. While research shows that Parramatta’s GDP grew faster in the last few years 
than that of the CBD and of North Sydney – though not Macquarie Park – this East Sydney 
dominance in high value jobs is expected to persist for some time ahead. This has many 
obvious social, environmental, and economic consequences. 
 
Work by Committee for Sydney members Western Sydney University and Deloitte, has 
recently set out some of the challenges and opportunities in Western Sydney. Despite 
advances, particularly in the growth in the number and proportion of Western Sydney 
residents with university degrees and the growth in financial and insurance services in 
Parramatta (the suburb’s 3rd largest employment sector), “large concentrations of jobs in 
high value adding professional services sectors are not emerging at sufficient pace to match 
the growing number of tertiary qualified Western Sydney residents”.1 
 

                                                
1 Deloitte, Shaping Future Cities, Designing Western Sydney, 2015, http://landing.deloitte.com.au/rs/761-IBL-
328/images/Shaping%20Future%20Cities%20blueprint%20v2.pdf 
 
   

http://landing.deloitte.com.au/rs/761-IBL-328/images/Shaping%20Future%20Cities%20blueprint%20v2.pdf
http://landing.deloitte.com.au/rs/761-IBL-328/images/Shaping%20Future%20Cities%20blueprint%20v2.pdf
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On current projections, between now and 2041, most jobs in Western Sydney will still be in 
retail, health care, education and manufacturing, with manufacturing continuing to decline in 
its share of overall employment. While logistics is likely to grow following the growth of the 
new airport, on current trends the overall jobs profile and growth of the region will not. 
Currently the jobs in Western Sydney increase by 8,000 a year but the number of workers 
grows by 13,000. This leads to a daily worker outflow from the region which may be over 
400,000, and increasing. The challenge is outlined in the below Figure. The opportunity is 
also clear, as agglomerations of knowledge jobs have begun to form in and around key 
centres in Western Sydney. These can and must be built on by recognising and addressing 
not just the jobs-gap but, as we shall see, the public-transport gap experienced by Western 
Sydney.  
  
 

Access to Knowledge Jobs

 
 

The Economic Divide of Sydney has Impacts on Social Mobility 

We are now learning of the social mobility implications of urban form and connectivity. There 

is increasing evidence of an inverse relationship between sprawl and social mobility. The 

ongoing Harvard and Berkeley study into inequality in the US shows that social mobility, the 

degree to which children manage to achieve a higher socio-economic status than their 

parents, is actually lower in Atlanta than Detroit. Atlanta’s social inequality is very much 

linked to problems of mobility and accessibility. The city is so spread out and with poor public 

transport options that job opportunities are literally out of reach for people stranded in the 

wrong suburbs. This model of urban sprawl is also leading to homogenous communities and 

residential sorting by income so that poor children no longer attend the same schools as the 

well-off, leading to poorer educational performance and fewer opportunities. The Committee 

thinks it an error to assume such forces are not in play in the Sydney model at this moment. 
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The average income of Sydney is clearly divided between the Eastern half of the city, where 

the income is much higher, and the Western half, where the average income is well below 

the Australian average. 

 

Income by Postcode 2013/14 

 
 
Educational gaps are a significant issue, not just in terms of general principles of equity in 
providing a high level of income to all residents regardless of where they live. The jobs of the 
future, including those in the FinTech and Innovation industries, require workers with a high-
level education, to produce an internationally competitive workforce. 
 
The Committee’s view is that we need to focus on the policies, innovations and investments 
that will on the one hand promote better educational performance at secondary level and on 
the other create the jobs ecosystem and opportunities across Western Sydney to exploit the 
skills and knowledge of the increasing number of graduates in the area for the benefit of all 
of Sydney. 
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Average NAPLAN year 9 reading score by Sydney LGA 

 
Western Sydney communities continue to lag in a series of health outcomes such as 
diabetes, deaths attributable to high body mass, coronary heart disease, circulatory disease 
and asthma. Although much of this is associated with relative disadvantage, there is another 
factor at play here. The maps of diabetes, obesity and cardiovascular disease in Sydney 
overlap closely with maps of low density and poor public transport access.  
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High body mass attributable 
deaths by Sydney LGA 

 

Deaths attributable to 
cardiovascular disease by 
Sydney LGA 

  

Hospitalisations due to type II 
diabetes by Sydney LGA 

 
 

 
We’ve known for some time now that homes follow transport, and that the market is not 
providing denser, healthier communities in the middle and outer rings. Population density 
has increased within 5kms of the CBD since 1981, but beyond, density has barely changed. 
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In addressing the structural imbalance of Sydney, the Committee believes it is crucial to 
arrest sprawl, and plan for and design good density. The current metropolitan plan indicates 
a specific intent to stop to sprawl: 
  

“It is critical not to repeat the mistakes of the past – dispersed housing growth that 

resulted in a sprawling and poorly connected city, complicated by unique geographic 

constraints”. 

The language of the draft District Plans shies away from sprawl or discussions of density, 

but we think it is critical to the future of our city not to lose sight of this crucial objective. And 

that is because, in spite of so much evidence to suggest that sprawl is bad for our health, for 

social mobility, for the environment and in terms of the costs to government in perpetuating 

the sprawl model (as evidenced below), we are still seeing sprawl occur in our city. Our 

transport agenda leads away from agglomeration and exacerbates sprawl. 

Government Infrastructure Costs (upfront) 

  
Infill:  
Cost per lot 

Greenfield:  
Cost per lot 

Comparison: 
Cost per lot 

Roads $5,623 $33,583 $27,960 

Water and Sewerage $16,303 $24,738 $8,435 

Telecommunications $2,847 $4,103 $1,256 

Electricity $4,512 $10,719 $6,207 

Gas $0 $4,080 $4,080 

Fire and Ambulance $0 $334 $334 

Police $0 $429 $429 

Education $4,306 $36,644 $32,338 

Health $22,237 $35,759 $13,522 

Total Cost per Lot $55,828 $150,389 $94,561 

Source: Trubka, Newman and Bilsborough (2010) 

The Committee is concerned that Sydney’s progress – and that of some of its communities – 

is being held back by a lack of integration between a rapidly growing population in the West 

and the jobs rich East. Investment in roads cannot provide the integrating dynamic required 

between West and East, because such investment exacerbates a city’s sprawl, as illustrated 

by the relationship between urban density and road supply in US cities, seen in the below 

Figure. 
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Urban density versus road supply 

  

 

Modal Shift 

Modal shift is required to make Greater Sydney more productive, liveable, healthier and 

equitable for more people notwithstanding the other environmental benefits such a shift 

brings, including lower emissions. Below we compare the emissions of a low-density car-

based city and a high density mass transit based city of a similar population size to Sydney. 

The difference is striking – and matters in health and socio-economic terms. The difference 

also symbolizes the key strategic question for Sydney to be answered by public policy. What 

kind of city you want this to be, a dispersed highly car-based Atlanta type of city or a denser 

public transport-based Barcelona type of city? 
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Land use impacts on Transport Emissions 

 

We need to raise the employment and residential density of Western Sydney and radically 

increase the proximity of jobs to homes. The GSC must lead a conversation with the public, 

both to illustrate to the community that density can be done well and to build the case for 

density, in order to secure a social license to develop. 

The concept of a new, ‘Central’ Sydney based on Parramatta is welcome. While Parramatta 

has been the stated focus of decades of Sydney planning policy, reality has not always lived 

up our hopes. To ensure success this time, the central region will need to be better linked, 

both to itself and to the wider metropolis in the east and the emerging west City, around the 

new Western Sydney airport. 

While Parramatta has clearly shifted from being the ‘next big thing in Sydney’ to ‘happening 

now’ it is by no means ‘done’ – nor is its contribution to moving the economic fulcrum of 

Sydney westward anywhere near fully realised. For the good of the West, this new ‘Central 

City’ of Sydney needs to continue to be a focus of policy innovation and investment, until the 

job is completed. A London analogy might be relevant here: the growth of Canary Wharf in 

East London did not prevent development at Stratford or Woolwich in the wider region, and 

indeed was the basis of further investment and new transport links going eastwards to those 

places. The additional benefit of the new Western Sydney airport means that over time the 

Badgerys-Penrith-Blacktown-Parramatta -Liverpool-Campbelltown segment of Sydney will 

experience economic uplift from an accumulation of significant public and private 

investments and initiatives – and from more than one direction. There is a critical mass of 

policies, projects and investments building there. 

Rebalancing Sydney’s economic and development model to become a more productive, 

sustainable and equitable city, requires better and faster rail connectivity, both to and across 

Western Sydney. Connecting Parramatta CBD with the increasingly high-density suburbs 
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that surround it can potentially attract hundreds of thousands of workers, many of whom 

currently commute to jobs elsewhere. Only such a network can make a virtue of Sydney’s 

intrinsically polycentric nature, maximising the potential of Parramatta, Liverpool, Penrith and 

Campbelltown and the new centre at Badgerys Creek, while also enabling the most 

productive synergy between the Sydney and Parramatta CBDs. Only a modal shift of this 

magnitude and efficiency will attract the higher density residential development Western 

Sydney needs, combined with the connectivity and amenity required to attract knowledge 

workers and high quality commercial investment. Only such a network will enable Western 

Sydney to achieve its population growth targets without exacerbating congestion. 

Western Sydney needs not just one or two new rail alignments, but a strategic modal shift 

towards public transport which only a comprehensive new rail network can deliver. We need 

to raise the employment and residential density of Western Sydney and radically increase 

the proximity of jobs to homes. 

The Committee does not, on the basis of international evidence, see how greater integration 

of Sydney and its communities can be achieved without a decisive shift from a car-based 

transport system to a world class public transport network. At the heart of the required modal 

shift will be enhancing and expanding Sydney’s rail network across the city. Rail is the mode 

that fits the economic future of a city of knowledge jobs agglomerated in a small number of 

big centres where the task is to get large numbers of workers to those destinations without 

worsening congestion. But also because no other mode acts as a strategic integrator of a 

city at a metropolitan level. Light rail is also an important part of the public transport system 

and can play a significant role in the Sydney of the future, particularly in connecting our key 

town centres to their suburban hinterlands. But fast rail journeys shrink the physical and 

indeed mental distances between parts of a city as no other mode can for as large a number 

of people.  

Rail-led regeneration has delivered economic benefits in other cities. For instance, the 

Crossrail project in London – enabled in part by value capture – is not only providing an 

additional 10% capacity on the underground network but is forecast to create an anticipated 

GDP impact of £42bn, a figure that dwarfs its expected construction cost of £14.8bn. It is 

also radically improving job access and life-chances for diverse communities in East London 

and the Thames Gateway, with a myriad of opportunities opening-up for transit oriented 

developments along the route. This is the kind of city-shaping consequence that only mass 

transit infrastructure can bring.  

Too much of the debate currently seems to be about inviting consultees to support one new 

alignment or rail line over another. We actually need a new system of rail lines across the 

city that facilitates fast journeys from east to west, north to south and from south-west to 

northeast. Yes, the lines in the network may have to be phased in for cost and practicality 

reasons over the next generation, but in the long run there must be a new pan-Sydney rail 

network for our city of 8 Million. We need to state that strategic ambition now – even if the 

funding is not yet in place – in the next iterations of our Long Term Transport Master Plan 

and The Plan for Growing Sydney, so that we get maximum land-use and transport 

integration and can give the community and businesses of Greater Sydney confidence about 

the direction of travel for the city. 

All new rail alignments, whether in Western or Eastern Sydney, need to be justified in terms 

of how they add to a new network that fits with and delivers the goal of the economic and 

community strengthening of Sydney as a whole. The success of East and West will always 

matter to both and better connections between them will result in a ‘2+2=5’, in which a faster 

rail link between Parramatta and Sydney CBDs adds to the success of all. This is the context 
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for the Committee’s response to the emerging ‘three cities’ model of the GSC. It remains 

important that the links between them be stressed as much as what needs to be addressed 

within each of them. Priority must be given to the need for faster public transport connectivity 

between the three, but the centres of each city also need to be well connected by public 

transport to their adjacent suburbs. Hence, the importance we attach both to a fast rail link 

between Parramatta CBD and Sydney CBD – to make them part of a single agglomeration – 

but also the need to connect Parramatta’s suburbs by a new light rail network. We also 

stress the need for Badgerys Creek to be connected to Blacktown, Penrith, Liverpool and 

Campbelltown as part of a new rail network across Western Sydney.  

The Committee’s vision for an integrated Western Sydney 
rail network 

 
The Committee’s preferred rail network is highlighted in colour over the Rail Needs Scoping 
Study options – including an integrated orbital rail loop, a high speed east-west line and a 
north-south rail link through Badgerys Creek.  

 

Priority should be placed on transport options that support a greater density of jobs (and 

accessibility to jobs) in an expanded, mixed-use, Parramatta CBD. Such a prioritisation 

would include an expanding light rail network. Similarly connecting the 

Parramatta/Westmead super precinct with the emerging and expanded Olympic park, with a 

fast connection to the ‘east’ City should be a priority in the finalised District Plans. This, high 

speed connection, could eventually be expanded westward to support the emerging 

‘western’ city, based on the Airport. Sydney will need to implement a range of new transport 
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programmes over the next few years however the Committee believes these two transport 

projects have significant strategic merit. 

Transport and Planning Integration is critical 

The Committee strongly championed the establishment of the Greater Sydney Commission, 

in part, because we believed Sydney has long lacked proper integration of land use and 

transport. We believe that the draft District Plans have vindicated this support. The focus on 

accessibility, over mobility, is welcome, as is the attempt to give shape to a truly 30 Minute 

metropolis. We also welcome the focus on transport choice with priority given to providing 

alternatives to the car, including public transport and active transport options. 

However, if the 30 Minute City is to become a reality for more of our citizens, the District 

Plans need to be strongly (and quickly) supported by a transport plan that reflects the main 

objectives for each District. Decisions on new transport infrastructure should be assessed on 

how well they support the metropolitan strategy and how well they deliver on the objectives 

of the District Plans. The pending Long Term Transport Plan (LTTP) should be required 

to reflect and support the main priorities of the amended Metropolitan Strategy and 

District Plans. 

The Committee believes that to close the divide which has plagued Sydney we need a 
major, city-shaping intervention that links all sectors of Sydney with each other and connects 
all communities to the high value jobs of the future. This is the 30-minute city, where all 
citizens can access the services they need within a travel budget of one hour. This is more 
than just being 30 minutes to your job. It’s about getting everywhere you want to go in a 
reasonable time. The kids’ school or university, a GP or hospital, your leisure activities, 
shopping, restaurants, public open space, friends. 
  
In achieving this goal, the Committee believes we need to do two things – firstly, we need to 
create more viable and mixed-use centres throughout Sydney where people can live, work 
and play, and secondly, we should continue to expand and enhance our transport networks 
to link people to those centres and to join the centres together. 
  
The existing train, bus and ferry network will continue to be the workhorses of our transport 
system. In many areas, these can be extended and be made more much more efficient. We 
will need to sweat these assets harder, but minor improvements are not enough. 
  
As part of the LTTP, a long term and comprehensive rail plan for Western Sydney should 
have as its objective supporting jobs growth in Western Sydney, especially in the main town 
centres, and relieving the costs of this commute. 
  
Perhaps the easiest and most effective way to integrate land-use and planning is through a 
robust Value Sharing mechanism.  We encourage the Commission to continue championing 
new means of value capture and believe that the Commission should assert its influence 
over the preparation of the LTTP. 
 

Getting the balance right: Population projections and job targets 

The inclusion of targets for both housing and jobs is welcome and essential if each tier of 

government is to plan for the needs of each District. However, the Committee is concerned 

that the balance between the location of jobs and housing in the draft District Plans, may not 

be right. While the central and western districts may have greater capacity to provide new 
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housing stock, the opportunities for employment growth in the short term is much more 

limited. The current projections suggested in the District plan could well exacerbate the 

current spatial divide between employment and housing, with many (most) Districts seeing 

increase in population unmatched by the requisite growth in employment. The Commission 

should consider a renewed effort for greater population growth, east of Parramatta, at least 

for the first five years of the District plan. In particular the Committee notes that the Northern 

District already has a relatively high density of jobs, a low unemployment rate as well as a 

significant expansion in transport options. Yet the suggested rate of population growth is 

relatively low. While South Western District has a very low density of employment yet a very 

high rate of population growth.  In trying to rebalance Sydney, this looks increasingly 

anomalous. 

 
Underpinning this dual strategy are outcomes we must aim for. They include: 

• Fostering the number of innovation districts across Sydney 

• More walkable neighbourhoods linked to renewed, mixed use town centres 

• A city-wide modal shift towards public transport 

• Increasing effective job density as a key objective 

• More dense urban settlement across Sydney but particularly close to jobs and rail 

stations 

 
To achieve these outcomes, we need the following policy initiatives: 

•  A better way to fund our cities 

• An improved process for appraising what infrastructure is needed to sustain the 

liveability, productivity, growth and equity of the city 

• Continuing governance innovation – towards the data-driven and responsive 

metropolitan city, 

• A greater emphasis on inclusive growth with a commitment to affordable housing as 

a key part of Sydney’s growth model. 

The Committee for Sydney will shortly publish a report looking specifically at the Effective 
Job Density challenges Sydney faces – and discusses this issue further Appendix 1, which 
provides some of this work confidentially for the Greater Sydney Commission.  

Response to key elements of the Plans 

  

Collaboration Precincts & Innovation Districts 

The District Plans provide the first, properly considered, recognition of the role of 

agglomeration economics in boosting the productivity and livability of our city. The District 

Plans rightly recognises certain parts of Sydney as having existing or emerging clusters of 

activity, industry and creativity which need special treatment and support from Government. 

The Commission is to be commended for taking a lead role in coordinating Government in 

support of these special precincts. The Committee welcomes this and sees an even greater 

role for the Commission in providing a governance model or structure to help shape the 

government, industry and community collaboration for each precinct and to support better 

place making and accessibility for each precinct. The Committee is soon hosting a forum on 

governance for these collaboration precincts and will make a further submission outlining our 

deliberations. 
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We also commend the Commission for recognising the role of innovation precincts or 
districts in the future of our city. The Committee believes that successful innovation districts 
are an important ingredient in the economic development of Sydney. Innovation districts are 
“the ultimate mash-up of entrepreneurs and educational institutions, start-ups and schools, 
mixed-use development and medical innovations, bike-sharing and bankable investments – 
all connected by transit, powered by clean energy, wired for digital technology, and fuelled 
by caffeine”.2 

  
Following this trend many universities in Australian cities are establishing town centre 
facilities making the most in the market of their location and the vibrant neighbourhoods that 
attract talent, both teachers and students. WSU’s new facilities in Parramatta town centre 
and the University of Wollongong’s initiative in Liverpool are Australian examples of what’s 
happening globally – but also of what we need to see more of in the key centres of Western 
Sydney. 
 

Town Centre renewal 

Renewing and expanding the existing regional and sub-regional Town Centres is critical for 

the sustainable economic and social development of each district. While each centre has 

different needs and priorities, where appropriate, the Commission should consider giving 

these places an even greater priority by encouraging a greater density of both employment 

and residential (mixed-use). Moreover, the Commission should take a precautionary 

approach to ‘out of centre’ developments which could detract from these existing centres. 

The Committee also believes that there is a role for the Commission in piloting a Town 

Centre Renewal Program in each district to support improvements to the amenity, 

productivity and connectivity of each centre. 

Renewal of our town centres requires a holistic approach to establishing a strategy for town 
centre improvements – one that links the economic vitality of the centre, its qualities as a 
place and its role in enhancing day-to-day liveability for the local community. In many places, 
centre renewal requires organisational and governance change. The complex nature of 
these challenges requires management models that combine the efforts of each tier of 
government across a wide range of departmental functions, and mobilises, coordinates and 
channels private investment. 
  
This year, the Committee is convening a series of workshops on Town Centre Renewal 
involving local government and private sector bodies. From this discussion, we have been 
developing a toolkit for town centre renewal, including: 
  

• Higher standards of quality and pride of place – an environment that celebrates 

authenticity and uniqueness that reflects the diversity of our communities 

• A framework for walkable urbanism with an intensification of development based 

around a network of pedestrian routes that are a pleasure to use and connect the centre 

into surrounding neighbourhoods and facilities – generating increased footfall and the 

economic benefits that follow from this 

• Well-designed mixed use and higher density development that reflect housing 

needs, boosts vitality, supports a night-time economy and makes efficient use of public 

transport – helping to increase accessibility and frequency, and lessening car 

dependency 

                                                
2 Katz, B. & Wagner, T., The Rise of Innovation Districts: A New Geography of 
Innovation in America, May 2014, https://c24215cec6c97b637db6-
9c0895f07c3474f6636f95b6bf3db172.ssl.cf1.rackcdn.com/content/metro-
innovationdistricts/~/media/programs/metro/images/innovation/innovationdistricts1.pdf  

https://c24215cec6c97b637db6-9c0895f07c3474f6636f95b6bf3db172.ssl.cf1.rackcdn.com/content/metro-innovationdistricts/~/media/programs/metro/images/innovation/innovationdistricts1.pdf
https://c24215cec6c97b637db6-9c0895f07c3474f6636f95b6bf3db172.ssl.cf1.rackcdn.com/content/metro-innovationdistricts/~/media/programs/metro/images/innovation/innovationdistricts1.pdf
https://c24215cec6c97b637db6-9c0895f07c3474f6636f95b6bf3db172.ssl.cf1.rackcdn.com/content/metro-innovationdistricts/~/media/programs/metro/images/innovation/innovationdistricts1.pdf
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• Main roads to be retrofitted as attractive avenues or boulevards – requiring streets 

to be conceived as three-dimensional, people-oriented places that are well-landscaped, 

faced with buildings frontages and a pleasure to stroll along 

• A fine-grained, interesting mixture of uses - that offer vibrant and diverse town centre 

experiences - with mixed-use street frontages designed for human scale interactions, 

and an intermingling of shopfronts, workspaces, civic, cultural and recreational facilities.  

• Start-ups and small business employment growth potential, given that the compact 

ecosystem of town centre facilities and services and relative ease of accessibility can be 

a fertile environment for companies benefiting from having both an online and physical 

presence, a combination of ‘clicks and bricks’. Not every office building need big floor 

plates, and centres should cater for a variety of businesses, both large and small. 

• A variety of residential building types and tenures, to create inclusive communities 

that include apartments within the town centre core and family sized terraces on the 

town centre fringe within easy reach of a range of amenities that meet the needs of 

diverse populations. 

• An appropriate range of social infrastructure to support the diverse needs of a 

growing population – including schools, libraries, health facilities, leisure facilities, child 

care and a variety of different types of open space. This requires innovative design 

solutions, such as high-rise schools. 

• A more rational density gradient - with greatest development intensities centred on 

the centre’s core, particularly close to a railway station, and progressively reducing to 

more outlying areas. Scale transitions should be handled sensitively to avoid crude 

juxtapositions. 

• More contextually sensitive, mixed-use retail formats. Around the world, retail 

models are changing, reflecting changes in market / consumer preferences. Introverted 

mall formats are being replaced with more open street-based layouts that bind into their 

urban fabric and strengthen the unique qualities of place.  Where larger format retail 

exists, this can be ‘wrapped’ and ‘stacked’ with smaller units, creating active, fine grain, 

street frontages. 

• A high quality public realm that is accessible to all and overlooked. Activation spaces 

and part of a wider, joined-up, open space network. 

• A rationalisation of parking, with car parks in accessible locations that minimise 

unnecessary cross-centre car movement. Surface parking is integrated into urban 

blocks, to reduce the negative visual impact on the street-scene. At grade, car parks 

should be prohibited. 

• Digital technology as an enabler for positive user experiences, from wayfinding and 

accessibility, through to event awareness and product purchasing.  

• Night-time economy: Successful Centres don’t close at 6pm but offer a range of 

services and things to do into the night. 

• We call on the Greater Sydney Commission to focus on the renewal of town and city 

centres as a key priority of the final District Plans and the refresh of the metropolitan 

plan. 

Affordable Housing 

The Greater Sydney Commission’s target of 5-10% inclusionary zoning to support affordable 

housing in future planning proposals is a good starting point that responds to the industry’s 

need for certainty. Care must be taken to ensure this delivers tangible outcomes in terms of 

additional affordable housing stock – and that there is a ‘continuum’ of different tenure types, 
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from social to affordable. This target must also be capable of supporting innovations in this 

space, including shared-equity and rent-to-buy programs.  

The Committee has long championed the role of the planning system, as part of a wider 

government intervention, to provide a home for all our citizens.  As outlined in our report, A 

City for All: Five Game-Changers for Affordable Housing in Sydney, for inclusionary zoning 

to work, the private sector must play a key role in creating and delivering the policy. 

Government must heed the private sector’s need for certainty, and ensure that they work in 

genuine partnership with developers to create a framework underpinned by stability. Any 

expectations on the private sector to deliver affordable housing must be identified prior to the 

commencement of projects – any change of circumstance after work has started will 

unreasonably impact on the capacity of developers to deliver projects. 

This will allow developers to take inclusionary zoning requirements into account from the 

start when planning projects, and incorporate it into their calculations of residual land value 

and project feasibility. Developers also want to be sure that inclusionary zoning is not 

layered on top of other planning requirements or developer obligations. the Committee has 

had conversations with members in the development sector who are already innovating to 

ensure that there are more housing choices for a range of incomes. They stress that the key 

issues surrounding inclusionary zoning and the ability to provide affordable housing as part 

of a development are residual land value, the proportionality of any levies imposed and a 

need for certainty from local and state governments so as to plan effectively. 

Maximise the use of public land 

Where Government is disposing of its own land, it can of course incentivise the development 

of affordable housing by not insisting on highest and best value. When disposing to an 

appropriate developer and/or CHP, reducing the cost of the land can offset any losses on 

market value that the development of affordable housing will result in. 

The challenge of providing enough affordable housing for our growing city requires an 
increase in the supply of suitable land. A recent ground-breaking report on global housing 
affordability identified gaining access to unused or under-used land as the number one 
action cities can take to address the problem.3 Much of this land is owned by government. 
 

Partner with the private and not for profit sectors 

Importantly, government does not need to sell land in order to maximise its use for 
affordable housing. While it may be most effective to dispose of some sites, there is also a 
community expectation that public assets are not sold unnecessarily. The Committee 
encourages the government to develop new models for partnering with the private and not 
for profit sectors. This will allow government to retain ownership of land, while unlocking it for 
productive purposes. 
 
The NSW Government has shown its commitment to a large scale building program to 
deliver new social, affordable and private housing through Communities Plus and the Social 
and Affordable Housing Fund. These initiatives are game changing; they have created the 
opportunity for the community housing sector to attract private equity, leverage 
redevelopment with modest debt levels, substantially grow their portfolios, provide better 
integrated tenancy services unlock underutilised institutional land, and benefit from 

                                                
3 Woetzel, J. et al 2014, A blueprint for addressing the global affordable housing challenge McKinsey Global 
Institute, October 2014, pp. 6–7. 

http://www.sydney.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/CfS-Issues-Paper-8-A-City-for-All-Five-Game-Changers-for-Affordable-Housing-in-Sydney.pdf
http://www.sydney.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/CfS-Issues-Paper-8-A-City-for-All-Five-Game-Changers-for-Affordable-Housing-in-Sydney.pdf
http://www.sydney.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/CfS-Issues-Paper-8-A-City-for-All-Five-Game-Changers-for-Affordable-Housing-in-Sydney.pdf
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Commonwealth Rental assistance. Overall these initiatives generate more social and 
affordable housing for our tax dollars. 
 
Another benefit of the Communities Plus programme is the urban transformation it is 
sponsoring, especially in areas of need. The results include better built outcomes, economic 
stimulus to local economies, breaking down spatial and social isolation, and better utilisation 
of existing services. Increased density means greater stimulus for new schools and new 
transport and rail investment. More generally, it is stimulating the broader State economy 
with increased housing starts, investment in infrastructure and more equitable rental options. 
 
Another opportunity exists for government to partner with developers to prioritise affordability 
outcomes, rather than to maximise the sale or lease price. In other jurisdictions, 
governments auction land for mixed market and affordable housing development with a pre-
determined maximum price for the land: beyond the maximum, bidders compete not on price 
but on the proportion of affordable housing they will deliver as part of the development. The 
Committee believes this type of process would send a strong signal of prioritising affordable 
housing over other land uses, as well as providing the impetus to the private sector to 
respond innovatively to maximise the amount of new affordable housing. 
 
There is an opportunity for a new conversation between the State Government, development 
industry and councils, to understand the circumstances or preconditions under which 
inclusionary zoning can be made to work. But we are also clear that those conditions need to 
be met. 

Health and wellbeing 

The Committee welcomes the District Plans recognition of culture to the well-being of our 

citizens as well as the role the creative arts can play in Sydney’s wider economic and social 

offer. This is an area that the Committee is keenly interested in, and in late May we are 

holding a Healthy Cities Symposium to apply the expertise of leading healthy cities thinking 

in Liverpool. 

The structure of Sydney is not only dividing us, it’s making some communities ill. We have 
seen that the deepening and enhancing of the amenity, density, design, mix of uses and 
connectivity of our town centres – and improved links with their suburbs – should be seen as 
a core economic policy. 
  
But we also believe it is a core health and equity policy. The amenity benefits of walkable 
precincts connected by good public transport lead to differential health outcomes. Individuals 
in such precincts who use public transport more get over three times the amount of physical 
activity per day of those who don’t (estimated at approximately 19 minutes a day versus 6 
minutes a day by walking to and from the stations). Such ‘active transport’ unconsciously 
leads to lowering risks such as heart and vascular diseases, strokes, diabetes, hypertensive 
diseases, osteoporosis, joint and back-problems, colon and breast cancers and depression. 
As Jeff Speck notes, “If you live in a more walkable neighbourhood, you are 35 percent more 
likely to be overweight. If you live in a less walkable neighbourhood, you are 60 percent 
more likely to be overweight”. 

 
Recent academic research in Australia has modelled the impact of urban planning on health, 
measuring a compact city model against a sprawled one, to assess the impacts of policy 
changes by governments in 6 cities around the world.4 The results are directly applicable to 
Sydney and the message is clear: people who live in higher density neighbourhoods tend to 

                                                
4 Giles-Corti, B. et al. City Planning and Population health: a global challenge, The Lancet, 2016 
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walk more, cycle more and use public transport more often. In contrast, suburban sprawl 
discourages active transport – walking and cycling. The study revealed that a concerted 
policy effort to encourage compact cities (through major infill densification) results in 
significant health gains. 
  
Major land-use changes are needed to promote density and diversity of uses to encourage a 
modal shift to walking, cycling and public transport. Local and State Government should 
consider policies that encourage active and public transport as a major health and 
environment policy, not just a transport or planning one.  

The right infrastructure to support district plans and the 

emerging Sydney Plan. 

Previous Sydney Plans have understood the need for counteracting the sprawl of Sydney 

and indeed the last iteration called for an end to this model of city development: “It is critical 

not to repeat the mistakes of the past – dispersed housing growth that resulted in a 

sprawling and poorly connected city, complicated by unique geographic constraints”.  

While we see no mention of this concept or view in the current district plans we expect to 

see the theme developed in the emerging new Sydney Plan. This is because the low-density 

sprawl of Sydney is the key structural challenge facing the city as a whole and dealing with 

this challenge is also key to ensuring the success of Western Sydney in a rebalanced 

Sydney.  

This is a long term challenge, but to make progress on this within the 20 year horizon of the 

Sydney Plan process means identifying now that sprawl is the key Sydney structural 

challenge and focusing on the interventions which will start overcoming this challenge. If 

Sydney is to be a higher productivity , more liveable and more inclusive city, dealing with this 

core challenge cannot be delayed or avoided. 

We have identified some of the main interventions in this response and our overall work. 
Maintaining the improvement in public transport connectivity is in our view absolutely 
fundamental – backed up by a program of:  

• town centre renewal,  

• ‘culture precinct and ‘innovation district’ initiatives across Sydney to add to their mix 

of uses, amenity and connectivity,  

• green infrastructure and thus attractiveness as job, education and residential centres,  

• programs of hard and soft infrastructure investment to leverage the Western Sydney 

Airport, not least fast train connections both from West to East and North to South in 

a new network for Sydney, and 

• an active transport program aimed at improving the walkability of Sydney. 

To deliver the district plans and the emerging Sydney Plan we need a decisive modal shift 
towards public and active transport. In a digital and shared transport era this clearly also 
means planning for how this modal shift will mesh with autonomous vehicles and car sharing 
and thus how it will integrate with the more efficient uses of the existing road infrastructure 
through demand management and road pricing. 
 
The Committee has discussed why this shift is required elsewhere in our submission. It is 
partly economic. The low-density city is a low productivity city as well as being a low social-
mobility city. The modern knowledge economy is an agglomeration economy not a dispersed 
one such as we saw in the manufacturing era. This means we need a mass transport 
network that gets more and more workers to the places where large numbers of knowledge 
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workers are agglomerating. The road network cannot achieve this outcome, and the attempt 
to do so exacerbates congestion and actually disperses residential development further. 
Public transport tightens a city up and road programs loosen them. We need to tighten this 
city up so that as we grow bigger we become a better city. That also means greening this 
city – not least because a city that grows greener as it grows bigger will command support 
for growth from a sometimes oppositional community. Hence our support for the emerging 
Sydney Green Grid as foundational for the bigger but better city envisaged in the GSC plans. 
 
In Committee terms this all means extending the benefits of ‘Density Done Well’, the 
economic and social benefits clearly enjoyed by the ‘compact’ Sydney to those who currently 
live in ‘sprawl Sydney’. That is to make a more unified city out of current ‘two Sydney’ model, 
and in so doing transcend and reduce the gap in outcomes between Western Sydney and 
the rest. In terms of the Three Cities model of the GSC, this in our view means ensuring that 
the three cities are connected by speedy public transport to each other and that each centre 
within each city is well connected with its own residential hinterland and indeed to each 
centre within the ‘city’.  
 
However, to achieve these outcomes and GSC objectives something not mentioned in the 
district plans needs to be highlighted. We desperately need a new approach to appraising 
infrastructure and the evidence base for public intervention. The approach we have inherited 
in NSW currently means there has been little connection thus far between the city planning 
aspirations of the framers of the various iterations of the Sydney Metro Plan and the 
infrastructure planned and delivered by the government’s transport agencies.  
 
We estimate for example that few if any projects in the last Long Term Transport Masterplan 
originated in a desire to meet the land use objectives of a Plan for Growing Sydney. Indeed, 
some of them actively acted against the objectives of that plan. We are publishing a 
separate paper on this critical topic but essentially the need is to ensure that transport 
projects that have massive land use implications and reshape cities – the real impact of 
transport projects and not the spurious travel time reductions claimed for them as 
justifications for investment – should not be selected by siloed modal departments with 
introspective dynamics and objectives around narrow ‘welfare benefits’ for mode users. They 
should be selected on a genuinely cross government basis transcending departmental silos 
which prioritises them on the basis of how they help deliver the land use strategy in the 
Sydney Metropolitan Plan. The current approach to appraising infrastructure is broken and 
does not deliver the outcomes the city needs now let alone the infrastructure the city will 
need to build a sustainable city of 8 million by mid-century. 
 
It is broken in two main ways, both of which have to be fixed if the GSC’s plans are to be 
realised. One is that infrastructure prioritisation, design and delivery have to be plan-led and 
driven by the outcomes that the Sydney Plan seeks to realise. Those outcomes are not 
travel time reductions which in reality are seldom ever achieved from the major road 
programs. They are city-objectives around enhancing effective job density, GDP/GVA uplift, 
improving spatial justice, improving health, delivering the homes we need and environmental 
resilience.  
 
Without such an appraisal process the infrastructure required to deliver the district plans and 
emerging Sydney Metro Plan will simply not be identified and implemented. The spatial 
consequence of this failure will be to continue the sprawl model of Sydney – against the 
intentions of Sydney’s metropolitan planning approach - to maintain the structural split in the 
city between relatively advantaged and disadvantaged areas – and maintaining the jobs gap 
in Western Sydney.  
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Underpinning the ‘fix’ to this part of the broken city infrastructure system is the evidence and 
data on which the appraisal process should be based. In reality, at the moment there is a 
poor evidential basis for infrastructure prioritisation and appraisal processes – and very little 
post-implementation evaluation of whether the chosen infrastructure actually delivered the 
claimed benefits and desired outcomes. This all needs to be reformed if land-use and 
transport planning integration as envisaged by the GSC is to happen and if therefore we are 
to re-balance Sydney’s development model.  
 
The second fragment of the broken infrastructure system needing to be fixed will be close to 
the heart of the GSC’s founding intentions. That is to ensure that Sydney is not just a more 
data-driven but also a more responsive city. The GSC did pioneering engagement with the 
community, local government and business to conceive of the district plans and to feed into 
the emerging Sydney Plan which we welcome and acknowledge. However, although this has 
meant a better engagement also around infrastructure planning, the actual process of 
appraising state infrastructure investment proposals has a minimal role for public 
engagement at its core. ‘Engagement’ should mean more than being told after selection of 
an infrastructure project by a modal department what the benefits to the Community are, 
especially when such benefits can be poorly based evidentially. We need to see a deep 
engagement of the community in a transparent process of identifying what the key strategic 
problem is to which a specific transport project is the only answer. The public need to be 
taken into the confidence of government infrastructure proponents and involved more fully in 
the appraisal of options. This will also help public acceptance of infrastructure projects going 
forward and less controversies, together with lowers costs.   
 
This is a longer way of saying that what is meant to make the GSC planning process 
different and thus Sydney’s outcomes different to previous eras is land use and transport 
integration and the involvement of Sydneysiders in the creation of their own city. We see 
commendable progress in the published plans and their values in realising the founding 
intentions of government in creating the GSC. However, the challenge of ensuring that the 
infrastructure appraisal process really embodies and delivers these values is significant. This 
conclusion and the upcoming report by the Committee on infrastructure  appraisal are 
intended to galvanise government reform so as to fully achieve the GSC plans for Sydney.  

 City Deals and City Shaping Infrastructure 

 
The sort of intergovernmental compact the City Deal represents is the perfect model for 

funding (and leveraging) those large city shaping projects Sydney needs to end the divide. 

City shaping infrastructure projects are those that fundamentally transform the structure of 

the city. An early example is the Sydney Harbour Bridge. This project not only provided a 

landmark for Sydney and something to put on postcards and Facebook posts, it 

fundamentally realigned the structure of City. It opened up the North Shore and Northern 

Beaches to development, creating over 100 new suburbs and several new town centres. 

A more recent example is the Western Sydney Orbital or M7. This project provided the 

missing logistics link between Melbourne-Canberra-Newcastle-Brisbane through Western 

Sydney. It dramatically improved the supply chain of goods across South Eastern Australia 

and created thousands of jobs in Western Sydney. Badgerys Creek Airport and rail projects 

accessing it will similarly reshape Sydney. It will not only reinforce Western Sydney as a 

logistics hub but will support many of the new service industries and jobs the region needs. It 

is exactly the sort of city shaping project which should be supported by a 

Commonwealth/State/Local City deal. It has at its core the objective of overcoming the 



 

Planning for the city we want Page 16 

 

structural divides in Sydney which have held back the dynamism of Western Sydney while 

also restricting the performance overall of Greater Sydney.  

In stressing city shaping as one of the key criteria of the selection of rail options for Western 

Sydney in the context of the new airport, the federal government has opened up a new – 

and we think improved – approach to the infrastructure appraisal process. That process 

should assess projects from the perspective of what they will do to meet the city’s needs, 

both economic and social. It should be  based on the integrated land use and transport 

strategy for the city – A Plan for Growing Sydney– and appraise projects in terms of how 

they will contribute to meeting the key objectives of the city strategy; how, for example, they 

improve or increase its productivity, liveability, inclusivity, housing delivery and other 

strategic city shaping aims. 

The current approach is modally siloed and gives too much weight in the selection criteria to 

claimed travel time reductions for transport users which have little empirical basis, while 

giving too little weight to the evidenced impact on land uses, values and densities brought 

about by transport investment. Rail projects, for example, bring a value uplift to homes near 

stations and enable higher density development – but neither outcome is properly accounted 

for in our appraisal process. City Deals offer a revolution in the way we assess and value the 

impact of infrastructure investment in our cities: long overdue and very welcome. 

The traditional ‘welfare benefits’ metrics on which transport Cost Benefit Analysis is based 

simply don’t provide an adequate guide to which mode we should be selecting and what the 

priorities should be for our city. City shaping infrastructure projects need to be assessed 

against wider criteria than just the traditional cost-benefit analysis and requires a change 

from the traditional and modally siloed approach from our transport agencies. 

Value Capture, User Charges and Funding ‘City-Following 

Infrastructure  

The Committee’s Issues Paper Are we there yet: Value capture and the future of public 

transport in Sydney identified a best practice approach to value capture, concentrating on 

models that will work for the Australian context. The paper contended that value capture 

offers the ‘best option to solving the funding conundrum’ facing public transport 

infrastructure. However, to get community buy-in, a clear nexus between the additional cost 

and the provided benefit is central to success. Since that Paper, value capture has received 

in principle support from both sides of politics and from each tier of Government. However, 

there is a still a lack of coherent and clear policy direction on how it should be implemented 

and which model should be adopted. This policy vacuum has meant several projects have 

commenced without a means to claw back the benefits they engender. This vacuum resulted 

in a lost opportunity and one that federal and state governments should address. It is widely 

accepted now, for example, that a value capture  approach should have been implemented 

in relation to the building of the North West Rail Link (now Sydney Metro) as the costs of this 

massive project were carried by the public sector but the returns were privatised by land 

owners. We must avoid similar unearned private uplift to land values around the Western 

Sydney Airport arising from public intervention as rezoning there provides a real opportunity 

to introduce value capture with widespread public support. The same can be said of the 

Sydenham to Bankstown extension of the Metro: we must avoid history repeating itself and 

the government depriving the community of a significant and justified return. 

Value capture or sharing approaches can be applied as a contribution to the cost of the 

infrastructure itself, or to ensure that appropriate community infrastructure is in place to meet 

http://www.sydney.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/CfS-Issues-Paper-11-Are-we-there-yet-Value-capture-and-the-future-of-public-transport-in-Sydney-2015.pdf
http://www.sydney.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/CfS-Issues-Paper-11-Are-we-there-yet-Value-capture-and-the-future-of-public-transport-in-Sydney-2015.pdf
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the needs of an expanded population enabled by, for example, a new rail link. There is an 

array of potential initiatives of this kind to be explored. They are, with road pricing/user 

charge strategies, variants of a ‘beneficiary pays’ approach. 

Policy innovation and a politically mature conversation with the community on such 

approaches is vital as ‘business as usual’ will not deliver the investment required. This 

discussion is needed because it’s not just federal funding that Sydney needs; to some extent 

it needs to tax itself if it is to fund the infrastructure demands of a city of 8 million people. 

That requires both new funding mechanisms and renewed community involvement. 

Cultural offer of the city 

Cities attract people because they have something unique and special to offer. Sydney’s 

cultural identity is a unique combination of our past and continuing Indigenous culture, our 

multiculturalism, our spectacular location and natural assets and our wonderful festivals – 

including Mardi Gras, the Sydney Festival and Vivid Sydney. Sydney’s cultural offer is rich, 

and helps to shape us as a city and to communicate who we are to the world. 

We commend the GSC’s recognition of the need to plan for culture, to provide accessible 

and affordable space to facilitate cultural practice and the interrelationship between 

innovation and arts and culture. We believe there is momentum to strengthen the approach 

to cultural planning and policy beyond what is already in the District Plans. There are great 

initiatives that can benefit from the support of the GSC. The Cultural Pass being developed 

by ArtsNSW will strengthen access to and visibility of our city’s cultural offer. Equally 

important is the need to plan for the cultural offer in the Central and Western Cities. The City 

of Parramatta’s recent discussion paper, Culture and the City, clarifies the cultural identity of 

Parramatta and supports the role of culture in liveability and wellbeing in the city. 

The Committee released research last year that found that Sydney’s global image and brand 

is unparalleled for a city of its size – and in the Anholt City Brands Index Sydney is ranked 

ahead of Berlin and Melbourne. Sydney cannot be complacent though, because cities all 

over the world are using culture as the backbone of their economic development strategies. 

If we are to build on our success, we will need to develop a clear cultural vision and strategy 

for the whole city. Planning for the cultural future of Sydney requires a metropolitan 

approach, that must begin with recognition that Western Sydney remains underserved. 

While there is growing momentum to invest in Western Sydney’s cultural infrastructure, the 

Committee believes that just as important is investing in people – in the artists and 

practitioners of Western Sydney. Culture doesn’t come from nowhere. We need to support 

artists to be able to live, learn and ply their craft in the city. There is an urgent need to 

address affordability and a need for appropriate spaces to support creative practice and 

performance. Education and educational institutions are critical to developing cultural 

practice and innovative thinking. 

Embedding culture in the city helps to be build liveable places and strong communities. We 
must plan for culture and find new ways to create partnerships within city planning and new 
ways of working with cultural institutions. Great opportunities exist to integrate culture into 
transport infrastructure and to embed culture in the innovation districts currently being 
planned for. 

  

https://www.cityofparramatta.nsw.gov.au/sites/council/files/2017-03/Parramatta%20Cultural%20Paper_Low%20res.pdf
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Green Infrastructure 

Green infrastructure is ‘an urban infrastructure hidden in plain site’. The benefits of good 
urban green spaces are diverse and wide ranging. The evidence base for green 
infrastructure is well established, and we know that a well-designed, high-quality, connected 
public realm system can raise property values, enhance economic vitality and increase the 
tax base. Where improvements were made to Bryant Park in New York, commercial rental 
values increased by 220%, economic activity in the area increased, and house prices close 
to the park went up by 5-7%.5 Of course, economic uplift is not the only benefit of green 
infrastructure, but it is often overlooked. 

We need to identify, map and recognise the value of the green infrastructure of our city 
which supports the city both in terms of environmental outcomes and liveability. Valuing 
green infrastructure and planning for is a necessary ingredient of doing density well. We 
commend the Commission for their work in supporting the Green Grid. 

Walkability 

The conventional wisdom used to be that creating a strong economy came first, and that 
increased population and a higher quality of life would follow. The converse now seems 
more likely: creating urban places with high amenity, mixed use density and connectivity is 
the first step to attracting new residents and jobs. 
 
Above we discussed the reasons that making places more walkable is a health strategy. But 
living and working in walkable places affects much more than just our health. Research 
conducted in the United States has found that of walkable places in the 30 largest metros 
found that the most walkable places were also the most educated, wealthy and most socially 
equitable. Walkable places are also gaining market share over drivable suburban places. 
These findings are illustrated in the figures below. 
 

Walkable urbanism correlates with higher education levels (US) 

 
 

                                                
5 CABE Space, Start with the park, 2005. 
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Walkable urbanism correlates with productivity measured in per 
capital GDP (US) 

 
 

Walkable urbanism correlates with greater social equity 

 
 

Western Sydney lacks walkable urban precincts, and in our analysis, redressing this 

imbalance is not some minor matter of urban design or architectural bias but actually a core 

part of designing a serious strategy for economic renewal and spatial inclusion. We are 

enormously encouraged by the Commission’s growing focus on walkability as the 

underpinning objective in creating liveable places. 
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Sydney within its megaregion: Wollongong – Sydney – 

Newcastle  

The Committee for Sydney, is keen to understand the current interrelationship between 

Sydney, Newcastle and Wollongong, and to assess how this relationship could be 

strengthened through changed policy settings.  The Committee is establishing a taskforce to 

examine the relationship between the core cities of New South Wales, Sydney, Newcastle 

and Wollongong.   

With populations of 4.2 million (Sydney,), 308,000 (Newcastle), and, (292,000) Wollongong, 

all three have shown modest growth between the 2006 and 2011 Censuses. Inevitably, 

Sydney overshadows Newcastle and Wollongong commercially and economically,  

generating 73% of the overall economic activity for the State of New South Wales in 2012. 

The relationship between proximate cities in developed nations has been of major interest to 

academics, planners, economic development teams and politicians since the 1980s. At that 

time globalization began to pitch cities in competition, not only with global competitors,  but 

also with their near neighbours.  Complex theories have emerged to identify and define the 

most efficient and effective relationships that cities can establish when they are co-located 

within a regional and national economy.  It is generally argued that the most successful city 

matrices have established effective governance that manages both competition and 

collaboration. 

In the absence of a shared governance model there also tends to be a failure of 

collaborative planning and relationships that develop are ad hoc and accidental.  As a 

consequence opportunities can be lost to improve economic performance and contribute 

more effectively to the national economy. The Committee urges the Greater Sydney 

Commission to consider how the District Plans and its emerging Sydney plan will interact 

with neighbouring cities.  

Data-driven Responsive City 

The Committee for Sydney has since 2013 been calling for an approach to city planning that 

is data-driven and responsive. We have called for, and published a report, on the 

benchmarking of Sydney. The importance of data in decision-making for cities has been 

highlighted by the announcement in late 2016 of the National Cities Performance Framework 

by Assistant Minister for Cities Angus Taylor MP. 

Sydney, however, while a top twenty performer in terms of most global city benchmarking 

exercises, is not yet at the races in terms of smart city infrastructure, the Internet of Things, 

urban analytics or engaging citizens in designing outcomes for the city itself. Although there 

are pockets of smart city activities in Sydney, overall, that ‘future’ hasn’t been distributed 

here yet. 

In the Committee of Sydney’s view in the city which is the nation’s centre for ICT, tech start-

ups and fintech, the problem is not in origin a private sector one. The urban governance 

challenge facing Sydney has, in the past, been one of a lack of metropolitan governance 

coordination and collaboration of many other cities with which we are in competition. We 

have also lacked innovation and leadership within a specific department or agency of the 

state government, where siloed administration and rigid bureaucratic walls have inhibited 

cross-government alignment and adoption of innovation.   
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The establishment of the Greater Sydney Commission as a new metro-scale governance 

authority has the potential to deliver a more integrated, cross-agency approach to 

addressing Sydney's needs as a growing, polycentric city. The Greater Sydney Commission 

heralds a new approach to metropolitan urban governance, one in which data can be used 

to measure the performance of government in relation to key city planning targets and 

engage with Sydneysiders online for the first time not just about developments and trends in 

their council area or even their districts but across Sydney. 

At stake is not just the opportunity to improve the management and performance of Sydney 

through for example, speeding up the implementation across the city of world class digital 

infrastructure, of the Internet of Things, of data analytics in the service of urban management 

and of applications and platforms to engage citizens in the design and delivery of public 

services, in providing new solutions to urban problems and in their very experience of the 

city itself. Also at stake is the extra economic output which smart city initiatives can create 

through encouraging forward looking high productivity sectors in the knowledge and 

innovation-based industries and the commercial opportunities which collaborative and 

responsive government catalyses for SMEs when smart governance leads to convincing 

open data initiatives and smart procurement. 

We believe there is a need for better, and publicly available, data to underpin all priorities of 

the District Plans and to better inform decision-makers and the civic discourse on land use 

planning. Combining the final versions of the District plans with interactive, data-rich, online 

resources for policy makers, citizens and business will ensure the plans deliver on their 

promise.  

 

More and better spatial planning 

There is a need for more detailed spatial planning to guide local councils in developing their 

Local Environment Plans. The final District Plans should better integrate the housing and 

jobs targets set out in background documents and should contain more land use planning 

across metropolitan Sydney, including identifying areas which are lacking in key 

infrastructure including transport, open space, schools, health care and cultural 

infrastructure. The use of good quality maps and visual precedents would help practitioners 

to apply the plans and the community to understand the actions proposed in the Plans. 

In this respect, we refer to and support the submissions of Committee for Sydney Cox, and 

in particular the following recommendations from their submission: 

 

• Recommendation 3: That the District Plans restrict the text and use high quality maps 

where possible to describe challenges, needs, strategies, priorities, actions and plans, 

with careful consideration as to how the maps might be used.” 

• Recommendation 5: That a concise District profile be provided in each Plan for 

comparison purposes.” We note that Cox further describes that “these profiles could 

allow for comparisons of demographic, employment, economic, infrastructure, and open 

space information between Districts and could identify specific infrastructure and open 

space needs such as schools, hospitals, housing, sporting facilities etc.” 

• Recommendation 17: That all the particular challenges, objectives and requirements for 

each centre are identified with each centre plan.” 


