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SUBMISSION TO DRAFT DISTRICT PLANS 

PREAMBLE 
Urbis commends the Greater Sydney Commission (GSC) for the extensive work undertaken to 
develop and release the draft District Plans. The Plans provide a long-awaited framework for a 
potential new era of multi-agency collaboration to deliver aligned, integrated and effective land use 
planning and infrastructure across the Greater Sydney metropolitan area. Urbis supports this 
approach to efficient, effective planning. We see great value in clear priorities for growth and 
sustainability, supported by evidence-based studies and research. 

Urbis is a leading national urban planning and professional services consulting firm with a strong 
reputation for excellence in relation to major projects and urban policy considerations across the 
Sydney metropolitan area. It is our experience that gives us a depth of understanding of the 
complexities in metropolitan planning and the potential pitfalls that may be encountered when there is 
a misalignment with the development of strategy and market expectations. Urbis has been engaged 
by many clients to review various draft District Plans and Towards Sydney 2056. With this work and 
our strong involvement in Sydney planning we have identified in this submission where the draft 
District Plans may deliver unintended consequences which limit the effective delivery of a strategically 
aligned future Sydney.  

EVIDENCE BASED PLANNING IS ESSENTIAL 
Urbis commends the GSC’s move towards evidence-based planning which promotes informed 
decision-making and supports sustainable change. Urbis also support the GSC’s development of a 
Greater Sydney Dashboard that will monitor each District’s progress towards meeting jobs and 
housing targets, which is the next crucial step towards implementing evidence-based planning. 

Urbis research and analysis was intrinsic to three evidence-based studies which inform the draft 
District Plans: 

 Sydney Strategic Centres Barriers to Growth 

 Evidence and Analysis: Accessibility and Investment Reports, for each of the six Districts 

 The Industrial Land Detailed Audit and Suitability Assessment. 
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We are pleased to see some of our findings informing the draft District Plans, particularly in relation to 
building strength of centres through matching job targets and providing jobs, amenities and services 
within the 30-minute commute. 

However, we are concerned that some evidence relating to strategic barriers to centre growth and 
viability has been ignored. The draft District Plans identify that centre cores should be commercially 
zoned. This is contrary to our evidence that a barrier to growth in centres is a lack of resident 
population which contribute to centre vitality.  Likewise, our detailed audit of industrial lands 
recommends the parameters that should be used to determine whether an industrial precinct or site 
should be protected or rezoned. The draft District Plans have adopted a precautionary approach to 
rezoning rather than adopting these strategies. Both these issues will be discussed further in this 
submission.  

Additionally, we are concerned that two of our evidence studies have not been made available to the 
public and that there was a significant delay uploading other background studies, to the extent that 
most of the supporting background documents have only been evident to the public in the final days of 
the submission period. These include: 

 Liveability framework 

 Lessons from international experience  

 Community values 

 Open space audit  

 Values of the Metropolitan Rural Area 

 Sydney retail demand and supply 

This lag in presenting data and supporting information that has informed the draft District Plans does 
not allow analysis and understanding of policy development and removes transparency in this 
important strategic planning process. 

 

TOWARDS SYDNEY 2056 
Insufficient Infrastructure for the Three Cities vision 

The draft 40-year vision underpinning each of the draft District Plans and Towards Sydney 2056 is a 
shift away from thinking of Sydney anchored by a single central business District. This new vision and 
the subsequent proposed update to of A Plan for Growing Sydney is supported by Urbis.  

The three-city focus embeds the notion of a ‘30 minute’ city and the growing role of western Sydney. 
We believe the new vision is a positive change that will ensure Sydney remains a viable and resilient 
city, even under the continuing pressure for growth. However, we believe the key to success of the 
vision will be a commitment to funding of new infrastructure and creation of fine grain connectivity 
between and within the three cities.  
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We recognise and support the importance of the concurrent review of the State Infrastructure Strategy 
(Infrastructure NSW) and development of a Future Transport Strategy (Transport for NSW). However, 
we are disappointed that the draft District Plans do not go further to guide or comment on future 
infrastructure other than recognise the provision that is already planned or in play. Given that 
infrastructure is the cornerstone of viable land use, it is unfortunate that the GSC has chosen not to 
guide infrastructure strategy and effective land use planning by identifying both future needs and 
challenges for infrastructure provision on a District wide basis.  

While existing road/rail funding is identified, what is not made clear is how the future population and 
economic growth within Districts will impact demand for: 

 Water 

 Energy distribution  

 Telecommunications 

 Connectivity to regions  

 Preferred new transport routes (not currently planned)  

 New transport technologies  

 
With a policy prevalence towards increasing and improving road capacity the city-wide benefits that 
can be accrued through a substantial upgrade of public transport options and capacity is an oversight. 
Of note, is the lack of direction and strategy in relation to the delivery of an appropriate hierarchy of 
transport connections between the Western Sydney Airport, the new Western City, and the rest of 
Sydney. While we understand that transport around the airport is both a federal and State 
responsibility, the GSC in its strategic planning role has an opportunity to produce strategic direction 
by identifying preferred links and routes.  

Urbis looks forward to these issues being examined in more detail as part of the review of A Plan for 
Growing Sydney and to being included in final District Plans. This is necessary for effective strategic 
planning within government and to clearly provide direction to future District wide and local land use 
strategies.  

 

DRAFT DISTRICT PLANS  
Documentation Issues 

Urbis has gathered many comments from clients and industry that the draft District Plans are difficult 
to read and navigate due to repetition, poor structure and inadequate and erroneous mapping. Many 
of the key findings and recommendations are not clearly presented.  This is disappointing, given the 
prominence of the Plans and the importance of the information delivered. We recognise that a lot of 
relevant and informative work has gone into the development of the draft District Plans. Urbis 
encourages the GSC to ensure the final District Plans are constructed in a manner that clearly 
identifies evidence, strategies, priorities and actions, combined with quality mapping and graphics, to 
ensure key findings are not misinterpreted or ignored.  
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The timing of key future studies/strategies could impact delivery 

Many of the priorities and actions in the draft District Plans rely on future studies to be undertaken by 
local government, the GSC or other government agencies. Councils are identified as responsible as a 
lead agency or partner for 19 actions in the draft District Plans. Whilst strong local government 
involvement is anticipated to enable delivery of the priorities, there is concern about the extent of the 
further work that Councils and other government agencies will need to undertake to enable further 
District planning to proceed. This level of additional work highlights that the draft District Plans are not 
currently detailed or thorough enough to effectively guide and drive change at the local level.  

Timing of, funding for, commitment to and consistency in additional studies at a local government level 
may have significant implications on progressing priorities and enabling successful District led 
initiatives. To ensure the District priorities are successfully implemented the GSC should be 
responsible for leading District-wide studies to develop strategies for:  

 Housing  

 Retail 

 Employment lands  

 Metropolitan rural lands  

 
Where local government is directed to undertake further work to implement these strategies, at a local 
level, there needs to be incentives and direction to assist with efficient timing and District-wide 
collaboration. There is also a need for accountability so that the studies are completed in a timely 
fashion and not delay the implementation of the strategic initiatives. 

Private sector collaboration should be enhanced  

Best practice planning suggests that the preferred urban outcomes occur when there is strong 
collaboration and alignment between public and private sector investment. The draft District Plans are 
presented in a way that concentrates on government collaboration with little insight or direction as to 
private sector involvement in shaping and delivering District outcomes. Strategies for private sector 
involvement focus on contributions and levies, such as those for affordable housing and infrastructure, 
and potential value capture from uplift. There is some limited discussion around the importance and 
recognition of collaboration areas (such as health and education precincts). However, there is little 
insight into how the private sector can deliver priorities and investment to support the draft District 
Plans, nor how government can ensure that the innovative and market led responses are duly 
supported for the benefit of future Sydney. This is an oversight that must be addressed to provide 
clarity on collaborative approaches.   

Some of the most effective and responsive collaborative planning outcomes, to date, are aligned with 
Priority Precincts. The draft District Plans nominate new Collaboration Areas, based around education 
and health hubs, however it is likely that there are other locations deserving of priority precinct status, 
particularly around key new infrastructure. Recently, the Minister for Planning highlighted to the press 
that new Priority Precincts will be an important component in addressing housing affordability issues. It 
is vital that the draft District Plans move beyond identifying current priority precincts and nominate 
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additional areas that will be crucial to delivering the priorities for jobs and housing growth throughout 
Sydney. The draft District plans provide an opportunity to provide clear direction for future growth.  

 

Inconsistencies in the Centres hierarchy  

The inclusion of a centre hierarchy is supported, however the inconsistency with previous versions 
(five reclassifications in the past 12 years) and the absence of a District-led retail and commercial 
strategy has resulted in an uncertain policy environment.  

This change in nomenclature has resulted in some centres (including Campbelltown-Macarthur and 
Penrith) being reclassified from Regional City to Strategic Centre. Many others have been reclassified 
from Strategic Centre to District Centre, including Rouse Hill.  The absence of retail data sets during 
the public exhibition phase contributed to reduced transparency about the hierarchy methodology. 
Urbis believes the draft District Plans require additional information on the evolution of the definition of 
Strategic Centres and the intent of various reclassifications. 

Strategic centres must include residential development  

The priority to grow Strategic centres and some District centres by using the B3 Commercial Core 
zone (which does not permit residential development) presents a strategic barrier to growth and 
reduces the potential for the sustainable 30-minute city and denser populations adjacent to major 
transport hubs. Urbis’ research demonstrates that centre growth and vitality is reliant on a core 
residential population.   

The blanket approach to commercial cores in strategic centres is inappropriate and not market based 
Most Councils have adopted B4 Mixed Uses zones in strategic centres. A Plan for Growing Sydney 
defined a Strategic Centre as having higher-density housing. High density mixed use development 
supports diverse and active higher order centres. 

The draft District Plans should continue to encourage Councils to determine an appropriate land use 
mix in their commercial cores including adoption of base FSR provisions in LEPs to support a 
minimum amount of commercial floor space. This approach can support strategic centre job target 
objectives without reducing centre vitality by allowing residential uses to coexist.  

Other barriers to centre growth not obviously addressed in the draft District Plans include: 

 Fragmentation of sites 

 The extent of existing strata development  

 Lack of attention to flexibility in uses  

 Incentives to facilitate and amalgamate sites 

 Night time activation 

  
It is recommended that these issues be considered in more detail as part of a District led centres 
strategy to be developed prior to finalisation of the District Plans.  
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Provide flexible development options for unsuitable Employment and 
Urban Services lands  

The draft District Plans support the management of employment and urban services land by taking a 
precautionary approach to conversion of that land and to step away from the previous industrial lands 
checklist in A Plan for Growing Sydney. 

Urbis is pleased that the GSC is responding to the need for employment and urban services land 
through a holistic approach, however there is a strong need to implement a rapid end to the 
precautionary measures to ensure that land clearly unsuitable as employment land can be sustainably 
utilised for residential or new centre activity. This will ensure that housing capacity and the 30-minute 
city is not jeopardised by isolating unsuitable industrial land. Urbis has established the following 
strategic and location factors, that can be used to determine the suitability for land for employment and 
urban land precincts and suggests they be adopted as a guideline within the District Plans:  

 Metropolitan-wide distribution of industrial lands. Where else could the businesses locate if the site 
or precinct was rezoned? 

 Is the industrial site part of a precinct that plays a strategically critical role in the broader 
Metropolitan Sydney context? 

 Is the industrial precinct serving an effective District role? 

 Is the role of the precinct more consistent with other employment generating zonings, i.e. precincts 
that have a primarily local services and retail role are more consistent with a B2 Local Centre 
zoning? 

 Can the allowable uses within B4 Mixed Use or B2 Local Centre zoned precincts and centres 
nearby be expanded to accommodate some of the businesses located in industrial zoned lands? 

 Size of the precinct and potential for further expansion and development. 

 Accessibility to freight, particularly to a motorway and B-Double trucks (and B-Triple in future). 

 Is future infrastructure planned for the area which would increase or decrease the desirability of 
industrial land within a precinct? 

 Adjacencies or direct access to key infrastructure such as motorway, intermodal terminal, port or 
airport. 

 Agglomeration of like or related uses and buffer from noise sensitive receptors such as residential. 

 Potential conflict with surrounding land uses. 

 Level of demand and extent of vacancy in the precinct. 
 

Housing targets are insufficient for some LGAs 

Urbis is of the view that the housing targets for the Central and West Districts are broadly in line with 
their current share of population. The strongest growth in housing delivery is targeted for the West 
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Central and South West Districts which are expected to deliver close to half of the new housing across 
metropolitan Sydney over the next 20 years 

In contrast, the North and South Districts are expected to deliver a disproportionately lower share of 
new housing if assessed relative to their current share of population. They account for 35% of the 
Sydney population but are only expected to deliver a much lower 25% of new housing over the next 
20 years. 

In terms of housing targets by Local Government Area (LGA), the highest targets are set for Sydney, 
Ryde, Canterbury Bankstown, Cumberland and Parramatta LGAs. These targets are laudable as they 
will leverage the strong access of these LGAs to jobs, amenities and public transport. This represents 
an efficient means for Sydney to grow.  

However, the relatively modest housing targets set for the Inner West, Sutherland and Willoughby 
LGAs are disappointing as these LGAs have some of the strongest access to jobs, amenities and 
public transport. It is recommended that these targets be refined, considering the ideal location for 
further residential density to support a sustainable Sydney.  

A Metropolitan Affordable Housing strategy must be developed 

The draft District Plans address housing affordability by way of increasing capacity and diversity, and 
by identifying targets for affordable rental housing and opportunities for social housing.  

Affordable rental housing targets of 5-10% are indicated for affordable rental housing. The evidence to 
support this percentage has not been made available. Interestingly, some LGAs (such as Sydney, 
Inner West and Randwick) are already responding differently by nominating figures of up to 15% in 
recently adopted affordable housing policies. 

What is clear from this is that there is a dire need for a metropolitan wide affordable housing strategy 
to inform the District Plans and local policy. Any affordable housing targets need to be met with 
appropriate incentives (height, apartment size, FSR) to ensure the viability of the development. 
Inappropriate incentives that do not respond to market feasibility reduce development growth potential 
and subsequently housing supply. In such cases, there is a real risk in further impacting affordability 
by way of cross subsidisation from market ready housing to support affordable rental housing. A 
district led approach to a housing strategy, in close engagement with the development industry, is 
essential in ensuring affordable housing responses encourage appropriate outcomes.  

Precautionary protection of the Metropolitan Rural Lands should not 
remove opportunities for efficient and economical use of the land 

The draft District Plans propose the continuation of agricultural production in the Metropolitan Rural 
Area. Mapping and understanding the range of values will provide the basis for the approach to 
strategic planning. The draft District Plans proposes that this will take time and requires consultation 
due to the varying expectations of existing landowners and the public interest. Thus, future planning 
proposals and new development potential for these lands are stalled through a precautionary 
approach unless the relevant planning authority (RPA) has undertaken strategic planning in 
accordance with Sustainability Priorities set under the draft District Plans. 

Urbis supports protection of viable agricultural land and strategically significant landscapes. However, 
there are some urban fringe areas which are predominantly used for large-lot residential purposes, 
with small pockets of low-impact agricultural uses that cannot deliver viable agricultural opportunities 
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in the metropolitan area. The Dural area in the West Central District is an example of this type of 
location.  

Significant factors reducing potential viability of agricultural activities within the rural fringe land 
include: 

 high land values 

 fragmented land ownership patterns  

 low classification of land and soil capability  

 recognised high start-up costs for establishing new agricultural pursuits, and  

 potential land use conflicts with existing rural residential development.  
 

Where these factors are evident and preclude agricultural viability, the draft District Plans should not 
restrict the opportunity for rezoning to attain efficient and economical use of the land. Urbis is 
concerned that the delay in identifying the values for these lands through local studies will further 
reduce the ability to provide housing capacity. Thus, we believe the draft District Plans should be 
amended to include a provision to investigate appropriate opportunities for residential development 
within the Metropolitan Rural Area. 

CONCLUSION 
Urbis is pleased that the GSC will continue to engage with industry and the community on the 
development and subsequent finalisation of the draft District Plans and Towards Sydney 2056. We 
look forward to further contributing to the development of metropolitan and district wide strategy. 

 

Your sincerely,  

 

 

  

John Wynne  

National Director 

 


