
  

Notes for a Speech 

UTS 1 June 2006 

 

The Sydney Metropolitan Strategy 

A Comment by John Mant 

 

Introduction 

Reading the Plan one is reminded that the great advantage of Sydney is its geography.  

And the main problems of Sydney are its geography and its governance. 

Some Central Features:  

• Effects of M7  

• Centres and corridors Ð especially global arc  

• Therefore Ôsave the suburbsÕ Ð at least, some of them  

• No new green areas reserved  

• Targets not zones Ð targets are means of achieving rezonings by negotiation 
with/direction of/ local government   

End state plan not a strategic plan 

The Sydney Metro Plan is not a strategic plan but an end state land use-zoning plan with a 
list of issues on which there should be further work.   

What is the difference between a strategic plan and an end- state plan?   

• A Strategic Plan identifies objectives or outcomes to be achieved if the weaknesses and 
threats in the way of achieving a Vision are to be addressed.  It then goes on to suggest 
the strategies and actions that need to take place to achieve the necessary outcomes. 

• An End State Plan provides a snapshot of the land use pattern for some date in the 
future  -  2031 in the case of the Metro Plan.  An end state plan is achieved by making 
population projections, picking the most likely and then finding the land on which the 
projected population could be housed and employed.   

When the planning exercise commenced the Reference Panel and the then Minister said that 
the output of the Metro Strategy would be a Strategy Plan not an End State Plan.   

As it has turned out, it appears as one of the most exact End State Plans ever produced.  
There are exact looking targets for housing accommodation and job distributions allocated to 
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comparatively small areas for the year 2031 Ð not 2030, which is a round number, but 2031, 
which is exactly 25 years away and sounds very authoritative. 

Now, we all recognise that it is hard for a government to do a strategic plan, but the extent of 
end statedness of the Metro ÔStrategyÕ is extraordinary.  And the exactness of the predictions!   

One problem is that it is not clear how much land must be rezoned to meet the targets.  There 
is a suggestion that the high-end targets should be used.  Given that much of the demand is to 
be supplied on land on which there is already urban development, and that therefore not all 
land that is rezoned will be built on, will Councils have to rezone 10% more land than is 
needed, 20%, or 50%?  And if they donÕt rezone considerably more than is needed, will not 
the land that is rezoned become very valuable, given that the owners will have a monopoly on 
supply?  

If affordable housing is an objective, then considerably more land should be rezoned than is 
needed.  And if a true cost recovery is achieved, to what extent should development be staged 
as against responding to market forces? 

Why is it Hard for a Government to do Strategic Planning? 

A SWOT requires government has to own up to the weaknesses and threats.  At the best of 
times that is difficult for a government.  For one that has been in power for ten years it is 
especially difficult.  

And having identified the problems, a brave government then has to identify how it is going to 
deal with them by writing down the outcomes that will need to be achieved to build on the 
Strengths, overcome the Weaknesses, deal with the Threats and take advantage of the 
Opportunities.  

The government has then to allocate the responsibilities for achieving the Outcomes in the 
Plan and therefore make commitments! 

Treasuries hate long-term commitments.  Governments hate being held accountable for 
achieving real results.   

So governments find it hard to do strategic planning.  

And it is certainly difficult to do a Strategic Plan in a Guild Government  

Guild governments (those with departments each of which is structured to employ staff of a 
particular profession) are designed to produce outputs Ð whatever it is the particular 
professional group produces.     

NSW still essentially a public works/Crown Lands/professional services colonial government 
that over 200 years has blown out to 47 portfolios, of which probably 10 are really irrelevant, 
so say, 37.  This can be compared to VictoriaÕs 12 Departments (although, in fairness, there 
are a number of vestiges of colonial agencies lurking within the 12 departments)  
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Given their colonial nature, most of the urban departments are designed to deliver build 
solutions to whatever the problem.  As well as being politically difficult, managing rather than 
accommodating demand is not a solution that appeals to public works departments.  

Strategic plans are about achieving outcomes by a wide range of means.   How do you do a 
strategic plan when most departments are about the provision of specialist outputs, rather 
than being responsible for achieving complex outcomes?   

Traditional role of Planning  

In a guild-structured government, the specialist outputs of the Planning Department are land 
use zoning controls.   

Statutory planners may understand zoning and the EP&A Act, but they can feel a bit 
uncomfortable with economics, the market, transport planning, or environmental science.   

As an output organization, Planning tends to deal with complex issues by producing new 
controls Ð eg: the number of SEPPs and ever-growing complexity of the legislation Ð rather 
than managing with a view to achieving complex outcomes.   

I will have more to say about the consequences of the narrowness of Planning when I 
comment later on the consequences of the recently announced standard zoning controls.  

SO WHY DID THE STRATEGIC PLAN BECOME AN END STATE PLAN? 

Planning break-outs 

Every few years an ambitious Minister attempts to break out of the narrow zoning role of 
Planning and turn Planning into a Central Agency responsible for achieving complex outcomes   

I have seen breakouts in every State Ð in Victoria and South Australia several times. 

The breakout usually is accompanied by an attempt to write a Strategic Plan for the StateÕs 
capital city.  

Planning is put back in its box  

The brave new world for Planning lasts about two or three years before the other guild 
organizations, and their Ministers, push Planning back into its output box Ð that is, back to 
producing land use zones.  This is what has happened in NSW.  ÔDIPNRÕ has become 
ÔPlanningÕ. 

And the strategic planning exercise has finished up being an exercise in end-state land use 
planning, because that is what the Planners understand and that is their specialist output.  
Although at present Planning has a forceful and effective Minister, structurally it is not a 
central agency anymore, if it ever was, even for a moment.  

With the change from strategic to end state plan, the weaknesses and threats that may have 
been identified in the strategic planning work are either buried or are listed as things to be dealt 
with later by someone, sometimeÉÉ.  
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There are many issues identified as needing further work listed in the Metro Plan.  Many did 
have excellent work done on them by the Metro team, but they were not included in the Plan 
because the solutions were just too hard, or possibly too upsetting for the electorate, or too 
intrusive into othersÕ portfolios, or made too many commitments to fund basket case 
operations like the railways, and so on.  The solutions have been written out and identified for 
later attention, maybe.  

The Standard Land Use Zoning Controls 

At the same time as the Department of Planning was completing the Metro End-State Plan it 
was finalising the proposals for the imposition of standard land use zones over the whole 
State.  

This initiative had nothing to do with the Metro Plan but is the result of lobbying by the 
property industry, especially the producers of standard urban products such as project 
houses and fast food and other chain outlets.  The proposal to have the same standard zones 
and controls across the State was also attractive to the staff in Planning as it simplified their 
administration of the system. 

The Metro Plan has statements such as:  

The planning of centres, towns, vil lages and neighbourhoods 
aims to maintain the unique character of ex ist ing 
communit ies, to make safer and more accessible places and to 
ensure communit ies are provided with the local services that 
they need.  

The reality will be that it will be difficult to do  locality planning given the strictness of the 
standard zoning rules.  For example, although there is some flexibility in the FSRs and heights, 
each of the standard zones in a Council area must have the same list of permitted and 
prohibited uses.  And the use of the land use zone as the primary template for the writing of 
development controls reinforces the ideology that the primary purpose of planning is to 
separate land uses. The City Plan is a coloured map with red, blue and brown areas which 
carefully divides homes from shopping and work areas.     

So this is where we are now.  There are exact sounding targets to be translated into single use 
zones (apart from the exceptional multi-use zone) to be administered by councils many of 
whose electorates are unlikely to want the redevelopment.  

How good is the end state plan? 

The Targets   

The Targets are the land use plan.  At least they are not just projections so they do imply 
some action is needed from government if they are to be achieved.  

But are the targets the objective, or are they the means to objectives, which have not been 
clearly stated and are therefore not measurable?  

¥
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Is meeting the targets the only measure by which the success of the Plan will be judged or are 
they merely one of the strategies to achieve objectives which are not clearly stated?  

Given that there is nothing about setting objectives, and then monitoring reductions in car 
travel, the price of housing, the quality of air and the water in the Hawkesbury, access to 
range of things that make life worth living, the urban design quality of places, the amount of 
recreation space per person, etc, it looks like the success of the Plan will be assessed in the 
year 2031 when those living then can see if the targets were met. 

That raises issues such as the following:  

• Does the Plan require Liverpool to be a certain population, rather than merely having 
enough zoned land to allow the market to operate there if it wants to?  

• How much public money will be needed to make Liverpool succeed???   

• Will we say ÔNoÕ to another Norwest nearby, even through it brings jobs to the West 
and there will be a new bus route to service it?  

City of Cites  

• The City of Cities is a brave call with only two Regional Centres in Western Sydney  - 
long overdue to provide some concentration of effort  

• It acknowledges the new centres of activity, such as the airport, universities, Norwest, 
Ð but, note they are not to be new retail centres, except the airport, which is under 
C/W control.   

Despite mainly being on transport routes, the cities in the City of Cities land use plan will, of 
course, increase demand for travel - multiple centres means an increase in the diversity of 
origins and destinations.  
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To increase the share of public transport there also needs to be severe reductions in the 
demand for car travel Ð pricing demand and limiting parking and providing valid alternatives  -  
but there is no or little mention of these in the Plan.   

The Transport chapter in the Plan is not substantial, because the transport issues are hard and 
long term (although it is good that at least the rail connection from the NW to the SW is still 
on the plan map and land for the track is being acquired).  And real solutions would mean 
getting into the messy industrial issues of restructuring the traditional public transport 
services Ð although the work being done on the bus catchments is good and long overdue.  

But even if PlanÕs details do little to reduce car usage Ð a City of Cities on public transport 
routes has a better chance of surviving a major energy collapse and could be seen as the 
application of the Precautionary Principle 

Protection of Industrial Lands  

Commendable and necessary, in view of the heavy subsidies supporting investing in home 
ownership and the inevitable pricing out of uses other than residential.   

 

Protection of Most of Existing Suburban areas  

Unnecessary Ð and really the product of a na•ve land use zone mentality - that which 
conceives of the city consisting of separate areas of detached houses, or town houses, or flats. 

If the Departmental planners had a place mentality, instead of a fixation on single use zoning, 
they would recognise that you can have increased numbers of different types of dwellings, 
even in what is presently a detached house zone, without destroying the place.  By giving 
away development opportunities when they didnÕt need to, they have had to put heavy 
demands on the less attractive areas to absorb population.  And will those with existing 
development rights in these now to be lower density suburbs give them up quietly? 

Economically  

The Plan is only about supply side solutions.  The talk is all about new taxing regimes for 
finding capital for supply solutions.  Nothing about getting prices right for resources and use 
of infrastructure  - nothing about demand side solutions. Nothing about paying more land 
taxes to local and State government in return for better maintenance and more infrastructure 
and facilities that benefit house owners.  

And one has to worry about the governmentÕs atti tude to these supply side mechanisms:  

ÒThere is no single infrastructure funding tool suited to every urban renewal situation. The 
Government will design and apply a suite of value capture funding tools where State decisions 
create value and where it can identify beneficiaries who should pay.Ó 

This proposed discretion has major probity concerns and the imposition of the policy will 
probably be frittered away over time as Ôspecial casesÕ make bad decisions and keep 
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contributions low.  There is already pressure to limit the amount of the contributions in the 
new development areas.  

Environmental  

 ÒHowever, there has been a decline in species and ecosystem diversity and an increasing 
number of species, ecological communities and populations being listed as endangered or 
vulnerable. Remaining native vegetation continues to be cleared and fragmented.   In Western 
Sydney, only 13 per cent of the original vegetation remains and is in good condition.Ó 

But no new mechanisms (such as trading in development rights) are proposed for dealing with 
inevitability of development to the Blue Mountains and the loss of what ecological areas 
remain. Listed as work to be done, yet it is fundamental to protecting SydneyÕs environmental 
assets.  Not included, because the Plan is an end state map, not a strategic plan.  

Nor is there a metropolitan tax on a scale available to other Australian cities.  Melbourne, 
Brisbane and Perth are, by comparison, very well funded for the acquisition of regional open 
space and compensation to owners for environmental protection.  Sydney is the poor relation.   

The absence of solutions was demonstrated when those in danger of suffering wipe-outs from 
proposed green wedges in the new development areas demanded their rights to share in the 
windfalls and the Government quickly gave into them.   

(A cynic could say that the purpose of the Metro Plan work was to cover over the concerns 
that have always accompanied attempts to rezone the SW lands Ð South Creek.  Previous 
attempts founded on air quality and ecological concerns and the availability of infrastructure.  
The Metro Strategy and the design and proposed funding of the new development promised 
that air quality would be OK, the ecological resources would be protected and there would be 
money for infrastructure up front.  While this made us feel better about the rezoning, the 
compensating policies are likely to disappear into the sand over time.  There will be 
development but it is likely to be more of the same.)     

Governance  

Super department to fragmented departments  

Between the time that work on the Strategy started and now, we moved from a single 
department with responsibility for land use and transport planning, infrastructure planning 
and natural resources to separate departments for planning, roads, public transport, utilities, 
natural resources, and a new infrastructure agency, which is properly back in the centre of 
government.   

So the net result was no reduction of cooks in the Metro kitchen, but in fact, an additional 
cook.   

Great faith in Development corporations  

No proposals to reform local government or, NSW councils being the poorest in the country, 
give it the resources to do the work.  No new mechanisms, except for more development 
corporations like the ones that gave us the loss making Darling Harbour and Olympic areas, 
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neither of which really connects to the rest of the city.   

This is a bit like the new Part 3A of the Act.   The existing governance cannot make places 
happen but, instead of fixing what we have, we bring in new organizations to add to the pile Ð 
but only for special places, not everywhere, or even everywhere there are problems.  

No permanent organization  

There is no permanent organization charged with protecting and monitoring the performance 
of the planning of the city and helping difficult policies to survive changes in Ministers and 
Governments.  The performance of the plan depends on the efficacy of the Minister of the 
day.   Luckily we have a effective minister at this moment, but what happens later? 

Ministerial discretion 

Not only is there not a permanent arm-length organization to protect the planning, the recent 
Planning Reforms have seen a very significant increase in Ministerial discretion to overrule 
settled planning controls.  There are to be some greater transparency with the use of 
independent panels, but in the end, there are increased opportunities for undue influence to be 
exercised.  

IDC 

Co-ordination is by a non-statutory IDC of agency heads, which will only last as long as there 
is interest and commitment.  Similar arrangements following previous metro plans quickly 
disappeared.    

IDCs are where you go to protect patches and Ministers.  They are where agency vetoes are 
traded at the margins.   They are not meetings where complex outcomes are achieved by doing 
things differently.  

Conclusions  

The Metro plan is a disappointment but it is better than nothing.   

A great deal of good work was done by the staff of the super department and, with an activist 
Minister, the files and the unreleased reports contain plenty for him to do in tackling the 
issues that were not dealt with in the Plan.   

The lack of a strategic approach is disappointing but understandable given the nature of State 
governments and this StateÕs government in particular.  

The targets are heroic in some instances.  The desire to protect most of the existing residential 
areas from change and the reliance on some not very attractive centres and corridors for new 
housing stock takes little account of market preferences.  

The mechanisms for properly planning and funding new development were probably 
unrealistic and are unraveling already.  There is still no dedicated and adequate funding for 
metropolitan improvement.  
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And insisting on standard land use zones rather than locality planning is quite contrary to 
stated hopes for the future Sydney.   

 


