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Chapter 1  

 Introduction 

 This project 

This project’s aim is to provide a model, principles-based framework about the 
shape and form that strategic plans for cities and our communities should take. 
These are provided in a form that would be suitable for adoption by the Council of 
Australian Governments (COAG) or substantially assist consideration of this 
framework by COAG. 

The Built Environment Meets Parliament (BEMP) partners have commissioned the 
project. The BEMP partners include: 

·  Association of Consulting Engineers Australia 

·  Australian Institute of Architects 

·  Green Building Council of Australia 

·  Planning Institute of Australia 

·  Property Council of Australia 

It is expected that this project will be an input to discussion at the BEMP event to 
be held in Canberra on 12 August 2009.  

 1.1 Planning change and changes to planning 

Governments, businesses, community groups, environmentalists, and those with a 
professional interest in our urban surroundings or people just aiming to get on with 
life now see a need to rebuild and reinvest in our cities and communities. There is 
broad agreement that reshaping the future development of cities through better 
integrated infrastructure and land-use planning arrangements will be critical to 
Australia’s future GDP and productivity growth as well as providing improved 
access to services for the growing populations of the nation’s cities, enhancing the 
quality of life and conserving the environment. 

While planning is central to changing Australia’s cities and raising sustainability, 
there is evidence of some frustration when using the planning information that is to 
hand at present. There are suggestions that new intergovernmental institutions such 
as Infrastructure Australia, responsible for assessing national infrastructure 
priorities, has found it hard to assess alternative investment proposals in the context 
of some existing government plans for major and capital cities. 

Governments in Australia are now looking at changing planning arrangements for 
Australia’s major and capital cities. As a first step in improving these arrangements, 
the COAG agreed to establish a Taskforce to examine existing strategic planning 
frameworks within jurisdictions at the meeting in Hobart in April 2009. The intent 
is to ensure they support the ongoing integration of state and national infrastructure 
in major metropolitan areas with land-use planning and urban development. In 
terms released in the communiqué: 
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‘The Commonwealth’s aspiration is that the work of this Taskforce will encourage each 
jurisdiction to put in place, by the end of June 2010, best practice major strategic corridor and 
metropolitan planning arrangements that will ensure consistent strategic decision-making, 
improve the efficiency of infrastructure investment and further contribute to productivity and 
economic growth.’

1
 

The review of planning arrangements is to: 

·  recognise that the States have clear responsibility for land-use planning within 
their jurisdictions; 

·  that the Commonwealth has an interest in the efficient operation of national 
infrastructure; and 

·  that efficient infrastructure and improving our cities requires the better 
integration in jurisdictions of major city land-use planning with state and 
national transport, energy, water and social infrastructure investment plans.  

COAG has required that the Taskforce will report by the end of 2009 on review 
outcomes.  

 1.2 Links to earlier ideas about sustainable commu nities 

In some ways, it seems that the Prime Minister and COAG have called on the other 
spheres of government to implement the key elements of an earlier call for action. 
This earlier call was built on recognition that: 

·  A national strategy is needed to improve the competitiveness, social cohesion 
and environmental management of Australia’s cities and major urban areas. 
Adopting a plan would raise the sustainability of Australia’s urban 
communities from which the nation as a whole will benefit. 

·  A National Action Plan is needed for the sustainable development of urban 
communities in much the same way as we needed national strategies and 
policies in areas such as competition, salinity, regional development, water and 
transport.  

·  The necessary investment and other actions must be guided by specific plans 
for specific places to meet specific needs.  

·  There is a joint responsibility for the development and implementation of the 
strategy involving local, state and national governments as well as the 
involvement of business and the community at large.  

A document Sustainable Communities: A National Action Plan for Urban Australia 
set out seven propositions to guide action. This was developed through the 
collaboration of four groups known as the Sustainable Communities Roundtable.  
The bodies are the Planning Institute of Australia, the Property Council of 
Australia, the Royal Australian Institute of Architects, and the Intergovernmental 
Planning Officials Group.  

                                                      
1
  COAG 2009, Council of Australian Governments Meeting Hobart 30 April 2009 Communiqué, downloaded 

from http://www.coag.gov.au/coag_meeting_outcomes/2009-04-30/docs/20090430_communique.pdf on July 
21 2009. 
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1.3 Links to infrastructure funding 

The general thrust of the ideas set out in the Sustainable Communities document is 
shaping the directions being pursued by decision making institutions. In particular, 
Infrastructure Australia has defined the opportunities and challenges ahead for 
urban communities and the need for a cogent national strategy in very similar terms. 

‘Australia needs the development and coordination of urban action plans, significant 
investment in public transport networks, improved governance, and integrated long–term 
strategies to manage land use planning, density, population and urban congestion. Urban 
regeneration, transit oriented developments, and planning that facilitates the use of public 
transport, walking and cycling as viable transport options will help ensure the sustainability, 
liveability, and productivity of Australia’s cities into the future.’ (Infrastructure Australia, 
2009, 25) 

In its report to COAG of December 2008 Infrastructure Australia had identified 
Supporting our cities as one of the key location specific challenges facing 
Governments and the community. This challenge revolves around improving the 
liveability, sustainability and productivity of Australia’s major cities. To meet this 
and other challenges Infrastructure Australia has identified Transforming our cities 
as a key theme to steer the course for solutions. This involves many actions 
including increasing public transport capacity in major cities and making better use 
of existing infrastructure. 

Infrastructure Australia has flagged that it will recommend investment in 
infrastructure in urban areas contingent upon those investments being developed 
within the context of an integrated urban development plan. It has also suggested 
some aspects of what it expects those plans to do, noting that plans should have 
clear outcomes identified, so that the aims of the investment are clear and 
measurable and partnerships are identified. Infrastructure Australia has also 
indicated that it will work with the task force established by COAG to achieve 
integrated planning outcomes. 

It is very likely that Infrastructure Australia’s intervention will have far reaching 
implications for strategic planning for Australia’s major cities and urban regions. 
The pool of funds that the Commonwealth Government has committed to invest 
reflecting advice about priorities from Infrastructure Australia is very large. Most 
state and local government authorities would rely upon winning some funding from 
this process in order to cover the cost or a share of the costs of larger infrastructure 
projects that underpin many of the current plans. 
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Chapter 2  

 Model planning framework principles 

This section outlines ten guiding principles that should typify Australia’s strategic 
planning frameworks. 

Where these principles are adopted, the liveability, productivity, civic and 
environmental dividends available to all Australians will be maximised in the most 
efficient manner. 

Each principle is stated in terms that are intended to guide an action program, in 
language consistent with land use planning and infrastructure investment strategies. 

The ten principles are summarised below.  

Principle 1 — Establish a shared vision. 

Strategic planning should shape prosperous, liveable and sustainable urban 
communities delivered by governments and their partners working in 
collaboration.  

This is the thrust of the vision for Australians cities and regions shared by 
Australian governments, community groups, non-government organisations and 
business. 

 

Principle 2 — Forge a co-ordinated framework. 

Planning must occur within a coordinated framework that links national, 
regional, and local goals codified by intergovernmental commitments and 
agreements.  

Strategic planning should conform with the subsidiarity principle, enabling matters 
to be handled by the smallest, lowest or least centralised competent authority while 
maximising coordination and efficiency. 

Plans should commit different levels of government to common objectives, agreed 
actions, incentives and resources for change 

Plans should define responsibility and accountability for performance. 
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Principle 3 — Maximise civic engagement. 

Strategic planning must advance community participation and civic 
engagement.  

This involves: 

·  Building in opportunities for the community, including individuals, people in 
business, non-government organisations and others to learn about the specific 
options being considered for their community and the likely preferred planning 
approach. 

·  Reporting the views, opinions and alternatives raised in community 
consultation and directly responding to proposals raised by stakeholders. 

 

Principle 4 — Define targeted outcomes for specific  places and times. 

·  These target outcomes must relate to all dimensions of sustainability, 
including: 

– economic prosperity; 

– natural sustainability; 

– liveability; and 

– partnerships/governance. 

·  These target outcomes must be spatially precise – that is, relate to specific 
places, regions or areas. 

·  The target outcomes must articulate unambiguous delivery milestones. 

·  Targets should be clear, measurable and include starting position or baseline 
indicators. 

 

Principle 5 — Clearly define how resources are to b e used. 

This involves: 

·  Defining when actions will be taken. 

·  Indicating the priority of actions to be taken. 

·  Establishing who is responsible for major actions, especially actions to be 
taken by public sector agencies and bodies. 

·  Indicating how existing rights and resources (such as areas of land) will be 
impacted by plans. 

 



 

P R I N C I P L E S  F O R  P L A N N I N G  S U S T A I N A B L E  C O M M U N I T I E S:  C O N S U L T A T I O N  D R A F T 

 

The Allen Consulting Group 9 
 
 

Principle 6 — Demonstrate the best use of our colle ctive resources, 
including existing resources. 

This will involve: 

·  Ensuring plans reflect strategic choices that are evidence based. 

·  Conducting objective cost-benefit analysis for both major elements of strategic 
planning proposals as well as the total plan. 

·  Consideration of a wide range of benefits and costs – not just economic, but 
also social and environmental using monetary and non-monetary measures, as 
part of a commitment to employ world class cost-benefit and RIS 
methodologies. 

·  Committing only to proposals where benefits exceed costs. 

·  Identification and assessment of alternative solutions to address problems or 
achieve targeted outcomes. 

·  Identification of equity and distributional impacts of specific planning 
proposals and the plan at large. 

·  A rigorous assessment of risks arising from proposed planning initiatives and 
the plan in totality. 

·  Demonstrate the best use of existing – ensure that new and existing 
resources/facilities optimise planning outcomes. 

·  Clear identification of how specific actions (such as investments in 
infrastructure or changes in land use) contribute towards plan objectives and 
targeted outcomes. 

 

Principle 7 — Adhere to and promote good governance  

Strategic plans must be guided by credible institutional arrangements that ensure 
plans remain true to their vision and are implemented as promised. 

Good governance will maximise transparent, meaningful performance reporting 
against goals. 

Good governance will be driven by an evolving suite of decision-making, 
monitoring and reporting tools and information technologies. 

 

Principle 8 — Anticipate and address financing hurd les 

·  Plans should identify sustainable funding programs for all major elements of 
the proposed strategy. 

·  Plans should explore innovative public finance vehicles, including public-
private partnerships. 
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Principle 9 — Strive for and enhance delivery effic iency 

Plans must incorporate programs for maximising implementation efficiency. 

They should identify and remove implementation barriers in a manner consistent 
with a strategic plan’s shared vision. 

 

Principle 10 — Plans must include transparent revie w and revision cycles. 

This would involve: 

·  Collection and dissemination of performance information collected against 
targets and goals for strategies and plans. 

·  Evaluations to be conducted at predetermined times. 

·  Assessment of the performance of responsible public sector agencies for major 
actions, especially actions to be taken by public sector agencies and bodies 

·  Proposals for revising strategic plans, including plan outcomes/targets. 
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Chapter 3  

 Implementation and framework actions 

Four key implementation actions are identified. 

·  Action 1 — establish a strategic framework. 

·  Action 2 — set targets that are linked to plan outcomes. 

·  Action 3 — provide independent review and guidance. 

·  Action 4 — establish a National Sustainable Communities Fund. 

These actions are discussed below. 

3.1 Action 1 — establish a strategic framework 

Translating the vision for sustainable communities and implementing the principles 
requires a process that is defined in a National Sustainable Communities Strategy. 
A map of the key elements of the process required is set out in figure 3.1 

Figure 3.1  

NATIONAL SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITIES STRATEGY OVERVIEW 

 

Source: Sustainable Communities: A National Action Plan for Urban Australia 

The overall strategy would reflect the vision already established in the discission 
about planning principles. 

An Intergovernmental Agreement (IGA) or agreements between the Australian 
Government, State and Territory Governments and relevant Local Government 
bodies framed within the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) would 
reflect the shared vision for Australia’s cities and regions. The agreement(s) would 
acknowledge the roles and responsibilities of differing levels of governments 
responsible for planning the future of cities, urban areas and communities. 

An Urban Action Plan would be developed for each city or urban regional area by 
regional bodies, state/territory governments and the Australian Government 
working together. The Urban Action Plans would reflect the planning principles 
already introduced in this document. They would therefore detail activities 
necessary to address the environmental, social, and economic issues identified in an 
urban community. Urban Action Plans set out targets for performance and the 
means to achieve those targets. They are shaped and agreed by Governments and 
the community and define the goals and contributions of all of the parties.  
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There would be an iterative process of feedback and advice from all levels of 
Government and specialist advisory bodies leading up to accreditation of each 
urban action plan by decision-makers.  

The parties to the IGA and the agreed Urban Action Plans should then undertake 
the actions set out in the accredited area plans.  

An independent expert body would periodically assess progress against the Urban 
Action Plans. Based on this feedback, plans would be revised. Recommendations 
about the appropriate level of payments from the Australian Government to the 
States and Territories would also rely upon this review process. The availability of 
funding for future programs and investments would also be conditional upon 
assessment of the performance of previous funding. 

Consultation, feedback and negotiation between regional bodies and key 
stakeholders would be a crucial part of many key steps in the process and a feature 
of the process at large. Key stakeholders include communities, indigenous people, 
academic/scientific communities, environmental groups, industry, local 
governments and state/territory and Commonwealth agencies.  

More details about key elements of the process are provided in the remainder of this 
and other implementation actions.   

3.2 Action 2 — set targets that are linked to plann ed outcomes 

A three tiered model of measures of sustainability will be developed and applied 
through the National Sustainable Communities Strategy. This will include: 

·  headline national indicators of community building and sustainability; 

·  high level City Plan indicators (aggregating information about what 
specifically is being achieved in the cities viewed as a whole, linked to national 
indicators); and 

·  local City Plan indicators. 

These indicators should be developed at an initial state in the development of the 
plan through expert input. The precise indicators to be adopted should reflect the 
vision and objectives of the strategy actually agreed by governments and the needs 
of particular regions. Some general guidance about the nature of indicators that 
should be expected to be useful in forming targets and providing performance 
indicators are noted in Box 3.1. 
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Box 3.1 

TARGETED PERFORMANCE INDICATORS FOR URBAN AREAS 

A key contribution of the strategy will be to determine specific data sets needed, using 
what is available and setting out what will need to be produced. To guide this 
development the following broad indicators are suggested for consideration. 

Environmental 

·  energy consumption per capita;  

·  greenhouse gas emissions per capita;  

·  water consumption per capita;  

·  water quality (domestic consumption);  

·  retention or reinstatement of current or historic bio-diversity levels;  

·  tree/native vegetation coverage;  

·  indoor and outdoor air quality; and  

·  noise. 

Social  

·  housing choice and affordability;  

·  housing density;  

·  incidence of crime (a key indicator of a lack of social capital);  

·  indicators of community and individual health (for example, disease, obesity etc);  

·  access to transport;  

·  quality of transport; and  

·  need for transport. 

Economic  

·  growth in gross regional product and income;  

·  productivity growth;  

·  productivity growth attributable to community infrastructure;  

·  employment and unemployment;  

·  composition of unemployment (school leavers/long term unemployed/mature 
workers);  

·  skills imbalance (deficits/excess supply);  

·  business starts/business failures;  

·  housing affordability;  

·  indicators of household costs to income;  

·  average journey to work time and cost;  

·  congestion costs; and  

·  land value. 

Governance  

Obtaining data on how the strategy changes and improves the way decisions are made 
is a vital and in many respects a novel aspect of the National Action Plan for Sustainable 
Communities. Key areas where indicators could be developed include:  

·  integrated planning, development and program delivery;  

·  cooperation between levels of government/areas of non-cooperation;  

·  community participation in processes;  

·  regulatory delays;  

·  disputation of decision making (for example, litigation against regulators/business);  

·  implementation shortfalls (for example, where planned investments arrive many years 
later than planned); and 

·  avoiding cost shifting between different levels of government 
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Source: Sustainable Communities: A National Action Plan for Urban Australia. 

3.3 Action 3 — provide independent review and guida nce  

Strategic planning must be subject to independent expert review and guidance. 
There is a need to ensure that actions stay true to the agreed vision and intended 
outcomes of the strategy and regional plans and that each plan is consistent with the 
agreed principles. There are also issues about ensuring that planning performance 
improves over the life of the plan. This also involves intercepting issues before they 
become a problem and providing useful guidance about better approaches. Effective 
accountability is not merely about probity. 

Expert guidance may be able to be obtained from existing bodies especially the 
Major Cities Unit, recently established as part of Infrastructure Australia. Details 
are provided in Box 3.2. 

Box 3.2 

THE MAJOR CITIES UNIT 

The Major Cities Unit has been established to identify opportunities where federal 
leadership can make a difference to the prosperity of our cities and the wellbeing of their 
residents. 

The issues surrounding the infrastructure and governance of our major cities are 
complex and require the input of Local, State and Federal government, the integration of 
services and infrastructure bodies, and industry and community participation. The Unit 
will provide a more coordinated and integrated approach to the planning and 
infrastructure needs of major cities. 

The unit aims to develop and implement specific, measurable outcomes to improve the 
environmental sustainability, liveability and productivity of the major cities of Australia. 

The Major Cities Unit will work hand in hand with Infrastructure Australia, the new body 
charged with prioritising billions of dollars of investment in infrastructure around the 
nation. It will be central to the development of a strong relationship across the 
Commonwealth Government, all levels of government and the private sector. 

The Major Cities Unit will work under the Office of the Infrastructure Coordinator. 

Source:  Infrastructure Australia downloaded from http://www.infrastructureaustralia.gov.au/mcu.aspx 
 on 21 July 2009. 

While information and guidance may be available from other institutions, 
experience with other national strategies and plans suggests that an independent 
expert agency is essential in order to provide substantive and effective review on 
plans and actions. At present there is no existing agency that is able to undertake 
this role. A new institution is required.  

It is proposed that a Sustainable Communities Commission (SCC) would be 
established that would assess and accredit governments’ plans and progress in 
implementing the National Sustainable Communities Strategy, as well as assess the 
suitability of specific City Plans for accreditation and progress made against them. 
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The Sustainable Communities Commission  

The SCC would make independent recommendations regarding the provision of 
National Sustainable Communities Strategy. The Commission would also provide 
guidance about the broad and multidisciplinary issues involved in national and 
urban plans through its team of technical experts within a secretariat and the 
provision of detailed reports and advice responding to references provided by 
governments (via COAG). The SCC would operate in a consultative and transparent 
way. 

The SCC would not set policy or reform agendas regarding sustainable urban 
communities or implement reforms. These matters are the responsibility of 
governments.  

Although the Australian Government would fund the SCC, it would be accountable 
to all Australian states and territories and the Australian Local Government 
Association (ALGA) through the Council of Australian Governments (COAG). As 
a federal body it would provide an account of its performance annually to COAG in 
a report conveyed through the Treasurer. As a statutory body, the Council is 
independent of the executive (political) arm of governments.   

A board of Commissioners would govern the SCC. In recognition of the partnership 
approach the Australian, state and territory governments that are parties to the 
Sustainable Communities IGA would appoint three Commissioners (including the 
Chair). Commissioners would generally be on a part time appointment, although the 
Chair of the Commission would be a full time role. Commissioners would be 
appointed for a three-year term.  

The SCC would be supported by a secretariat that was capable of meeting the 
substantial analytical responsibilities of the SCC. Staff would be employees of the 
Commission (rather than being Commonwealth public servants). It is expected that 
many would be seconded from all three levels of government in Australia while 
others would be employed to incorporate expertise in the fields of planning, 
economics, environmental science, social sciences, and many other disciplines. A 
map of the Commission, its role and interaction with other elements of the process 
in forming, guiding and implementing the National Action Plan for Sustainable 
Communities is set out in the figure 3.2. 
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Figure 3.2  

THE ROLE OF THE SCC IN CONTEXT 

 

Source: Sustainable Communities: A National Action Plan for Urban Australia 

3.4 Action 4 — operate a National Sustainable Commu nities Fund 

Implementation of the National Sustainable Communities Strategy will require 
significant investment of financial resources. The need for more funds may seem to 
sit at odds with recent public sector commitments to make substantial investments 
in infrastructure. The Australian Government announced plans to invest $22 billion 
at the time of the 2009-10 budget. This spans an extensive package of measures in 
roads, rail and ports ($8.4 billion), the initial government investment in the national 
broadband network ($4.7 billion), clean energy infrastructure ($3.6 billion), 
education infrastructure ($2.6 billion) and health and hospital infrastructure ($2.6 
billion). In addition, the state governments and local governments are also involved 
in significant development plans. Naturally, a significant proportion of this will be 
of direct benefit to urban communities. 

The point is, however, that there is a need to ensure that investment actions are not 
based on traditional planning arrangements, often based on traditional portfolio or 
policy silos. Now more than ever, once reinvestment in social, economic and 
environmental assets in urban areas is flowing once again, it is crucial to also invest 
in the ‘software’ or governance assets that guide and direct investments to make 
sure that the community obtains the best value for money. 

There is a need to provide funding resources to: 

·  guide and direct major infrastructure plans and projects; 

·  offset transition costs; 
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·  provide implementation payments to governments to encourage them to 
participate in and perform well within planning and review processes; and 

·  help develop the local capacity to plan, implement and coordinate projects.  

The National Sustainable Communities Strategy proposes the creation of a National 
Sustainable Communities Fund, supported principally by the Australian 
Government to meet these needs. 

It is difficult to estimate amount of funds required, but it is likely, based on other 
national strategies that the National Action Plan would involve several billions of 
dollars to be allocated over the next several years. Sources of funds should include 
the reinvestment of asset sales revenue, reduced tax advantages for environmentally 
damaging activities, co-investment contributions and productivity dividends. Some 
funding would be able to be sourced through existing funds, including funds set 
aside for national infrastructure development via Infrastructure Australia and the 
Building Australia Fund. 

While it may seem expensive to pay for planning, it is not hard to demonstrate that 
it is generally more expensive to permit poor and ineffective planning which leads 
to poor decisions about land use, and haphazard urban infrastructure investments. 
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Chapter 4  

 Lessons from near and far 

This section reviews experience in Australia and overseas about the development of 
national strategies, policy reform and the governance of spatial agendas, specially 
those involving cities and urban areas. 

4.1 Insights from reform in Australia 

National competition policy 

The development of National Competition Policy (NCP) provides an example of 
intergovernmental cooperation in Australia that clearly applied the subsidiarity 
principle and involves strategic governance structures and new institutions. 

A national review (resulting in the Hilmer report) commissioned by Prime Minister 
Keating found that a competition policy reform program would improve Australia’s 
international competitiveness, helping to raise living standards. That provided a 
strategic vision setting out the challenges and what needed to be done. There was, 
however, a major hurdle:  

‘Australia faces an additional complexity in talking these challenges, as most reforms require 
action by up to nine governments. This is particularly true in competition policy, an area central 
to micro-economic reform which aims at improvement at the front line of the economy.’ 

The solution was to set up an intergovernmental process to establish principles for 
reform and use them to guide a cooperative process. An outline of the NCP strategy 
is provided in Box 4.3.  

Box 4.3 

NATIONAL COMPETITION POLICY 

In 1995 Australian governments in COAG reached three agreements establishing the 
national Competition Policy (NCP). These were: the Competition Principles Agreement, 
the Agreement to Implement the National Competition Policy and Related reforms, and 
the Conduct Code Agreement. 

Implementation of the NCP, including a detailed review of legislation and the 
development of legislative changes, in each jurisdiction was the responsibility of relevant 
Governments. In the case of the States, the overarching principles and objectives of 
NCP were also translated into reforms at the local government level. 

To facilitate (and enforce) State implementation of NCP, the Commonwealth made 
available significant sums of money in the form of Competition Payments, which were 
provided to States and Territories on the condition that NCP and other COAG endorsed 
national reforms (eg, water resource policy) were implemented. 

New intergovernmental institutions — for example, the National Competition Council 
(NCC) — were established to facilitate the implementation of NCP. In particular, the NCC 
reviews State and Territory progress in implementing NCP and other reforms and makes 
recommendations to the Commonwealth Treasurer on whether States should have all or 
part of the Competition Payments withheld due to lack of progress with implementation. 

Following the five year review of the NCP all governments affirmed the importance of the 
NCP in sustaining the competitiveness and flexibility of the Australian economy and 
contributing to higher standards of living. They recommitted to the NCP for further 
periods. 

Source: National Competition Council, 2001, Annual Report: 2000-2001, AusInfo, Canberra. 
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The Hilmer report, or the processes that it started, have probably touched the lives 
of every Australian through reforms in industries such as electricity and water, 
transport, communications, the professions, planning and development, forestry and 
agriculture, or through the efforts of institutions, such as the Australian Competition 
and Consumer Commission, that it called for to protect the interests of consumers. 

Many studies indicate that the Hilmer reforms had a substantial impact on 
productivity growth. Several Productivity Commission studies provide compelling 
evidence that these reforms helped to underpin the strong period of economic 
growth Australia enjoyed in the 1990s and early 2000s. 

In addition to the tangible gains of the policy, its approach has also shown how to 
conduct an effective process of change within a cooperative framework. Based 
upon this evidence and its own review, COAG stated that:  

‘A collaborative national approach was the cornerstone of successful implementation of the 
NCP reform agenda. It drew together the reform priorities of the Commonwealth, States and 
Territories, to improve Australia’s overall competitiveness and raise living standards — with 
Australian income per head rising from 16th in the OECD in 1990 to 8th in 2004.’ (COAG, 
2005) 

The Productivity Commission’s recent review of NCP identified several key 
lessons.  

‘Almost a decade of experience with NCP points to a number of lessons with potential 
relevance to any future nationally coordinated reform agenda.  

·  A broadly-based reform program improves the prospect that those who might lose 
from a specific reform will still gain overall. This can make it easier to progress 
reforms that might be difficult to implement on a stand-alone basis.  

·  A reform framework which embodies agreed principles, while providing for some 
flexibility in implementation, is well suited to a multi-jurisdictional reform agenda.  

·  Reform is likely to progress more effectively where commitments are specified in 
advance and there is prioritisation of the reform task. 

·  An effective public interest test is essential to secure beneficial reform as well as 
community acceptance of the reform process. 

·  Independent and transparent review and assessment processes are critical to secure 
good outcomes, especially on contentious issues; they help prevent backsliding and 
promote public understanding of the justification of reform.  

·  In any reform program, the potential adjustment and distributional implications 
should be considered at the outset, with decisions about transitional assistance guided 
by appropriate principles.  

·  Where reforms involve the establishment of new regulatory arrangements, it is 
important that those regulations be well scrutinised in advance and periodically 
reviewed to ensure the benefits continue to exceed the costs.  

·  Providing financial incentives for jurisdictions to follow through with agreed reforms 
can be very useful in promoting effective outcomes, although the rationale and value 
of such payments clearly depend on the nature of the reform.’ (PC, 2005, 125) 

The NCP experience in Australia provides a useful template for how complex 
strategies for reform that involve different layers of government and partnership 
with the community can be brought about. 
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Insights from regulatory reform 

Governments in Australia and overseas have learnt that good regulation cannot be 
left to chance and that poor regulation poses a threat to effective and efficient 
government and community confidence in public administration. Governments 
have developed the use of the Regulatory Impact Statement (RIS) to assist the task 
of policy ‘gatekeeping’ to block the entry of poor regulation. 

The preparation of a RIS is a mandatory requirement to introduce new regulation or 
make major changes to existing regulation in the Australian Government. The term 
regulation applies very broadly to cover regulation, legislation and other policy 
interventions. Several state Governments have similar requirements. Preparation of 
a RIS is also required in areas of shared governance through COAG. The aims and 
requirements of the COAG RIS requirements are set out in Box 4.4.  

Box 4.4 

THE REGULATION IMPACT STATEMENT (RIS) REQUIREMENTS FOR COAG DECISIONS 

Why a RIS is required 

A Regulation Impact Statement (RIS) is required for agreements or decisions of the Council of Australian Governments 
(COAG), Commonwealth-State Ministerial Councils and national standard setting bodies which, when implemented, would 
encourage or force businesses or individuals to pursue their interests in ways they would not otherwise have done. 

The primary role of the RIS is to improve government decision-making processes by ensuring that all relevant information 
is presented to the decision makers when a decision is being made or agreement is otherwise being sought. 

A RIS, under the COAG requirements, is a two stage process involving: 

·  a RIS for consultation and 

·  a RIS for the decision makers. 

The RIS for consultation is a document prepared by officials (whether in a secretariat, advisory committee, or similar) 
developing a policy proposal for consideration by COAG itself, a Ministerial Council, or by a national standard-setting body, 
which canvasses the regulatory options being considered, in order to determine the relative costs and benefits of those 
options. The consultation RIS aims to elicit views from affected parties prior to the development of final recommendations 
for decision makers. 

The purpose of a RIS for decision makers is to draw conclusions on whether regulation is necessary, and if so, on what the 
most efficient and effective regulatory approach might be, taking into account the outcomes of the consultation process. 

Preparing a RIS 

A RIS has seven key elements, setting out: 

·  the problem or issues which give rise to the need for action; 

·  the desired objective(s); 

·  the options (regulatory and/or non-regulatory) that may constitute viable means for achieving the desired objective(s); 

·  an assessment of the impact (costs, benefits and, where relevant, levels of risk) on consumers, business, government 
and the community of each option; 

·  a consultation statement; 

·  a recommended option; and 

·  a strategy to implement and review the preferred option. 

All seven elements apply to both the consultation RIS and final, decision-making RIS, but it is expected that the level of 
analysis in a consultation RIS would be lower than the level of analysis in the final RIS. This is because the impacts of 
options are sometimes unclear. The community consultation process is designed to allow interested parties and 
stakeholders to help identify such impacts. In such cases, the draft RIS should primarily focus on the first three elements: 
the problem, objectives and options sections. 

The decision-making stage RIS should contain evidence in support of the problem and impact assessment, and this should 
be quantified as far as possible. 

As a general rule, all seven elements of a decision-making stage RIS should contain a degree of detail and depth of 
analysis that is commensurate with the magnitude of the problem and the size of the potential impacts of the proposal. 

Source: Department of Finance and Deregulation, http://www.finance.gov.au/obpr/ris/coag-ris.html downloaded on 23 July 2009. 
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Planning shares much in common with regulation. It is in many ways regulation of 
land use and many other dimensions in the built environment. Like day-to-day 
regulation city level urban planning has the effect of encouraging or forcing 
businesses or individuals to pursue their interests in ways they would not otherwise 
have done which would in other circumstances trigger a RIS. 

Planning is so important and its implications are so profound and far reaching 
within communities, shaping fundamental aspects of economic decisions, and 
impacting upon environmental circumstances that it is natural to expect that plans 
and planning should be subject to at least a similar level of regulatory review as the 
day-to-day regulatory changes made by Governments. Of course planning processes 
in Australia do involve many of these elements, but it is interesting to note the 
additional discipline that a systemic RIS process involves when carried out 
faithfully.  

4.2 Experience with strategic infrastructure arrang ements 

The Australian Government has established Infrastructure Australia to develop a 
strategic blueprint for our nation's future infrastructure needs. Infrastructure 
Australia works in partnership with the states, territories, local government and the 
private sector to facilitate implementation of the strategy. 

In the 2008-09 Budget the Australian Government announced the establishment of 
a Building Australia Fund. Allocations from the Fund will be guided by 
Infrastructure Australia's national audit and infrastructure priority list. 

Initial results 

Following a period of intense work Infrastructure Australia provided advice to 
Australian governments about infrastructure gaps and bottlenecks that hinder 
economic growth and prosperity in December 2008. This sought to identify 
investment priorities and policy and regulatory reforms that will be necessary to 
enable timely and coordinated delivery of national infrastructure investment. 

Infrastructure Australia (2008b) has identified 9 projects as being ready to proceed 
from a list of over 1000 initiatives. Each of the 9 projects had provided a minimum 
level of information to allow an assessment against the criteria. Infrastructure 
Australia and the project proponents have worked to ensure that the evidence base 
supporting the projects is robust and comprehensive. Infrastructure Australia then 
applied its assessment framework to evaluate these projects.  

The nine projects therefore:  

·  fit one of Infrastructure Australia’s seven themes for action;  

·  are of national significance;  

·  make a clear and positive contribution to Australia’s policy goals;  

·  demonstrate significant long term national benefits to Australia (all the 
projects’ economic benefit-cost ratios are very significantly above 1:1); and  

·  demonstrate robust delivery mechanisms to ensure they can be successfully 
implemented.  
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In addition, the assessment identified 8 further projects which meet the first two 
criteria — they fit one or more of the seven themes and are of national significance 
— and they make a clear and positive contribution to Australia’s policy goals. 
However, for these 8 projects, further project development and analysis is required 
before Infrastructure Australia can make a final recommendation, because: there is 
insufficient information to make a robust assessment at this stage, and/or the quality 
of analysis is not robust enough to form a solid basis for judgement, and/or there is 
a timing issue. 

Infrastructure Australia recommends that these 8 projects form a ‘pipeline’ of 
projects for further analysis and consideration. Infrastructure Australia will now 
work intensively with proponents to develop robust economic and delivery analysis. 
This further work is required before Infrastructure Australia can provide definitive 
funding assessment advice. 

A number of projects need to be taken to the next stage of business case and 
detailed design development before Infrastructure Australia can make a more 
definitive and robust economic and delivery analysis of these projects. 

Assessment process 

In developing the list of priorities, Infrastructure Australia (2008a) has used a 
rigorous, objective and independent process to ensure that the best initiatives are 
identified. Clear assessment plans were developed and the prioritisation 
methodology has been published. Infrastructure Australia’s detailed assessments 
were supported by a series of external and independent experts.  

Infrastructure Australia’s methodology prioritises projects which:  

·  Support Infrastructure Australia’s seven themes for action; 

·  Are of national significance (but not necessarily interstate); and  

·  Meet three detailed project assessment criteria, reflecting the Building 
Australia Fund (BAF) legislation:  

– How well the project meets Australia’s nation-building policy goals: 
supporting economic growth, protecting the environment and promoting 
social inclusion, measured against a series of qualitative criteria; 

– The contribution the project would make to Australia’s economic success: 
this was measured through an objective economic assessment of the 
projects, identifying the level of incremental economic benefits of the 
project compared to the incremental economic costs, expressed in the 
project’s ‘economic benefit cost ratio’; and 

– Project governance and delivery: an assessment of the quality of 
governance, procurement and risk management plans put in place to deliver 
the project, to ensure that the project can be successfully delivered.  

The appraisal phase of the Infrastructure Australia’s prioritisation methodology 
adopts ‘monetised’ cost benefit analysis as its core tool. ‘Non-monetised’ effects 
complement this. Together, a picture of the wider economic, environmental and 
social merits of each initiative can be determined.  
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The Infrastructure Australia appraisal phase adopts a wide-ranging perspective. It is 
interested in all the costs and benefits associated with an initiative, interpreted in the 
broadest sense. These effects can be economic, social and environmental in nature. 
The Infrastructure Australia appraisal process therefore has a holistic perspective.  

The appraisal phase is interested in both the overall efficiency of an initiative — the 
combined scale of benefits and costs — as well as its equity and distributional 
impacts.   

Efficiency is determined by comparing the benefits and costs of an initiative — it 
specifically addresses the question: ‘When all the benefits and costs are combined, 
will the initiative deliver net benefits (benefits in excess of costs )?’  

On the other hand, the issue of equity and distributional effects is concerned with 
who bears the benefits and costs.  

Cost benefit analysis (CBA) is the primary appraisal tool by which Infrastructure 
Australia assesses the net benefit of an initiative. It is an objective tool that 
combines ‘monetised’ benefits and costs – those expressed in dollar value terms. In 
the Infrastructure Australia methodology, as many benefit and cost are monetised as 
widely as possible. Estimates of wider economic benefits and costs (WEBs) are to 
be included where relevant.  

Benefits and costs that cannot be expressed in money units, referred to as ‘non- 
monetised’ benefits and costs, are also brought to account in the appraisal process. 
This is done using a qualitative rating scale, with individual rating values ranging 
from ‘highly beneficial’ to ‘highly detrimental’.  

The consideration of risk and uncertainty is also addressed in the Infrastructure 
Australia appraisal process to ensure that decision making is robust. This occurs via 
sensitivity testing of the CBA results.   

Information needs 

Infrastructure Australia’s assessment process requires substantial information about 
projects. The core point is to establish how projects contribute towards broad 
strategic considerations. Infrastructure Australia seeks to assess this in general or 
qualitative terms. In addition, there is much emphasis placed upon evidence and 
data about how projects meet the strategic goals. 

One way of demonstrating the information requirements is to show one of the 
frameworks that project proponents were asked to complete. This is provided in 
Table 4.1. 

It is notable that the information required is demanding and exhaustive. It has been 
recognised that some state governments have needed assistance meeting the needs. 
Infrastructure Australia has noted that it engaged with States, Territories and other 
proponents for over six months to understand — and in many cases to improve —
the evidence supporting proposed projects. 
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Table 4.1 

INFRASTRUCTURE AUSTRALIA'S PROJECT RATING AND JUSTI FICATION FRAMEWORK 

 Expand 
Australia’s 
productive 
capacity  

 

Increase 
Australia’s 
productivity  

 

Diversify 
Australia’s 
economic 
capabilities  

 

Build on 
Australia’s 
global 
competitive 
advantages 

Develop our 
cities and/or 
regions 

 

Reduce 
greenhouse 
emissions 

Improve 
social 
equity, and 
quality of 
life, in our 
cities and 
our regions  

 

Linkages 

 

How does 
the initiative 
meet/does 
not meet the 
strategic 
priority?  

        

Provide data 
and 
evidence of 
how the 
initiative 
meets/does 
not meet the 
strategic 
priority  

        

Provide an 
outline of 
how the 
initiative is 
dependant 
on policy, 
regulatory, 
demand 
pricing, 
efficiency 
and/or 
capital 
investment 
initiatives.  

        

Source: Infrastructure Australia 2008a 

Implications for making strategies to shape Austral ian cities 

The new strategy prioritising infrastructure investments in Australia has redefined 
strategic planning and policy making within Australia’s federal arrangements. Key 
themes are noted below. 

·  The process has been guided by the overall vision and strategic objectives. All 
actions, projects and decisions are assessed against what they are expected to 
achieve against these objectives. 

·  Activity is involving partnerships formed between differing levels of 
government as well as linkages with community groups and business. 

·  Evaluation of projects and actions is founded on evidence. 
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·  A major focus of assessment is in demonstrating the worth of activities and 
projects. It is insufficient to indicate that actions make good use of resources, 
the emphasis is upon showing that the proposed approach is better than the 
alternatives — to be supported proposed actions must make best use of 
resources. 

·  A further observation is that proposed actions are assessed against how they 
‘fit in’ regarding the overall regulatory framework and other investments. 

·  There are significant strengths in having a specific institution that undertakes 
review and evaluation of proposals on an independent basis moving the 
analysis away from traditional debate about distribution of funds between the 
states to engagement about what is most likely to advance the strategic goals. 

Infrastructure Australia, the Australian Government and the state governments 
through COAG have indicated their reluctance to compromise. While there is 
considerable pressure at present reflecting the Global Financial Crisis to make rapid 
investments in infrastructure in order to provide a strong and immediate fiscal 
stimulus, proposals and projects which did not fully pass Infrastructure Australia’s 
stringent evaluation have not been fully supported. 

4.3 Insights from urban planning and action oversea s 

Developments in the United States 

Development of urban policy agenda was a major election commitment of President 
Obama. This is grounded in the recognition that cities and metropolitan areas are 
vital engines for economic growth, innovation, and opportunity. To maximise 
economic productivity and opportunity in a 21st Century economy, federal policy is 
to reflect the new metropolitan reality — that strong cities are the building blocks of 
strong regions, which in turn, are essential for a strong nation. 

The President has indicated that he believes that the federal government must break 
from the siloed approach to urban policy development – where each facet of policy 
operates independently from all others - and replace it with an interdisciplinary 
approach that appreciates the interdependent nature of issues affecting urban 
communities. The President’s urban agenda promotes cross-cutting plans to 
revitalise urban areas, considering housing, transportation, energy, labour, 
education, and criminal justice policy as a system rather than independent of each 
other. 

President Obama intends to take a regional approach that disregards traditional 
jurisdictional boundaries, setting policy that takes into account how cities, suburbs, 
and exurbs interact. President Obama’s urban policy agenda will use this integrated 
approach to enhance economic competitiveness, sustainability, and equity in cities 
and metropolitan areas. 
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Reflecting the importance placed on the urban policy agenda the establishment of 
the Executive Office of the President the White House Office of Urban Affairs has 
been one of the first changes that the Obama Administration has made. The 
functions of the office are to provide leadership for and coordinate the development 
of the policy agenda for urban America. Recently the Office has launched ‘a public 
conversation’ to create a national urban policy agenda. This has involved 
discussions including mayors, county executives, governors, urban policy experts, 
with President Obama his Office of Urban Affairs and heads of various agencies.

2
 

Cities and regions in Europe 

Spatial Development and Territorial Cohesion are emerging as key themes in policy 
development in the European Commission (EC). A key step was taken when the 
member states and the EC presented the European Spatial Development Perspective 
(ESDP) in 1999. This recognises the fact that the forces that influence the location 
of economic activities are operating at European and global levels, while spatial 
development policies have traditionally been developed at national or regional 
levels. The ESDP is intended to be the expression of a shared vision of Europe, to 
provide a common frame of reference for action and to guide the relevant 
authorities in policy formulation and implementation.  

The ESDP acknowledges that regions and cities compete against each other for 
investment but also highlights the need for cooperation between governments. 
Another theme in the European approach is that of city and regional specialisation 
across national boundaries. That is, instead of all cities competing in the same 
space, regional specialisation is used to further enhance the comparative advantage 
of cities and help them better compete with non-European countries. 

Two recent policy developments reflect much about the broad direction of spatial 
and urban policy development on the EU level. In May 2007, the ministers 
responsible for spatial planning of the Member States of the European Union 
adopted the Territorial Agenda of the European Union: Towards a more 
competitive Europe of diverse regions (Territorial Agenda) and the Leipzig Charter 
on sustainable European cities (Leipzig Charter) at the informal ministerial meeting 
on urban development and territorial cohesion in Leipzig (Naylon et al, 2007) 

The Leipzig Charter on sustainable European cities originates from a Green Paper 
produced by the EC about the urban environment in 1990 and the Urban Pilot 
Projects in the Structural Fund period ending 1999. These activities culminated in 
the adoption of the thematic strategy on the urban environment in 2006 — which 
allows the use of the Structural Funds to support investments to improve the quality 
of the urban environment. The Charter emphasises the importance of cities in the 
formulation of future EU policies. It gains its importance primarily from the 
commitment of the ministers to initiate discussion in their own countries on how the 
urban dimension can be integrated in the different levels of policy. It calls for a 
greater use of integrated urban development policy by cities with emphasis on  

·  creating and ensuring high-quality public spaces;  

·  modernising infrastructure networks and improving energy efficiency;  

                                                      
2
  The White House webpage, http://www.whitehouse.gov/issues/urban_policy/, downloaded on 24 July 2009, 

and Shulman, R., 2009, ‘White House to Push Forward on National Urban Policy Agenda’, Washington Post, 
Sunday, 12 July. 
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·  proactive innovation and educational policies; and 

·  supporting deprived neighbourhoods.  

The Territorial Agenda builds on the ESDP by adding six priorities for spatial 
development measures. These involve: 

·  strengthening of polycentric development and innovation through networking 
of city regions and cities;  

·  new forms of partnership and territorial governance between rural and urban 
areas;  

·  promotion of regional clusters of competition and innovation;  

·  strengthening and extension of trans-European networks;  

·  promotion of trans-European risk management including the impacts of 
climate change; and 

·  strengthening of ecological structures and cultural resources as added value for 
development.  

Analysts note that the Territorial Agenda marks a shift from the predominantly 
‘soft’ concerns in the ESDP to the pursuit of competitiveness. This corresponds to a 
shift of paradigm in European regional policy from the traditional focus on 
structurally weak and disadvantaged regions to strategies aiming at the development 
of the potential of and opportunities in all regions (Naylon et al, 2007). 

Principles of good metropolitan governance 

UN-HABITAT has waged the Global Campaign on Urban Governance over the last 
decade. The Campaign proposes that good urban governance is characterised by 
sustainability, subsidiarity, equity, efficiency, transparency and accountability, civic 
engagement and citizenship, and security, and that these norms are interdependent 
and mutually reinforcing (UNCHS 2009). 

These principles appear to be sound and should be incorporated into principles 
established for metropolitan governance. These principles still leave open the 
question about what is different about governance principles when forming 
strategies and plans for metropolitan areas, or regions? 

In 2007, the Lyons Inquiry into Local Government conducted in the United 
Kingdom identified a crucial role for local government, which it called ‘place 
shaping’. To achieve this goal it proposed the following governance principles:  

·  Clearer accountability over who is responsible for what. 

·  Greater flexibility, both over finances and to enable local government to 
manage local services in response to local needs. 

·  Better incentives for local government to own and grow their tax bases and 
develop a more productive relationship with central government over time. 

·  Tackling perceived unfairness to improve satisfaction and trust in the system 
of local government as a whole. 

·  Continued improvements in efficiency to help relieve pressures on council tax.  
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This adds some key dimensions, especially those regarding the need to allocate 
responsibilities where there may be confusion regarding overlapping 
responsibilities. 

Following extensive reviews of appropriate metropolitan governance principles the 
OECD (2000) has essentially concluded that in practice, there is no one model of 
metropolitan governance or set of principles, that would be universally useful or 
correct. Most sets of good governance principles share many elements in comment 
and others differ reflecting the needs of particular regions or governance structures. 
The OECD has compiled a broad reference set of principles that it views may form 
a useful starting point when considering these issues for 21st century governance. 
These principles, set out in descending alphabetical order are provided in Table 4.2. 

Table 4.2 

GUIDING PRINCIPLES OF GOOD METROPOLITAN GOVERNANCE 

Coherency Holism 

This principle states that governance must 
be intelligible to the electorate. A system 
based on a welter of agreements, complex 
formulae and compromised principles is 
inefficient. Marginal changes with present 
systems will not suffice. One of the main 
complaints is that nobody understands who 
does what. Confusion breeds indifference 
and apathy, which in turn provide the ideal 
atmosphere for corruption and 
demagoguery. 

Any system must reflect the potential and 
needs of the entire urban region because 
this is the area that defines the economic 
and the environmental challenge. Each part 
of an urban region affects all others: this 
does not necessarily mean that all parts of 
the region require the same system of 
governance, but it does mean that all parts 
of the urban whole must be considered in 
the analysis – without artificial boundaries.  

Competitiveness Particularity 

Governance must be associated with 
competitiveness. Urban regions are 
emerging as the main units in the world 
economy. As national barriers to trade fall, 
and as the factors of production become 
increasingly mobile, there must be an 
emphasis at the metropolitan level on 
investment in social and human 
development and in appropriate hard and 
soft infrastructures, rather than on reducing 
taxes as a means of attracting investment.  

The principle of particularity states that, 
except where the case for standard policy is 
founded on human rights and immutable 
standards, policies and institutions of 
government must be crafted to fit the unique 
circumstances of various parts of the 
country. This principle is also important to 
more localised policy and institutions 
because it permits construction of unique 
solutions for various areas within the urban 
region  

Coordination Participation 

Given the administrative fragmentation of 
metropolitan regions, co-ordination among 
local authorities across jurisdictions, and 
between elected authorities and various 
regional boards or agencies with functional 
or sectoral responsibilities, must be a 
priority. This is especially important to 
ensure a basis for strategic planning.  

Governance must fully take into account, 
and allow for, the participation of 
representatives of community groups, 
women, the elderly and the young, the 
business sector, social partners and all 
levels of government involved in the 
metropolitan area. New technologies and 
methods of communication can encourage 
and support more interactive policy 
environments, bringing government closer 
to people.  
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Equity Social, not sectoral 

The institutional and financial arrangements 
in metropolitan regions must be designed to 
achieve as a high a degree of equity and 
equal opportunity as possible among the 
composing municipalities and between the 
various social groups making up the 
population of the urban region. This will 
require greater pooling of resources. 

The objectives and institutional frameworks 
of metropolitan governance should meet the 
needs of people, which requires a cross-
sectoral approach rather than one based on 
sectoral divisions which tends to perpetuate 
a bureaucratic, functionalist approach.  

Fiscal Probity Subsidiarity 

Any system must be created with the 
explicit recognition that the costs of 
governing most urban regions must be 
reflective of benefit received. Debt load and 
the tax rates are high in the urban centres of 
many OECD countries, and cannot be 
sustained in the face of strong international 
competition for investment. If cities are to 
meet the key social, environmental and 
economic challenges of our time, they must 
ensure careful resource stewardship.  

For the quality governance to be the best 
(and the costs least) services must be 
delivered by the most local level that has 
sufficient scale to reasonably deliver them. 
The principle rejects functional duplication 
and overlap. The principle of subsidiarity 
and the principle of holism together suggest 
a major decentralisation of service delivery 
responsibility to local governments within a 
context of powerful policies and guidelines 
promulgated by senior governments. This 
would set limits on the principal means of 
governmental oversight as it is now 
practised-duplicate review, multiple agency 
veto, second guessing and ad hoc revision 
as a means of control over local 
municipalities.  

Flexibility Sustainability 

Institutions must adapt as necessary to 
cope with rapid changes such as urban 
growth and swings in economic conditions 
due to globalisation.  

Economic, social and environmental 
objectives must be fully integrated and 
reconciled in the development policies of 
urban areas. This means adopting an 
“outcome” oriented approach, which is 
holistic and integrates short, medium and 
long-term considerations. In environmental 
terms, it means managing the metropolitan 
region in the context of the wider bio–region, 
the qualities and potential of which must be 
enhanced and preserved for future 
generations and as a contribution to a 
sustainable planet. In social terms it means 
ensuring that social cohesion is maintained 
and strengthened. 

Source: OECD, 2000 
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4.4 Key points 

There is much to learn when considering a national strategy for sustainable 
communities from previous successful reform processes in Australia and from the 
evolution of urban and territorial policies from abroad. 

While it is customary for Australians to be pessimistic about the scope for 
coordinated policy given the country’s federal structure and its history, there are in 
fact examples of reforms that have overcome the perceived barriers of multi-
jurisdictional reform. The National Competition Policy or ‘Hilmer’ reforms 
involved coordinated action plans that fully tested the subsidiarity principle. 
Different levels of government were able to make their own decisions about matters 
of importance to them. At the core of this national reform strategy were agreements 
and plans and a transparent and independent review process with rewards and 
penalties that were effective. Clearly, here is a model of successful national 
planning and reform that could be carried over to meet the challenges in planning 
Australia’s cities and urban regions. 

Experience with infrastructure Australia has raised the bar in terms of information 
required about planned performance when governments work together and with the 
private sector. This has shown that establishing a blueprint for cooperative action is 
useful and do-able. It has also established that it is valuable and practical to limit 
investment, even in activities may otherwise seem important, unless the evidence 
supporting projects is robust and comprehensive, and that a rigorous, objective and 
independent review process can work. The work of Infrastructure Australia has 
highlighted the need to improve planning processes in order to produce the quality 
and quantity of information that will be required to support further investment in 
infrastructure that is essential to support most major metropolitan plans. 

There is significant evidence when looking at Australia’s recent experience to show 
that there is a need to invest in governance in order to make workable strategies and 
investment plans and in order to be sure that planned activities and investments are 
in fact beneficial. In other words, it is probably as important to invest in the 
software of plans as it is to buy the hardware. 

The brief review of experience from overseas shows that governments and 
communities elsewhere are seeing and responding to similar challenges and 
opportunities. In Europe and in the United States, where policies about cities have 
focused on addressing inequality or combating environmental degradation, there is 
also increasing recognition that cities and metropolitan areas are vital engines for 
economic growth, innovation, and opportunity. To maximise economic productivity 
and opportunity in a 21st Century economy, federal policy is to reflect the new 
metropolitan reality — that strong cities are the building blocks of strong regions, 
which in turn, are essential for a strong nation. Sustainability hinges upon raising 
investment in four types of assets in cities, economic, social and environmental, as 
well as in the governance of cities, especially in planning for the future. 
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