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INTRODUCTION 
Over the past decade there has been increasing concern about the types of new 

developments that have been created in our cities. There has been growing 

recognition that urban sprawl is both unattractive and dysfunctional: somewhere 

along the way we lost the ability to create real “places” that have their own unique 

character and sense of identity and settled instead for soulless McMansions rolled 

out across a denuded landscape. At the same time there has been a slowly emerging 

understanding that it is not possible to create communities which are socially, 

economically and environmentally sustainable unless they are underpinned by good 

urban design. 

 

But if this is the case, who is responsible for ensuring that we move in this direction 

and what must be done to achieve it?  

 

Councils have always had a regulatory role in urban development and are 

increasingly playing a broader role in urban design issues. 

 

This paper contends that there is also a clear and important governance role for 

councils in ensuring that the urban developments they approve are attractive, 

sustainable and work as vibrant, livable places. However this role is generally neither 

well understood nor acted upon as councillors and senior staff rarely have the 

knowledge or language to ask the right questions of planners and urban designers or 

to know whether the answers that have been given will deliver the desired outcomes 

“on the ground”. 

 

The paper provides a new frame of reference for addressing this issue. It discusses 

the governance role of councils in ensuring good urban development and illustrates 

this with examples drawn from a four week study tour of 18 new urbanist 

developments in the USA undertaken by the author in February/March 2003.  

 

It postulates that if they are to deliver good development, councils must understand 

their governance role and proactively focus strategic attention on a number of key 

issues from a perspective of public policy rather than one of urban design. 
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THE GOVERNANCE ROLE OF COUNCILS IN URBAN 
DEVELOPMENT 
“Governance” has become a key issue in the corporate world over the past five 

years. Simply put, it is about “performance” and “conformance”.  

 

Performance, in that the organisation has policies, structures and processes in place 

which ensure that it achieves its key strategic outcomes; and conformance, in that it 

does so within a framework of sound management practices and in compliance with 

all legal and statutory obligations and ethical principles.  

 

Governance is about where the organisation is going and how it is governing itself in 

getting there. It is a different and separate role from the operational one of delivering 

the organisation’s outputs.  

 

Councils have begun to take an active interest in governance on what might be 

called the “corporate” side of the organisation. They are more often aware of the 

need to widen their perspective from simply the outputs of the organisation to 

focussing on the outcomes that the community wants delivered and putting in place 

transparent, accountable processes to deliver them within the context of local 

democracy. 

 

However the governance role of councils in relation to their land use planning and 

development approval activities does not appear to have been articulated at all. This 

is not to say that councils are not undertaking any elements of that role in their urban 

design activities. Often they are. The point is that it is generally done from a 

regulatory and operationally based framework, rather than from a governance 

perspective. 

 

To clarify the difference between the regulatory/operational role and the governance 

role it is helpful to set out the essential differences between them, as shown in the 

figure below. 
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It is evident that these two roles are not in conflict. The regulatory role is the basic 

function undertaken by all councils. It seeks to ensure that what is built complies with 

the requirements that have been set out by the State Government and by the council. 

However, as can be seen, there is no certainty that it alone will deliver the outcome 

of good development. The lessons that can be drawn from good new developments 

in the USA suggest that unless councils understand their governance role and 

proactively undertake it, the creation of successful, sustainable places will continue to 

elude them. 

 

KEY PUBLIC POLICY ISSUES FOR SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT  
During the study tour a number of things stood out as important from a public policy 

point of view, rather than solely from an urban design perspective, in achieving 

sustainable places. These were reinforced over and over again. The most important 

of them, and the public policy issues they raise, are discussed below. 

 

The Big Picture: the issue of Vision 
The most important issue is the need for a clear vision for any development. It is 

apparent that the developments which work best are underpinned by a clearly 
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articulated idea and philosophy which drives the decisions regarding all aspects of 

the development. This extends to the look and feel of the place and the relationship 

between the public and private realms. 

 

Where there is a strong driving vision, it can be seen quite clearly “on the ground”. 

 
The importance of the vision as a driver of decision making in urban planning is 

clearly seen at Wild Heron in Florida. This development is situated in an area 

covered by Florida’s highest environmental protection status containing many natural 

wetland/swamp areas, native animals and original trees like cypress and live oak. 

There is approval from the council for 1400 lots around an 18 hole golf course on the 

750 acre site. However the developers decided it would compromise the values of 

quality, environmental sustainability and beauty if they built any more than 590.  
 
Interestingly it is also apparent when a development has “let go” of the vision. This is 

demonstrated at Celebration, Florida, where the original development delivers its 

vision of a new traditional small Southern town and creates a charming and clear 

sense of place. In contrast the newer precincts have lost the adherence to the vision 

and produced a number of ugly, repetitious buildings that look as though they belong 

somewhere else. 

 

This issue of vision is one that generally is not paid enough attention in Australia and 

is most often glossed over by developers who want to get down to the number of lots 

and their layout as fast as possible. This is hardly a recipe for driving good design.  

 

One of the major lessons from the study tour is that vision is the key public policy 

issue for councils in achieving good design. It is reasonable for councils to expect 

developers to undertake a visioning process for major developments. Councils 

should also insist that they spell out the vision and its principles in enough detail to 
ensure that, even if they slide away from it, there is enough clarity for the council to 

require its enforcement. 

 

Should every element of the project be designed in detail? 
The policy issue here is: how much detail should be required in the design of a new 

development? Is it true that the more detail there is, the better the development will 
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be? It is tempting to suppose that this is so because if it is highly detailed, the council 

knows exactly what it is getting.  

 

However a lesson from the study tour was that this is not necessarily the case. 

Indeed, it became apparent that over design may in fact have detrimental 

consequences. On site, it was clear that the developments which felt most like “real 

places” were not those which had every aspect designed in from the start. Those that 

worked best generally had strong principles but were not so regimented in design 

that irregularities, surprises and new ideas could not arise.  

 

Vince Graham (the developer of I’On, S.C.) believes that designers should not try to 

come up with a detailed plan for the entire neighbourhood up front as this leaves no 

room for learning and improvement. What is important is to focus on the conceptual 

plan that everyone recognises will change as the neighbourhood progresses. 

Graham says it is more important to arrive at principles and focus design energy on 

the first phase and over time embrace change while holding to the principle.  

 

It seems that often we concentrate so hard on seeing what is there in the plan that 

we forget that equally important is what is not there. Diversity, charm and a sense of 

the unexpected that delights and surprises by fitting in perfectly lie in the gaps and 

opportunities which remain. The creative promise and possibilities that are left over in 

the plan can be focussed by the vision, the guiding principles and the planning 

controls. These need to have the ability to provide the basis for variation that is 

responsive both to the vagaries of the market and to the demanding task of 

sustaining a place making project over a period of time that extends beyond the 

original developers’ involvement.  

 

Councils need to take up their governance role strongly here and ensure that in their 

desire for certainty they do not “design out” the potential to create a real place. 

 

Rules, design codes and development controls 
The issue of design leads to a discussion of its companion issue – that of rules and 

how detailed the design codes regulating the development should be. 
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All the developments visited had development controls which were intended to 

deliver a specific look and feel to the place. Often these were clearly articulated in the 

vision, for example Wild Heron’s American Arts and Crafts style, the “Celebration 

House” and the I’On Low Country style houses. 

 

The major differences were in whether they have highly detailed controls spelled out 

or whether they are less rigid.  

 

For example, the controls at Abacoa are very rigid and detailed. Most of the homes 

are production (project) homes built by one builder and there is a limited variety with 

a detailed specification of what house type, style, size and even colour can go on 

each lot.  

 

This rigidity has led to the overly designed feel of a housing estate, rather than a real 

sense of place, especially in the earlier release areas, although the effects of time, 

individual touches and maturing vegetation has softened this to some degree.  

 

A different approach has been used in Celebration. A key tool here has been the 

Celebration Pattern Book which details a traditional house type now known as the 

“Celebration House”. This helps all concerned to ‘see’ the overall vision for the 

neighbourhood and appreciate how each new home will fit within that context. The 

Pattern Book provides design details and building construction methods and is a tool 

for bridging the gap between those who created the vision and those who build it.  

 

The almost endless possibilities for combining the required design elements can 

clearly be seen in the gracious streets lined with houses that have a variety of 

architectural styles, each enabling the individuality of the owner to be expressed, yet 

are in harmony with each other and the public spaces of the town. 

 

I’On is the least “rule bound” development visited but perhaps the tightest in terms of 

adherence to its vision. I’On is “anti-generic” with attention being paid to customising 

and localising the design-detailing of every street, every intersection and each 

building’s site. However it is all very subtle and the overall effect is a really good 

place which feels much more mature than it is. 
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Vince Graham believes that it is a mistake to try and get good development by trying 

to formulate some kind of “idiot-proof” code. He says: 

Such codes are more difficult to understand and enforce. This thinking reflects 

a tendency to treat the neighbourhood building process like clockwork, in 

which a machine and manual are designed, wound up and let go. Building a 

great neighbourhood is not so easy.  

 

The I’On design code has been boiled down to a small set of simple rules that 

enable good design. Note the emphasis on enabling good design rather than 

preventing bad design. 

 

This process appears to be very effective. It provides clarity and certainty about what 

outcomes are to be achieved coupled with the flexibility about how to achieve them. It 

communicates the vision clearly to planners and non planners alike, ensures a 

consistency of style and enables the developers to continue to mould and shape the 

development by incorporating the lessons already learned and adapt it to what 

people want and what works. 

 

Councils need to be aware of the effect that rules have on achieving good 

development before determining to use detailed rules as a key policy tool. The 

lessons from the USA indicate that clear exercise of the governance role in terms of 

a tight vision about the outcomes may be of greater value in achieving sustainable 

development than detailed rules and requirements. 

 

Conformity, consistency and chaos 
One of the hallmarks of all the developments visited was that they have been 

designed in absolute contrast to the “rubber stamped” dwellings in identical 

subdivisions that constitute conventional urban sprawl in America. However good 

developments are not simply places where “anything goes”. 

 

So the issue is: how much diversity do you need to make good places?  

 

Developments with too little variation to get a good sense of place are often based on 

a range of “cookie cutter” standard plans and tend to specify exactly what style, 

shape and colour is to be built on each lot. They generally lack the kind of variation 



TThhee  ggoovveerrnnaannccee  rroollee  ooff  ccoouunncciillss  iinn  uurrbbaann  ddeevveellooppmmeenntt::  LLeessssoonnss  ffrroomm  tthhee  UUSSAA  DDuuddlleeyy  
 

SSttaattee  ooff  AAuussttrraalliiaann  CCiittiieess  NNaattiioonnaall  CCoonnffeerreennccee  22000033  PPaaggee  88  

that characterises a place that has grown up over time and which reflects the 

individuality of the residents.  

 

However there is no doubt that these types of dwellings can be erected more quickly 

and at lower costs than custom designed dwellings, making them attractive to 

developers and buyers.  

 

There is a clear tension between the desire of production builders to produce houses 

to their standard plans and the design of good places. There is a strong need for 

good urban design to counterbalance the naturally homogenising tendencies of 

developers and production builders. 

 

On the other hand, there can be too much diversity. Where there is no consistency of 

style, theme and general pattern, the result is visual chaos and no sense of identity is 

possible. 

 

The developments which work best and feel most like traditional neighbourhoods are 

those which have a diversity of housing but which have consistency of style and 

theme and use the positive power of repetition and small sets of buildings that are 

deliberately and refreshingly similar but not identical. Their hallmark is the 

consistency of the place – you could tell you were in that place and not in some 

other. 

 

It seems that as urban designer JJ Becker is often quoted as saying, “Where there is 

no repetition at all there is no order.” However one could add that where there is too 

much repetition there is no character. The key to creating a good place with real 

identity is to achieve a balance between them. 

 

There are a number of public policy issues that arise here which councils need to 

consider. Of particular importance is the trade-off between affordability and diversity. 

The less the diversity, the more affordable the houses are. But is that really a 

worthwhile trade-off if a dysfunctional, unsustainable community is created? The 

lesson is that perhaps an acceptable policy position is to achieve consistency rather 

than conformity, while at the same time ensuring enough rules not to allow chaos to 

occur.  
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Community Building through Urban Design 
The design issue is not simply about what looks good. It is also a sociological issue 

about what makes places that work for people. It seems that human beings need 

some sense of pattern and regularity to feel comfortable and anchored in a place. 

They become disoriented without some sense of familiarity with their surroundings 

(which is why estates with no vision or theme find it hard to be regarded as “places”). 

On the other hand, surroundings which are too much the same are equally 

disorienting and run counter to our dislike of regimentation. 

 

Sociologist David Brain says: 

The distinctiveness of neighbourhoods is achieved not by marking boundaries 

or by grand gestures calling explicit attention to the interventions of the 

designers, but by the combination of irregularities in the plan and regularities 

in the typological variation that give the fabric of neighbourhoods their texture. 

One has to think that it may be the variations and imperfections in the plan 

that provide a kind of experiential traction for the residents…  (“A Reflection on 

King Farm”, Congress for the New Urbanism Council Report, 2001 p 27).  

 

Brain’s view as a sociologist is that these imperfections are the places where the life 

of the neighbourhood has a tendency to take root. 

 

An important part of getting variation is getting a range of dwelling types in the 

development. This encourages more diversity in the demographics and 

socioeconomic mix of residents than an estate comprising only detached houses. It 

has the effect of promoting a more traditional community with a greater sense of 

place and produces a richer, more sustainable environment.  

 

Most of the developments visited also used various techniques to try to promote a 

sense of community through the design and function of the places.  

 

It is clear that community building through urban design can be an important aspect 

of public policy. It must be picked up through council’s governance role through a real 

focus on understanding that we must build places where real people are going to live, 

not merely produce more houses. 
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The Public Realm and the Private Realm 
One of the most significant lessons was the importance of the public realm in 

creating good development. This is a major public policy issue which has received 

scant attention from councils in this context.  

 

There is an enormous contrast between the attention to the public realm (and 

expenditure on it) in new urbanist developments and the few street trees, small 

parks, standardised signage and monumental entrance features which tend to 

characterise the public realm in conventional neighbourhood development.  

 

Vince Graham says that to have good development you must create aesthetic, 

economic and social value. He sees one role of a development company as building 

a public realm which will complement and enhance the value of the private realm. 

The role of the developer is therefore to guide the creation of the private realm 

through setting standards. This enables a symbiotic relationship between the public 

and private realms which leads to the aesthetic of a beautiful place. In turn this 

reinforces the bonds of community (social value) and leads to an increase in 

economic values. 

 

The main lesson here is that councils must pay far more attention to the design of the 

public realm and its intended relationship to the private realm than generally occurs. 

Both developers and councils need to be prepared to spend much more money on 

this aspect than has been the case in the past and do so up front, rather than waiting 

until the development is complete. 

 

Councils may baulk at this, but the public realm is a key element in creating a place 

that works. Council, as ultimate owner of the public realm, needs to consider both its 

governance and operational roles in setting the standards which should prevail in 

these spaces to ensure that sustainable development is delivered.  

 

Town and Village Centres 
One of the key issues in creating sustainable places is that of the need for town and 

village centres that function as focal points for neighbourhoods and communities 

rather than merely being places where goods and services can be obtained.  
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The presence of a successful town or village centre is a core ingredient in creating a 

sustainable place and there are a number of public policy issues which a council will 

need to consider in its governance role in this regard. 

 

A major issue is whether the town centre should be a public or private development. 

Over the past thirty years it has become accepted practice for councils to hand over 

the town centre to a shopping mall developer. While this presents the fewest risks for 

councils it is becoming clear that internal shopping malls do not provide hearts for 

communities and indeed, in America many have failed and been demolished.  

 

Councils will have to determine whether the practice of “privatising” their main streets 

and public realms to reduce risk is an acceptable trade off for having no real centre 

for the community. Indeed, the issue of whether it is even possible to create a town 

centre in a private, internal shopping mall is one which councils could profitably 

debate. 

 

A number of factors contribute to creating town centres which work well. The major 

issues and their importance in this context are as follows. 

 

There must be a “heart” to the town centre 
Town centres that work best have a “heart” that one is instinctively drawn to. You 

know where the centre of the town or village is and there is something to do when 

you get there. They are places where people want to be – to eat, browse, meet 

friends, or sit and relax. 

 

Where the heart will be and what elements will define it are at the very core of 

planning vibrant, active town centres that work and which provide a central place for 

the community to gather and interact.  

 

There needs to be a sense of enclosure 
Town centres need a sense of enclosure on a human scale. This can be achieved 

through well scaled streets, the use of small attractive enclosed spaces, the creation 

of smaller, more intimate plazas and ensuring the bulk and scale of surrounding 

buildings does not overpower the public realm. 
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People do not want to linger in spaces which do not have a sense of enclosure, and 

which are more open and windswept. 

 

Building design must contribute to the sense of place 
This does not mean they all have to be the same, or that they all have to be different 

– it is the sense of place that is created that counts. An important part of the design 

issue is the transition between the public and private realms. Elements such as 

porches, arcades, awnings, stoops and balconies connect the realms and also 

enhance a sense of enclosure. 

 

A range of uses makes for a vibrant place 
Those centres with a range of mixed uses including single and multi-family 

residential, retail, live/work units, commercial and office space, are the most 

interesting and likely to be the most viable. 

 

There need to be civic elements which are beautiful yet functional 
Not only do such elements act as focal points but they provide memorable features 

which give the development a unique sense of place. 

 

Such elements include amphitheatres, fountains, signature buildings, plazas and 

boulevardes. Without some kind of civic feature to anchor the public realm, spaces 

can lack indentity and focus. 

 

The location of the centre and how other elements relate to it is critical to its success 
The placement of the town centre needs careful consideration and raises some 

important policy issues. Centres located well off the main roads miss out on the 

passing traffic that will help make them viable. However location on the edge of a 

development means that the centre will not be within walking distance of the majority 

of the development. There needs to be a balance found between access to the 

economic energy of regional traffic and the convenience of walking to town. 

 

A particular issue is the placement of employment generators such as offices. It is 

really important that these be within walking distance of “lunch in the main street” to 

provide an ongoing customer base for the centre and a major source of economic 

viability.  



TThhee  ggoovveerrnnaannccee  rroollee  ooff  ccoouunncciillss  iinn  uurrbbaann  ddeevveellooppmmeenntt::  LLeessssoonnss  ffrroomm  tthhee  UUSSAA  DDuuddlleeyy  
 

SSttaattee  ooff  AAuussttrraalliiaann  CCiittiieess  NNaattiioonnaall  CCoonnffeerreennccee  22000033  PPaaggee  1133  

Flexible uses help start up 
In the smaller centres the ability for buildings to be used for a range of purposes 

helps the initial viability of the centre.  

 

One way of doing this is to use detached dwellings of various sizes and flexible 

layouts. Where attached buildings are used they should enable a range of uses such 

as residential above retail or commercial, lofts, commercial above retail etc. Councils 

need to recognise and plan for this in the development of the centre. 

 

Cars, Transport and Parking 
The car presents one of the biggest public policy challenges to councils in achieving 

sustainable development.  

 

Preventing cars from dominating the built form of the urban landscape has become a 

major focus of attention. In developments seeking to create real places there is an 

almost universal attempt to ensure that streets are fronted by buildings and front 

doors, not parking lots and garage doors. Considerable use is made of car courts, 

rear lanes and garages set back behind the houses. 

 

The same philosophy of not allowing parking to dominate is being applied to public 

parking as well. At grade parking is preferred wherever possible, for safety and 

convenience as well as allowing an attractive streetscape, and is generally scattered 

in smaller lots or courts behind shops. 

 

Where parking stations have been built some very clear lessons emerge. Not 

surprisingly, they look best where they are integrated into the design of the 

streetscape so it is not immediately apparent they are car parks. Where they front 

residential areas, facing them with two storey town houses or row houses is an 

excellent disguise and makes for a better transition to the residential neighbourhood. 

 

Another major focus has been to get people out of their cars altogether either by 

getting them to walk in the local area or catch public transport. Both these require a 

clear public policy driver to make them work.  
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At the local level, paths, cycleways, connectors and walkways  encourage people to 

walk to the town or village centre. Local transport solutions, such as internal 

minibuses, can provide connections within the development itself and to public 

transport nodes. 

 

One way to get people onto public transport is to try to create “transit oriented 

developments”. At Whisman Station and The Crossings in California, the council has 

deliberately used its public policy focus to drive new development in this direction by 

allowing increased development rights in return for the provision of increased public 

transport infrastructure. 

 

Managing the issue of transport infrastructure will be one of the dominant issues in 

urban design for the future. 

 

GOVERNANCE LESSONS FOR COUNCILS 
The lessons of the study tour illustrate that there is a real, but generally 

unrecognised, governance role for councils in urban development. In fact the author 

would contend that without councils taking up that role and engaging in the public 

policy debates which underpin it, the creation of sustainable developments which 

work as vibrant, livable places will not occur. 

 

To do this the entire debate will need some reframing. The public policy 

considerations of what makes livable places will need to be moved out of the realm of 

urban planning and onto centre stage. It is time to make it clear that it is no longer 

acceptable to roll houses out across the landscape and demand instead that 

everyone – state governments, councils, developers, urban designers, architects and 

builders – all focus on the goal of delivering places which are sustainable 

environmentally, economically and socially. 

 

Councils have a special role here as they are charged with the responsibility of 

ensuring that the developments they consider are likely to deliver these outcomes. 

But in order to do so they will need take on a fully mature governance role as well as 

the regulatory and operational roles that have been seen as sufficient in the past. 
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The following ten simple lessons may provide guidance in assisting them to make the 

transition to this new and vital role. 

 

Lesson 1: 
Councils do not have to be the victims of development: they can and should play an 

active part in making sure the development is good, that it functions well and that it 

produces the result they intended. 

 

Lesson 2: 
Don’t let up on the issue of the vision. Make sure the developers define it in 

meaningful, concrete, outcome focussed terms and then make sure they stick to it. 

Keep bringing them back to the question: and how will this achieve the vision? If they 

can’t explain it, say no until they can. 

 

Lesson 3: 
The public realm is Council’s business. It sets the tone and identity of the place and 

will one day belong to Council. Make sure it achieves the vision and that real 

attention has been paid to it. Don’t let it be an afterthought. 

 

Lesson 4: 
A good public realm will be more expensive to maintain in the long run but without it 

there is little chance of getting a good place. This includes parks and public art as 

well as public gathering spaces. It’s a price worth paying and perhaps some more 

innovative maintenance regimes as well as partnerships with the community will 

need to be developed. 

 

Lesson 5: 
Don’t allow homogeneous, boring, poor quality, “cookie cutter” development and 

don’t get put off by developers who say that anything else “will never sell”. Generally 

it does. Provide flexibility in the planning so you can rezone to detached houses if the 

medium density or office space doesn’t sell, but don’t short-change flexibility to begin 

with. 
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Lesson 6: 
Beware of allowing personal preferences for housing style or type to override the 

principles of development that works. You need a mix of housing types and price 

choices to get a vibrant community with a diverse socioeconomic and demographic 

mix and thus create a place with grandmothers as well as children, young singles as 

well as families, service industry staff as well as office and knowledge workers. 

 

Lesson 7: 
Don’t put so many constraints and rules on a development that there is no room for 

imagination and personal preferences of owners to come through. This is what gives 

life and uniqueness to a place. Rely on the vision and on performance-based 

standards supported by patternbooks and guidelines to deliver it rather than on 

prescriptive requirements. 

 

Lesson 8: 
Work in partnership with the developers to achieve the vision rather than treating 

them as the enemy. 

 

Lesson 9: 
Don’t approve something you can’t understand. If you can’t understand it there’s a 

good chance the builders won’t know how to build it and the customers will request 

things which are not appropriate to meet the vision. Ask questions and demand 

answers until it makes sense. 

 

Lesson 10: 

Have courage. No good development comes out of timidity. 

 

© Sheridan Dudley 2003 
 



 

  
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

STATE OF AUSTRALIAN CITIES NATIONAL CONFERENCE 

SYDNEY, 2003 

 

 

SPONSORS 

University of Western Sydney 

Australian National University 

The University of New South Wales 

Griffith University 

The University of Melbourne 

Victorian Department of Sustainability and Environment 

NSW Department of Infrastructure, Planning and Natural Resources 

ACT Planning and Land Authority 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

►

Lo
►►  For all enquiries, please contact:-

University of Western Sydney
Urban Frontiers Program

Building 22, Campbelltown Campus

cked Bag 1797, Penrith South DC  NSW  1797

Phone +61 2 4620 3443

Fax +61 2 4620 3447

Email urbanfrontiers@uws.edu.au

Web www.urbanfrontiers.uws.edu.au


