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Abstract:  In December 2006 local residents celebrated the withdrawal of a planning application for a 
cement terminal at White Bay, Sydney.  While this action highlights the value of political organising in 
a marginal seat in the lead-up to a state election, it also raises important planning issues about the 
redevelopment of old waterfront sites, or what Hoyle (1988) identified as part of the port-city interface.  
What happens to cityports when many uses move to new seaport facilities, and there is increased 
competition for urban amenity and spatial control of both water and land at the former cityport site?  As 
Gilliland (2004, 453) noted, “… one effect of incessant technological innovation is to periodically 
destroy past investments and radically transform the urban landscape”.  Transformation is, however, 
increasingly contested.  Importantly, as seen at White Bay, it is contested through the notion of place, 
not simply seeing the port as a conduit in space.  Given this contestation, what constitutes good urban 
planning at the port-city interface?  In this paper, it is argued that the recognition of changing urban 
contexts, awareness of environmental issues, fair processes and a comprehensive redevelopment 
plan are essential to garner community support and to avoid piecemeal redevelopment. 

Introduction 
A common image of issues related to port infrastructure in Australia in recent years has been the 
queue of coal ships waiting at anchor off Newcastle, Hay Point or Dalrymple Bay.  Inadequate 
infrastructure, it is claimed, is costing Australia billions of dollars in lost export revenue per year. 
Cartoonists lampoon state premiers for being environmentally benign in relation to greenhouse gas 
emissions by limiting coal exports, not as a policy but as a result of their perceived inability to develop 
appropriate port and rail infrastructure. 

The changing relationships between older harbour/river ports and the deeper ocean ports, and the 
relationships between the urban ports and other parts of the metropolitan area, have not attracted as 
much media attention.  The replacement of old infrastructure as a result of technological change, 
changes in the international political-economy of particular industries, and the competing demands for 
space within cities, has meant that considerations of port infrastructure cannot be treated in isolation 
from other urban debates.  These debates include issues of efficiency, equity, identity and 
sustainability.  

This paper addresses the question of what constitutes good planning in the context of changing 
technology and port redevelopment.  It focuses on resistance to a planning application for a cement 
terminal at White Bay, Sydney.  The planning processes undertaken by various individuals and groups 
were in the context of intense political organising in a marginal seat in the lead-up to a state election. 

The paper begins with an overview of theoretical perspectives relating to ports.  The paper then 
introduces the history of White Bay, the existing context and the proposal for a cement terminal. It then 
explores and applies a particular approach, namely Hoyle’s (1988) concept of stages in the port-city 
interface, to this particular development proposal.  It looks at a planning exercise that was a small part 
of a larger political move in the lead-up to the New South Wales state election in March 2007.  The 
paper then explores what infrastructure may be most appropriate in the re-development of White Bay, 
and how does the re-development of White Bay contribute to, or detract from the coordination of 
necessary infrastructure in Sydney.  Importantly, the example of White Bay highlights issues about the 
port-city interface, planning visions and planning processes and the coordination of infrastructure 
development to convert vision to physical form. 

Port Development and Redevelopment 
A large body of literature about ports, and the redevelopment of old ports, has accumulated over time.  
Much of this literature relates to English, European, North American and Asian ports. The idea 
that ports pass through various development phases was central to the “Anyport” model of Bird 
(1963).  Importantly for the research in White Bay, Bird’s work laid the theoretical foundations for 
research on the port-city relationship, or what Hoyle (1988) called the port-city interface.  Hoyle’s 
(1988) model of the “port-city interface” contained five stages; namely a primitive cityport (up until the 
19th century there was a close spatial and functional association between the city and the port), an 
expanding cityport that emerged beyond the city confines in the 19th and early 20th centuries, a 
modern industrial cityport (which included Sydney Harbour at the time), a retreat from the waterfront to 
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seaports, and the redevelopment of the waterfront near the city centre. Examples of the 
redevelopment of waterfronts include the Thames ports in London, redevelopments in Bristol (Bassett 
and Hoare, 1996) and Darling Harbour in Sydney. Recent Australian literature on port redevelopment 
includes geographical research on Port Adelaide (Oakley, 2005; Rofe and Oakley, 2006). 
  
The earlier research on ports could be classified as either morphological (relating to the physical 
characteristics of the port and the function of the port), or topographical, in which “the port is 
conceived as a structural node in the transport network, but is inserted within transcending questions 
of regional or national development” (Olivier and Slack, 2006, 1413).  Recent geographical research 
has eschewed universal characteristics and models in favour of specific, place-based analysis of ports 
and redevelopment proposals.  Meso-level research includes the comparative studies of Hoyle (1999, 
2000) who compared place-specific characteristics in Canadian port redevelopment across a number 
of case studies.  His findings about the importance of community groups, and the values associated 
with various communities, echo what Hayuth (1988) termed the “ecological dimension”, where he 
identified the ecological and social concerns about ports and highlighted the loss in priority status in 
the allocation of waterfront space.  The notion of “working harbour” in Sydney is designed to restore 
some priority to existing and new industrial uses, although as McManus (2004) highlighted, the 
concept of “working” is very fluid and can include old industrial uses and new leisure uses where little 
actual “work” is undertaken. 

The redevelopment of old port infrastructure is consistent with Hoyle’s (1988) model, although the 
model tends to situate the redevelopment chronologically in stages but does not account for the 
specific relationships, conditions and beliefs that lead to the creation of “redevelopment opportunities”.  
Olivier and Slack (2006) highlight the likelihood of future port redevelopments when they discuss the 
expansion of ports from the local to the regional scale, citing examples such as Los Angeles-Long 
Beach and the Hong Kong-Pearl River Delta complex.  This could be seen as an extension of Hoyles 
(1988) model, but is not critical for the purposes of this paper.  Instead, White Bay is an excellent 
example of the “new” types of ports that are likely to be in line for redevelopment; ports that conformed 
to Stage 3 of Hoyle’s model.  These ports had expanded beyond the confines of the city centre, but 
were river, harbour or estuary ports.  Importantly, their relationship to the city centre is different from 
the first stage of port redevelopment (in places such as The Rocks in Sydney, or Old Montreal), where 
it was possible to invoke heritage values, promote tourist walks from the city centre, and so on.  This 
means that while, as Gilliland (2004, 453) noted, “one effect of incessant technological innovation is to 
periodically destroy past investments and radically transform the urban landscape”, the character of 
the past investment and the physical relationship of that investment to other parts of the urban 
landscape, is also changing.  The importance of infrastructure provision to change the physical 
characteristics of these former Stage 3 sites, and perhaps more importantly to change the relationship 
of these sites to other parts of the urban area, is critical when planning suitable and feasible 
redevelopment options.  The importance of changing site characteristics can be seen from the specific 
example of White Bay. 

White Bay: History, characteristics and statutory planning considerations 
White Bay and Glebe Island are important parts of Sydney Harbour, located approximately one 
kilometre west of the city centre.  Glebe Island was the largest island in Sydney Harbour at the time of 
European settlement, and was part of the home of the Gadigal and Wangal people.  In the context of 
non-Indigenous history, the site became an important part of Sydney’s industrial base. The Glebe 
Island abattoir, which operated from 1864 to 1916, fostered the growth of meat preserving works and 
soap and candle manufacturers in Balmain and Leichhardt (Coward, 1988; McManus, 2001).  Over 
time, large portions of Rozelle Bay, Blackwattle Bay and White Bay were filled to construct port 
facilities and industrial land (McManus, 2004).  White Bay has a history of shipbuilding and timber 
yards, with John Booth’s sawmill, joinery and timber yard employing 300 men in 1889 (Solling and 
Reynolds, 1997).  In 1897 Lever Brothers established their factory complex that employed 1100 
workers in the 1960s, and is now a housing development (Solling and Reynolds, 1997).  The White 
Bay and Glebe Island area has also been important as an area of grain silos, the main base for 
American soldiers during World War Two, and then a coal handling area (Sydney Ports, 2000).

The existing site characteristics of White Bay include an available deep-water site that is not 
contiguous with the city centre, but is connected to a large area of mostly flat land, much of which is 
infill of some kind deposited over various time periods on what was originally wetlands near the 
harbour (including Glebe Island, White Bay Power Station and the Rozelle Railway yards).  The site 
has existing rail access, but there is poor public transport access because the rail was a freight line, 
not a passenger rail line. There are poor road and parking facilities at a strategic point in the local and 
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metropolitan transport network.  The existing road transport system is very fragile in its operations and 
will not readily accommodate new demands. Crucially, there are nearby residential areas that are not 
degraded, industrial, a collection of heritage buildings, nor maritime in employment and socio-
economic focus. 

The major planning considerations that cover the entire site are the Sydney Regional Environment 
Plan No. 26 (SREP 26) the Glebe Island and White Bay Masterplan, and the Customs Areas.  Under 
the provisions of the SREP 26, the White Bay and Glebe Island areas are zoned for “port and 
employment” uses.  This zoning identifies the permitted uses on the site, and would need to be 
changed if land uses that did not meet this zoning provision were desired. 

The Glebe Island and White Bay Masterplan is intended to link the regional planning process with 
specific development applications. The plan is detailed in its provisions on how to maintain the 
amenity of the area.  Although the Glebe Island and White Bay Masterplan was released in late 2000, 
it seems increasingly dated given the changing nature of maritime functions in Sydney.  It appears to 
envisage a working harbour of 10-20 years ago, with little recognition of the expansion of Port Botany 
and the impacts this may have on White Bay.   

One important planning consideration was the changes made to the NSW the Environmental Planning 
and Assessment Act 1979 (EP&A Act), particularly Part 3A of the Act and the new State 
Environmental Planning Policy (Major Projects).  This legislation was applicable to the White 
Bay/Glebe Island area because of its strategic location. Clause 7(2) of SEPP states that port and 
related lands in Sydney Harbour are significant.  The importance of this legislation was that the NSW 
Minister for Planning, Frank Sartor, had the power to take the planning process away from local 
communities and to approve the infrastructure for the cement terminal because of its significance, and 
because of the significance of the location.  The only counterbalance to this potential exercise of 
power was the mobilisation of public opinion, partly through organised, community-based planning 
processes, in the lead-up to the state election.  The seat of Port Jackson (renamed Balmain in 2007) 
was held by an unpopular member of the government who was retiring, there was no advantage of 
incumbency and there was a genuine three-way contest for the seat between the Australian Labor 
Party, the Liberal Party and The Greens. 

The Cement Terminal Proposal 
In February 2006, Independent Cement and Lime Pty Ltd (commonly known as IC&L)a submitted a 
proposal to the NSW Department of Planning to construct a cement terminal at White Bay.  This 
dome-shaped terminal was to be the equivalent of an 18 storey building, and was proposed to operate 
24 hours per day, 7 days per week – although the most intense period of operations and vehicle 
movements were proposed to occur between 7am and 6pm.  The wharf facilities would be used once 
per month, for one to two days, for shipping.  The road infrastructure was proposed to support an 
average of 86 truck movements per day by the fifth year of operation (Environmental Resources 
Management, 2006). 

The proposal was opposed by local community groups, including a newly formed residents group 
called the White Bay Joint Steering Committee.  The opposition to the cement terminal proposal 
emanated from concerns about public access, noise, pollution, real estate values, aesthetics, traffic 
congestion, a lack of employment generation in the proposal, the juxtaposition of industry with 
residential land use and the perpetuation of an industrial character for White Bay and East Balmain.  
There were 1421 submissions on the proposal, of which 1407 opposed the terminal and 5 were 
considered supportive (NSW Legislative Council, 2006). 

White Bay: Stages of the Port-City Interface 
The land use conflicts relating to the proposed cement terminal at White Bay exemplified the use of 
Hoyle’s (1988) “port-city interface”.  The cement terminal was an attempt to recreate stage 3 (a 
modern cityport), but containing land uses that have not moved to stage 4.  A cement terminal is 
financially viable because of the high price of transporting cement, and the demand for cement at city 
centre and inner city construction sites.  The cement terminal proposal would, however, have limited 
the options for a stage 5 redevelopment of the White Bay waterfront, which may be more economically 
viable. 

The move to stage 4 of Hoyle’s (1988) model can be understood as a “shortening of the turn-over time 
of capital by a reorganisation of the channels of circulation; in other words, the redimensioning of the 
waterfront time-space” (Gilliland, 2004, 452).  Simultaneously, “one effect of incessant technological 
innovation is to periodically destroy past investments and radically transform the urban landscape” 
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(Gilliland, 2004, 453).  This is the situation at White Bay, which makes possible either the 5th stage of 
Hoyle’s (1988) model – redevelopment, or a new form of land use that continues the 3rd stage (the 
cement terminal proposal). 

Based on economic factors alone, a cement terminal is a suitable industrial use for an inner city 
location because of the character of the product, its destination and use, and therefore its 
transportation economics.  In this sense it is very different from containers, which can be unloaded in a 
seaport and transported by truck and/or rail to distribution centres. Developing port infrastructure for a 
cement terminal does, however, lead to conflicts about the use of space (both land and water), 
neighbourhood identity and opportunities for other uses.  The cement terminal in White Bay would 
have taken three shipping berths, thereby denying other potential uses waterfront access. 

Alternative Visions: Potential New Site Characteristics 
In order to achieve a better outcome than a cement terminal, and as a way of opposing the cement 
terminal through technical planning rather than just community mobilisation, a planning exercise was 
undertaken for Leichhardt Council by the author of this paper.  It was one of a number of planning and 
community-based activities happening in response to the cement terminal proposal.  The concept was 
to develop appropriate planning criteria for the site.  The approach taken was to take into account 
potential changes to the site characteristics of the area.  These site characteristics were mainly related 
to access considerations and included; 

• The potential to include a passenger ferry stop at the site (this would access to Darling 
Harbour, Circular Quay, North Sydney, Parramatta, and so on), 

• The potential to extend the existing light rail system from near Rozelle Bay to connect with the 
existing good rail lines (this would provide access to Balmain, Central Station, Chinatown, and 
any future possible westward extension beyond Lilyfield).  It is worth noting that the existing 
light rail line incorporates part of an old goods line, 

• The potential to develop/upgrade both cycle and pedestrian paths (this is related to the flat 
land and the ability to plan traffic movements around cycling and pedestrian routes, rather 
than fitting these routes into existing traffic movement patterns), 

• The potential to provide a modified road network that can increase safety and improve the 
amenity of the local area. 

A number of developments around the world are notable because they have attempted to include uses 
(often as part of a redevelopment rather than being the only permitted use) that maintain the “working” 
character of an area.  Notable examples of this approach that informed the White Bay research were; 

• Granville Island - a “mixed-use” island near the centre of Vancouver, Canada.  
• Dagenham Docks - a Sustainable Industrial Park based on eco-industrial park principles as 

part of a redevelopment of 133 hectares of the eastern port area along the Thames River in 
London. 

• The Fore River Shipyard – a controversial site near Quincy, Massachusetts which is part of 
the Boston urban area (see Rafferty (1996) and Preer (2006)). 

• Kingston-upon-Hull - a city on the Humber River where a mix of “anchor attractions” such as 
“The Deep” (an aquarium) were introduced, but ferry transport to Europe and industrial uses 
on other parts of the Humber Estuary were maintained. 

Arising from this analysis of the potential characteristics of the White Bay site, and the possible land 
uses that could be introduced to the site, a number of alternative visions were put forward for possible 
evaluation.  These visions included; 

• A “Sydney Harbour Heritage Centre” (including “working harbour” and linked to the White Bay 
Power Station).   

• An educational centre for marine research and teaching (with potential to involve universities 
and museums in a collaborative approach).   

• A sustainable industrial park that could attract new, environmentally-benign industries. 
• A maritime film set.  
• A site for the Sydney Heritage Fleet. 
• A boat building and repair precinct (activities that are currently scattered around Sydney 

Harbour) with potential to complement the Sydney Heritage Fleet by demonstrating the 
evolution of boat building and repair on one site.   

430



The planning criteria developed to assess possible land uses was influenced by the “permitted use 
matrix” for the Fraser River Estuary Study (Boyle, 1990), and by the feasibility criteria used in the Fore 
River redevelopment near Boston (Rafferty, 1996). Both approaches had limitations. For example, 
“planning criteria” needed to be more comprehensive than ‘feasibility criteria”.   

Twenty three planning criteria, plus criteria for regulatory compliance and economic viability, were 
developed for the White Bay site.  Five land uses were identified (Sydney Harbour Heritage centre, 
Marine Film Set, Cement Terminal, Industrial Ecology and a Boat Building and Repair Precint. 
Indicative values were assigned to two possible land uses to demonstrate how the planning criteria 
would function (see Table 1, which is taken from the original table).   

Table 1: The Planning criteria matrix 

Legend Meets criteria 
2 Strongly    
1 Moderately    
0 neutral/not applicable    
-1 not preferred/would require significant mitigation  Sydney  Maritime Cement 
 measures to meet the criteria if adopted Harbour Film Set Terminal 
-2 Incompatible with the criteria Heritage   

Centre 
Potential Criteria promoting desirable outcomes  Indicative Only 

 Land tenure enables effective ongoing planning  1 0 
 Maritime working  2 1 
 Non-maritime working  0 2 
 Maritime history  2 0 
 Non-maritime history (eg. Castlefields in Manchester)  2 1 
 Number of ongoing jobs (relative to scale, impacts)  1 -2 
 Employment opportunities (non professional)  1 1 
 Visual acceptability for residents and non-residents  2 -2 
 Compatibility with surrounding land uses     
           (includes hours of operation, noise, access, etc.)  1 -2 
 Enables cycling/pedestrian access  1 -1 
 Establishment effort compatible with worth  -2 1 
 Integrates with the open space network  1 -1 
 Provides opportunities at other harbour sites  1 1
 Solves problems at other harbour sites  0 0 
 Social/community value  1 -2 
 Environmentally compatible with site conditions  1 -1 
 Enables other compatible activities to occur on site  -1 -2 
 Enhances surrounding land values  1 -2 
 Ability to be improved over time  1 -1 
 Is an effective economic use of the site (unless the     

         social/community value is considered more 
important)  0 -2 

 Appropriate for an increased inner Sydney population  0 1 
 Compatible with other harbour planning (Cockatoo Is., etc)  2 2 
 Reduces the ecological footprint of Sydney  0 -1 
     

Conformity with existing plans and regulations    
 SREP 26 compatible  1 2 
 Glebe Island and White Bay Masterplan compatible  1 2 
 Australian customs regulations  -2 0 
     

Evidence of demand for possible uses   -2 2 

Planning Criteria to Assess Possible Land Uses 
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No weighting was given to the criteria.  This was a value judgement, as would be any weighting 
system.  The criteria were not aggregated because adding the scores could easily obliterate important 
considerations on individual criterion.  This could have potentially closed opportunities for debate and 
decision-making when it was most needed. 

Conclusion 
The withdrawal of the cement terminal proposal was largely due to community opposition in a marginal 
seat at a time of political opportunity.  This opposition was supported by community-based planning 
processes that focused on the potential of White Bay to accommodate other land uses that emerged 
from community desires and literature on port re-developments around the world.  

White Bay is an important site in Sydney Harbour that is connected to surrounding land (Balmain, 
Glebe Island, White Bay Power Station and the Rozelle Marshalling Yards) and to surrounding bays, 
but is relatively disconnected from the city centre and other major sites in Sydney.  It is a strategic and 
vulnerable node in a highly stressed transport system. White Bay is an important place, but the 
construction of place is increasingly contested, particularly when there are limited sites such as White 
Bay. Although White Bay has been used for a variety of industrial uses over 140 years, residential 
areas now abut the port. Unlike in previous times there is a lack of material and cultural identification 
with the port by many residents. In short, the construction of place by some more vocal residents is 
about de-industrialisation. 

White Bay is a declining industrial cityport (Stage 3 of the model in Hoyle, 1988) but with potential to 
be redeveloped.  The possible land uses that were proposed in the research report as being suitable 
redevelopment options were those land uses that were consistent with the discourse of “working 
harbour” but represent a move to Stage 5 of the model presented by Hoyle (1988).  The research on 
White Bay found that it is possible to maintain that part of Sydney Harbour as a ‘working harbour”, but 
not in the way that it has been over recent decades.  “New” (including relocated and overspill) land 
uses that comply with the “working harbour” concept need to be compatible with changing social 
values about environmental quality and amenity.   

An important recommendation in the research report was that the economic viability of the site should 
be considered in its entirety.  Uses that fragment the site, or limit the potential for other uses to 
operate on the site, should be avoided.  Considering the economic viability of the site as a whole can 
allow for cross-subsidization, if necessary, so that economically viable land uses can co-exist with 
socially valuable uses. 

It was also recognised that the planning criteria needed to be integrated with a plan for the future of 
White Bay.  This plan should contain a vision that has widespread support, and be the basis for an 
implementation strategy that is proactive in seeking to attract and maintain desired land uses in White 
Bay.  The plan should also recognise that White Bay is entering a new stage in the model of the City-
port interface.  Declining and obsolete port infrastructure presents redevelopment opportunities, but 
unless the scenario is theorized rigorously the potential for redevelopment can be lost in a quagmire of 
community opposition emanating from concerns about the planning process and inadequate 
recognition by decision makers of the changing socio-cultural, economic and environmental contexts 
of old city-ports. 
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