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Abstract:  In countries throughout the developed world, large cities are growing while hinterland communities are shrinking.  The unique challenges posed by population decline require unique solutions: as shrinking cities researchers have found, superimposing growth-oriented strategies onto shrinking communities is not effective in addressing the impacts of population decline. At the same time, a trend has emerged in planning practice: that of “standardizing” local planning policies. In 2006 in NSW, the State government introduced a standard template for its 152 Local Government Areas (LGAs) to streamline development controls. The standard template, which contains standard definitions, zones and clauses, must be used by local councils in preparing their Local Environmental Plans. While there is room for some local discretion, any discretion is subject to state government approval and must be consistent with state policies. In this paper, I ask: have shrinking communities in NSW used their limited discretion to craft decline-specific strategies? Using desk-based analysis of the LEPs of three shrinking LGAs in NSW (the City of Broken Hill and the Shires of Bland and Balranald), I explore whether shrinking communities in NSW have adapted standardized planning policies to their demographic circumstances. Overall, I argue that the neoliberal trend towards standardization is problematic for effective planning in shrinking communities because it values certainty and streamlining over innovation and creativity, both of which are desperately needed in shrinking communities.
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1.0 Introduction
In countries throughout the developed world, including Australia, large cities are growing while hinterland communities (particularly the most remote communities) are shrinking.  Uneven population distribution is expected to continue, and likely worsen, in the future. As has been found by a growing number of shrinking cities researchers, population decline presents planning challenges (such as vacant buildings and infrastructure over-capacity) that are not found in growing communities. These unique challenges require unique solutions and, as has been found by researchers such as Knoop (2014) and Leadbeater (2008), simply superimposing growth-oriented planning strategies onto a shrinking community is unlikely to be effective in addressing the effects of population decline. At the same time that the need for decline-specific planning strategies in shrinking communities has increased, another trend has been gaining strength in planning practice in many countries, including Australia: that is, the neoliberal-inspired trend to “standardize” local planning policies in order to facilitate growth and development. In 2006 in New South Wales – Australia’s most populous state whose capital Sydney continues to grow at a rapid rate - the State government introduced a standard planning template for all of its 152 Local Government Areas (LGAs) in an effort to streamline zoning and development controls. The standard template – which contains standard definitions, zones (including permitted and prohibited uses) and clauses – must be used by all local councils in crafting their local land-use plans. While there is room for some local discretion (for instance, local councils write their own “aims” and decide which zones to apply and where the zones go), any discretion is subject to state government approval. 
In this paper, I ask the following question: have shrinking communities in NSW been able to use their limited discretion to craft unique decline-specific strategies or are the LEPs of shrinking LGAs effectively indistinguishable from the plans of growing communities? In other words: Would you know a “shrinking cities LEP” if you saw one? Using desk-based analysis of the Local Environmental Plans of three shrinking LGAs in NSW (the City of Broken Hill and the Shires of Bland and Balranald), this paper explores whether and if so, how, shrinking communities in NSW have been able to adapt a standardized planning policies to suit their demographic circumstances. Overall, I argue that the neoliberal trend towards standardization is problematic for effective planning in shrinking communities because it values certainty and streamlining over innovation and creativity, both of which are desperately needed in shrinking communities.

2.0 The need for unique planning solutions in shrinking cities
An increasing number of communities outside of commuting distance of large metropolitan areas are losing population (Polèse and Shearmur, 2006; Rieniets, 2005). Australia is not immune from this trend: capital cities are growing, but many regional and remote communities are experiencing sustained population decline (McGuirk and Argent, 2011; Schatz et al, 2014). Planners in these so-called “shrinking” communities face unique challenges resulting from population decline – challenges that are very different than those faced in growing communities such as Sydney – including an abundance of vacant properties and infrastructure overcapacity (Schilling and Logan, 2008). According to the shrinking cities literature, these unique planning challenges require unique solutions – not simply a reversion to traditional planning strategies, most of which have been developed and are aimed at planning in the context of growth. In fact, as several researchers have found, growth-oriented strategies only serve to worsen issues caused by shrinkage (Knoop, 2014; Leadbeater, 2008; Dabinett, 2004). As Knoop (2014, p.2) explains, focusing on growth in shrinking cities exacerbates the negative effects of decline because “…valuable, and usually scarce, financial and human resources are being devoted to the attraction of potential investors and inhabitants, instead of paving the path for sustainable restructuring and reduction concepts.” 
Decline-oriented planning, first proposed by Popper and Popper in 2002, has been advanced as a more viable alternative for planning in shrinking communities. Developed in various contexts (and under various labels, including “smart decline” and “smart shrinkage”) by such researchers as Muller and Siedentop (2004) and Polèse and Shearmur (2006), the crux of decline-oriented planning is that planners accept decline and use strategies such as removing infrastructure and converting vacant land to greenspace to downsize the city. This requires a “fundamental rethinking” (Muller and Siedentop, 2004, p.7) of planning, but the benefit is that planners are “freed up” to restructure the city comprehensively, with a focus on the quality of life of remaining residents. Whatever the specific strategies, most shrinking cities researchers agree that the first step in “good planning” in shrinking cities involves acknowledging that the city is in a state of long-term population decline; it is only with that acknowledgement that the unique challenges of planning in the context of population decline can begin to be addressed (Polèse and Shearmur, 2006; Schatz 2017, 2010; Popper & Popper, 2002). Presumably, also, unique challenges that call for unique solutions also require some flexibility in planning processes and planning instruments. However, there is a trend in planning in Australia – in New South Wales in particular – that may make finding creative solutions to the challenges of population decline even more difficult in the future: that of the standardization of local land-use planning.
3.0 The standardization of local land-use planning in New South Wales
Modern land-use planning in New South Wales originated in the legislative changes introduced in 1945 to the Local Government Act 1919 (Park, 2010). Many years later, and after a few years of deliberation, the Environmental Planning and Assessment Act (EPAA) – an Act devoted entirely to land-use planning – was introduced in 1979. The EPAA introduced a three-tiered system of Environmental Planning Instruments (EPIs) for strategic planning: Local Environmental Plans (LEPs), Regional Environmental Plans (REPs, which have since been abolished) and State Environmental Planning Policies (SEPPs). The EPAA devolved matters of local planning, including the making of LEPs (the central instrument used by local governments to guide development), to local councils. The State Government retained responsibility for planning issues of state and regional significance. 
This division of powers established in 1979, however, did not remain static. Since the EPAA was enacted, there have been a number of reforms – usually justified using the neoliberal logic of the desire for “simplification” and “increasing efficiency” – in which the State Government has effectively taken back power (both in the realm of strategic planning and development assessment) from local councils (Piracha, 2010; Ruming, 2011a; Ruming & Davies, 2014; Schatz & Rogers 2016). One of those reforms took place in 2006 as part of a suite of reforms which increased State control over local government strategic planning in NSW (Piracha, 2010) – that is, the standardization of local government planning instruments across NSW.
 The rationale for standardization was the State government’s desire to simplify the development approval process for developers who engaged in projects across multiple councils, each of which had their own planning controls (Ruming, 2011b). Through the introduction of a standard template for Local Environmental Plans, the State government took control of the form and content of local plans, including prescribing to councils the 34 standard zones (with standard definitions and standard permitted/prohibited uses) from which they can choose, to replace the 3100 zones that previously existed across NSW (Ruming & Davies, 2014). 

Importantly for the purposes of this paper, the template allows for some limited discretion – for instance, local governments can specify their own aims for their LEP, they can choose which zones to include in their boundaries and they can add to local zone objectives. However, concerns have been raised that this discretion is not enough to address unique local circumstances. In 2011, Ruming researched both the experiences of private and public sector actors with several of the recent planning reforms, including the standard template. In his interviews with private sector development and planning actors in NSW, Ruming (2011a) found that some private sector actors expressed concern that the standard template would not adequately address the “unique” circumstances in some local councils. According to him, a “small number” of interviewees questioned “…the capacity of a single LEP template to adequately address all development conditions across NSW” (Ruming, 2011a, p.260). Ruming’s (2011b) interviews with public officials about transitioning to the standard template also revealed concern that the standard zone definitions were “locally inappropriate” and did “not provide enough flexibility” (Ruming, 2011b, p.51). Importantly, Ruming (2011b, p.51) found that:

… the majority of interviewees from outside Sydney suggest that the standard LEP (and other policy changes) is a response to planning and development issues originating in urban LGAs. These officers challenge the appropriateness of universal policy tools designed to solve urban issues and their implementation across more diverse development locations. 
Now that all of the councils across NSW have transitioned to the standard template format, it seems timely to ask: How, if at all, have the local councils in declining communities used their discretion to address their unique demographic circumstances? Perhaps more simply: would you know that you are reading the LEP of a shrinking community?
4.0 An analysis of local plans in three shrinking communities in NSW
4.1 The Standard Instrument

The template for local plans in NSW is known as the “Standard Instrument.” It is comprised of several Parts, each of which include several clauses – some of which are mandatory for inclusion and some of which are optional, depending on local circumstances:
· Part 1: Preliminary (name, aims, etc...);
· Part 2: Permitted or prohibited development (land use zones and land use table);
· Part 3: Exempt and complying development (low-impact development that does not require a full merits-based development assessment);
· Part 4: Principle development standards (clauses related to subdivision, height of buildings, floor space ratio; importantly, clause 4.6 allows a developer to apply to council for a variation from these development standards if it is in the public benefit);
· Part 5: Miscellaneous provisions (classification of public land, preservation of trees and vegetation, heritage conservation, development within a coastal zone, etc…);
· Part 6: Additional local provisions, which can be added by the local council; and
· Schedules (for instance, listings of heritage properties).
· Dictionary (definitions)
According to Whitehouse (2012), local councils have discretion, in addition to choosing whether or not to include the “optional” clauses, with respect to the following: 
· Crafting the aims of the plan;
· Choosing which zones to use and where the zones go;

· Adding local objectives to zone objectives, as long as they are compatible with the mandatory objectives;
· Adding permitted/prohibited uses in each zone; 
· Adding to the State’s list of exempt and complying development (that is, low-impact development that either does not require formal development approval or can receive fast-tracked approval);
· Setting standards for lot sizes, building heights, floor space ratios; and 

· Adding local provisions in Part 6. 
In general, where a clause is not “optional,” a local council can add to the Standard Instrument (as long as it is compatible with the mandatory clauses) but it cannot take anything away.

In terms of planning for population decline, the Standard Instrument as it stands does not contain anything that can be considered to be “decline-specific.” For instance, in the Dictionary, while terms such as “setback” and “site area” are defined, it would have been useful for declining communities to have some sense of how to define the “existing footprint” of an entire neighbourhood/council, so as to ensure that any new development stayed within that footprint. And while a number of terms related to occupancy are defined (“temporary structure,” “tourist and visitor accommodation,” “residential accommodation,” etc…), there is no mention of how to define the opposite – that is, vacancy. Furthermore, none of the zone objectives can be interpreted to be relevant to planning in the context population decline: all are relevant to the situation of providing more housing, not less. Finally, while the miscellaneous provisions relate to a range of issues such as classification of public lands and development within coastal zones, the State government did not include any provisions related to addressing the unique planning challenges associated with population decline (despite predicting the large areas of the population would decline in the future, as discussed below). So, if a shrinking community were to address decline through their LEP, they would have to use their limited discretion in the ways mentioned above – particularly in crafting the aims, tweaking the zone objectives and permitted/prohibited uses, and adding local provisions in Part 6. Is there any evidence of “decline-oriented planning” in these parts of the LEPs of Broken Hill, Bland and Balranald?
4.2 The Case Studies: Demographic Context
The Department of Planning and Environment within the NSW Government produced its most recent set of population projections using statistics from the Australian Bureau of Statistics in 2016.
 Broadly, the Department projects, not surprisingly, the largest population increases in the Sydney metropolitan area with the largest population decreases in rural and regional areas of NSW (NSW Planning & Environment, 2017). This is consistent with their predictions 3 years earlier (see Foley, 2013). Three of the regional Local Government Areas that are expected to decline, at varying rates, are the City of Broken Hill and the Local Government Areas of Bland and Balranald. 
The City of Broken Hill is located in the Far Western Region of New South Wales in the Barrier Ranges, about 1110km west of Sydney. Broken Hill is an iconic Australian mining town, purpose-built to service that industry after the discovery of rich mineral deposits (silver, zinc and lead) in 1883. The population reached its peak in 1952, when the mining industry employed 6,500 people, with more than 30,000 people living in the town (Eklund, 2012). Since then, the city has been in a state of long-term population decline. In the last two decades, for instance, the population has declined 17% - from 21,356 in 1996 to 19,360 in 2006 to 17,708 in 2016 (ABS, 2017). The Department of Planning and Environment predicts that the population will continue to decline to 16,150 in 2036 (NSW Planning & Environment, 2017). The population decline in Broken Hill has been accompanied by economic decline: the median weekly personal income in 2016 was $527, which was well under the NSW median weekly income of $664.  In terms of physical effects of population decline, in 2016, 20.7% of private dwellings were unoccupied in Broken Hill, which is an increase from the 16.9% recorded in 2011 (ABS, 2017). The Department of Planning and Environment predicts that the number of dwellings required in 2036 to meet its predicted declining population will be 8,900 (down from the current 10,100 that exist today) (NSW Planning & Environment, 2017).
Next, the Local Government Area of Bland is located on the boundary between the Central West and Riverina regions of NSW. It includes a number of small towns, the largest being West Wyalong, which has a population of approximately 2600 and is located on the transport junction of two major highways in NSW: the Newell and Mid Western Highways. The LGA, located 500 kilometres west of Sydney, covers a large area: 8,560 square kilometres. The economy of Bland LGA is based on agriculture and gold mining (the Cowal Gold Mine commenced production in 2006). It is also home to one of the major world exporters of eucalyptus oil in Australia (Bland Shire Council, 2017). In terms of population, like Broken Hill, Bland LGA’s population has also been in a state of long-term decline, falling 10% between 1996 and 2016 (6681 in 2016; 6102 in 2006; 5995 in 2016) (ABS, 2017). The Department of Planning and Environment predicts that the population of Bland will further decline to 4850 in 2036. In terms of socio-economic indicators, the median personal income of workers in Bland ($580) is well below the average for NSW ($664). With respect to the physical effects of population decline, the number of private dwellings that were unoccupied in 2016 was 17.2%, which is down slightly from the 18.19% recorded in 2011. The Department of Planning and Environment predicts that, as the population continues to decrease, the number of dwellings required to house the population will shrink from 2950 to 2450 (NSW Planning & Environment, 2017).
Finally, the Local Government Area of Balranald is located in the Riverina district of NSW. The town of Balranald is located on the crossroads of the Sturt Highway (an important highway for freight and passengers between Sydney and Adelaide) and the Murrumgibgee River. The LGA is located approximately 800 kilometres southwest of Sydney in semi-desert terrain and covers an area of approximately 21,000 square kilometres. Agriculture is the main industry in Balranald, particularly grains (including dryland and irrigated), sheep and cattle. However the LGA has in recent years attempted to diversify into other industries, including horticulture, viticulture, timber harvesting and tourism (Balranald Shire Council, 2012).  The population of Balranald LGA is also in a state of long-term decline; since 1996, the LGA has lost 22.84% of its population (2,964 in 1996; 2,442 in 2006; 2,287 in 2016) (ABS, 2017). The Department of Planning and Environment predicts that the population will continue to decline to 2,100 in 2036 (NSW Planning & Environment, 2017). Similar to Bland and Broken Hill, socio-economically, residents of Balranald fall below the state average in terms of median personal weekly income: $624 in Balranald versus $664 in NSW. Also similar to Bland and Broken Hill, there are a large number of vacant dwellings in Balranald – in 2016, 23.24% of private dwellings in Balranald were unoccupied. This is a significant increase from the 15.5% recorded in 2011 (ABS, 2017). The Department of Planning and Environment predicts that the number of dwellings required for the reduced 2036 population will be 1050, down from 1100 that currently exist today (NSW Planning & Environment, 2017).
In all, this demographic snapshot from these three LGAs in regional NSW paints a picture of three regional areas that are in a state of long-term population decline, with high (and increasing, or at least – in the case of Bland, stagnating) numbers of vacant private dwellings. The State government’s predictions are that the populations of all three LGAs will continue to decline in the future and the fewer dwellings will be needed to house the smaller future population. I have already argued that the Standard Instrument does not appear to give any tools to local governments who must craft their Local Environmental Plan – again, the central legal instrument in NSW used to direct future development – in such a situation, but have these LGAs used their limited discretion in crafting aims, zoning objectives and local provisions to suit their unique demographic circumstances?  In other words, would you know that you are reading the LEP of a shrinking community?
4.3 The Plans: Aims
As mentioned above, local councils have the discretion to craft their own aims for the Local Environmental Plans. The aims provide the “context” for the LEP and any decision made according to the LEP must be consistent with the aims of the LEP. Hence, the aims are important. None of the three LGAs, however, acknowledge the likelihood of population decline or the need to proactively address the challenges associated with population decline in the aims of their LEPs. Indeed, the aims of all three of the LEPs would likely be indistinguishable from those of a growing LGA. For instance, 2(a) of Broken Hill’s LEP speaks of the need to “…encourage sustainable economic growth and development in Broken Hill” which is further supported by the desire to (f) “…provide for a range of housing types and living opportunities.” Section (b) of the aims talks about the desire to encourage local employment growth in order to retain population, but that is the closest to acknowledging the long-term trend of population decline that is achieved. The aims of Balranald’s LEP are also devoid of acknowledgement of population decline or the need to address its accompanying challenges, including its large number of unoccupied dwellings. Indeed, two of the aims are particularly focused on growth: (a) speaks of the need to “encourage sustainable growth and development” and, perhaps more directly, (f) states that an aim of the LEP is “to encourage and support growth in the Balranald and Euston Townships.” Bland’s LEP similarly seeks to, in subsection (b) “…encourage a range of housing, employment, recreation and facilities to meet the needs of existing and future residents of Bland.” While this might be interpreted to mean a lower level of population, given that (f) identifies as an aim the encouragement of “sustainable growth” in Bland, it seems more likely that the local council is planning for future population growth, not future population decline. Thus, it seems that all three councils have chosen aims that are essentially indistinguishable from those of growing communities. 

4.4 The Plans: Zones

Once again, local councils have the discretion to add zone objectives to the standard template as well as adding permitted and prohibited uses. They are not allowed to remove objectives or permitted/prohibited uses. None of the three plans examined mentioned decline or incorporated any overtly “decline-oriented” language in the zone objectives. In fact, in Balranald’s RU5 Village Zone, objectives were added “to encourage and provide opportunities for population and local employment growth” and “to retain and facilitate expansion and redevelopment of the existing central business districts…” This was balanced with, however, the objective of ensuring that “…development does not create unreasonable or uneconomic demands for the provision or extension of services.” Even with that caveat, however, one must question whether it is wise, to facilitate the expansion of Balranald’s CBD in the context of a declining population. Bland’s council has similarly added an objective to the B2 Local Centre Zone of encouraging “…the future growth of the established business centre in West Wyalong.” Again, in the context of projected population decline, one must question whether expanding the CDB is justified. 
In terms of permitted/prohibited uses, it was clear that all three LGAs were keen to promote economic activity – particularly bed and breakfasts, home industries and even food and drink premises – in residential zones; this likely reflects the desire to encourage economic development in the context of decline. Importantly, Broken Hill has added, via a clause in Schedule 1, a proviso that art galleries are permitted in its residential zone with development consent. In previous research in which I spoke to local officials in Broken Hill about planning in the context of population decline, one local official described the importance of having this use included in a residential zone:

I think we've got 35 private art galleries in the city and it's certainly one of those areas we'd like to promote and have more of...  Under the standard provision LEP the definitions really did not allow for the style of art gallery that we have here which is they may work there, they do display art but they also sell it, they may have tea rooms, they may have a whole range of things that go with that and under the standard provisions it would not and you could not fit into a residential area. The initial stance [of the NSW government] was we won't allow you to write a special provision.  You need to comply with state provisions, but locally we needed to have that for the future viability of our community…
Again, it is likely that the desire to promote economic activity in zones that are usually reserved for residential is reflective of each LGA’s desire to promote economic development in a climate where economic activity is generally declining.
4.5 The Plans: Local Provisions

Perhaps the most obvious area for a shrinking community to include provisions that address the unique challenges of population decline is in Part 6 Local Provisions. However, none of the three LEPs examined included any provisions aimed at addressing the effects of population decline. Most of the local provisions set out planning controls related to particular physical characteristics of the local government area, including mitigating flooding, protecting groundwater or waterways. Many of the local provisions – such as provisions related to earthworks, airspace operations and the location of sex services premises were the same or very similar for each of the plans, suggesting that there is standard wording for local provisions, even though this is not included in the Standard Instrument. 
5.0 Discussion and Conclusions
Shrinking communities face a number of unique planning challenges, not the least of which is an overabundance of infrastructure and a large number of vacant buildings (Schilling & Logan, 2008). These unique challenges require unique planning solutions; simply superimposing growth-oriented planning strategies on a shrinking community is only likely to exacerbate the planning challenges arising from population decline (Knoop, 2014; Leadbeater, 2008; Dabinett, 2004). Decline-oriented planning has been proposed as an alternative to growth-oriented planning and such strategies as downsizing infrastructure and converting vacant land to greenspace (Popper & Popper, 2002). Whatever the specific strategy chosen, the shrinking cities literature agrees that “good planning” in shrinking cities requires a fundamental rethinking of planning strategies and, as with any “fundamental rethinking,” this requires creativity and innovation.
The three LGAs examined in this paper are indeed shrinking communities that are facing the trend of long-term future population decline, along with increasing numbers of vacant properties (and vacancy rates are already high in all three LGAs). These LGAs are examples of shrinking communities where creativity and innovation are desperately needed to find ways to move forward and to ensure a good quality of life for existing residents into the future. At the same time, however, the State government has put in place a standard template for Local Environmental Plans in NSW – a template that provides no tools directly relevant to communities that are facing long-term population decline. And while there is limited discretion for local councils, my review of each of the three LGAs reveals that this discretion has, in large measure, not been used to craft strategies that are distinguishable from those of growing LGAs. The one exception of this in the added permitted/prohibited uses, particularly in the City of Broken Hill where art galleries are now permitted with consent in residential areas. However, for the most part, the three shrinking LGAs have used their limited discretion to craft aims that speak of the need to grow and expand and to add local provisions, none of which have anything to do with dealing with the effects of population decline.
It would thus appear that the three LGAs have taken the standard instrument and made it more growth-oriented, not less. It must be acknowledged that it is possible the LGA proposed to include decline-oriented strategies and this was not approved by the State government (local discretion is subject to state approval); more research is needed to investigate whether this was the case. However, if other council documents such as the Community Strategic Plans are any indication of the mindset of the local councils, then it seems more likely that there is an entrenched growth-oriented mindset amongst at least local politicians in these shrinking communities. It is thus not entirely clear that standardization itself has hampered their ability to innovate in the face of decline because it is entirely plausible that each of these local councils may not have pursued decline-oriented strategies even in the absence of a standard instrument. Indeed, the shift to decline-oriented planning is not an easy one (Schatz, 2017; Knoop, 2014). However, one can safely conclude that having a standard template has not helped. Previous research conducted by the author (see Schatz 2017) suggests that local officials in Broken Hill struggled to tailor the standard template to suit local circumstances and in this council, local planners acknowledged long-term population decline and the need to keep development within the existing footprint of the city. 

So to answer the question – would you know that you are reading the LEP of a shrinking community? – the answer in these three case studies is clearly “no.” The LEPs of these shrinking communities read as if they were growing communities and it is unclear how the planning controls contained therein will address the challenges arising from population decline – challenges that are likely to only grow more acute in the future. While one cannot blame the standard template entirely for the lack of decline-oriented strategies in these three communities, it likely has not helped. Even if these LGAs had wanted to include decline-oriented strategies within the frameworks of the standard template, it would have been difficult, given their limited room to manoeuver. Moving forward, given the State government has predicted long-term population decline for many parts of regional NSW, it should seriously consider how these communities are meant to effectively address this reality in the context of a standard template that does not encourage innovation.
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� The Standard Instrument (Local Environmental Plans) Order was gazetted in March 2006.
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