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Abstract: At the dawn of the twentieth century Sydney’s first apartment buildings were built, introducing a 
new housing alternative for the wealthy middle-class residents in the inner-city suburbs of Sydney. 
Apartment living quickly became a sought-after accommodation choice and was soon labelled as the cutting 
edge of Australian Modernism. The first round of apartment developments in Sydney lasted for 
approximately three decades before stalling with the beginning of the Great Depression. At the same time, 
Sydney was characterised as having low-density residential suburbs, high levels of home ownership and 
high general standards of well-being. Suburbia had a romantic notion, and the inner-city was losing favour 
with the growing numbers of homeowners, who saw higher density living as fostering slums, crime and 
immorality. The apartments modernism could not compete with the new shining suburbs or with the 
Government reforms and their push for suburbia while moving away from apartment living. The suburbs 
became the ideological heartland of Australian neoliberalism and high-density inner-city areas even those 
in the most desirable locations and inhabited by the wealthy middle class, became condemned as “slums 
of the future” and “un-Australian”. This paper examines the discourses surrounding the ideal Australian 
home at such a key time in Sydney’s early development.  It explores the social, political and economic 
factors that favoured urban sprawl over high density. The paper concludes by arguing that the social 
memories developed during this period are still fanning the fires of disaffection and resistance to high-
density development in Sydney. 
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Introduction 

 
“Practical men, who believe themselves to be quite exempt from any intellectual influences, are 
usually the slaves of some defunct economist. Madmen in authority, who hear voices in the air, are 
distilling their frenzy from some academic scribbler of a few years back”   

    (John Maynard Keynes) 
 

Peter Hall opened his influential book Cities of Tomorrow with the final quote from the concluding paragraph 
of Keynes classic book, The General Theory of Employment, Interest, and Money. Hall argued that we could 
replace the word economist with planners, believing that the development of world cities today, for good or 
for ill, “can be traced back to the ideas of a few visionaries who lived and wrote long ago”  (Hall, 2014, p. 2). 
This paper follows the same line of argument and asserts that many of the current issues associated with 
Sydney’s high-density development today are the result of beliefs that were established by early Sydney 
reformers and propagated by governments. At the turn of the twentieth century, Sydney experienced its first 
wave of apartment buildings, they were considered a great success and were quickly labelled as mansion 
flats and luxury apartments and were hailed as the cutting edge of Australian Modernism. However, they 
did not fit with the reforms and government neoliberal ideology of suburban home ownership and became 
widely condemned as “slums of the future” and un-Australian” (Butler-Bowdon & Pickett, 2007). 
 
There have been many attempts to curb urban sprawl, in Sydney’s first strategic plan, the Cumberland 
County Council’s plan (1949) attempted to limit the city’s sprawl and contain development within a green 
belt (McFarland, 2013; Searle & Filion, 2011). Since then, strategic plans, growth targets and State 
Government instruments were introduced and abandoned, and all faced similar opposition to their proposed 
increase in high density dwellings. Sydney is still debating the same arguments and fighting the same 
ideological battles. While the city’s sprawl is growing out of control and suburban dwellings are built into 
peripheral areas where there are few employment opportunities, inferior amenities and lower or no access 
to public services, creating a higher concentration of socially and economically disadvantaged suburbs 
(Piracha, 2016). Residents and decision makers still struggle to envision high-density as a mainstream 
housing alternative. This paper looks at how the anti-apartment sentiment in the early 1900s, has set Sydney 
in an urban sprawl direction that regardless of the government attempts to curb, is still very much in 
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existence today. It argues that the failure to envision high-density as a mainstream housing alternative is, 
at least in part, the result of the Government decisions during the early 1990s that created a form of path 
dependency (Troy, 1999). 
 
The Beginning 
Coming into the twentieth century, Sydney was characterised as having low density suburbs branching out 
in multiple directions from the city centre (Forster, 1999). The idea of a suburban landscape was initially 
introduced with the first settlers. The first decree issued by Governor Arthur Phillip in 1789, set the stage for 
the urban sprawling city that we have today. Phillip feared that rapid densification of Sydney would lead to 
the same moral and health issues of the old English cities.  With the new population, a mixture of convicts 
and free settlers, both having mostly originated in the English slums (Walliss, 1996), it was critical not to 
recreate the same conditions in the early development of Sydney. He declared that “by degrees large 
spaces are opened, plans are formed, lines are marked, and prospect at least future regularity is clearly 
discerned” (Davison, 2016, p. 17). As such, Phillip set clear plans for wider streets, uniformity in buildings 
and setting allotment sizes to approximately 18-meters (60 feet) frontage and 46-meters (150 feet) depth, 
he also aimed to limit density by inserting a clause in land granted for housing development that specified 
only one building per allotment within the city limits (Flannery, 1999). However, the Phillip’s plan was “largely 
ignored and Sydney developed haphazardly, largely under the influence of private speculators” (Walliss, 
1996, p. 16).Sydney’s suburbia gained dominance with the advancement of the industrial revolution towards 
the end of the 19th century (Davison, 1995). This influence was further heightened with the introduction of 
public transport and the establishment of the tram and rail networks, which aided in the expansion of the 
city. Aspiring middle-class and the higher paid lower-class households started to realise the dream of living 
in suburbs that were now serviced by the new public transport network (Forster, 1999). 
 
At the same time, almost a third of Sydney’s population lived-in high-density terraces or row houses in 
cramped conditions (Thompson, 1986). These unsanitary and cramped terrace housing areas in the city 
and inner suburbs that housed the working class were denounced by city reformers (Ashton & Freestone, 
2008). Reformers, under the influence of British social theory, believed that demolishing these areas in order 
to create more suburban living conditions, as the solution to the city problems. They firmly believed that 
Sydney needed urgent reforms. John Daniel Fitzgerald, a reformer, a Sydney councillor and later a member 
of the NSW Legislative Assembly, told a parliamentary committee in 1902 to resume the land and demolish 
these high-density areas, he urged for crucial reforms saying that “no city in the world needs structural 
improvement more than Sydney; no city is riper for it” (Keane, 1993, p. 3). Sydney’s suburban life was an 
unmistakable symbol of social status, a symbol of success and security (Davison, 2016). At the turn of the 
century, Sydney may have forged many similarities with British cities, but it had one very unique 
characteristic, the low-density living environment that was set in urban sprawled suburbia. Jackson (1977) 
estimated that Australian cities had about 50-60 persons per acre, compared to the 500 persons per acre 
that was common to most major British cities at that time (Forster, 1999). This suburban life fuelled the belief 
“that high-density living of any kind was undesirable” (Thompson, 1986, p. 16) and the poor health conditions 
in high-density areas like Millers Point further added to this belief. 
 
First Apartment Buildings 
Apartment living came to Sydney much later than other cities around the world. Apartments were a common 
feature of major cities around the world by the middle and late 19th century (Hall, 2014). The majority of 
people in Berlin lived in flats by 1850, in New York it is estimated that two-thirds of the population lived in 
apartments by 1885 and in Paris the Haussmann redevelopment established a whole pattern of apartment 
buildings throughout the city around the same time (Taylor & Gregory, 1992). Apartments were built to cater 
to the wealthy and the poor, the general rule was the higher up the building you were, the poorer you were. 
However, after the invention of the elevator and its use in New York building’s in the 1870s, this stereotype 
quickly changed, and soon "architects were designing buildings boasting apartments with up to twenty 
rooms, including drawing and dining rooms, library, bedrooms and servants quarters" (Taylor & Gregory, 
1992, p. 79). In London, apartments developed in the 1870s and 1880s were used as a means to house the 
working class and were looked down on by the well off. It wasn't until the end of the 19th century and early 
20th century that apartments started to appeal to the upper class in London as a conveniently located 
second home, or to single or young couples and to families who could only afford to live in good 
neighbourhood by living in an apartment (Taylor & Gregory, 1992). 
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In Sydney, the first apartment buildings were built in the early 1900s, introducing a new housing alternative 
in the inner-city for wealthy middle-class residents. The so-called “mansion flats” started to appear in 
Sydney’s Macquarie Street and spread out to the wealthier inner suburbs of Potts Point, Elizabeth Bay and 
Kirribilli (Butler-Bowdon & Pickett, 2007). It is believed that the Stevens building at 73 Windmill Street in 
Millers Point (Figure 1), was the first walk-up block of flats built in Sydney. The Stevens building was 
designed by the renowned architect Joseph Alexander Kethel, originally as a boarding house on the site of 
the old “Live and Let live” hotel and was built in 1900. The building had an innovative design and contained 
one and two-bedroom flats in a four-storey configuration (Walliss 1996). The building is still in use today 
and was sold in December 2017 for $10,050,000 (Domain, 2018). 
 

Figure 1. The Stevens Building 
 

 
Source: Domain (2018); Lofthouse (2016, p. 218)   

 
The Albany Building (Figure 2) was, the first purpose-built block of flats in Sydney, built opposite the NSW 
Parliament House on Macquarie Street in 1905 (Thompson, 1986). The building was designed to be a 
mixed-use building, combining five-stories of residential living with the convenience of two-storeys of 
professional suites. The building’s location and convenience attracted some of Sydney’s premier 
professionals and governing elite, including doctors who were working at the Sydney Hospital across the 
road and most notably “Sir Samuel Griffith, Chief Justice of the newly formed Supreme Court of Australia” 
(Scratching Sydneys Surface, 2011). 
 

Figure 2. The Albany Building 
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  Source: Scratching Sydneys Surface (2011) 
Apartment buildings received positive commentary around this time, similarly, the completion of the 
Kingsclere apartments in Macleay Street in 1912 was described as the future of luxury apartments (Butler-
Bowdon & Pickett, 2007) and established Kings Cross as one of Sydney’s main apartment precincts at the 
time. Meanwhile, the Beulah Flats in Kirribilli, designed by Roscoe Collins and built in 1908, was one of the 
first high-rise (five-story) luxury apartments in Kirribilli. The Beulah flats (Figure 3) boasted 171 rooms and 
offered the residents luxury and entertainment with a 1000 sq. ft rooftop garden, lounge and billiard rooms, 
a dining room and private sea baths beneath the ground floor (Historical Services Team, 2010).The Beulah 
also offered its residents meals that they could have in the dining room, or in the comfort of their own 
apartment (Thompson, 1986). During these early years, apartments were described as “mansion flats and 
luxury apartments”, and their waterfront locations in Potts Point, Elizabeth Bay and Kirribilli meant they were 
regularly associated with wealth (Butler-Bowdon & Pickett, 2007). 
 

Figure 3. The Beulah flats 
 

 
 Source: https://oldestatesforsale.wordpress.com/2012/11/10/beulah-flats-kirribilli/) 
 
Apartment living was gaining momentum, and in February 1919, the Sydney Morning Herald ran an article, 
highlighting the advantages of living in apartments that were within easy distance from Sydney’s latest 
attractions. The article pointed out that wealthy residents, who were perhaps experiencing a shortage of 
domestic servants, in part due to the war, could now be free from the complaints of servants and could 
entertain their guests within the city’s many dining and entertainment establishments (Thompson, 1986). 
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The demand for apartments in Sydney was driven by the increase of single-person households and the 
shortage of building materials and works due to the war conditions, drove the demand for small one and 
two-bedrooms apartment developments (Walliss, 1996). Moreover, the introduction of the Fair Rent Act and 
establishment of the Fair Rent Court, that introduce rent control in Sydney, however short lived, also played 
a role in the types of apartments that were built (Troy, 1992). Apartment design focused on single person 
usage and did little to take into account children that would need to live there, Dr Mary Booth highlighted 
the point to  the 1920 Royal Commission and asserted that if apartments were to be designed with proper 
space for children, a young family could be happy living there (Freestone, 1995). 
 
Government/s Get Involved 
The Government played a role in the early development of apartments in Sydney, in response to a disease 
outbreak in Millers Point. The NSW State Government established the City Improvement Advisory Board to 
work with the Sydney Harbour Trust to find a solution to overcrowding in the area. The board investigated 
housing solutions and international standards, before creating an entirely new design to cater to the needs 
of residents in the area (Berry, 1999; Walliss, 1996) The Millers point redevelopment was one of the first 
significant housing redevelopments in Australia and used the power of the Government to resume private 
land and demolished the existing low-quality terrace housing (Zanardo, 2009). The redevelopment project 
was designed to meet local conditions with innovative building configurations that optimised the use of 
space, including rooftop recreational areas (Walliss, 1996). However, regardless of the development 
success, neither the commission nor the NSW Labor Government at the time, were ever convinced of the 
advantages of apartment living in the city, they held to the belief “that ‘separate houses in the suburbs’ were 
best for decent working men” (Thompson, 1986, p. 19). 
 
Local Government was the next to play a role. With the introduction of the Sydney Corporation (Dwelling 
Houses) Act by the Labor Government in 1912, which enabled the Local Government to resume land for 
the development of public housing (Walliss, 1996; Zanardo, 2009). The Sydney Municipal Council was the 
only Council that chose to resume land to develop the city’s largest public housing apartments in 1914, 
undertaking a total of four building projects in the following fifteen years (Zanardo, 2009).  The first was the 
development of the Strickland Building (Figure 4), which is still in use today and occupied the entire block 
of 54-62 Balfour Street and 17-25 Meagher Street, Chippendale and contained 71 apartments for working-
class households and eight ground-floor shops. The buildings design included new health standards for 
internal kitchens, bathrooms and toilets and external roof terraces with large balconies (Walliss, 1996). 
 
 

Figure 4. The Strickland Building 
 

 
Source: https://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/heritageapp/HeritageItemImage.aspx?ID=2420437#ad-
image-1  
 
Over a period of ten years, three more developments were undertaken, the Dowling Street dwellings in 
Woolloomooloo and the Ways Terrace in Pyrmont both completed around 1925 and the final project, the 
“Alexandra Dwellings” was completed in 1927. All of the apartments were intended as workers 
accommodation, and while technology was not a barrier to developing taller buildings at the time, all of the 
projects were built as walk-up blocks of flats. Introducing lifts to the buildings was not an attractive idea for 
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affordable housing, with the initial and ongoing costs making them unattractive for workers accommodation 
(Zanardo, 2009). Financial losses associated with the projects and the National Party dismissing the Sydney 
Municipal Council in 1927, ended Local Government involvement with the provision of affordable housing 
in Sydney (Walliss, 1996; Zanardo, 2018). 
 
The first wave of apartment developments in Sydney lasted for approximately three decades before stalling 
with the start of the Great Depression in the 1930s (Sajan, 2016; Walliss, 1996). Apartments were listed in 
the census for the first time in 1921 and were considered the second primary residence dwelling type (Sajan, 
2016). Apartments were becoming “the cutting edge of Australian Modernism” (Butler-Bowdon & Pickett, 
2007, p. 33), and were highly sought after, some even received higher rents than houses in Sydney (Butler-
Bowdon & Pickett, 2007; Sajan, 2016). However, the first three decades in Australia after the Federation in 
1901, had several competing ideologies, that had a much stronger impact on the way we developed the city 
and how we viewed density. The high-density apartments living form of modernism could not compete with 
the new “shining suburbs, inspired by the best principles of town planning and filled with homes specifically 
designed for the Australian conditions” (Ashton, 2010, p. 457). Ku-ring-gai Alderman McFadyen in 1929 
summed up the common belief, when he declared that the “flat dweller belongs to the floating population of 
the big cities and is of no value to the community, as a flat is not a home” (Butler-Bowdon & Pickett, 2007, 
p. 33). 
 
 
 
Home Ownership 
Homeownership played an essential role in shaping Australia’s political ideals. The Federal Government 
saw homeownership as a means of steering the nation into the political centre, and towards laissez-faire 
individualism and away from old-world socialism. The Government believed that allowing the working-class 
to take part in the abundant wealth of the nation through homeownership would help them fight Bolshevism 
and other revolutions that rejected individual property rights. Homeownership gives people a stake in the 
country and becomes a means to stimulate national pride and civic interests. Church leaders also 
propagated the idea and added to the belief that a man who owns his own home is better morally and 
physically (Troy, 2004). NSW State political leadership from both sides of the ideological divide, supported 
the idea of homeownership and use the power of the Government to encourage (Bourassa, Greig, & Troy, 
1995; Walliss, 1996). The Government introduced legislation to facilitate the working class buying a stake 
in their country, by owning their own home (Bourassa et al., 1995). 
 
Building societies provided most of the funding for housing developments during the 1800s, before many 
closed in turmoil of the 1890s financial crisis, and prior to the 1950s and the establishment of saving bank 
subsidiaries, private banks were unwilling to provide funding for housing (Merrett, 1997). State banks, and 
the saving-bank arm of the Commonwealth Bank of Australia, had to fill in the gap and played an essential 
role in the new ideology of homeownership, by concentrating their loan efforts on house purchases and 
discouraging loans for flats, though demand for apartments was low due to the widespread anti-density 
sentiments (Thompson, 1986). This concentration on homeownership had the added benefit of stimulating 
the building industry, creating a close connection between the Governments own banks and the residential 
development industry (Merrett, 1997; Zanardo, 2018). The Government Savings Banks made financing 
available at a 5.5 per cent fixed rate over 20 years for timber houses and 30 years for brick houses to ensure 
that the working class households had the same opportunity of owning their own home in the suburbs, no 
loans were available for purchasing apartments (Thompson, 1986).   the 1960s, when the NSW Government 
introduced the Strata Act (Easthope, Hudson, & Randolph, 2013), as such apartments tended to be 
predominantly owned by landlord investors and occupied by renters (Randolph, 2006). However, 55 years 
later, apartments in Sydney are still predominantly owned by landlord investors, with only 31 per cent of all 
apartments in Sydney being owner-occupied in 2016, compared to 62.1 per cent of the total dwellings in 
Sydney being owner-occupied (ABS, 2017). 
 
The homeownership campaign was moderately successful. The 1911 census, the earliest reliable records 
for owner-occupier dwellings in Sydney, had owner-occupier levels at 31 per cent and this ownership rate 
continued to grow to reach 40 per cent in 1921, before plateauing as a result of the depression and World 
War 1 (Bourassa et al., 1995). The Government Savings Banks in 1921 held one-third of all property loans 
in Sydney, and played a critical role in increasing the rate of homeownership and the expansion of suburban 
life (Thompson, 1986). This rate of homeownership was comparable with the United States cities, 
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Philadelphia, Buffalo and Kingston, who boasted homeownership rates of 38 per cent, 39 per cent and 41 
per cent respectively. Canadian cities had a slightly higher rate with Toronto at 52 per cent and Hamilton at 
55 per cent (Harris & Hamnett, 1987). In contrast, homeownership in England and Wales were much lower 
around the same time, there is no accurate data available for this period, but it is estimated that England 
and Wales (as a whole) had approximately 15 per cent homeownership in 1900, which grew steadily to 
somewhere between 25-35 per cent by 1938 (Harris & Hamnett, 1987). 
 
Anti-Apartment Movement 
The practical idea and design of urban planning was captured in a number of model suburbs developed in 
Sydney during that time. Daceyville (1912) and Matraville (1917) are a good example, the demand for 
houses in Daceyville in 1913, was almost ten times the number of houses available (Thompson, 1986). By 
the 1920’s, the idea of the good suburban life was so well embedded in the minds of church leaders, town 
planners and architects, housing reformers and parliamentarians that all were seen to promote suburban 
life (Thompson, 1986). A new shared vision of a city removed from its convict settlement past emerged for 
Sydney, through the systematic removal of buildings that reminded the city of its rough history (Lofthouse, 
2016). One of the tools that was used for the social engineering of the new city was suburbia, believing that 
it would ensure the mistakes of the past were not recreated (Ashton & Freestone, 2008). A new ideological 
programme emphasising individualism as a solution to social problems started to develop, “middle-class 
suburbia was to become the ideological heartland of Australian neoliberalism” (Ashton, 2010, p. 468). 
 
The line of opposition to flats was growing from all walks of life, not only was it the church leaders and 
politicians who criticised apartment living, but influential people from all types of backgrounds joined in the 
rejection of apartment lifestyle.  Florence Taylor, the first Australian qualified female architect and editor of 
the journal Buildings, wrote that a female apartment dweller “becomes flaccid and unwomanly, losing 
physical, mental and moral tone” (Butler-Bowdon & Pickett, 2007, p. 7) and will become afraid of the pain 
and discomfort associated with motherhood. The feminist women’s reform league argued for a similar point 
labelling city life as evil and apartment living as a contributing factor to the declining birth rate (Butler-Bowdon 
& Pickett, 2007). Dr J B Nash, MLC and a member of the Royal Commission into the decline of the birth-
rates, reinforced the idea in his contribution to the Local Government Act 1919 and urged the prevention of 
building apartments (Thompson, 1986). The known Australian historian Charles Bean wrote in 1925 “a very 
great danger has crept in… the danger lying in flats which are fast springing up in some suburbs… which 
will most certainly become slums within the present lifetime” (Butler-Bowdon & Pickett, 2007, p. 2). He 
believed the children growing up in this environment will again turn to the streets for their playground (Butler-
Bowdon & Pickett, 2007). 
 
The anti-density movement did not lack for supporters from everyday people either, such as mums and 
dads, who often believed that apartments were evil (Butler-Bowdon & Pickett, 2007). Their perception was 
that apartments were only inhabited by pimps and prostitutes, possibly due to what was occurring in 
Darlinghurst (the Dirty Half Mile) (Thompson, 1986), however, that was not typical of apartment dwellers. 
Robin Slessor recalls his mother's reaction when his brother, the young journalist and poet Kenneth Slessor 
became a flat dweller, “to our dear mother the idea of taking a flat was only one step away from announcing 
he was going to  shack up with a prostitute” (Butler-Bowdon & Pickett, 2007, p. 9) Alderman McFadyen, in 
1929, accused apartment living as being a major contributing factor to the ever-increasing divorce rate and 
labelled it as a lifestyle that is eradicating the roots of domestic happiness. The link between apartments 
and divorce rates made headlines, despite the fact that only 2 percent of apartment households were 
divorced, and 71 per cent of all apartment households were married according to the 1933 census 
(Thompson, 1986). 
 
The propaganda in favour of suburban home ownership had taken hold of the Australian agenda, the battle 
lines between the density of the city and the space of suburbia was drawn. In this struggle the city was cast 
as corrupt and retrogressive, a product of the old world that had no room in the new Australian Social order 
(Ashton, 2010). As the garden city movement was forming the basis for the new urban planning ideology in 
England, the new garden suburb movement was becoming the basis for the new social orders in Sydney. 
Regardless of the success of the early apartment buildings and the conveniences and prestige they offered 
their residents, Sydney’s society had made up its mind, the concept of the Australian dream was being born. 
At this time, even architect-designed apartment blocks, in desirable locations and inhabited by the wealthy 
middle-class, were now widely condemned as slums of the future and un-Australian (Butler-Bowdon & 
Pickett, 2007; Lofthouse, 2016). While the idea of the Great Australian Dream was not formally established 
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until the post-war period the dream had started in the Australian minds long before. The dream of owning a 
house on the quarter acre block was well established by the 1930s (Mehrpour, 2012). 
 
Failed Attempts to Change 
A small anti-suburban movement started to take shape in England, first developing as a libertarian rebellion 
against the evangelical moralities that were encompassed in the suburban living mentality. In 1910 Louis 
Esson, a socialist playwright in Australia declared that “the suburban home must be destroyed. It stands for 
all that is dull, and cowardly and depressing in modern life” (Davison, 2016, p. 95). Esson believed, as did 
the English libertarians at that time, that suburban life was trying to eliminate the excitement of human life 
by removing all elements of danger in the city, they asserted that “without danger, there can be no joy, no 
ecstasy, no spiritual adventures” (Davison, 2016, p. 95). The suburbs strived to eliminate such adventure 
by the nature of their design, and these adventures are precisely what anti-apartment reforms were fighting 
against. The anti-suburban movement culminated in fuelling the suburban dream and enabling the 
emergence of social science and urban planning professions to become more influential in modern 
Australia. 
 
The anti-sprawl sentiment came to Australia in the late 1940s, based on the work of Sir Patrick Abercrombie 
who toured Australia preaching “Decentralisation”, “satellite cities”, “greenbelts” and the virtues of his 1944 
London plan (Davison, 2016), which triggered the first of many attempts to curb urban sprawl in Sydney. 
The Cumberland County Council Plan of 1949 was the first metropolitan plan for Sydney, it introduced the 
concept of green belts that were intended to contain urban sprawl (McFarland, 2013), and envisioned that 
Sydney’s growth would be contained and excess growth would be accommodated in the satellite towns like 
St Marys, Penrith, Blacktown and Campbelltown (Abercrombie, 2008). To achieve these objectives, medium 
density development was required in residential areas, and the State Government introduced planning 
controls to allow medium-density (the three-story walk-up flats) in residential areas in the early 1960s 
(Searle & Filion, 2011). However, the three-story walk-up flats were built as a form of low-income 
accommodation, with minimal amenities and quickly became despised by communities, who strongly 
protested the lack of compatibility with their suburban way of life (Searle & Filion, 2011). The idea of a higher 
density city was soon abandoned in the 1968 Sydney Region Outline Plan, which also abandoned the green 
belt idea and considered urban fringes as space for future extension to the city’s residual space (Butler-
Bowdon & Pickett, 2007). 
 
The next time the Government proposed medium density developments, in low density residential zones 
was in the 1980s. To try and avoid the community outcry the Minister resolved to set density targets for local 
government areas in 1983, then mandated zone changes to allow higher density developments in 1989. 
However, local government fought for their residents against these slums of the future. They resisted the 
change and “responded to community concerns by delaying approval..., imposing extra development 
controls on medium-density development and resisting the rezoning of low-density residential areas” (Searle 
& Filion, 2011, p. 1422). Community opposition significantly intensified across Sydney, community groups 
focused on their local areas and demonstrated their anger in the 1999 local government elections by giving 
control of a number of Local Government Areas to anti-development candidates (Searle & Filion, 2011). 
Bob Carr, the NSW Premier from 1995 to 2005, aligned himself with the anti-development sentiment and 
declared Sydney as full and overcrowded, cautioning the Federal Government against any increase in 
immigration (Adcock, 2000). 
 
In March 2011, the newly elected NSW State Coalition Government inherited a dwelling shortage and an 
eroded public trust in the Government’s ability to plan the City. They attempted to re-establish legitimacy in 
the planning system and tried to introduce a raft of policy changes in line with their pre-election promise 
(Greiss & Piracha, 2018; MacDonald, 2015). Their new policies have again changed the course of 
development to include a significant increase in greenfield housing in Sydney’s urban fringes. After 
numerous attempts to change planning in NSW, the Government essentially abandoned their efforts of 
rebuilding community trust and decided to bypass community opposition through the use of technocratic 
decisions, rather than trying to deal with real problems and address residents’ concerns (Greiss & Piracha, 
2018; MacDonald, 2018). However, even with such a heavy-handed approach, they are still failing to 
overcome the resistance to higher-density developments in certain areas of the city and were forced to give 
development exemptions to some areas in an attempt to save several Members of Parliament (MP) from 
community backlash (Saulwick, 2019). 
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Conclusion 
The ownership of a detached house in the suburbs did not come cheap, as significant investment had to be 
made in infrastructure to allow the development of suburbia (Forster, 1999; Troy, 2004). This investment 
set Sydney’s growth on a clear trajectory for sprawl and created a circular problem for high density 
developments that still exists. Samuels (2005) called this problem the Vicious Circle, starting from an 
imperfect densification process in the 1940s, the resulting low-quality development led to antipathy of 
apartment living, and increased the demand for urban sprawl conditions. This process piloted greater 
investment in urban sprawl and curtailed investment by government in densification, resulting in an even 
greater aversion to apartments and density (Samuels, 2005). Moreover, while the arguments against 
apartment living have slightly changed and now are more focused on parking, traffic and lack of green space 
and other suitable facilities in high-density areas (Samuels, 2005) the fundamental resistance is still the 
same. 
 
Sydney has the same polarised view of apartment residents now that it had in the early 1990s. An average 
of 38% of all apartment dwellers in Sydney, are struggling low-income households, who are concentrated 
in the outer areas of Sydney (Randolph & Tice, 2013), in areas that lack the social and physical infrastructure 
needed to support their high-density living. While, wealthy and upper-middle-class residents, or the 
apartment elites, constituting a mere 23% of all of Sydney’s apartment dwellers, are concentrated in the 
inner city and waterfront apartment buildings in Sydney (Randolph & Tice, 2013). The apartment elites now 
fit neatly within the neoliberal agenda of the city’s plan, that apartments should cater to, and house people 
without children (Grosvenor & O’Neill, 2014). The trends and profiles of the people that are currently living 
in high-density housing, in the sought-after areas of Sydney, may reap the rewards of high-density living, 
however, households who live in high-density housing in the outer suburbs of Sydney experience something 
very different (Bunker, Holloway, & Randolph, 2005). 
 
Regardless of the increase in high-density developments in Sydney, the ideas that took hold over 100 years 
ago are still dominating our believes and planning policies. We are seeing the same resistance to apartment 
developments that we saw in the early 1900s, with communities trying to save their suburbs from the evils 
of densification policies (Troy, 2004). Sydney is a city that believes high density is polarised and plans to 
extend this polarisation, it accepts poor design, crammed living conditions and the development of smaller 
unsuitable apartments under the cover of housing affordability. Governments have decreased standards 
and sped up the approval process, reinforcing and further perpetuating the belief that only the poor live in 
apartments. Apartment residents are still being forced into belonging to the floating city population, as 
Sydney is not providing apartments that can be lived in perpetuity. 
 
Sydney is once again in a race, as it has been since the post-war era, between good planning and chaos 
(Ashton, 1993) between a modern sustainable high-density city and a city that is divided into children free 
wealth zones and again areas with overcrowded ghettos where low-income households are forced to live, 
kids and all. A city where people do not want to live in apartments, but must, due to physical and financial 
restrictions. If we fail to change our planning of high-density, the benefits associated with the idea of high-
density living will come to nothing (Randolph, 2006). Unless the division between the apartment elites and 
low-income households is resolved, density will continue to have a bad reputation and will remain a symbol 
of social exclusion (Butler-Bowdon & Pickett, 2007). High-density needs to have a mix of socioeconomic 
households, a mix of households with and without children living together and it needs to deliver for all 
communities regardless of their affluence level. 
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