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Abstract: Australian governments have linked programs and strategies addressing cities and urban 
issues to economic productivity and population policy. Over time, the focus of federal and state 
governments on cities and urban policies has been sporadic, and agendas have shifted considerably. 
Without any sustained policy development or implementation it is unclear what constitutes ‘cities’ policy 
in Australia.This paper examines strategic policy documents relevant to cities policy in Australia from 
federal and state departments. It also presents a review of cities policy from 1991 onwards. The study 
is based on a content analysis of relevant policies providing a preliminary insight into what currently falls 
within the remit of ‘cities’ policy in Australia, the eight themes identified include: economy, community 
and population, environment, housing, infrastructure and transport, place, urban development and 
planning, and land supply and use. Findings show the approaches of state and federal governments are 
inconsistent; themes and objectives are continuously revised, discontinued and disrupted. Interventions 
in cities are foremost fixed-term strategic projects drawing on intergovernmental agreements. These 
strategies are rarely underpinned by a clear consensus on the scope and objectives of cities policy. As 
Australia becomes increasingly urbanised and its major cities grow rapidly there is a pressing need to 
clarify the parameters and objectives of cities policies in Australia. Based on the analysis of strategic 
planning and federal government policy documents, the paper conceptualises the over-arching themes 
of cities and urban policies in Australia.  
 
Keywords: Cities; National Urban Agenda; Policy Analysis; Urban Governance 
 

Introduction 
Australia is a highly urbanised nation; the majority of the population live in its cities. Policies addressing 
population growth or economic productivity are closely linked to the urban policies that shape Australia’s 
cities. Despite state and territory governments being the main entity responsible for urban governance, 
at times the Australian Government has devised specific urban agendas, such as the Building Better 
Cities Program in the early 1990s or the City Deals launched in 2017. However, these strategies have 
focused on specific urban issues; arguably without fully recognising or addressing the complex make-
up of cities (Gleeson et al., 2012). Without any sustained policy development or implementation, it is 
unclear what constitutes ‘cities’ policy in Australia. 
 
Cities policies in Australia are not enacted through one single jurisdictional entity. Often, urban policies 
do not explicitly define what constitutes a ‘city’ (Commonwealth of Australia, 2018). Mostly, cities are 
defined by measures of density, available amenities and population size. The Australian Bureau of 
Statistics (ABS) uses a threshold of 100,000 residents congregated around an urban centre to define a 
major city (ABS, 2016). Internationally, the OECD has developed a definition of cities and their 
boundaries based on a presence of an ‘urban centre’(Dijkstra and Poelman, 2012).  
 
This paper addresses the way cities policy is framed in urban policies in Australia. The first section 
discusses the political responsibilities for urban governance within the thee-tiered system of government 
in Australia. Subsequently, the paper maps key government bodies engaging with cities and highlights 
urban policies by the Australian Government since 1991. Drawing-on a thematic analysis of metropolitan 
planning strategies and two key policy documents from the federal government, the paper explores how 
cities are conceived in Australian urban policy, and argues for a more coherent policy framework. 
 
Role of cities in Australia’s urban governance 
 
Urban governance in Australia 
In 2016 around 65 per cent of Australia’s population lived in a capital city. In the Australian three-tiered 
system of government, in which legislative authority is divided between the federal, state and local level, 
none of Australia’s cities have a single constitutional body directly responsible for governance. Rather, 
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responsibilities relevant to urban governance are closely aligned with the constitutional roles and powers 
assigned to each level of government (Williams and Maginn, 2012). 

Table 1: Analysis of Australia’s intergovernmental context 
 

Level of government Urban responsibilities/impact 
Commonwealth Immigration, trade, housing and welfare policies 

Control of tax revenue flow (income, corporation, capital 
gains and GST) 
Regulation of the extent of state and territory borrowing 
Raises three quarters of total tax revenue 

Six states and two territories Receive grants from Commonwealth taxation revenue 
Direct policy making on urban development planning and 
infrastructure provision 
Operation and delivery of services - public housing, roads, 
public education, police, public transport, recreational and 
cultural services; utilities – water and sewerage 
Raise around 20 per cent of total tax revenue 

Local councils No constitutional status 
Responsibility for road maintenance, drainage, sewage 
disposal, administration of building regulations and health 
bylaws 
Control of development approval process 
Raises revenue through property taxes and development 
levies to pay for associated local infrastructure provision 
Delivery of recreational and cultural services as funded by 
state/territory 
Raises around 4 per cent of total tax revenue 

 

 Source: adapted from Kübler and Randolph (2007) 
 
The Australian Government has no constitutional mandate to address location-specific projects in cities 
(Murphy, 2012). Yet, through related policies, such as interest rates or taxation, it can indirectly affect 
the development of cities (see Table 1). With the Australian Government controlling immigration it has 
some influence over the rate of population growth and, to a lesser extent, the settlement patterns of 
migrants. Even though most Australian Governments have not intervened directly in cities, there are no 
constitutional barriers that inhibit them from doing so (Gleeson, 2007, Gleeson, 2001). 
 
The major constitutional authority for urban governance is embedded within the six state and two 
territory governments (see Table 1). Their responsibilities involve the provision of infrastructure, delivery 
of health and education services and the management of urban planning (Gleeson, 2001). Despite the 
central role of state and territory governments in urban governance, they are largely dependent on 
funding from the Australian Government due to the fiscal imbalance of the Australian taxation system, 
in which the vast majority of revenue is collected by the Australian Government (Gleeson, 2001). This 
has led to tensions within the system between the Australian and state governments, with some 
resentment towards federal government intervention in the rights and responsibilities of state 
governments with regard to the management of cities (Stilwell and Troy, 2000, Williams and Maginn, 
2012, Burton and Dodson, 2014). 
 
Local governments are mostly involved in local operational matters, such as the administration of 
facilities and implementing planning decisions (see Table 1) and they have limited influence on issues 
beyond their local boundaries (although there are examples of cooperation between local governments 
to achieved shared objectives, through peak bodies and other organisations such as the Council of 
Capital Cities Lord Mayors). Local governments are nevertheless subordinate to their respective state 
or territory government. State governments can assume direct authority over specific urban projects 
(Stilwell and Troy, 2000). In particular, local responsibilities are increasingly displaced by state 
governments undertaking strategic projects to promote the global competitiveness of capital cities 
(Williams and Maginn, 2012). 
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Rationale for a national approach to cities 
With most Australians living in urban areas, several scholars have argued that there is a strong rationale 
for policies by the Australian Government to reflect and address this lived reality (Dodson, 2015, 
Gleeson, 2007, Stilwell and Troy, 2000). The Australian Government plays an essential role in 
overcoming nation-wide challenges for its cities, such as population growth, new technologies, industrial 
transition, and the maintenance of their liveability and sustainability (Hunt, 2016). From an economic 
perspective, cities can be regarded as nodes in the networks of global economies (Dodson, 2013). By 
enhancing the capacity of urban places to generate wealth and attract skilled workers, it is argued that 
the global economic competitiveness of Australian cities can be increased (Gleeson, 2007, Murphy, 
2012). However, the role of the Australian Government regarding cities is a politicised issue (Gleeson, 
2001) and no consistent national level perspective on urban policy has been developed (Dodson, 2015). 
For major changes through national urban interventions to be effective, a sustained policy support is 
needed, based on cohesive and collaborative long-term visions (Murphy, 2012).  
 
A strong argument has been put for better coordination between federal and state governments to 
enhance the provision of infrastructure and services. The rationale for this is that the current system of 
competing interests between various levels of government leads to inefficiencies in urban development 
and the provision of necessary infrastructure and services. To some extent, the introduction of 
Infrastructure Australia and state level infrastructure agencies has sought to overcome this through 
providing a means by which decisions regarding the delivery of infrastructure can be independently 
assessed and priorities developed outside of political cycles. Still, a more comprehensive understanding 
of the spatial impacts of public policies on urban development, and better compatibility of policies 
between states, is needed (Stilwell and Troy, 2000). 
 
The absence of a national spatial policy has led to poor outcomes relating to the lack of coordination in 
urban infrastructure, inability to engage with international policies, and poor management of spatial 
consequences of key social, economic, demographic and environmental trends (Gleeson, 2001). This 
has led to structural imbalances that are compromising the functioning and sustainability of cities. Urban 
policy ambitions do not match urban reality, because of missing implementation mechanisms. Rather, 
urban governance in Australia is compromised and under-resourced, perhaps because Australia’s cities, 
in contrast to other countries, do not have any dedicated metropolitan governance structures (Gleeson 
et al., 2012). Without a coherent, national policy approach, Australia’s cities will face ongoing challenges 
such as housing shortages, population growth that exceeds the capacity of existing infrastructure, and 
increasing congestion (Burton and Dodson, 2014). For urban governance to address the challenges 
facing Australian cities more effectively, a range of changes have been suggested: 
 

• A more sustained approach to urban issues by building on existing urban interventions, rather 
than continuously developing new approaches (Dodson, 2015). 
 

• A more comprehensive understanding of urban development and policies acknowledging the 
intertwined impacts of planning, transport and housing (Gleeson, 2007). 
 

• An understanding that interventions in cities are more than the provision of infrastructure and 
services (Dodson, 2013). 
 

• Structural reforms that include the formation of metropolitan planning authorities that assume 
responsibility for city-wide services (Stilwell and Troy, 2000). 

 
Urban policies in Australia 
 
Building Better Cities Program (1991-1996) 
The Building Better Cities Program (BBCP) initiated in the early 1990s aimed at leading the revival of 
Australia’s inner cities. The program was designed to set an example of better urban planning and 
intergovernmental coordination to improve efficiency, equity and sustainability (Neilson, 2008). The 
BBCP objectives were to stimulate economic growth, enhance social justice and trigger micro-economic 
and institutional reforms to provide better urban environments and more liveable and ecologically 
sustainable cities. Ultimately, economic efficiency prevailed as the main driver, rather than objectives 
concerned with promoting social justice (Dodson, 2013). This is in line with the broader political context 
of the time, whereby Australia was undergoing significant economic reform. 
 
The BBCP was set-up as a collaboration between the Australian Government and the respective state 
governments. Projects were selected that had intergovernmental support, rather than being controlled 
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by the federal government (Gleeson, 2007). In the period between 1991 and 1996 the BBCP funded 
urban projects on land-use and infrastructure (Stilwell and Troy, 2000). The program included twenty-
six spatially targeted area-strategies that involved public and community housing, urban consolidation, 
industrial land conversion, public transport and sewerage (Dodson, 2013). Besides the BBCP, the 
following organisations and policies were established in the 1990s, and have periodically addressed 
urban issues: the Council of Australian Governments, National Competition Policy, Development 
Assessment Forum, Productivity Commission and Environment and Biodiversity Conservation Act (see 
table 2). All of these remain in place to the present day. 

 
Table 2: Federal urban interventions since 1991 

 
Year Flagship programs Key documents and agencies 
1991 

Building Better Cities 
Program 

 
1992 Council of Australian Governments 
1993  
1994  
1995 National Competition Policy 
1996  
1998  Development Assessment Forum 

Productivity Commission 
1999  Environment and Biodiversity Conservation Act 
2005  Sustainable Cities report 
2008  Australian Council of Local Governments 

Infrastructure Australia 
Major Cities Unit (until 2013) 

2009  Building Australia Fund 
2010  Intergenerational Report 2010 

State of Our Cities Reports (annually until 2013) 
2011 National Urban Policy  

Liveable Cities Program 2012 
2016 

City Deals 

Smart Cities Plan 
2017 Cities Reference Group 
2018 National Review on Agenda 2030 & Sustainable 

Development Goal 11 
2019  

Source: Authors 
 

National Urban Policy (2008-2013) 
The 2011 release of the National Urban Policy and accompanying documents marked the first time since 
1996 that an Australian Government specifically addressed urban issues (Dodson, 2011, Ruming et al., 
2014). The National Urban Policy was outlined in the 2011 report ‘Our Cities, Our Future’. The report 
presented a vision for the future development of Australia’s cities and called for more coordination on 
urban issues. The National Urban Policy placed emphasis on the relationship between federal interests 
and urban development by acknowledging the role of cities in shaping national economic productivity 
and influencing population wellbeing, as well as the significance of cities as sites of environmental 
consumption and emissions (Dodson, 2013). The policy represented a guideline for policy development 
and investment in cities, rather than the nomination of a dedicated delivery agency. Alongside the 
National Urban Policy, the following agencies and advisory bodies were established from 2008 onwards: 
the Building Australia Fund, Infrastructure Australia, the Major Cities Unit and the urban advisory group 
within the COAG Reform Council (see Table 2). Of these, only the Major Cities Unit was discontinued 
(in 2013). 
 
City Deals and Smart Cities Plan (since 2016) 
The most recent urban policy by the Australian Government is the Smart Cities Plan published in 2016 
(Table 2). The focus of the plan is to facilitate the development of innovative policy mechanisms that 
require collaborative investment to achieve economic outcomes (Pearson, 2019). City Deals are a key 
mechanism to deliver on the objectives of the Smart Cities Plan. Based on the UK model of city deals, 
intergovernmental partnerships are created to fund targeted long-term investments in allocated cities.  
Since 2016 nine City Deals have been agreed to, or announced across all Australian states and the 
Northern Territory (Department of Infrastructure, 2019). The selection of several regional cities for a City 
Deal demonstrates an interest in Australia’s smaller cities as well as the state capitals as sites of urban 
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intervention (Pearson, 2019). The City Deals are developed in partnership with the local authorities and 
can involve regulatory changes and investment in specific projects. The current City Deals are based 
on a timeframe of up to 15 years. Depending on the specific objectives of each location, each City Deal 
focuses on different priorities. City Deals are specifically designed to build long-term sustained political 
relationships. Because the City Deals program is still in its infancy, it remains to be seen how effective 
this mechanism will be in delivering the desired outcomes (Burton, 2018). 
 
Cities agenda by the Australian Government 
Within the Australian Government the Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Cities and Regional 
Development is the main statutory body designated with direct responsibility for designing and 
implementing policies and programmes shaping Australia’s cities. The Department’s framework for cities 
policy is expressed in the 2016 Smart Cities Plan. In partnership with state and local governments, the 
nine agreed City Deals are the key mechanism to deliver the objectives of the policy (DITCARD, 2019). 
Since 1991 the department has undergone eight name changes, and has taken on responsibility for 
different areas of policy. ‘Cities’ have only been named in the Department’s title since the Department 
of Infrastructure, Regional Development and Cities was established in 2017.  
 
Metropolitan plans by State/Territory governments 
With Australian cities not being constitutionally recognised as separate political entities, the state and 
territory governments are the main bodies responsible for urban governance. The six state and two 
territory governments have departments with carriage of planning, alongside other roles, such as the 
environment or infrastructure (Table 3). In several states planning authorities or commissions have been 
set up as independent statutory bodies, such as the Victorian Planning Authority in Victoria, the Greater 
Sydney Commission in New South Wales, or the slightly different relationship between the Western 
Australian Planning Commission and the Department of Planning, Lands and Heritage. These bodies 
undertake strategic planning and report to their respective Minister of Planning. In conjunction with the 
subordinate planning departments these have devised metropolitan plans. The current metropolitan 
plans were published between 2015 and 2019 (Table 3). 
 

Table 3: Current Planning Departments and Metropolitan Plans 
 
 State Planning Department Metropolitan Plan Year 
ACT Environment, Planning and Sustainable 

Development Directorate 
ACT Planning Strategy 2018 

NSW Department of Planning and Environment A Metropolis of Three Cities* 2018 
NT Department of Infrastructure, Planning and 

Logistics 
Central Darwin Area Plan 
(Draft)** 

2017 

QLD Department of State Development, 
Manufacturing, Infrastructure and Planning 

Shaping SEQ 2017 

SA Department of Planning, Transport and 
Infrastructure 

The 30-Year Plan for Greater 
Adelaide 

2017 

TAS Department of State Growth Capital City Strategic Plan*** 2015 
VIC Department of Environment, Land, Water 

and Planning 
Plan Melbourne 2017 

WA Department of Planning, Lands and 
Heritage 

Perth and Peel@3.5million**** 2018 

Source: Authors (*Greater Sydney Commission; **NT Planning Commission; ***City of Hobart; ****WA 
Planning Commission) 
 
Since 1991 all planning departments have undergone several name changes and incorporated new 
functions, or dropped others. In Queensland, for example, the current Department of State 
Development, Manufacturing, Infrastructure and Planning (formed in 2017) has been renamed nine 
times since 1992, temporarily including functions such as local government, housing or recreation. 
 
Research methods 
This research draws on a thematic content analysis of selected policy documents by federal and 
state/territory governments. Based on Bacchi’s (2009) approach ‘What’s the problem represented to 
be?’, the research investigates how ‘cities’ are framed in Australian urban policies. Which themes feature 
in urban policies and how are these represented? Which themes are only inconsistently addressed? 
 
The policy analysis focused on the Smart Cities Plan and the City Deals policy by the Australian 
Government and the most current metropolitan planning strategies of all eight state and territory 
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governments (see table 3). Planning strategies were chosen as these have a spatial focus on 
metropolitan areas. The analysis was undertaken using NVIVO. Initially the documents were ‘auto-
coded’ by the software which yielded in excess of one hundred themes. These were then refined, and 
those with fewer than thirty references were condensed. The process of condensing these themes 
continued through a manual review of the content of each theme, until they began to cluster around 
eight categories. This was accompanied by separate coding and analysis of the headlines in all of the 
documents. The material was then analysed with a view to understanding how these themes are 
operationalised and interrelated within the strategic plans and current federal government policy 
documents directly relevant to cities.  
 
We recognise that the policies of other state-level government departments are also influential in 
shaping cities, however, they do not necessarily have a spatial focus on urban areas. A more in-depth 
analysis of additional cities-relevant policy documents from the whole of government is a worthwhile 
project for further research, but is not undertaken in this paper. Hence, the authors acknowledge the 
limitation and potential bias of this thematic analysis towards planning and governance issues, rather 
than broader related issues. Nevertheless, this analysis reveals how cities are institutionally framed in 
Australia through planning practices and provides a valuable framework to inform further policy analysis. 
 
Thematic analysis 
The thematic analysis of the selected documents (Table 3) revealed eight over-arching themes. There 
is variable focus on each of these across the plans, which is tied to scale: larger cities emphasise 
different issues to smaller ones. For smaller cities such as Darwin and Hobart the plans are more 
operational than conceptual and address more localised policy concerns. On the other hand, the plans 
for Melbourne and Sydney are more focused on articulating a broad vision for how the cities will evolve 
and how integration across different areas and functions of governance might be achieved. 
While the emphasis across the eight themes varies, there is consensus that a key objective of cities 
policy is economic growth, the delivery of which is predicated on the provision of adequate transport 
infrastructure, and to a lesser extent, other forms of infrastructure. Land use planning is positioned as 
the main mechanism through which this could be achieved. In the larger capitals the need to 
accommodate a rapidly increasing population is also a prominent issue to which the strategies respond. 
While place-making is implicit in the purpose of strategic planning, this intent is not always explicitly 
articulated. The extent to which, and manner in which the plans engage with environmental issues also 
varies greatly, reflecting some ambiguity regarding policy objectives related to this issue. Housing policy 
is positioned as peripheral to cities policy, reflecting the focus on housing provision as a welfare concern, 
rather than an infrastructure requirement. Consequently, housing issues are unevenly addressed across 
the plans. 
 
Economy 
The economy, specifically productivity growth, is the most prominent rationale put forth for crafting policy 
to shape the development of cities. The connections between land use planning and economic 
outcomes are widely recognised, as are the economic benefits of clustering jobs, transport and housing. 
Mixed use commercial and residential spaces are an explicit objective across many of the plans. There 
is also a strong focus on the need to ensure well located land is available for industrial and commercial 
purposes in rapidly growing cities. The plans of the larger cities also recognise freight and logistics 
issues as part of the remit of facilitating productivity. ‘Connectivity’ is identified as a central driver of 
productivity, this is linked closely with transportation but, perhaps surprisingly, less so with technological 
connectivity. The ‘precinct’ approach to enabling economic activity is also notable with education, 
innovation, less often health precincts featuring in many plans. Some also sought to develop the 
character and appeal of the central business district to attract tourists; in this way, place-making activities 
intersected with economic objectives.  
 
Community and Population 
The cities policy documents addressed a broad range of issues concerned with population, demographic 
change and community wellbeing. The management of population growth is a key intersection between 
state and Commonwealth government cities policy. It is framed as desirable in terms of economic 
growth, but challenging for infrastructure provision. Demographic change also featured, the shifting 
composition of households and the ageing population in particular, emerged as a focus of cities policy 
with the objective of consolidating residential development to accommodate this shift. Wellbeing and 
liveability are the main community outcomes sought through cities policies. The term ‘liveability’ is a 
catch-all for the ways that the health and wellbeing of the population are, or might be, shaped by the 
built environment. This is rarely elaborated upon, although providing opportunities for active transport, 
social interaction and green space are some examples of how ‘liveability’ might be delivered. 



SOAC 2019 
 

8 
 

The process of community consultation was another important element of this theme. There was a 
reasonably strong emphasis on engagement with communities in the development of a vision for the 
future. However, there was little mention of how ongoing community engagement might be carried out 
as the strategies are delivered. Specific reference to Indigenous communities was variable, and specific 
policies to address issues affecting Indigenous communities were notably absent from a number of the 
plans.  
 
Environment 
The treatment of environmental issues is uneven across the plans. While some are explicit about the 
role of cities policy in addressing climate change, for example through preparing for water level rises, 
natural disasters and other environmental hazards, others do not account for this at all. Food security is 
also considered in the plans for the larger cities, offering a rationale for maintaining the urban growth 
boundary and encouraging infill housing. It was recognised that much of the land previously used for 
the production of food has been taken over by urban sprawl. Alongside food security, the security of 
water supplies is also referenced in a number of the plans, although this is a broader political issue 
related to cross-border issues and federal and state government relations that may be beyond the remit 
of cities policy. 
 
The interface between humans and the environment was also a focus, particularly the need for land use 
planning to take into account the value of green space as ‘living infrastructure’ that contributes to 
liveability and protects biodiversity (which was explicitly stated in half of the plans), as well as mitigating 
the effects of climate change. The role of trees in addressing ‘heat islands’ was recognised in two plans 
that incorporated specific targets for new trees to be planted. 
 
Housing 
Cities policy concerns itself with zoning and planning provisions for residential housing, however, 
beyond this, cities policy in Australia is inconsistent in engaging with housing issues. Promoting infill 
housing is a strong focus, with many of the plans emphasising previous success in this objective; there 
is an ongoing focus on densification in well –serviced inner areas. As noted earlier, there is also an 
emphasis on ensuring the proximity of housing and employment. Most recognised the need for 
residential housing to be well-serviced by transport and other forms of infrastructure. There was also 
some attention to ensuring diversity in the type of housing developed in the plans for the smaller cities 
(this was devolved to local government planning controls in the plans of the larger cities). The provision 
of affordable and/or social housing is not a primary focus and it is not addressed in all plans, despite the 
potential for planning controls to support (or possibly mandate) the provision of affordable housing in 
new developments.  
 
Infrastructure and Transport 
Infrastructure, particularly transport infrastructure is a strong focus of cities policy. While the provision 
of ‘hard’ infrastructure in the form of utilities is left to local governments, the planning of transport 
infrastructure to meet future need is a central objective. The thirty (or twenty) minute city concept was 
employed in a number of the plans, aligning with the ‘smart cities’ federal government agenda. A broad 
range of options for the transport systems of the future are canvassed, with the Melbourne plan 
demonstrating the most futuristic outlook. Social infrastructure is also prominent; with the need to ensure 
that residential land is proximate to social infrastructure frequently linked with a place-making or precinct 
approach. This allows for connections within communities. Despite the ‘Smart Cities’ framework there 
is little focus on the potential for digital infrastructure to support these objectives. The provision of ‘Smart’ 
infrastructure is only covered in one state-level plan, suggesting that this is yet to filter down to state 
level planning. 
 
Place 
The notion of place is strongly tied to identifying and recognising the needs of the population and the 
community. There is variation across the metropolitan plans in the scale and the scope on which the 
planning documents are focussed. Only half of the plans clearly articulate concepts related to the type 
of place they seek to engender. There is variation in the scale at which plans operate, with some working 
at very small spatial units, concerning themselves with streetscapes for example, others are more 
focussed on a broad and overarching sense of the future needs of the city. The Melbourne and Sydney 
plans are broad in scope, and are pitched at a fairly high conceptual level, with operational details left 
to local government authorities. In the plans for the smaller cities, however, there is an operational focus 
and the concept of place is not always directly articulated.  
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Urban Development and Planning 
The need to limit the urban growth boundary and encourage infill housing was consistently stated as an 
objective across all plans. The need to encourage density and diverse housing development to meet 
the needs of future populations was emphasised. This was also the case in the smaller cities, where it 
would facilitate access to services and infrastructure. There is cross-over from this theme into 
infrastructure provision, in that most plans recognise the need to plan carefully for the future needs of 
communities and consider quality of life. Recognition of the need for planning to address the need for 
affordable housing also fell under this theme and was a feature of some plans.  
 
Land Supply and Use 
Land use planning and supply is the main lever by which the policy objectives expressed in these 
planning documents might be achieved. It is central to urban development, planning, infrastructure 
provision, housing and the environment. The integration of land use planning, transport and housing is 
an explicit aim of the City Deals. The opportunities for value capture through this process are highlighted 
in the federal government documents, although there are minimal references to these objectives 
throughout the state level plans. The need to balance industrial and commercial space with residential 
space in rapidly densifying cities is a concern for cities policy, as is the protection of food and water 
supplies. The ACT is distinct amongst the capital cities in facing cross-border issues relating to land use 
planning.  
 
Discussion 
The approaches of the states and territories and the federal government are inconsistent as themes and 
objectives are continuously revisited, discontinued and disrupted. Planning departments produce long-
term visions, although documents are routinely revised. Interventions in cities are foremost fixed-term 
strategic projects drawing-on intergovernmental agreements. These strategies are rarely underpinned 
by a clear consensus on the scope and objectives of cities policy. When the broad range of issues that 
might be canvassed through a metropolitan plan is considered, it becomes evident that in many ways 
these plans are not comprehensive in scope.  
 
The variation in the scale at which these plans operate between the smaller and larger cities, highlights 
the complexities and challenges of this policy environment. The Planning Institute of Australia (2018) 
has advocated for the development of a National Settlement Strategy, highlighting the inconsistency in 
planning documents across Australia. Spatial planning at a national level would allow for better planning 
of other services, infrastructure and cross-border transport. However, it is also evident from this scan of 
existing metropolitan plans that the issues are far broader than land use planning and transport; they go 
to the heart of what communities value and need across Australia. This needs to be determined on a 
city by city basis with community consultation; this can only be pursued to a limited extent at a national 
scale.  
 
A key finding of the thematic analysis is the unevenness with regards to the issues addressed in each 
plan. While the plans are ‘fit for purpose’, common issues such as social and affordable housing are 
given variable emphasis. The interface between housing policies and planning are not fully articulated 
in the state level documents (possibly local government documents are more influential on this issue). 
There is likely value in further research that seeks to highlight the interface between strategic planning 
and housing policy and processes. 
 
The themes identified through this analysis provide a basis for a broader exploration of policy documents 
that relate to cities. In particular, the plans developed by infrastructure bodies and agencies could be 
considered. Arguably, the establishment of these bodies has influenced the way cities policies are 
framed, meaning that infrastructure issues are increasingly prominent in the cities agenda across 
Australia. 
 
What is clear is the breadth the issues canvassed under the banner of ‘cities’ policy across these 
documents. If we are to take metropolitan planning documents as indicative of the state level 
understanding of what constitutes ‘cities policy’ there are indeed a broad suite of issues requiring 
technical expertise across a wide range of topics. While the federal government documents seeks to 
take the lead conceptually and in terms of governance, the Smart Cities Plan and the City Deals are yet 
to filter down into the state level planning frameworks. It remains to be seen the extent to which these 
will be more prominent in future plans.  
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