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What is a 20-minute neighbourhood and what might make us all care? 
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Introduction 

The concept of local living is gaining popularity around the globe to achieve important 
objectives ranging from sustainability, public health, community and economic 
development. Despite common use of this catch-all phrase, there are inconsistencies in 
its definition, assumptions and objectives, and the instruments used to measure its 
successful implementation. A key distinction in this time-based urbanism is policies that 
facilitate dispersed cities by maintaining Marchetti’s constant (30 minutes average 
commute) and those encouraging local integration by setting upper limits on accessibility 
by active travel (10 or 20-minute neighbourhoods). 

Moreno (2020) overcomes the distinction above by defining a “15-minute city” where 
people ‘live the essence of what constitutes the urban experience: to access 
work, housing, food, health, education, culture and leisure’ within a 15-minute walk or 
bike ride where ‘humans’ replace ‘cars’ as the centre of the city, supported by an 
increased provision of active transport infrastructure. 

Review of Local Living Policies 

Several capital cities in Australia, albeit to differing degrees and scope, have been 
embedding local living policies in their metropolitan strategies. Our comparative overview 
of such policies from Australia and overseas (listed in Table 1), identified salient 
differences and commonalities. The findings highlight varying levels of maturity of these 
policies, both at the strategic and operational levels. While Australian local living policies 
seem to have borrowed from international exemplars at the policy formulation level, they 
are yet to convincingly provide capacity to successfully overcome the less favourable 
conditions for local living in Australian cities (e.g. lower density housing, urban sprawl, 
entrenched car culture). 

Table 1: Local living policies reviewed 

Plan/Policy City Concept 
The Portland Plan Portland 20-minute neighbourhoods 
Liveable Neighbourhoods Perth Liveable neighbourhoods 
Shanghai Master Plan 2017-2035 Shanghai 15-minute city + 30-90 minutes 

on a regional scale 
30 Year Plan for Greater Adelaide Adelaide Walkable neighbourhoods  
Plan Melbourne 2017-2050 Melbourne 20-minute neighbourhoods 

The Greater Sydney Region Plan - Our 
Greater Sydney 2056 

Sydney 30-minute city, walkable places 

Land Transport Master Plan 2040 Singapore 20-minute 
towns + a 45-minute city  
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This overview raises several issues needing to be addressed to progress local living 
policies in Australia. These range from problems associated with their underlying 
assumptions to the lack of clarity around their implementation and measurement of 
success. For example, while most policies consider ‘proximity’ a key element to facilitate 
local living, proximity alone does not translate to equal accessibility due to a range of 
social, cultural and economic influences (Gaxiola-Beltran et al. 2021). Increasing the use 
of these facilities at a local level would require more than the spatial inclusion of these 
facilities, such as a better understanding of the complex conditions that shape the travel 
behaviour of their users.  

 

Local Living for Whom? 

Much uncertainty still exists regarding the users and residents targeted by these policies 
(Byrne 2021) with Australian local living policies lacking references to different ages, 
abilities or household types. The walkable catchment areas used - 800 metres, a 10-
minute walk - are based on the walking speed of an able-bodied adult. These walkable 
isochrones would be significantly less for a person with a walking aid (Stafford and 
Baldwin 2018), a child or a person with children. 

This issue has been more effectively addressed by international local living policies, most 
notably within Singapore’s Land Transport Master Plan 2040 which identifies a range of 
initiatives including, the Green Man Plus scheme where senior cardholders get additional 
time at signalised crossings by swiping their cards; wheelchair accessible buses and 
streets with traffic calming features to allow a rest at median strips. These targets are also 
complemented by a range of social targets such as training programs for public transport 
operators to better cater for the needs of passengers with special needs. 

Local Living is of National Interest 

State and local governments are identified as the key agencies for the effective 
implementation of local living policies in Australia. Given that many goals of local living 
policies are linked to pressing national issues such as climate change, public health, 
economic development and traffic congestion, the involvement of the federal government 
seems necessary, even if only at the direction setting stage (Stanley and Barrett 2010). 
The isolation of local living policies from their regional and national contexts is not likely 
to lead to successful outcomes, particularly in the context of ongoing state and national 
investments in ‘congestion-busting’ mega road projects that facilitate the 30-minute city 
at the expense of 10 and 20-minute neighbourhoods.   

Despite the reduction of private car usage being a cornerstone of local living policies, a 
lack of action on dismantling car-based practices was noticeable. Against the background 
of the entrenched car culture in Australian cities where a high proportion of daily 
destinations are accessed through relatively high-speed car trips, there were no 
references to the changes to current car privileging practices and the possible effects of 
ongoing mega transport projects on the viability of local living policies (e.g. Melbourne’s 
West Gate Tunnel, Adelaide’s North-South Corridor).  
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Conclusion 

The concept of local living forms a logical response to many of our growing issues such 
as traffic congestion and air pollution. To be successful, local living policies require a wide 
range of considerations including the collaboration of multiple actors from individuals, 
businesses, service providers to experts and governments; across multiple scales 
(neighbourhood and regional level) and multiple domains (social, economic, cultural and 
environmental).  

Against the less favourable pre-existing conditions in Australian cities and consequent 
implementation challenges, Australian local living policies have much to benefit from 
being more specific and target-oriented than international examples, not the other way 
around. Still in their infancy, there is no better time than the present to equip these policies 
with clearer, bolder and stronger targets and measures of success to create the 
conditions for socially and environmentally just cities and towns where the car is stripped 
of its privileges to make way for sustainable mobility to conduct our everyday lives.  
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