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Abstract

Australia is a suburban nation. Today, with increasing concern regarding the
sustainability of cities, an appreciation of the complexities of Australian suburbia is
critical to the debate about urban futures. As a built environment and a cultural
phenomenon, the Australian suburbs have inspired considerable scholarly literature. Yet
to date, such scholarly work has largely overlooked the changing environmental values
and visions of those shaping and residing within suburban landscapes, and the practices
through which such values and visions are materialised in the processes of suburban
development.
Focusing on the post-war suburban landscapes of Canberra and Perth, this thesis
centralises the environmental, political and economic forces that have shaped human
action to construct suburban spaces, paying particular attention to the extent to which
individual understandings and visions of ‘environment’ have determined the shape and
nature of suburban development. Specifically, it examines how those operating within
Australia’s suburbs, including planners, developers, builders, landscape designers and
residents have imagined the ‘environment’, and how such imaginaries have shifted in
response to varying spatial, temporal and ideological contexts. Tracing the shifting
nature of environmental concern throughout the mid-to-late twentieth century, it argues
that despite the somewhat unsustainable nature of Australia’s suburban landscapes, the
planning and development of such landscapes has long been influenced by and has
responded to differing understandings of ‘environment’, which themselves are the
product of changing social, political and economic concerns.
In doing so, this thesis challenges a number of perceptions concerning
Australian suburbs, environmental awareness and sustainability. In particular, it contests
the assumption that environmental concern for Australia’s suburban development
emerged with the urban consolidation debates of the 1980s and 1990s, and analyses a
range of environmental sensibilities not often acknowledged in current histories of
Australian environmentalism. By examining, for example, how the deterministic and
economic concerns of differing planning bodies, along with the aesthetic and ecological
concerns of various planners, are intertwined with the housing and domestic lifestyle
preferences of suburban homeowners, this history brings to the fore the often conflicting
environmental ideas and practices that arise in the course of suburban development, and
provides a more nuanced history of the diversity of environmental sensibilities.
In sum, this thesis enhances our understandings of the changing nature of
environmental concern and illuminates the complex, still largely misunderstood,
environmental ideas and practices that arise in the processes of suburban development.
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Chapter One
Introduction:
Environmental History and the Future of Australian Suburbia
The suburbs are the most extensive and most debated feature of Australian urban
life. Since the late nineteenth century they have been portrayed as the embodiment of
the Australian Dream: hailed as sites of refuge and of beauty; of security and
independence.1 On the other hand, the suburbs have been portrayed as a blight on the
landscape: condemned for their conformity and artificiality and, more recently,
labelled as sites of environmental degradation and resource exploitation.2 Whatever
our assumptions about suburban life, there is no denying that Australia is a suburban
nation. Today, with the increasing push towards urban sustainability, an appreciation
of the complexities of Australian suburbia is critical to debates about our urban
future.
This thesis is a study of shifting environmental concern within Australian
suburban landscapes. It challenges a number of perceptions about suburbs,
environmental awareness and sustainability. Joining Aiden Davison in his attempt to
challenge the idea that Australia’s suburban landscapes are ‘a cancer growing
uncontrollably in the social body, rather than being the product of ongoing
negotiations and choices’,3 this study centralises the ‘environmental imaginaries’ –

1

See for example, G. Davison, ‘The Past and Future of the Australian Suburb’, in L.C. Johnson (ed.), Suburban
Dreaming: An Interdisciplinary Approach to Australian Cities, Deakin University Press, Geelong, 1994, p.99;
L. Frost & T. Dingle, ‘Sustaining Suburbia: An Historical Perspective on Australia’s Urban Growth’, in P.
Troy (ed.), Australian Cities: Issues Strategies and Policies for urban Australia in the 1990s, Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge, 1995,p.21; D. Horne, The Lucky Country: Australia in the Sixties, Penguin
Books, Ringwood, 1964, pp.28-29; R.G. Menzies, ‘The Forgotten People, pamphlet published by Robertson
& Mullens, 1942’, in J. Brett, Robert Menzies’ Forgotten People, Pan Macmillan, Sydney, 1992, pp.5-14; H.
Stretton, Ideas for Australian Cities (3rd Ed.), Transit Australia, Sydney, 1989, p.21-23.
2
For literary criticisms see for example, L. Esson, The Time Is Not Yet Ripe (1911), P. Parsons (ed.), The
Currency Press, Sydney, 1973, p.73; G. Johnston, My Brother Jack, London, 1964; P. White, ‘The Night the
Prowler’, The Cockatoos, Penguin Books, Harmondsworth, 1974, pp. 100-154. For social critiques see for
example, R. Boyd, The Australian Ugliness, F. W. Cheshire, Melbourne, 1960, p.141; A. Gilbert, ‘The roots
of anti-suburbanism in Australia’, in S. Goldberg & F. Smith (eds.), Australian Cultural History, Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge, 1988, pp.33-49; T. Rowse, ‘Heaven and a Hills Hoist’, Meanjin, vol.37, no.1,
1978, pp.3-12. For environmental critiques see for example, T. Collins, Living for the City. Urban Australia:
Crisis or Challenge?, ABC Books, Sydney, 1993; P. Newman, ‘Sustainable Development and Urban
Planning: Principles and Applications in an Australian Context’, Sustainable Development, vol.1, no.1, 1993,
pp.25-40; R. Riddell, Sustainable Urban Planning: Tipping the Balance, Blackwell, Oxford and Melbourne,
2004; A. Rodger, ‘Ecologically Sustainable Urban Development: Some Distinguishing Characteristics of a
Sustainable Future’, Nature and Society, vol.1, no.4, 1995, pp.4-5; T. Trainer, Towards a Sustainable
Economy: The Need for Fundamental Change, Envirobook, Sydney, 1996.
3
A. Davison, ‘Stuck in a Cul-de-Sac? Suburban History and Urban Sustainability in Australia’, Urban Policy
and Research, vol.24, no.2, 2006, p. 209.
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including individual values and visions of ‘environment’4 – as well as the decisions
and actions that have, since the late 1940s, influenced the shape of the suburban
landscapes of Canberra and Perth. In doing so, it argues against the popular
conception that ‘environmental concern’ for Australia’s suburban development
emerged with the urban consolidation debates of the 1980s and 1990s,5 and argues
instead that suburban design and planning processes have long responded to shifting
environmental sensibilities.
Examining how those operating within Australia’s suburbs, including
planners, developers, builders, landscape designers and residents, have imagined the
environment, and how such imaginaries have shifted in response to varying spatial,
temporal and ideological contexts, this thesis sheds light on the varied ways in which
the environment has been conceptualised. It examines how those acting within
suburban landscapes have been influenced by understandings of the environment
which are not readily acknowledged in histories of Australian environmentalism. By
focusing, for example, on the way in which environmentally deterministic
understandings of ‘environment’ influenced the suburbs of Canberra and Perth in the
early post-war period, or how an amenity-driven approach to the environment was
influential throughout the late 1970s and 1980s, it brings to the fore the often
conflicting environmental ideas and practices that arise in the course of suburban
development and provides a more nuanced history of the diversity of environmental
sensibilities.
As well as adding to the historiography of the development of an Australian
environmental consciousness, and enhancing our understanding of the suburban
development process, this analysis of the environmental imaginaries shaping the
suburbs of Canberra and Perth throughout the mid-twentieth century contributes to
ongoing debate about urban sustainability and our urban futures.
The idea of sustainable development – an umbrella concept, beneath which
numerous issues regarding the interrelation between the environment and human
development may be discussed – emerged in the 1970s and was popularised in the
4

A more detailed definition of ‘environmental imaginary’, as postulated by Richard Peet and Michael Watts, can
be found on page 8.
5
Those, including Jeffrey Kenworthy and Peter Newman, Tony Collins and Patrick Troy, have insinuated that
popular concern for the environmental impact of Australian suburbs occurred most prominently in late 1980s
early 1990s. See for example, P. Newman & J. Kenworthy, Winning Back the Cities, Australian Consumers
Association, Pluto Press Australia, Leichardt, 1992, p.29; T. Collins, Living for the City. Urban Australia:
Crisis or Challenge?, ABC Books, Sydney, 1993, p.5; P. Troy, ‘Saving our cities with suburbs’, Griffith
Review: Dreams of Land, Summer 2003-2004, p.117.
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1980s.6 In 1987, the concept of sustainable development was heavily advocated in a
report by G.H. Brundtland for the World Commission on Environment and
Development, entitled Our Common Future.7 Whilst one chapter of this report dealt
specifically with environmental problems associated with cities, the report as a
whole stressed the global significance of urban environmental issues. Significantly,
this report situated cities as the major generators of future environmental problems.
Further impetus was given to the call for urban sustainability at the United Nations
‘Earth Summit’ held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. Promoting the uptake of the Agenda
21 program (produced by the conference), the ‘Earth Summit’ created a global
agenda for the implementation of sustainability objectives.8 Arguing for the
improvement of urban management, the promotion of wise land-use planning, the
benefits of integrated provision of environmental infrastructure9 and the promotion
of sustainable energy and transport systems, this global agreement was a
groundbreaking attempt to demonstrate how countries around the world could ‘halt
and reverse the negative impact of human behaviour on the physical environment
and promote environmentally sustainable… development’, particularly in relation to
urban settings.10
In Australia, since the Rio Earth Summit and the subsequent creation of
Agenda 21, publications dealing with issues of sustainability and the urban
environment have proliferated.11 Peter Newman and Jeffery Kenworthy’s

6

P. McManus, Vortex Cities to Sustainable Cities: Australia’s urban Challenge, UNSW Press, Sydney, 2005,
p.74. See also, B. Gleeson & N. Low, Australian Urban Planning: New Challenges, New Agendas, Allen &
Unwin, St. Leonards, 2000, pp.157-158; N. Low, B. Gleeson, R. Green & D. Radovic, The Green City:
Sustainable Homes, Sustainable Suburbs, UNSW Press, Sydney, 2005, pp.13-42.
7
The Brundtland Report, describing sustainable development as ‘development that meets the needs of the present
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs’ received wide attention and
endorsement (World Commission on Environment and Development, Our Common Future, Oxford
University Press, London, 1987, p. 43). Based on the twin moral principles of intergenerational and
intragenerational equity, it sought to demonstrate that whilst equity between generations is largely important,
so too is equity within the current world population (S. Dovers & J. W. Handmer, ‘Contradictions in
Sustainability’, Environmental Conservation, vol. 20, no. 3, 1993, p.217). As later argued by Stephen Dovers
and John Handmer, ‘[s]imply assuring resources for the future is seen by many as inadequate if the grotesque
inequalities that are too painfully evident in the world today are going to be perpetuated’. Dovers & Handmer,
p.218.
8
The final resolutions of the Conference were signed by 179 nations representing 98 per cent of the world. The
agreed upon documents were: a statement on sustainability called the Rio Declaration; Agenda 21 – a 700page action plan for Sustainability; a Convention on Climate Change, a Convention on Biological Diversity;
and a Statement on Forests. M. Keating, The Earth Summit’s agenda for change: A plain language version of
Agenda 21 and the other Rio agreements, Center for our Common Future, Geneva, 1993.
9
Including water, sanitation, drainage and solid-waste management.
10
Agenda 21, p.3.
11
See for example, T. Bodger, A measure of urban sustainability for the Perth Metropolitan Region, Tim
Bodger, 2005; J. Goldie, B. Douglas & B. Furnass, In search of sustainability, CSIRO Publishing,
Collingwood, 2005; House of Representatives. Standing Committee on Environment and Heritage,
Sustainable Cities, House of Representatives Standing Committee on Environment and Heritage, Australian
Government Printers, Canberra, 2005; Low, Gleeson, Green & Radovic, The Green City, 2005; McManus,
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Sustainability and Cities: Overcoming Automobile Dependence is just one example.
Published in 1999, Sustainability and Cities posits sustainability as an economic,
ecological and social issue that is very important in urban contexts.12 Assessing the
capacity of the automobile to shape the urban environment, Sustainability and Cities
addresses many key questions relating to sustainable development and the urban
environment, including land-use and the form of cities, the political, social and
economic factors which shape urban development, and matters of energy, water
consumption, greenhouse emissions and waste disposal. A more recent publication
dealing with similar issues is Phil McManus’ Vortex Cities to Sustainable Cities:
Australia’s Urban Challenge. Here, McManus considers the environmental
prospects of Australia’s largest cities, discussing their histories and the planning
ideas that have shaped their development. Vortex Cities addresses many common
perceptions about Australian cities, rural and regional areas, sustainability and the
future.13 Taking the notion of sustainable cities as just one in a long line of concepts
aimed at improving the urban environment,14 McManus suggests that, if the
development of Australia’s urban settlements are to be improved in the future, then it
is first necessary to have a greater understanding of what it is that needs to be
changed or sustained, why such change is needed and how this change may be
carried out.15 McManus concludes that by moving away from cities and suburbs that
operate with a vortex effect – that is, those that consume numerous natural resources
and produce high levels of waste output – towards a sustainable model that
recognises

the

importance

of

social,

cultural,

economic

and

ecological

considerations, Australia will successfully ease the negative impacts of urban
expansion on the environment.
Like the work of Newman and Kenworthy, and McManus, this thesis, in part,
challenges our thinking about sustainability and our urban landscapes. Sharing
Stephen Dovers’ conviction that environmental history should make itself relevant

Vortex Cities to Sustainable Cities, 2005; A. Robertson & R. Watts (eds.), Preserving rural Australia, CSIRO
Publishing, Collingwood, 1999; J. Venning & J. Higgins (eds.), Towards sustainability: emerging systems for
informing sustainable development, UNSW Press, Sydney, 2001; D.G.D. Yencken, Resetting the compass:
Australia’s journey towards sustainability, CSIRO Publishing, Collingwood, 2000.
12
P. Newman & J. Kenworthy, Sustainability and Cities: Overcoming Automobile Dependence, Island Press,
Washington D.C., 1999.
13
McManus, Vortex Cities to Sustainable Cities, p.2.
14
McManus, p.200.
15
McManus, p.2.
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by addressing present day concerns,16 it develops an understanding of the very
complex histories of suburbia, so as to provide an information base from which to
make informed decisions regarding our urban futures.17 However, unlike the work of
Newman and Kenworthy, and McManus, all of whom focus predominantly on urban
infrastructure and resources, this thesis is concerned principally with changing ideas
and differing visions of the environment. Sharing McManus’ opinion that
sustainability is just one of the ways in which we have thought about cities and the
environment, this thesis develops a more comprehensive understanding of our urban
landscapes with a focus on shifting understandings of ‘environment’ and how
Australia’s suburban landscapes have been shaped by or have responded to such
understandings. Moreover, it develops a historical lineage of how understandings of
the environment have directed our present understandings of urban sustainability.
This work also differs from that of Newman and Kenworthy, and McManus,
in its focus on suburbs. To date, most works concerned with urban sustainability
focus specifically on cities – as Davison has argued, ‘[s]uburbs have been a
convenient scapegoat in Australian discussion about urban sustainability’.18
Significantly, however, if we are to advance a viable (and practical) sustainable
framework for our urban futures we need first to develop an understanding of past
decisions and actions and the diversity of environmental understandings that have
led to the current shape of Australian suburbs. In doing so we will be able to imagine
more usefully the shape of Australian suburbia in the context of urban-sustainability.
This study also helps to fill some significant lacunae in Australian
environmental historiography. Environmental history seeks to explain present
landscapes and their ‘evolving and dynamic nature’ through their history, and more
16

S. Dovers (ed.), Australian Environmental History: Essays and Cases, Oxford University Press, Melbourne,
1994, p.16; S. Dovers, ‘Sustainability and ‘Pragmatic’ Environmental History: A Note from Australia’,
Environmental History Review, vol. 18, no. 3, 1994, p.25.
17
In 2000, Dovers argued that to achieve sustainability would be ‘complex and difficult… The roots of
unsustainability go very deep… It seems a fair enough argument that the longer view into the future
demanded by sustainability needs be matched by a longer view back’ (S. Dovers, ‘On the Contribution of
Environmental History to Current Debate and Policy’, Environment and History, vol. 6, no. 2, 2000, p.137).
Accordingly, it is Dovers’ contention that environmental history can be of particular use to the pursuit of
sustainability, offering a general historical perspective to put current issues and problems into a wider context;
establishing ecological and human baselines (that is, questioning what was there before, where are we now
and where should we be going to or returning to); and providing insights, perspectives or relevant information
for policy problems and institutional challenges (Dovers, pp.138-140). This thesis seeks to address, primarily,
the first of Dovers’ aims: in examining the processes of suburban development, and the ideas, decisions and
actions that inform these processes, this history presents the roots and reasons for environmental concern
within and over the suburban landscapes of Canberra and Perth, thereby helping to contextualise present
moves towards consolidated development. By bringing to the fore the environmental imaginaries of those
involved in shaping Australia’s suburbs, this history provides an explanation for past and present
environmental attitudes to the suburbs.
18
Davison, ‘Stuck in a Cul-de-Sac?’, p.202.
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generally traces the historical interaction of people and environments.19 In a 1994
article on ‘The Importance of an Urban Perspective in Environmental History’,
Christine Rosen and Joel Tarr sought to challenge Donald Worster’s narrow
definition of the field.20 According to Rosen and Tarr, rather than simply focusing on
‘the role and place of nature in human life’ (as argued by Worster), environmental
history should also ‘examine nature’s role and place in the history of urban life’.21 In
attempting to demarcate the intellectual territory of urban environmental history,
Rosen and Tarr outlined four dimensions of study: the effects of cities on the natural
environment over time; the impact of the natural environment on cities; societal
response to these impacts and efforts to alleviate environmental problems; and the
built environment and its role and place in human life as part of the physical context
in which society evolves.22 According to Rosen and Tarr,

19

Dovers, Australian Environmental History, p.4. Early examples of environmental history within Australia
include G. Bolton, Spoil & Spoilers: Australians make their environment 1788-1980, George Allen & Unwin,
Sydney, 1981; D. Coward, Out of Sight: Sydney’s environmental history, 1851-1991, Department of
Economic History, Australian National University, Canberra, 1988; W.K. Hancock, Discovering Monaro: A
study of man’s impact on his environment, Cambridge university Press, London, 1972; A.J. Marshall, The
Great Extermination: A guide to Anglo-Australian cupidity, wickedness & waste, Heinemann Press, London,
1966; J.M. Powell, Environmental Management in Australia, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1976.
Since the publication of these, Australia has witnessed a proliferation of texts falling under the rubric of
environmental history. See for example, S. Dovers (ed.), Environmental History & Policy: Still Settling
Australia, Oxford University Press, South Melbourne, 2000; T. Dunlap, Nature and the English Diaspora:
Environment and history in the United States, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, Cambridge University
Press, Cambridge, 1999; D. Garden, ‘Catalyst or cataclysm?: Gold mining and the environment’, Victorian
Historical Journal, vol.72, nos1-2, 2001, pp.28-44; D. Garden, Australia, New Zealand and the Pacific: An
Environmental History, Calif, Santa Barbara, 2005; A. Gaynor, M. Trinca, A. Haebich (eds.), Country:
Visions of Land and People in Western Australia, Western Australia Museum, Perth, 2002; A. Gaynor,
‘Animal Husbandry and House Wifery? Gender and Suburban Household Food Production in Perth and
Melbourne, 1890-1950’, Australian Historical Studies, vol.24, 2004, pp.238-254; A. Gaynor, Harvest of the
Suburbs: an environmental history of growing food in Australian cities, UWA Press, Crawley, 2006; T.
Griffiths, Forests of Ash: An Environmental History, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2001; T.
Griffiths, ‘Light Green, Dark Green: Blainey’s environmentalism’, in D. Gare, T. Stannage, S. Macintyre and
G Bolton (eds.) The Fuss That Never Ended: The Life and Work of Geoffrey Blainey, Melbourne University
Press, Carlton, 2002, pp. 53-66; T. Griffiths, Slicing the Silence: Voyaging to Antarctica, University of NSW
Press and Harvard University Press, 2007; P. McManus, ‘Contested Terrains: Politics, Stories and Discourses
of Sustainability’, Environmental Politics, vol. 5, no.1, 1996, pp.48-73; P. McManus, ‘Histories of Forestry:
Ideas, Networks and Silences’, Environment and History, vol.5, no.2, 1999, pp.185-208; L. Robin & T.
Griffiths (eds.), Ecology and Empire: Environmental History of Settler Societies, Melbourne University Press,
Carlton, 1997; L. Robin, Defending the Little Desert: The Rise of Ecological Consciousness in Australia,
Melbourne University Press, Carlton, 1998; L. Robin, The Flight of the Emu: A Centenary History of
Ornithology in Australia, Melbourne University Press, Carlton, 2001; L. Robin & T. Griffiths,
‘Environmental History in Australia’, Environment and History vol.10, no.4, 2004, pp. 439-74; L. Robin, T.
Sherratt & T. Griffiths (eds.), A change in the weather: Climate and culture in Australia, National Museum of
Australia Press, Canberra, 2005; L. Robin, ‘Back home to ecology’, Australian Humanities Review, Issue 41,
February 2007 http://www.lib.latrobe.edu.au/AHR/archive/Issue-February-2007/EcoIntro.html
20
D. Worster, ‘Transformations of the Earth: Toward an agroecological perspective in history’, Journal of
American History, 1990, p.1089.
21
C. Rosen & J. Tarr, ‘The Importance of an Urban Perspective in Environmental History’, Journal of Urban
History, vol. 20, no. 3, 1994, p.301. Rosen and Tarr are not the only ones who have sought to challenge
Worster’s definition. See also, S. Hays, ‘From the History of the city to the History of the Urbanized Society’,
Journal of Urban History , vol.19, August 1993, pp. 3-25; M. Melosi, ‘The place of the city in environmental
history’, Environmental History Review, vol.17, no.1,1993, pp. 1-23.
22
Rosen and Tarr, ‘The Importance of an Urban Perspective’, pp.299-310.
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rather than distracting attention from the history of society’s transformation
of the natural environment, the urban perspective contributes to the historical
understanding of that transformation… The history of the built environment,
the human-made environment, is intimately related to the history of the
nonhuman world.23
Working within this framework, this thesis, as an environmental history, usefully
examines the emergence and privileging of different viewpoints and agents involved
in the suburban development process, and how they have interacted with the physical
environment – an area which, to date, has been paid relatively little attention.24 In
developing a detailed, comparative study, which not only encompasses the
landscape-centredness of environmental history, but also the diverse concerns of
urban history and planning history, it advances our understanding of the historical
interactions between changing environmental imaginaries and the shape of
Australia’s suburban landscapes.

Scope and Methodology
The scope of this thesis is restricted to suburban developments in Canberra and
Perth. The thesis begins in 1946, the year in which the first Commonwealth-State
Housing Agreement was implemented. It ends in 1996, when the Building Better
Cities programme was terminated.25 The focus on two cities helps to enhance our
understandings of how environmental imaginaries have responded to differing
environmental factors such as location, topography and climate. Moreover a focus on
two cities allows for comparisons to be made between differing suburb types,

23
24

25

Rosen and Tarr, pp.306-307.
For specific urban environmental histories see for example, Coward, Out of Sight, 1988; T. Dingle, ‘Melbourne
and the Yarra: an uneasy relationship’, Historic Environment, vol.14, no.3, 1999, pp.5-10; A. Edwards, The
Design of Suburbia: A Critical Study in Environmental History, Pembridge Press, London, 1981; S. GrahamTaylor ‘Myth and reality: the quality of Perth’s air’, in Gaynor, Trinca and Haebich (eds.), Country: Visions of
Land and People, 2002, pp.213-226; A. Hurley (ed.), Common Fields: an environmental history of St. Louis,
Missouri Historical Society Press, St. Louis, 1997; J.A. Tarr, The Search for the Ultimate Sink: Urban
Pollution in Historical Perspective, Technology and the Environment Series, University of Akron Press,
Ohio, 1996. Whilst a number of these works have provided both valuable insight into human-environment
relations, and into the underlying ideas and ideologies that have shaped and facilitated the creation and
evolution of the urban environment, to date, the changing environmental imaginaries of those working within
and upon suburban landscapes have received relatively little attention. There are, however, a few exceptions.
See for example A. Rome, ‘Building on the land: toward an environmental history of residential development
in American cities and suburbs, 1870-1990’. Journal of Urban History, vol.20, no.3, 1994, pp. 407-434; A.
Rome, The Bulldozer in the Countryside: Suburban Sprawl and the Rise of Environmentalism, Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge, 2001. In the Australian context Tony Dingle provides a useful case study –
Dingle, ‘Who has Shaped “Bald Brick-Veneerdom”?’, 1993, pp.17-27.
See B. Howe, Building Better Cities, Building Better Cities – A Commonwealth–State partnership, Department
of Health, Housing and Community Services, Canberra, 1993. Building Better Cities was a federal
government initiative aimed at improving the environment and increasing the sustainability of cities through
urban consolidation.
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housing types and planning initiatives within and between each State and Territory.
Canberra and Perth were chosen firstly in order to expand the field of urban and
planning history by moving away from the common focus on Melbourne and
Sydney; and secondly, due to the availability and accessibility of sources, including
town and suburb development plans. ‘Suburb’ here is taken to refer to low-density,
principally residential areas of cities and towns. The suburbs discussed in chapters
three to six were chosen in order to trace both commonalities and differences in
processes of development, as well as for their diversity in planning ideas: chapter
three, for example, focuses on the work of a private development company, whilst
chapter four focuses on the work of Western Australia’s State Housing Commission
and Perth’s first female town planner. Chapter five focuses on the development of
Australia’s first Radburn-type suburb and chapter six traces the planning and
construction of Canberra’s first medium-density development.
This thesis examines the differing environmental imaginaries of those
working upon the suburbs and those residing in the suburbs. The term
‘environmental imaginary’ is adapted from the work of Richard Peet and Michael
Watts. Peet and Watts define the ‘environmental imaginary’ as ‘a way of imagining
nature, including visions of those forms of social and individual practice which are
ethically proper and morally right with regard to nature’.26 However, given that this
definition relates more accurately to an environmentalist imaginary, drawing on
ideas of the 1970s environment movement and its predecessors, this thesis expands
the definition to take into account broader elements of the imaginary. Throughout the
thesis ‘environmental imaginary’ thus refers to values and visions of ‘environment’
which include social, aesthetic and functional dimensions.27 Given the time period
and urban focus of this study, the adaptation of Peet and Watts’ definition allows for
a broader discussion of what constitutes ‘environment’, whilst also freeing the focus
from the constraints of environmentalism so to enable greater consideration of
changing environmental ideas along an extended continuum of time and place.
Within the field of urban environmental history, historians have often
attempted to move beyond what Martin Melosi has called the ‘nature/built

26
27

R. Peet & M. Watts (eds.), Liberation Ecologies: Environment, Development, Social Movements, Routledge,
London, 1996, p.263.
‘Nature’ has been replaced by ‘environment’ to overcome the issues that arise out of the highly contested
meanings associated with nature and to avoid unnecessary interaction with the many debates concerning the
social and cultural construction of nature.
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environment nexus’.28 Placing humans outside of nature and thus intrusive in the
‘natural’ world, this nexus refers to a notion of two distinct environments: ‘a natural
world which tends to exclude humans and a built environment that is a product of
human action’.29 By focusing on changing environmental imaginaries and the extent
to which such imaginaries were, if at all, translated into the built environment, this
study addresses the extent to which those working within and upon suburban
landscapes tried to work and fit within the environment in a way not readily
acknowledged by a binary distinction between ‘man’ and ‘nature’. In this thesis,
‘environment’ is thus taken to refer to the ‘physical environment’, which includes
the so called ‘natural’ and ‘built’ environments.
Although acknowledging that ‘environment’ (like ‘nature’) is a term that,
particularly in the wake of environmentalism, carries a great deal of cultural
baggage, this thesis is generally not concerned with deconstructing or examining the
way the term ‘environment’ has been used by planners, developers, architects and
suburban homeowners, but rather, as discussed above, with the ways in which the
physical environment has been imagined, how such imaginings have changed over
time and the consequences of these imaginings for the planning and development of
Canberra’s and Perth’s suburban landscapes.
Whilst Canberra and Perth both evolved as low-density decentralised cities
(much like all other Australian cities), the dissimilarity in approach to the planning
and development of their respective suburban landscapes presents the primary
methodological challenge of this thesis: namely, the inability to examine the
planning and development of individual suburbs within Canberra without linking
such planning and development to the city’s larger planning configuration.
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M. Melosi, ‘Urban Environmental History On Two Continents: Europe And The United States’, paper
presented at the 20th International Congress of Historical Sciences, Sydney, 2005. 20th International Congress
of Historical Sciences Major Themes – Papers & Abstracts
http://www.cishsydney2005.org/program.asp?lang=EN&sub=0036 (Accessed 7th April, 2005). It is worth
noting that opposition to the ‘nature/built environment nexus’ was formed in response to Worster’s argument
that environmental history ‘is about the order and place of nature in human life’ (Worster, ‘Transformation of
the Earth’, pp.11087-1106). Nature in this sense is understood as the nonhuman world – ‘the world we have
not in any primary sense created’. Significantly, such a definition excludes the social environment: ‘the scene
of humans interacting only with each other in the absence of nature’, and the built environment: ‘the cluster of
things that people have made and which can be so pervasive as to constitute a kind of ‘second nature’ around
them’ (Worster, ‘Appendix: Doing Environmental History’, pp.292-293). Through Worster’s exclusion of the
urban environment from the main theme of environmental history there forms a problematic distinction
between the human world and the ‘natural’ world. Humans are very much a part of environmental history and
in their efforts of development and production, the city, town and suburb are central to discussions of the
relationship between humans and their environment.
29
Melosi, ‘Urban Environmental History on Two Continents’.
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In Canberra, from as early as 1901, consideration was given to ‘Questions
relating to the Laying Out and Building of the Federal Capital’,30 and importance
placed on ‘enumerating components of a planned approach to urban development’.31
From the call for an International Design Competition in 1910 (as discussed in
chapter three), to the establishment of the National Capital Development
Commission in 1957 (detailed in chapter six) and its replacement by the National
Capital Planning Authority (now the National Capital Authority) in 1989, Canberra
has long been subjected to a high degree of planning control. As discussed by
Fischer,
[d]uring its major phases of growth Canberra enjoyed planning conditions
that planners elsewhere can only dream of. In its role as the capital…
Canberra has been … endowed with a great ideal of idealism, finance and
planning expertise.32
In this sense, Canberra is unique in Australia, being an entirely (purpose-built)
planned city. Its urban (and suburban) landscapes therefore reflect a continuous
series of controlled planning models and developments.
In contrast, prior to the mid-1950s town planning throughout the city of
Perth, although governed by the Town Planning and Development Act of 1928,33
occurred without the vision or guidance of an encompassing planning framework.34
Whilst the advantages of centralised and controlled planning were recognised as
early as 1911,35 the establishment of necessary mechanisms to implement such

30

In May 1901, the first conference on post-colonial planning, the ‘Congress of Engineers, Architects, Surveyors,
And Members of Allied Professions’, was held in Melbourne. As discussed by Freestone, this Congress,
established to consider ‘Questions relating to the Laying Out and Building of the Federal Capital, and matters
of Professional interest generally’, was the first real opportunity for interested professionals to intensively
discuss the planning of a new capital. R. Freestone, ‘From City improvement to the city beautiful’, in S.
Hamnett & R. Freestone (eds.), The Australian Metropolis: A Planning History, Allen & Unwin, St. Leonards,
2000, p.27.
31
Freestone, ‘From City improvement to the city beautiful’, p.28.
32
K. Fischer, Canberra: Myths and Models. Forces at work in the formation of the Australian Capital, A
publication of the Institute of Asian Affairs, Hamburg, 1984, p.1.
33
The first Town Planning Act in Australia.
34
The town planning process became properly established in 1928 when, some 15 years after the first attempt, a
comprehensive town-planning act was passed. ‘The metropolitan Town Planning Commission Act 1927’,
introduced by the Collier Government, was proclaimed by parliament in 1928. Established under this Act was
the Town Planning Board, which was to control subdivision of land throughout the State; and the Town
Planning Commission, which had the object of enquiring into and reporting on urban development in the
Perth metropolitan area. See D. Hedgcock & T. Hibbs, ‘Perth’s suburban traditions: from orthodoxy to
innovation’, in D. Hedgcock & O. Yiftachel (eds.), Urban and Regional Planning in Western Australia:
Historical and Critical Perspectives, Paradigm Press, Curtin University of Technology, Perth, 1992, pp.67-70.
35
As early as 1911, W. E. Bold, town clerk of Perth and the pioneer of town-planning in Perth, demonstrated a
keen awareness of the advantages to forming planning bodies and schemes so as to better achieve coordinated development. Bold was also largely responsible for the establishment of town planning legislation
(taken up by the Town Planning Association in 1916 ) finally established in 1928. R. Stokes & R. Hill, ‘The
evolution of metropolitan planning in Western Australia’, in Hedgcock & Yiftachel (eds.), Urban and
Regional Planning in Western Australia, pp.112-113.
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planning did not emerge until the release of the Stephenson-Hepburn Plan in 1955
(which, it must be stressed, was an advisory plan only, with no statutory authority36).
Despite the establishment of the Metropolitan Town Planning Commission in 1928
and its 1930 report detailing recommendations for controlled and co-ordinated
metropolitan planning and development,37 the Depression years of the 1930s, in
conjunction with ‘changes of government and a lack of constructive guidance from
both State and local government’,38 hampered all attempts to establish a clear and
encompassing planning framework. Unlike the centralisation of Canberra’s planning
through The Griffin Plan (and variations thereof), Perth’s urban and suburban
planning, prior to the development of the Stephenson-Hepburn Plan, was largely ad
hoc.
Although an overarching planning framework was established in Perth by
the late 1950s, this framework (and its successors) had greater influence on the shape
and expansion of the city – for example, the linear-type dispersal of suburbs to the
north and south of the Swan river throughout the 1960s – than on the shape and
development of individual suburbs, which were often left to the control of private
development companies such as Sloan Homes (see chapter five). Despite the
centralised work of the State Housing Commission (operating on behalf of the State
government) and its role in the planning and development of new suburbs throughout
the 1940s and 1950s, Perth’s suburbs generally evolved independent of one another
and separate from the planning of the city itself. This stands in stark contrast to the
suburban development of Canberra which, particularly with the establishment of the
National Capital Development Commission in the late 1950s,39 was inextricably
linked to the planning of the city as a whole.
To overcome the problems associated with the dissimilarity in planning
approaches of both Canberra and Perth, the planning of the suburbs discussed in
chapters three to six, and the environmental imaginaries which influenced the
planning of these suburbs, are situated within a broader context of the planning
histories of each city. Accordingly, this thesis presents the environmental
36

Statutory authority had to wait until the enactment of the Metropolitan Region Scheme Act of 1963.
The 1930 Report, published by the Metropolitan Town Planning commission, under the chairmanship of
Harold Boas, a well-known architect and Perth City councillor, strongly advocated planning as an activity
which would benefit society as a whole. Focusing on urban transportation and the need to establish a central
transport authority, as well as detailing a new road network and the need for a system of ‘parkway belts and
reserves’, the 1930 report, recognising the need for long-term strategic planning, combined with a vision of
the future, highlighted, for the first time, the growing need for better guidance and control.
38
Stokes & Hill, ‘The evolution of metropolitan planning in Western Australia’, p.114.
39
Canberra’s central planning body between 1957-1989.
37
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imaginaries that influenced the development of each suburb within their specific
temporal and spatial contexts, whilst also presenting a comparative analysis of the
environmental imaginaries shaping the suburban landscapes of Canberra and Perth
along an extended time-scale.

Thesis Structure
As a history of suburban development and environmental awareness, this thesis
addresses three significant questions. Firstly, what were the environmental
imaginaries, including the values and visions, of those acting within the suburban
environment and to what extent did such imaginaries shape the nature of suburban
expansion? Secondly, how did the environmental imaginaries of those involved in
the suburban development process change over time and how did they respond to
emerging ideological developments, such as the picturesque and environmentalism?
Third, were changing environmental imaginaries translated into the planning and
development of the built environment and if so, what were the effects? If such
imaginaries were not translated into the built environment, what were the barriers
and why did such barriers prevent actual implementation? In addressing each of
these questions, this thesis further considers: the extent to which changing
environmental imaginaries reflect an interdependent relationship between suburban
design and the Australian environment; the long-term environmental and social
consequences of suburbanisation; the growth of environmental awareness; and the
consequences that changing conceptions of the environment have had for Australia’s
urban and suburban development.
Chapter two provides a historical and historiographical context for the thesis.
Opening with a brief examination of the development of Canberra’s and Perth’s
suburban landscapes, this chapter establishes the context within which the suburbs
examined in later chapters were developed and evolved. Here, specific attention is
paid to the history of planning frameworks (and importantly how such frameworks
conceived of the environment) that impacted on the shape and form of these
landscapes. This section of the chapter not only explores the lasting impact of
planning ideas, but also how such ideas (and ideals) change over time. I then move
to a discussion of the discourses concerning the environmental implications of lowdensity suburban development that emerged in the late 1970s and 1980s, as well as
some relevant historiography of Australian suburbia and the environment.
- 12 -

Considering arguments that have informed debates over the merits of low versus
high density development, this discussion establishes the need to consider such
arguments within a much longer historical time frame. Following from this is an
examination of relevant planning histories to date and the degree to which – if at all
– such histories have considered not only the environmental impact of urban and
suburban development, but also the impact of shifting environmental concerns on the
planning process. In sum, this chapter provides a framework for exploring the
shifting environmental imaginaries influencing the post-war suburban development
of Canberra and Perth, and the long term implications of such imaginaries.
In Chapter three I move to an examination of Yarralumla, developed in the
late 1940s by A.V. Jennings on behalf of Canberra’s Department of Works. This
chapter argues that the suburban development process itself – from site selection to
neighbourhood layout and building design and construction – involved a number of
environmental imaginaries operating in complex and contingent ways. It
demonstrates just how different environmental imaginaries were influenced by, and
responded to, emerging ideological developments, including the picturesque and
modernism. Whilst the core of this study is concerned with the period following
World War II, this chapter starts its discussion in 1908 with the decision to establish
the Federal Capital separate from Sydney and Melbourne. It argues that landscape
features provided a foundation for many of the environmental imaginaries shaping
the development of the capital city, and that those environmental imaginaries which
influenced the early design and construction of the city had a lasting influence on
those responsible for the later development of Yarralumla.
Chapter four focuses on the development of Kwinana, Perth’s first ‘new
town’. Established in 1952 under the Oil Refinery Industry (Anglo-Iranian Oil
Company Ltd.,) Act (WA), Kwinana, and particularly the first sub-unit of Medina,
took shape in response to a variety of environmental value systems. Examining the
environmental, political and economic factors that shape human action to construct
the built form, it demonstrates the way in which individual understandings and
visions of the environment helped to determine the shape and nature of the suburb’s
development and its subsequent impact on the environment.
Together, chapters three and four show how, between the late 1940s and mid1950s, those acting within and upon the suburban landscapes of Canberra and Perth
imagined the environment and how such imaginaries shaped the nature of suburban
- 13 -

development. They show the extent to which environmental imaginaries were shaped
by ideological developments and the how individual visions of the the environment
are translated into the suburban landscape in the processes of suburban development.
These chapters demonstrate the way in which, prior to the 1970s, deterministic and
aesthetic environmental sensibilities did much to influence the processes of suburban
development, and examine the impact of these processes on the environment.40
Having established the environmental imaginaries that shaped suburban
landscapes in Canberra and Perth in the late 1940s and early 1950s, chapters five and
six foreground the imaginaries shaping suburbs in the late 1960s and early 1970s. In
doing so, they provide further evidence of the evolving nature of environmental
understandings.
In Chapter five I examine the development of Australia’s first Radburn
development – Crestwood. Situated in the larger suburb of Thornlie, Crestwood’s
design and development arose out of the application of international planning and
architectural ideas and was a testing ground for a new form of suburban planning.
This chapter argues that, despite evidence of a growing concern with the ecological
consequences of urban, and more specifically suburban, development throughout the
United States and Great Britain, the planning and development of Crestwood, in the
late 1960s and early 1970s, was largely influenced by environmentally deterministic
and aesthetic sensibilities.
Chapter six situates the development of Canberra’s first medium-density
development – Swinger Hill – within early understandings of urban consolidation. I
trace the planning processes and policies that led to the development of Swinger Hill
and contextualise this development by placing it within the broader framework of
Canberra’s residential planning processes and history. This chapter argues that
although Swinger Hill was the first move by the NCDC towards more dense housing,
the environmental imaginaries of those shaping this new suburb, namely the National
Capital Development Commission and Ian McKay and Partners (an architectural
design firm), were not influenced by urban consolidation principles. While the
development of Swinger Hill did reflect an emerging ecological awareness, such
awareness was limited.

40

Aesthetic sensibilities are taken to refer to an appreciation of the visual beauty of the ‘natural’ environment.
Environmentally deterministic sensibilities refer to a belief that the environment has the ability to influence
the behaviour, values, health and experiences of people living in that environment.
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Significantly, whilst this thesis is principally concerned with the complex
web of negotiations and choices that led to the development of Canberra’s and
Perth’s post-war suburban landscapes and, more importantly, the environmental
imaginaries that informed such negotiations and choices at the time of their
development, it is important to recognise that a suburb’s history extends beyond its
founding. The environmental imaginaries that shape a suburb’s planning and
development change over time and are invested with new meanings. In an effort then
to fully appreciate the changing nature of environmental concern, a vignette follows
each of chapters three to six, tracing the long-term effects of the environmental
imaginaries that gave substance (at least in part) to each suburb, and offering a brief
discussion of the emergence of new imaginaries shaping any subsequent
development. These vignettes enhance our understandings of the extent to which
suburbs themselves, and the meanings invested in them, change over time. They
allow an insight into the ways in which the environmental imaginaries of one era are
reconstituted (or indeed made anew) in changing cultural, economic and political
contexts.
Chapter seven moves away from the micro focus on individual suburbs to a
macro focus on the overarching planning policies of Canberra and Perth between
1975 and 1996. In developing a comparative overview, this chapter demonstrates
that cities are diverse and so too are the planning policies and processes that
influence their suburban landscapes. Specifically, this chapter analyses not only the
extent to which the major planning policies of both cities incorporated the visions
and understandings of the environment discussed in chapters three to six, but also the
degree to which such policies reflected a growth in ecologically-based environmental
awareness. Particular emphasis is placed on policies directed towards the
implementation of urban consolidation and the influence of the Green Street Joint
Venture and the Building Better Cities programme. This chapter argues that,
between 1972 and 1983 there was an increase in the ecologically-based
environmental awareness of those involved in the suburban planning and
development process, however, such awareness was clearly limited. In Canberra, the
NCDC’s environmental imaginary shifted from a very narrow concern for
environmental aesthetics towards a new environmentalism ‘seeking to reposition
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humanity in a more interdependent relationship with nature’.41 In Perth, although
ecologically-based environmental sensibilities influenced policy and planning
objectives, economics and social imperatives were the principal motivators. Between
1983 and 1996 Government initiatives directed towards reviewing the standard lowdensity suburban form of Australian cities, including the Green Street Joint Venture
and the Building Better Cities programme, were clearly located in a broader context
of environmentalism. As urban consolidation programmes broadened and
diversified, environmental imperatives were – in part – situated at the forefront.
The thesis closes with a comparative discussion of the shifting environmental
imaginaries which influenced the shape and form of Canberra’s and Perth’s suburban
landscapes throughout the mid-to-late twentieth century. Tracing the shifting nature
of environmental concern throughout this period, it emerges that, despite the
somewhat unsustainable nature of these suburban landscapes, the planning and
development of each were influenced by, and responded to, differing understandings
of the environment which themselves were the product of their social, political and
economic contexts. Whilst large scale concern over the environmental impact of the
suburban environment emerged (principally) in the 1980s and early 1990s, creating
environmentally responsive suburbs was long a concern for those involved in the
processes of suburban development.
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A. Gaynor, ‘Harvest of the Suburbs: An environmental history of suburban food production in Perth and
Melbourne, 1880-2000’, PhD Thesis, History, University of Western Australia, 2001, p.157.
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Chapter Two
Shaping Our Cities: Planning and the Environment
Leading Australian urban historian Graeme Davison has argued that ‘Australia was born
urban and quickly grew suburban’.1 From the late nineteenth century, high levels of
urbanisation and metropolitan primacy established themselves as the Australian norm.
Influenced not only by the physical features of the sites on which they were established,
including topography, geography, soils, climate and ‘natural’ vegetation, the
development of Australia’s capital cities was heavily influenced by dominant modes of
transport and the economies that they sought to service.2 As rail and tram services were
established in the late nineteenth century, development spread along the ‘arms’ radiating
along the tram and rail tracks, helping to produce what Max Neutze refers to as a ‘fringe
of contiguous urban development’.3 Following World War II, high rates of public
transport use persisted. With the relatively high cost of cars and prolonged petrol
rationing (until 1950), public transport remained the primary mode of transportation.
But the question remained: ‘could this continue in an era of rising incomes, expectations
and car ownership?’4 The answer was no. By the late 1950s, with increasing levels of
financial support for homeowners and rising car ownership levels,5 Australian cities
were transformed from ‘star-shaped public transport cities’ into sprawling, decentralised
‘automobile cities’.6 By the 1960s, further accelerated by an increase in consumerism
and an escalating desire for private home and land ownership, Australia’s low-density
residential suburbs, interspersed with commercial and industrial districts, remained, for
many Australian families, the most affordable and preferential living environment. As
this chapter will demonstrate, little has changed: in 2003 over 70 per cent of all
Australians lived in the suburbs.7
This chapter begins with a brief chronology of the development of Canberra’s
and Perth’s suburban landscapes, including a history of five key planning ideas and
movements that shaped this development. In his insightful and timely study into the
sustainability of Australian cities, Phil McManus suggests that ‘[p]lanning ideas may
1

G. Davison, ‘The Past & Future of the Australian Suburb’, Australian Planner, vol.31, no.2, 1994, p.63.
See C. Forster, Australian Cities: Continuity and Change, Oxford University Press, South Melbourne, 1995; M.
Neutze, Urban Development in Australia: A Descriptive Analysis, George Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1977.
3
Neutze, p.25.
4
P. Mees, Do public choice and public transport mix? An Australian-Canadian comparison, Urban Research
Programme (URP hereafter) Working Paper no 51, Australian National University, Canberra, 1996, p.14
5
‘In 1945 there were approximately 100 cars per 1000 persons in Australia as a whole… then the level of car
ownership grew very rapidly, particularly following the removal of wartime petrol rationing in 1950. By the early
1970s there were almost 500 cars per 1000 persons’. Forster, Australian Cities, 1995, p.18.
6
See Forster, pp.18-21.
7
Australian Bureau of Statistics, Australian Social Trends, Cat. No. 4102.0. ABS, Canberra, 2003.
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change faster than plans. The plans are often conduits that transfer ideas from one era to
another’.8 In arguing that planning ideas of one era can (and do) have lasting
consequences for planning in another, McManus highlights the need for those
concerned with the future of our cities to understand and appreciate the historical ideas
(and actions) that have shaped them.9 In examining the City Beautiful and Garden City
movements, the neighbourhood unit, Radburn planning and Metropolitan planning, this
chapter provides an historical context for the planning frameworks within which each of
the suburbs examined in chapters three to six were developed. Moreover, it enhances
our understandings of the shifting nature of environmental concern and how this is
incorporated into planning ideology. Although it is possible to discern a wider range of
influences shaping the form of Australian cities,10 the five movements and ideas
presented here were the most significant in shaping the suburban form of both cities.
This discussion is followed by an examination of environmental critiques of Australian
suburbia and some relevant historiography so as to situate this study in relation to a
diverse body of literature on Australian suburbia, environmental history and
sustainability.
1901-1945
In Canberra, suburban development was given its first great impetus with the
establishment and early implementation of the Griffin Plan between 1914 and 1920, and
continued under the guidance of this document (gazetted in 1925) until the mid-1950s.
Between 1914 and the early 1920s, development occurred to the north and south of the
river (at Braddon and Forrest respectively), in an area on the leeward side of Red Hill,
and a small area to the west at Yarralumla. Between 1925 (with the establishment of the
Federal Capital Commission) and World War II, further development occurred to the
south-east (at Kingston) and further north towards Ainslie (Fig 2.1). In the years up to
World War II, urban growth throughout the Capital was limited to the area surrounding
the existing nuclei: ‘the district east of Northbourne Avenue and the southern areas,
which grew together to become one’.11

8

P. McManus, Vortex Cities to Sustainable Cities: Australia’s Urban Challenge, UNSW Press, Sydney, 2005, p.26.
McManus, pp.25-50.
10
The urban development process is a complex outcome of a myriad of forces, including not only other planning
ideals, but also social and economic imperatives, the interests of various public and private bodies, population
increase and technological advances, just to name a few.
11
K. Fischer, Canberra: Myths and Models. Forces at work in the formation of the Australian capital, Institute of
Asian Affairs, Hamburg, 1984, p.56.
9
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Fig 2.1 Canberra 1933.12

In Perth, suburban development was initially slow.13 By 1901 the suburban landscape
had spread beyond Fremantle and Guildford, to take in parts of Cottesloe, Claremont
and Peppermint Grove along the railway line, through parts of Subiaco, and southwards
to parts of South Perth and Victoria Park, and to Midland Junction (Fig. 2.2).14 Between
the two world wars, considerable development took place both north and south of the
river and along the main lines of communication.

12

Fischer, p.44.
Due principally to Stirling’s initial decision to found three townships – Fremantle at the port, Guildford at the
navigable head of the Swan, and the capital, Perth, midway between them – and the Depression of the 1840s.
14
P. Statham, The Origins of Australia’s of Australia’s Capital Cities, Cambridge University Press, Melbourne, 1989,
p.23.
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Fig. 2.2: Extent of Perth’s suburban growth, 1901.15

Prior to World War II, according to Charles Reade, modern town planning within
Australia ‘manifested itself not at all dissimilarly to antecedent developments in
America and Europe’.16 Seeking the ‘simultaneous achievement of convenience, health
and beauty’, architects and planners alike looked to American and British planning
movements for their urban solutions.17 In Perth and Canberra, the City Beautiful and the
Garden City movements were perhaps the most influential of these. Though based
respectively in America and in Britain, both of these movements were part of larger
international trends. Borrowing ideas from planning precedents, such as the planning of
places like Pullman (built in Illinois between 1881-1885), Port Sunlight near Liverpool
and Earswick in Yorkshire18 (both built in the 1890s), their primary aim was to produce

15

‘Map of Western Australia as at 31 December 1936’. Statistical Register of Western Australia,1936.
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good, clean cities which, it was believed, would ensure morally-respectable people.19
Based on utopian visions for urban living,20 both the City Beautiful and the Garden City
movements were unified by their commitment to ‘improving the housing and
surroundings of the people’.21

City Beautiful
The City Beautiful movement, based largely in America, flourished in the first fifteen
years of the twentieth century. Its main proponent was Daniel Burnham, manager of the
Columbian exposition.22 Burnham’s aim was to establish ‘a beauty that shall be present
to do its pure and noble work among us for ever’.23 A lofty vision which went well
beyond the idea of creating beautiful cities, Burham’s plans often focused not merely on
civic facilities and their appearance, but also upon industry, commerce, transportation,
parks, population growth and the future course of regional development.
Associated with the architectural styles of the classical and Baroque movements,
the City Beautiful, although eclectic in its borrowings, emphasised a procession of
buildings and open spaces arranged in groups. Whilst social reform remained an
underlying feature of this planning ideology, it was not the driving force. Backed by
many businessmen and industrialists who had ‘scant interest in such matters but who
were delighted with the idea of great plans for the heroic cities of industrial
democracy’,24 the City Beautiful movement was primarily centred on the idea of
creating a superior urban environment emphasising aesthetic beauty and civic
improvement. Although limited in its physical outcomes,25 the movement’s greatest
achievement was the promotion of a subconscious ideal that provided many planners
and architects with an image of a possible future city, socially and aesthetically better
than all that had come before.

19

Throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth century, processes of planning were greatly influenced by a growing
need to control the physical and social processes of urbanisation along with newly developed conceptions of
physical and moral health. See Stickells, ‘Form and Reform’, pp.50-51.
20
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21
R. Freestone, ‘‘The New Idea’: The Garden City as an Urban Environmental Ideal 1910-1930’, Journal of the
Royal Australian Historical Society, vol.73, no.2, 1987, p.94.
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The World’s Columbian Exposition, also called The Chicago World’s Fair, was held in Chicago in 1893 to
celebrate the 400th anniversary of Christopher Columbus’ discovery of the New World. The fair had a profound
affect on architecture and the arts.
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D. Burnham quoted in E. Relph, The Modern Urban Landscape, Croom Helm, London, 1987, p.53.
24
Relph, p.53-55.
25
The movement flourished only for several decades, and was most successful in Washington, Chicago and Detroit,
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Robert Freestone has argued that the ‘aesthetic vision [of the City Beautiful] was
a vital force in the emergence of modern town planning consciousness in Australia’.26
He further argues that remnants of City Beautiful ideas can be seen in a number of
Australian cities, including Perth, where Harold Boas was ‘anxious to mould Perth into
a model city’ and adopted the ideas and rhetoric of the City Beautiful movement in
pursuit of this ideal.27 It is, however, most evident in the planning of Canberra. As will
be discussed in chapter two, Walter Burley Griffin’s winning design for the Federal
Capital drew much inspiration from the City Beautiful movement. Although drawing on
diverse planning ideas and from an array of antecedents including Patrick Geddes,
Christopher Wren, John Nolan and Burnham himself, Griffin’s plan – in its full
theoretical sense – was imbued with City Beautiful principles: it was a fusion of
aesthetics, civic design and municipal improvement, which sought to ‘improve the
utility as well as the comeliness of cities, to elevate urban citizenship, and to fulfil
human needs for transportation, recreation, and residential environment’.28
Significantly, the City Beautiful ‘trumpeted the meliorative power of beauty’
and ‘its capacity to shape human thought and behaviour’.29 For those influenced by City
Beautiful ideas, environmental sensibilities were premised on aesthetic and
deterministic thinking and a strong belief that beauty could improve social conduct. As
will be discussed in chapter three, such environmental sensibilities were clearly evident
in the early planning of Canberra, and in the suburb of Yarralumla more specifically.

Garden City
Britain’s Garden City movement, based on Ebenezer Howard’s vision to ‘resolve both
the congestion of cities and the isolation of rural life by combining the best qualities of
city and countryside in autonomous new communities’,30 had a profound impact on the
theory and practice of planning, not only in Britain, but around the world. Comparable
to the City Beautiful movement, the Garden City movement had greater significance for
the long term process of urban planning, shaping the minds of future generations of
planners. Although the idea behind the Garden City movement was not new,31 Ebenezer
Howard was the first to seek to improve the urban environment through good urban
26

R. Freestone, ‘From city improvement to city beautiful’, in S. Hamnett & R. Freestone (eds.), The Australian
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Freestone, ‘From city improvement’, p.33.
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Australia’s Cities: Culture, Commerce and the city beautiful, 1900-1930, UNSW Press, Sydney, 2007, p.5.
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30
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design which relieved the citizen of the need for travelling long distances to obtain
access either to economic opportunities or to the recreations and relaxations of the
countryside. With the utopian vision of self contained towns with their own industries
and employment, medium-density housing with private gardens and with parklands at
their centre, Howard’s Garden City movement ‘demonstrated how a superior
environment might be created for the majority, with the advantage of town life yet
without sacrificing the close proximity of the countryside.32 Influenced by spiritualism,
anarchism and socialism, Howard’s ideas and plans were introduced in his book
Tomorrow: A Peaceful Path to Real Reform (1898), republished in 1902 as Garden
Cities of Tomorrow.33
Despite the attention that has been given to Howard’s planning ideology, only
two examples of Howard’s original Garden City idea were actually built. Guided by
Howard’s four fundamental principles – ‘limitation of numbers and area, growth by
colonization, variety and sufficiency of economic opportunities and social advantages,
and control of the land in the public interest’34 – Letchworth, built in 1903, and Welwyn
Garden City, built in 1919, were the epitome of Howard’s planning ideal: a marriage of
town and country offering ‘better opportunities of social intercourse than [could] be
enjoyed in any crowded city, while yet the beauties of nature [could] encompass and
enfold each dweller therein…’.35 Yet Howard’s Garden City concept, as it was
translated into garden suburbs, had a far greater impact on the urban environment than
the City Beautiful movement.36 As argued by J. Read, the fundamental contribution of
Garden City thought was as ‘an international shorthand for environmental ideals which
were widely shared’.37 Promoted most heavily by nineteenth century reformers, these
ideals centred on the development of disease-free environments, moral health, social
stability and planning along economically feasible lines. Merging these issues into a
single planning practice, Howard’s Garden City idea, as it was transfigured into ‘garden

32
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As suggested by Phil McManus, the ‘change of title reflects the change in emphasis from the social to the physical
elements of Howard’s ideas’. McManus, Vortex Cities to Sustainable Cities, p.29.
34
F. J. Osborn & A. Whittick, The New Towns: The Answer to Megalopolis, Leonard Hill, London, 1963, p.3.
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36
Clark, ‘The Garden City Movement and Western Australia’, p.25. It has been suggested that this transmutation
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suburbs’, became a ‘universal form of housing layout and was repeated ad nauseam
throughout the Western world’.38
Within Australia, and most certainly throughout Perth and Canberra, the Garden
City movement had a considerable effect on the form of suburban development. In the
context of anti-slum movements,39 Australia’s growing preference for the suburban
environment provided a receptive milieu for acceptance of the Garden City ideal. As
captured by the Sydney Morning Herald in 1911, the Garden City movement
has as its essential foundation a desire to establish the inhabitants of towns and
suburbs in wholesome and beautiful surroundings… It will be well for Australia
if the Garden City idea be similarly expressed upon ourselves… Our cities and
towns have still to expand, and other cities and towns as yet unheard of have still
to be set up. Well will it be for them if Garden City associations, or any other
agency, can replace the bad old ideas of huddled, unhealthy dwellings, and
sprawling streets, with the new idea of cities nobly planned and suburbs housed
airily wholesome in adequate surroundings.40
With a general lack of development controls (excluding Canberra), the pace of urban
growth, and a tendency to look afar for planning inspiration, the prominence of Garden
City/suburb ideology at the beginning of the twentieth century gave rise to a modern
town planning literature that provided a framework for the function, and scope for the
parameters, of the planning profession. As Lee Stickells suggests, the Garden City,
recast as the garden suburb, ‘provided an ideal promotional vehicle for the formalisation
of the planning profession as well as a vocabulary of techniques and models’.41
By the 1920s, progressive planning ideas, coupled with a booming suburban
land economy, created a development climate conducive to the proliferation of new
developments centred on the social, economic and physical objectives of the Garden
City movement.42 As Howard himself suggested, Australia was an ideal environment
for the development of Garden Cities:
As population increases and flows to Australia, it is not difficult to picture that
every important new town will be based upon Garden City practice and ideas. I
can see no way of correcting the current overpopulation of big cities and
interesting people in productive enterprises of the soil, except by taking to the
country all the advantages of the modern town or city.43
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Until the mid-1950s, the fundamental rus in urbe (‘the country in the city’) philosophy
that dominated Garden City/suburb thinking, remained an influential paradigm for
planning practice throughout Australia.
Significantly, Garden City ideology situated environmental concerns in relation
to aesthetics, social and moral health and, to a lesser degree, land management and
population density.44 However, in reviewing the planning literature and examining the
translation of Howard’s Garden City idea from a theoretical concept to a developed
reality in Australia, there appears to have been an overriding concern with the
development of an urban ideal focused on notions of beauty, health and moral decency.
While land management and population density were fundamental principles of
Howard’s initial Garden City idea, in pragmatic terms, the overriding association with
rural imagery and an attempt to create a picturesque environment as an imagined means
of establishing a well-balanced community, superseded all other notions of
environmental concern. With their reformist zeal planners and promoters of the Garden
City movement, as is evident in the planning of Canberra (see chapter three) therefore
promoted environmental aesthetics as a primary means of ensuring a socially superior
urban environment.
1945-1975
The decades following the Second World War were ones of marked change. With full
employment,45 rapid population growth and an expanding economy, for a great many
people life became increasingly comfortable: television arrived in 1956,46 car ownership
became the norm and a variety of consumer goods became more accessible. In this era
of economic prosperity and burgeoning consumerism, Canberra’s and Perth’s suburban
landscapes came to reflect a range of factors, such as the car and modernist planning
and architectural ideas.47
Between 1947 and 1959 the growth of Canberra’s population was the primary
impetus for the city’s suburban expansion.48 By 1949 residential development had
spread to the south-east with the development of a new suburb at Narrabundah, and the
44
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first suburbs to the west of Northbourne Avenue were established at O’Connor and
Turner. Whilst space requirements for the new suburbs were met by the existing plan
(The Griffin Plan of 1925), by 1958 it was clear that the old city boundaries would need
to be expanded beyond Old Canberra Valley, Red Hill and the northern part of the
Yarralumla valley into Woden and Belconnen. Under the guidance of the National
Capital Development Commission (NCDC), Canberra’s suburban landscape was
transformed from a city of suburbs interspersed with fields and vacant lands to one of
decentralised satellite towns, forming a continuous linear-type development of new
suburbs (see Fig.2.3).
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Fig.2.3 Ground Plan of Canberra, c.1974.49

49

Fisher, Canberra: Myths and Models, p.134.
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Fig. 2.4 Perth Region, c.1955.50

50

G. Stephenson & A. Hepburn, Plan for the Metropolitan Region, Perth and Fremantle, Western Australia 1955,
Government Printing Office, Perth, 1955, p.43.
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Driven by population expansion and industrial growth, a similar pace of
development occurred in Perth.51 The development of the new refinery at Kwinana in
the early 1950s marked the beginning of suburban development that would eventually
form a continuous strip from the south of Fremantle down to Rockingham. Fremantle
also expanded to the north and east. Perth expanded to the west, north and east, and
housing spread along the coast from Scarborough to North Beach. South of the river,
Victoria Park linked with South Perth, and settlement had taken place on both banks of
the Canning River. Suburbs also stretched along the Albany Highway through to the
hills at Kalamunda (see Fig. 2.4).
By the early 1970s, 86 per cent of all Australians lived in towns or cities
characterised by decentralised housing and places of employment. Despite the fact that
it took over a century for the total population of Adelaide, Brisbane, Melbourne, Perth
and Sydney to reach the 1947 total of 4 million, by 1971 that total had almost doubled;52
Sydney and Melbourne each had a population of over 2.5 million inhabitants, while the
populations of Brisbane, Perth and Adelaide each exceeded 700,000.53 As the
population of Australia’s capital cities ‘expand[ed] sixfold on average during the
twentieth century’, so too did the housing stock.54
Between 1941 and 1971 there was a large increase in the proportion of owneroccupied housing. Despite the boom in flat building during the late 1950s and 1960s,
which met the increased demand for rented dwellings, throughout the post war period
there was a growing number of families that could afford to buy their own homes.55
Between 1947 and 1971 the number of dwellings in each city more than doubled, with
separate houses reaching their peak as a proportion of all dwellings in 1961.56
Synonymous with new, detached housing, homeownership was encouraged throughout
this period by economic conditions (namely inflation), banks, building societies and
government initiatives and policies which supported suburbanisation through housing
schemes and the provision of infrastructure.
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Neighbourhood Unit
In this context, the neighbourhood unit came to dominate the suburban landscapes of
Canberra and Perth. Like the utopian visions of Burnham and Howard, Clarence Perry’s
neighbourhood unit concept was an attempt at improving the liveability and
environmental and social quality of human settlements through planning practice. The
neighbourhood unit, a ‘self contained residential unit large enough to support a wide
range of amenities but small enough to generate a real or imagined “community life”’,57
was adopted by many planners and developers as a response to the rise of private car
ownership. As a planning ideal, it was based on a maximum of 5000 people living in a
community unit no further than a quarter mile radius from the local primary school,
with local shops and internal open spaces, as well as a road network that discouraged
through-traffic.58 Attempting to achieve physical and social integration through the
‘clarity of its physical boundaries and through the primary school, community centre,
shops and other facilities around which the community life revolves’,59 the
neighbourhood unit aimed at creating a neighbourhood ‘identity’ that would provide a
basic structure for social behaviour and social relationships.60 As suggested by
Willmott, it was expected that ‘individuals would identify strongly with “their”
neighbourhood and that it would be the locus of most of their formal and informal social
relationships’.61
According to McManus, the neighbourhood unit was ideally suited to the
‘development of low-density Australian suburbs emanating from a central city’ and
provided the ‘foundation’ for Australian suburbia as seen today.62 The neighbourhood
unit provided Australian planners with a basic organising device for the low-density
layout of Australia’s dominant mode of urban development. As discussed in chapter
four, the neighbourhood unit, like Garden Cities, coupled understandings of
‘environment’ with deterministic visions for creating healthy and morally respectable
communities. Concerned with improving liveability and environmental quality, many
Australian planners imagined the neighbourhood unit as a comprehensive planning
model, capable of creating socially balanced communities in healthy, self contained
suburban environments.63
57
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Radburn
Whilst the neighbourhood unit dominated much of Australia’s post-war planning
practice, there were some significant departures, such as the Radburn-inspired design
for Crestwood WA (see chapter five). Radburn, New Jersey, was developed by Clarence
Stein and Henry Wright in 1928. Drawing on the work of Ebenezer Howard and Patrick
Geddes, Radburn design principles sought to cope with the increased rate of private car
ownership and the ensuing increase in the number of pedestrian/automobile accidents,
whilst at the same time providing the amenities of space, safety and economic viability.
Wanting to develop a suburb designed to meet the needs of a ‘modern society’, Henry
Wright set out ‘Six Planks for a Housing Platform’. These included: design
comprehensively, but keep it simple; provide ample site room; plan buildings in relation
to each other; plan for services, such as waste collection, with a minimum of danger,
noise and inconvenience; place factories and other industrial buildings together where
they can be used without wasteful transportation of goods or people; and arrange for the
occupancy of houses on a fair basis relating to cost.64 Together, these six ideas formed
the basic philosophy for the planning and design of Radburn.
The primary innovation in Radburn planning was the separation of ‘man and
motor’. It developed a suburban design suitable for the motor age, where pedestrian
ways and roads could be kept separate and where children could go to school and
playgrounds never needing to cross a street.65 This was achieved through the use of
‘superblocks’ consisting of cul-de-sacs and pedestrian-only paths connected to interior
parks. Despite the fact that superblocks can actually be dated to the mid-seventeenth
century, the superblock has been classed as one of the innovative features of the
Radburn plan.66 In general, a superblock is much larger than a traditional block, with
greater setback for buildings, and is typically bounded by widely spaced, high speed,
arterial roads, with the interior of the block serviced by cul-de-sac roads.67 There are a
64
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number of other significant features of the Radburn plan. Firstly, Stein reversed all the
homes and had them face the interior park rather than the roads. Secondly, he reduced
the street width ‘to the point where they were no longer streets even in name – seventy
years later, residents still refer to them as ‘lanes’’.68 Thirdly, substantial and continuous
pedestrian open space was used as an organising principle of the overall plan.69 Each
superblock had its own interior park landscaped in the ‘English Romantic style’, and
there were a number of additional parks and recreational facilities located throughout
the development.70 Within each park there were a number of pathways and pedestrian
underpasses and overpasses which linked each of the superblocks. This system was
devised in such a way that pedestrians could start at any given point and proceed on foot
to school, shops or other community facilities without crossing a street used by
automobiles.
Through the use of superblocks, a focus on density of development and, most
importantly, a separation of pedestrians and vehicular traffic,71 the Radburn planning
ideology was a suburban response to urban congestion and the automobile. What is
more, Stein’s concept of Radburn planning brought to the fore the importance of open
space and contact with ‘nature’ – through access to parks and gardens – in an era of
technology and high modernism. Although the later application of Radburn planning
within Australia exhibits a number of significant departures from that originally
established by Stein and Wright in the late 1920s (as discussed in chapter five), the
deterministic belief in the urban environment’s ability to ‘affect the social and civic
expression of the people’72 who inhabit it endured, and can be seen in the early 1970s
development of Crestwood, W.A. The importance of aesthetics as it relates to
understandings of ‘environment’ is also apparent in Radburn planning and design –
demonstrating a significant continuity in planning ideas.73
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Metropolitan Planning
Aiming to ‘meet the future needs in relation to land, transport and public utilities
infrastructure in the most effective and efficient manner possible’, within Australia the
earliest ‘metropolitan’ plans were developed prior to World War I.74 Yet Freestone
argues that early plans, such as the 1909 plan for Sydney, ‘fell short of a truly
comprehensive metropolitan strategy’.75 Whilst individual enthusiasts continued to
ponder ideas of metropolitan planning, it would be close to another 30 years before such
ideas would be translated into planning practice.
By the late 1940s, metropolitan planning, as a driving ideology of planning
practice, came to dominate urban development and the management and provision of
infrastructure. This came about as the result of the interwar move towards the
introduction of metropolitan governments – the Greater City movement – as opposed to
small local governments, and a growing post-World War II acceptance of increased
government involvement in social and economic dynamics.76 While the Greater City
movement failed in all cities except Brisbane, from 1945 on, each state sought to create
a legal framework for metropolitan planning and an agency responsible for plan
preparation and implementation. As discussed by Ian Alexander, such
[p]lanning authorities [were] responsible for the drawing up and administering
of plans for the future development of their respective metropolitan areas. These
plans… focused on land use, but they… also included recommendations on, for
example, the provision of transport routes.77
Much like the deliberate and centrally administered planning of Canberra, each of the
state governments sought to centralise their planning frameworks and ‘to produce
master plans for their capital cities’.78 The New South Wales government, for example,
established the County of Cumberland Plan in 1945. The Melbourne and Metropolitan
Board of Works released its plan in 1954 and in 1955 the Stephenson-Hepburn Plan for
the Future of Perth was released. Each of these plans variously aimed to coordinate
development, manage growth and infrastructure provision, protect agricultural areas and
manage the release of land for housing development.79
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This brief summary of planning paradigms and Canberra’s and Perth’s suburban
development establishes the context within which the suburbs examined in chapters
three to six were developed and evolved. As Branch argues, there are ‘numerous
concepts employed or reflected in city planning today which originated in the past’.80 If
we are to advance a viable (and practical) sustainable framework for our urban futures,
we first need to appreciate the historical ideas and actions that shape them. The
remainder of this chapter provides an analysis of environmental thought and Australian
suburbs, and some relevant historiography to contextualise the questions addressed by
this thesis.

Suburbs and the environment
The suburbs have long been the focus of many urban geographers, historians,
sociologists and literary writers. Looking at a variety of issues, including the origins and
patterns of suburban development, the nature and character of the suburban way of life,
and the political, economic, social and cultural dynamics of suburban living, many such
disciplines have posited the suburbs as an important area of inquiry.81 Significantly,
however, gaps still remain in our understandings of Australian suburbs, suburban living
and the environment, particularly as they relate to the influence that differing visions
and understandings of ‘environment’ have had on the processes of suburban
development.
Since the 1970s, there have been many concerns about the environmental
implications of low-density suburban development. Such concerns are influenced by
differing understandings of ‘environment’ and are thus of significance. Andrea Gaynor
has discussed the emergence in the late 1970s and early 1980s of at least two
‘”environmental” streams of thought about how to improve Australian urban
80
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environments’.82 Both of these ‘streams’,
portray privatised low-density suburbia as ‘Sprawlsville’: an unsustainable
feature of Australian life whose expansion threatens valuable forest and
wetlands as well as agricultural land, and whose operation – based on the use of
private cars – is highly polluting.83
Drawing on traditional understandings of the ‘commons’ – ‘land which is held in
common trust for the use and benefit of all’84 – both streams of thought revolve around
different understandings and visions of the merits of low-density and high-density
living. The first of these streams, labelled by Peter Newman as the ‘rural commons’
view, has its origins in a strong anti-urban sentiment that dislikes density.85 The second
- the ‘urban commons’ view - is pro-urban, valuing the city and its high-density
structure. Both streams of thought, in one way or another, attempt to develop and
promote some form of sustainable settlement. The rural commons view posits a
breaking down of cities into small-scale, largely self-sufficient villages, arguing against
the increase of urban density in favour of a return to rural values and a more cooperative social structure.86 In contrast, the urban commons view, which is less
concerned with local self-sufficiency and more with the city as a system, posits higher
density dwellings, mixed with shopping and business areas as the answer to not only
‘revitalising sprawled car dependent cities in ways that use less energy and land’,87 but
also providing a more exciting and cultured society. Furthermore, whilst the first view
suggests that to achieve a ‘green’ or self sufficient way of life,88 one must first live in a
low density, rural or semi-rural area, the second argues that in creating higher density
dwellings and promoting more compact development, there will be less land devoted to
wasteful roads, car parks and under-utilised front and back yards which are typical of
the suburban home. Accordingly, the urban commons view argues that through
increasing housing density we will be more likely to achieve a city which is ‘greener’ in
82
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its overall functioning, increasing the use of public transport, walking and cycling and
decreasing the level of environmental impact and fossil fuel consumption.
In Australia, Allan Rodger provides a useful case study of the renewal and redevelopment of ‘typical Australian suburbia’ through the adoption of a rural commons
approach.89 In a 1991 article, Rodger outlined a number of opportunities for the better
use of land through subdivision and an increase in density, as well as better mobilisation
of space and site utilisation for purposes such as food supply and social amenity.90 In
positing a move towards ‘village’ living based on cooperative lifestyles, Rodger
suggests ways in which Australia’s suburban environment, deemed to be ‘deficient in
most facilities…’, can better meet sustainable objectives.91 Similarly, Ted Trainer,
arguing that Australia’s low-density urban settlements are a major factor in habitat loss,
suggests that the only way to avoid the problems associated with such loss is to make a
‘huge change from a way of life that requires so much land, production and
consumption’.92 Trainer argues for small, self-sufficient settlements as the change that is
needed to achieve a ‘sustainable world’.93
Critics of the rural commons view, including Peter Newman and Jeff
Kenworthy, have not only criticised the ‘anti-urbanism’ that they say it stands for, but
also its apparent acceptance and exacerbation of suburban sprawl and automobile
dependency.94 Arguing that the low-density suburban nature of our capital cities, largely
shaped by a dependence upon the automobile, destroys communities and the
environment, Newman and Kenworthy advocate instead an urban form which is more
consolidated, helping to encourage walking and cycling. In this way,
automobile dependent ‘sprawl’ is halted, and sustainability is achieved by
reducing energy use, reducing emissions from transport, reducing the rate at
which unproductive suburbs consume farm and bush land, and by incorporating
sustainability initiatives (e.g. communal food gardens) into higher density urban
areas.95
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However there are those, including Graeme Davison and Tony Dingle, who have
criticised such views, arguing that the advocates of urban consolidation draw, in part, on
an ‘old anti-suburban rhetoric, offering us cities which will grow more exciting and
diverse as they also grow more dense’.96 Like Davison and Dingle, Patrick Troy also
challenges the assumptions that increasing density will lead to a more creative and
‘cultured’ society, and defends the quarter-acre block against the huge increases in
density that he claims would have to be achieved were the consolidationist approach to
attain any substantial saving in space and thus environmental protection.97
Recognising the enduring Australian preference for a suburban house and
garden, Troy further argues that suburban housing can indeed be an environmentally
sound choice once individual homeowners and tenants are willing to take responsibility
for the environment.98 For example, In The Perils Of Urban Consolidation he proposes
that through composting, wise waste management, the collection, consumption and
recycling of water, wise house design utilising solar energy and wind, along with the
planting of private gardens so as to limit processes of climate modification and air
purification, the suburban home can indeed provide an urban housing environment
which helps minimise ‘environmental stress within and outside the city’.99 Hugh
Stretton’s earlier publication, Capitalism, Socialism & the Environment, also argues for
the environmental benefits of privatised, low-density suburbs, stating that
[e]nvironmental policies will always be determined chiefly by peoples’ values;
and urban houses and gardens are the nursery of most of the best environmental
values. People who live in town but grow some foliage of their own, and keep a
cat to deter mice, are the mainstay of all movements which work to protect
larger landscapes and eco-systems. Private residential land is both an
environmental good which ought to be fairly shared, and a vital educator: a
classroom for work-skills, play-skills, nature study and environmental values
which an environmentally careful society could be mad to deny to any of its
people.100
For Stretton, those complaining about Australia’s suburban ‘sprawl’ and its
environmental implications, should ‘stop thinking of cities and suburbs as enemies of
the countryside’ and start thinking critically about how such areas could be better
‘planned’, ‘centred’ and ‘serviced’.101 With arguments such as these it is thus clear that
96
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in the context of an increasing concern with the environmental impact of Australia’s
sprawling suburban landscapes, there are still those who see the suburbs as an
environmentally sound approach to urban planning and development.
Arguments over the consolidated versus decentralised form of our suburban
landscapes form a central concern of this thesis. To date, debate over the benefits and
pitfalls of small, largely self-sufficient, co-operative development versus higher density,
so-called ‘cultured’, compact development has shown little regard for those responsible
for the development – past and present – of our suburbs, or how these suburbs have
actually taken shape. Such debates – conducted principally by those looking upon the
suburbs, rather than those working within102 – fail to account for the way in which
‘environment’ itself has been imagined by those responsible for the planning and
development of individual suburbs, and those living within the suburbs. Yet, in part, it
is the decisions and actions of such individuals that have led to the current shape and
form of our suburban landscapes.103 To move towards any form of ‘sustainable living’
we need to more fully appreciate not only the complex negotiations and choices of those
involved in the suburbanisation process, but also the environmental concerns of those
living within the suburbs. Moreover, it is important to situate the growth of
environmental concern for Australia’s suburban landscapes within a much longer
historical context so as to see how, in the past, other planners, developers, landscape
designers, and homeowners have sought to implement their vision of ideal suburban
environments (and the fate of these visions). This study thus elucidates shifting
conceptions of environment (from the late 1940s onwards) and the extent to which such
conceptions influenced the shape and development of Australia’s suburban landscapes.
In considering a period that begins in the mid-twentieth century, and examining
the decisions and actions which have since informed processes of suburban
development, this study shares a focus with Tony Dingle’s ‘Who Has Shaped “Bald
Brick-Veneerdom”?’. Here, Dingle examines the process of urban development and the
actors responsible for such development in an effort to explain how Melbourne’s post1945 suburbs were generally created and evolved.104 Sharing Max Neutze’s view that
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there are a range of major actors responsible for shaping the development of a city,105
Dingle identifies six sets of actors responsible for shaping Melbourne’s post-war
suburban landscapes, including people deciding where to live, businesses deciding
where to locate, public authorities charged with the provision of services, planning
authorities who control development, architects, private developers, builders and
building suppliers. In identifying each of these actors and the frameworks within which
they operate, Dingle presents a useful study of the complex, often collective decision
making processes that informed the planning and development of Melbourne’s suburbs.
Focusing on each group’s primary influence, and thus the resulting impact that they
have upon the suburban landscape, Dingle traces issues relating to land use zoning, the
uniformities of street layouts and block and housing sizes, vegetation, topography and
location, as well as the role and influence of the Melbourne Metropolitan Board of
Works, Uniform Building Regulations and, most importantly, suburban homeowners.
For Dingle, each of these factors and actors ‘helped to shape and colour the
landscape’.106 When examining the ideas and ideologies, and the decisions and actions,
that influenced the development of Canberra’s and Perth’s post-war suburban
landscapes, Dingle’s work provides a useful framework to draw examples from.
Whilst a number of other histories have traced the underlying ideas and
ideologies that have shaped the creation of the urban environment, and facilitated its
evolution, the disparate and shifting ‘environmental imaginaries’ of those shaping and
residing in suburban landscapes have received little attention. The work of Aiden
Davison in the Australian context and Adam Rome in the American context are two
exceptions. Davison has written on the imaginaries of nature in Australian suburbia107
and the relationships between Australian suburbanisation and environmentalism within
the broader context of present moves towards sustainability.108 Whilst this study shares
a number of similarities with Davison’s it also makes significant departures. Namely,
although this work follows Davison’s in seeking to elucidate the ‘value laden histories’
that shape debate about urban futures, and to understand differing visions of
105
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‘environment’ within the suburban context,109 it departs in its focus on the
environmental imaginaries that are involved in processes of suburbanisation. Davison’s
works principally focuses on ideas of ‘nature’, particularly ideas of wilderness, within
the suburban environment, as well as ‘environmentalist’ critiques of the suburban
environment, and situates suburban history in relation to contemporary debates about
sustainability within Australia. In contrast, this work focuses on shifting understandings
of ‘environment’ within the history of Australian suburban development and champions
environmental history as a useful way of thinking about sustainable futures.
In The Bulldozer in the Countryside: Suburban Sprawl and the Rise of American
Environmentalism, Adam Rome argues that ‘the elaboration of an environmental
critique of home building in the period from 1945-1970 played an important role in the
emergence of environmentalism’110 and that environmentalist concerns over the
ecological impact of suburban development emerged from within America’s suburban
landscapes. Importantly, Rome focuses specifically on ecological concerns and presents
a history where the central characters are those of the environment movement, rather
than those responsible for the shape of America’s suburban landscapes. Although his
work usefully informs my own, the story presented here is one which focuses on
changing understandings of ‘environment’ rather than environmentalism. Building on
Rome’s ecological study of environmental concern and suburban landscapes, this study
examines (in part) ideas of ‘environment’ in the period predating the emergence of
Australian environmentalism and thus moves beyond the environmentalist framework
that Rome’s work adopts. In doing so, it contributes to our ability to trace the contours
of Australians’ more general interactions with the environment, particularly the range of
connections between the ‘natural’ environment, human values and perceptions and the
built environment, thereby helping to advance the study of urban environmental history,
whilst also adding to the historiography of the development of an Australian
environmental consciousness.

Australian environmental consciousness
In their insightful and timely study into the history of the Australian environment
movement, Drew Hutton and Libby Connors – activists and academics – seek to
‘understand the historical development of the environmental movement as a social
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movement’ and to challenge the idea of environmental protection as a modern trend.111
Although earlier works, including Geoffrey Bolton’s Spoils and Spoilers: Australians
make their environment 1788-1980, and J.M Powell’s Environmental Management in
Australia, 1788-1914, give special consideration to conservation in the past, such
insights are largely fragmentary.112 Hutton and Connors seek to establish ‘the continuity
of the contemporary movement from its nineteenth century origins’.113 The strength of
their work lies in its sweeping coverage – 1860s-1990s – and in its focus on significant
people and events – the authors insist that environmentalism ‘can only be understood
and interpreted through localised studies’.114 Yet whilst Hutton and Connors’ work fills
an important gap in the history of Australian environmentalism, it – and other similar
histories – largely fails to consider the shifting nature of environmental awareness in
urban contexts. Although histories of Australian environmentalism have, to date,
referred to urban progressive reformers and looked at issues such as the Sydney Green
Bans and anti-freeway/major road development campaigns,115 they have, as argued by
Davison, primarily focused on ‘the post-war rise of environmental movements devoted
to wilderness’ and within these movements wilderness is depicted as the antithesis of
the city.116 This should come as no surprise: as Hutton and Connors – and some other
works focusing on the evolution of an Australian environmental consciousness –
demonstrate, Australian environmentalism has, more often than not, principally been
organised around the idea of wilderness.117 Throughout the post-war era, efforts to
111
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‘save’ wilderness areas, ban the mining of uranium and protect endangered species
dominated modern environmental discourse. While urban issues, such as pollution,
population, land use planning and heritage preservation, today figure prominently in
such discourse, at least until the late 1980s, urban environments were (more often than
not) acknowledged only as far as they represented examples of the loss of ‘nature’.118 In
seeking to add to the historiography of an Australian environmental consciousness, this
thesis, as suggested in the introduction, seeks to free itself from the prevailing focus on
environmentalism, and explores differing understandings of ‘environment’ within a
suburban context.
In their history of understandings of ‘environment’ in the British planning
system, Healy and Shaw suggest that between the late 1940s and early 1990s, there
were five chronological stages in the changing meanings of ‘environment’.119 In the
1940s, ‘environment’ was linked to a ‘welfarist-utilitarianism’ and aesthetics. By the
1960s, concern for the environment was related to managing growth. This was followed
in the 1970s with an ‘active environmental care’, which was followed by ‘marketised
utilitarianism’ coupled with heritage conservation. By the 1990s, ‘environment’ was
linked with the concept of sustainable development.120 In this thesis there are a range of
ways in which ‘environment’ is imagined and, like the work of Healy and Shaw, it is
possible to situate these imaginings within a chronological framework. However, whilst
Healy and Shaw identify five phases, this thesis identifies only three. The first of these
is environmental determinism. Environmental determinism refers to the belief that the
environment has the ability to influence the behaviour, values, health and experiences of
people and societies. Throughout the late nineteenth and much of the early twentieth
century there was widespread belief that housing people in pleasant surrounds would in
turn create disease-free, morally respectable societies. The words of Sir William Lever,
found in a booklet containing the constitution of the Town Planning Association of
Western Australia in the early 1920s, captures well the sentiment of this ideology:
Surround a home with slums and you produce moral and physical weeds and
stinging nettles. Surround a home with a garden and you produce the moral and
physical beauty of the flower and the strength of the oak.121
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From the early twentieth century through to the late 1960s, environmental determinism,
particularly within the planning profession, was an influential ideology.122
An amenity-driven approach to environment best characterises the second phase.
The term amenity is used here to refer to ‘a cultural appraisal of an environmental
resource … as having value or utility in and of itself for a particular purpose (living in,
visiting) at a particular time’.123 In the 1970s and 1980s, many planners, developers and
governments alike viewed the ‘natural’ landscape as a setting for future urban
development; for recreation and leisure; and as an economic commodity.124
‘Environment’ was imagined as having a particular utility to be employed by planners
and developers for structuring urban growth, or by residents for deriving aesthetic
pleasure or for providing amusement. The third and final phase is that of ecology and
sustainable development. With the growth of environmentalism throughout the 1980s
(in Australia), understandings of ‘environment’ moved away from a quite narrow
concern for aesthetics, health and moral development, to a more encompassing concern
for people and their relationship with ‘nature’. ‘Environment’ became linked with the
biophysical, aesthetic, social and economic components that surround and encompass
society. In Australia, planning policies and initiatives reflected a broadening of
environmental concern linked to the sustainability agenda. Exploring this lineage of preand post- environmentalist concerns, this thesis examines the diversity in environmental
understandings in suburban contexts and demonstrates the degree to which differing
understandings of ‘environment’ persist as new understandings are brought into play. It
thus adds to the historiography of Australian environmentalism by focusing on an
important yet ill-understood aspect of Australian environmental discourse – shifting
understandings of ‘environment’ and the impact of these understandings on the shape of
Australia’s suburban landscapes.

Urban planning and the environment
Few Australian urban histories have sought to relate Australian urban planning to the
environmental outcomes of urban planning and development. Although some of these
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histories have looked at the congestion and pollution of Australian cities,125
environmental concerns over the creation and evolution of Australia’s sprawling
suburban areas have been given little consideration. A survey of urban histories of
Canberra and Perth, for example, indicate that little attention has been paid to the
environmental aspects of planning and development. Whilst both of these cities have
been the subject of a number of urban and planning histories, such works have tended to
focus specifically on the social, economic and cultural facets of urban development. For
example, in the Perth context, Tom Stannage’s People of Perth, published in 1979,
presents a social history of the City of Perth from the late nineteenth through to the early
twentieth century, whilst Jenny Gregory’s City of Light, published in 2003, presents a
similar history from the early 1950s through to the late 1990s. Likewise, Stannage’s
Lakeside Dreaming, which traces the history of the city of Joondalup, focuses
principally on the social fabric of the city, along with the political and bureaucratic
elements of the town’s planning and development.126 In the Canberra context, Reid’s
Canberra Following Griffin: A design history of Australia’s National Capital traces the
fate of the Griffin design in the building of the national capital, whilst K.F. Fischer’s
Canberra: Myths and Models, perhaps the most detailed planning history of the city,
examines the consecutive stages of Canberra’s development, from conception through
various planning regimes, changing economic and social circumstances, to the Canberra
of 1983.127 While both of these works consider Canberra’s landscapes and the degree to
which city planning has been influenced by various landscape features, little is said of
the impact of urban development on such landscapes.128 More generally works such as
Dingle’s chapter, Freestone’s various analyses of the Garden City and City Beautiful
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See for example Forster, Australian Cities, 1995; L. Frost, The New Urban Frontier: Urbanisation and City
Building in Australasia and the American West, University of New South Wales Press, 1991; C.A. Maher,
Australian Cities in Transition, Shillington House, Melbourne, 1982; M. Neutze, Economic policy and the size of
cities, Australian National University, Canberra, 1965; Sandercock, Cities for Sale: property, politics and
planning in Australia, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1975; H. Stretton, Cities for Sale, 1970; Troy, The
Perils of Urban Consolidation, 1996.
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J. Gregory,City of Light: A History of Perth since the 1950s, City of Perth, Perth, 2003T. Stannage, The People of
Perth: A social history of Western Australia’s Capital City, Perth City Council, Perth, 1979; T. Stannage, Lakeside
City: The dreaming of Joondalup, University of Western Australia Press, Nedlands, 1996. Similar works include
J. Gregory, ‘The Manufacture of Middle Class Suburbia: The Promontory of Claremont, Nedlands and Dalkeith
within the City of Perth, Western Australia, 1830s-1930s’, PhD Thesis, History, University of Western Australia,
1988; G. McDonald & W.S. Cooper, The Gosnells Story, The City of Gosnells, Gosnells, WA, 1988; L. Russell,
Kwinana “Third Time Lucky”, Town of Kwinana, Kwianna, 1979.
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NAA, Canberra, Halstead press, Sydney,2006.
K.F. Fischer, Canberra: Myths and Models. Forces at Work in the Formation of the Australian Capital, Institute
of Asian Affairs, Hamburg, 1984; P. Reid, Canberra Following Griffin: A design history of Australia’s National
Capital, National Archives of Australia, Canberra, 2002. Similar works include A. Gugler, True Tales from
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From Limestone Plains to Garden City, the Story of the National Capital’s Landscape, NCDC, Canberra, 1986.
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movements,129 Hedgcock and Yifatchel’s study of urban and regional planning in
Western Australia130 and numerous other urban and planning histories, including those
of Altenburg, Gleeson and Low, and Taylor,131 have, to some degree, considered the
extent to which Australian societies and environments are improved by the processes of
planning. Yet while each of these works provide a useful basis for considering the urban
planning and development of Canberra and Perth, little is said of the environmental
concerns of those working within and writing upon the field of urban planning.
Moreover, although it has been suggested that ‘planning was conceived in part
as a form of resources stewardship that sought both to check the environmental damage
caused by free markets and to preserve parts of nature for agriculture and human
enjoyment,’132 to date, most urban and planning histories that attempt to consider the
relationship between planning and the environment have focused on the
environmentally deterministic values inherent in planning movements, such as the
Garden City and City Beautiful. Robert Freestone’s study of Model Communities: The
Garden City Movement in Australia, is one such example. Documenting the Garden
City movement from its inception in Britain to the spread of the movement throughout
Australia, Model Communities (and a number of other works by Freestone133) examines
the deterministic sensibilities of the planning profession, and the way in which the
Garden City movement sought the creation of healthy, disease free residential
environments, with open space, parks and trees. This study draws on Freestone’s
insights by tracing the fate of these ideas throughout the mid-to-late twentieth century in
suburban settings.
Whilst the reformist and utopian visions of those such as Ebenezer Howard, and
in the American context Patrick Abercrombie, provide an area for historical critique of
environmental understandings and the urban environment, it was with the upsurge of
interest in ecology throughout the 1960s and 1970s that the ‘natural’ environment
became an increasingly important factor in the process of urban planning and
129

See for example, R. Freestone, ‘Exporting the Garden City: Metropolitan images in Australia, 1900 -1930’,
Planning Perspectives, vol.1, 1986, pp.61-84; Freestone, ‘“The New Idea”‘, pp. 94-108; Freestone, Model
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development. In their study of the historical origins and complex dynamics of planning
within Australia, Brendan Gleeson and Nicholas Low provide a detailed account of the
environmental ideas that have informed planning theory and the way in which such
ideas have impacted upon planning and urban development. Tracing the evolution of
environmentalism, and discourses that flourished under this rubric, Gleeson and Low
outline the environmentalist critique of professionalised planning, and show how
environmentalists, in the context of an emerging environmentalism, sought to redirect
planning towards new values, including ecological sustainability, sustainable
development and environmental justice.134 This thesis also focuses on changing
understandings (or ways of imagining) ‘environment’. It extends the work of Gleeson
and Low by tracing the process by which environmental values – rather than
environmentalist values - have informed, rather than redirected, suburban planning
processes. Arguing that differing understandings of ‘environment’ have long directed
planning towards particular values, it focuses on the way in which aims of suburban
planning, since the late 1940s, have reflected changing environmental values.
Gender roles form an important part of many studies concerning the planning
and development of urban and suburban areas. Jane Jacobs’ seminal work The Death
and Life of Great American Cites, perhaps one of the first texts to explore the feminist
critique of the urban environment,135 and Stretton’s Ideas for Australian Cities, are two
early examples of works which (predating many feminist critiques of the urban
environment) explore the urban environment as a setting for gender-specific roles.136
There has since been a proliferation of writings, specifically feminist works, on the
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See Gleeson & Low, Australian Urban Planning, pp.152-169.
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Women: The Historical Construction of Femininity in Twentieth Century Australia, George Allen & Unwin,
Sydney, 1984; S. Hanson & G. Pratt, Gender, Work and Space, Routledge, London, 1995; Strong-Boag et. al.,
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urban form and gender-based power structures.137 In the Australian context, Maree Gill
has written a useful account of the extent to which ‘women’s needs from, and use of,
their environments reflects both their public roles in the paid workforce and their unpaid
private roles in the domestic sphere’.138 However, Gill moves beyond a focus on
gendered spaces to look also at the extent to which women are deeply concerned about
environmental issues.139 Arguing that women often show more concern over the
environment than men and yet are largely excluded from influencing government
policies and programmes, Gill examines what she refers to as the ‘patriarchal urban
planning and environmental models’ which have ‘failed to either recognise or respond
to women’s issues and concerns’ in relation to the environment.140 Whilst such gender
issues are of great importance, and are discussed briefly throughout this thesis, gender
issues are not the focus of this study. Planning and development in the time period
under consideration was predominantly male dominated and although chapter four
focuses on a female town planner, and chapter five includes a brief discussion of
suburban design and imagined gender roles, greater consideration of the extent to which
urban and suburban areas constitute different spaces for women as compared to men
and the extent to which environmental values of men differ to the environmental values
of women would require a separate study.
Lastly, it is significant that nearly all historical studies of Australian suburbs, be
they planning histories or environmental histories, tend to focus on a suburbs founding,
largely failing to consider the question of suburban change over time.141 As argued by
McManus and Ethington, ‘every suburb, once planted, eventually evolves in a way that
incorporates both continuity and change, in terms of the built and social fabric’.142
Suburbs are planned, designed, constructed and eventually lived in. Their history
extends beyond their founding, and so the environmental imaginaries that shaped their
137
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planning and development are, in due course, reconstituted. Looked at as a palimpsest
on which features contributed in a particular time period may be later ignored or
destroyed by another,143 suburban landscapes and the environmental imaginaries that
shaped them change over time and are invested with new meanings. While low-density
suburbs were envisioned as healthy, environmentally friendly residential areas in one
era, they were (and often still are) considered an unsustainable feature of Australian life
in another.144 In presenting a study of the environmental imaginaries that shaped the
suburban landscapes of Canberra and Perth, and then examining how such imaginaries
were incorporated (or not) into later planning proposals or visions of the suburb, this
study examines changes in ideas and their implementation through time. From here it is
possible to explain the environmental ideas and values that have informed processes of
suburban planning and to identify elements of these ideas that should be considered in
contemporary planning efforts directed towards sustainability.
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This idea is adopted from Conzen’s argument that a townscape ‘is a kind of palimpsest on which the features
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Chapter Three
From Grassed Plains to Landscaped Suburb:
The Creation of a ‘Garden Suburb’ in Canberra
The design and construction of suburbs and their housing, like the production of food
and fuel, has always had important environmental consequences. At different times and
in different ways, suburban development has transformed the landscape and consumed
numerous natural resources. In the suburban development process – including site
1

selection, neighbourhood layout and building design and construction – there are a
number of environmental imaginaries which act in complex and contingent ways. In this
chapter I show how – with reference to the post-war construction of Yarralumla
(Canberra) – a range of collective and individual environmental imaginaries influenced
the shape and form of Canberra’s suburban landscapes from the early twentieth century
onwards. In particular, the suburb of Yarralumla provides evidence of the extent to
which early environmental imaginaries, reflecting notions of the picturesque, of
modernism, and ideals of the Garden City movement, provided the framework for the
suburb’s eventual development.
Adam Rome, in his foundational inquiry into the environmental impact of the
home-building process in the USA, suggests that the ecological and geological character
of the land is one of the most important determinants of the environmental impact of
2

development. Whilst it is not my intention to provide a study of the ecological impact
of suburban development as presented in Rome’s account, landscape characteristics
provide a foundation for many of the environmental imaginaries shaping the
development of Australia’s capital city. Whilst the core of this chapter is concerned with
the period just after World War II, a number of important decisions and actions
influencing the suburban landscapes of the capital city emerged in the years between
1908 and 1925. These include Canberra’s site selection, the national capital design
competition, and Walter Burley Griffin’s winning design.

1

These three sub-processes are adopted from the five sub-processes that Adam Rome identifies as the primary means by
which the design and construction of housing affects the ‘natural’ world. A. Rome, ‘Building on the Land, 18702 1990’, Journal of Urban History, vol. 20, no. 3, 1994, p.409.
Rome, p.409.
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1908-1945
There is no denying the acute demand urban development places on a site’s physical
landscape and the surrounding countryside, nor the extent to which such developments
alter the land’s ‘natural’ state. As the following discussion demonstrates, the physical
landscape, and an aesthetic appreciation of this landscape, greatly influenced the site
selection and development of Australia’s capital city.
The history of the decision to establish a capital city separate from Sydney and
Melbourne, along with the complicated process of selecting a site for the Federal seat of
3

government, is well documented. What is notable for my purposes is the final part of
the process, whereby in 1908 Charles Robert Scrivner, a New South Wales surveyor,
was given the task of finding a site for the national capital in the Yass Canberra area.
The instructions given by Hugh Mahon, Minister for Home Affairs, were exacting and
significant:
[t]he Federal Capital should be a beautiful city, occupying a commanding
position with extensive views and embracing distinctive features which will lend
themselves to the evolution of a design worthy of the object, not only for the
present but for all time; consequently the potentialities of the site will demand
most careful consideration from an hygienic standpoint, with a view to securing
4
picturesqueness, and also with the object of beautification and expansion.
In response to these instructions, Scrivener suggested an area known by the Aboriginal
5

name of Canberra. His recommendation stated that:
[t]he capital would probably lie in an amphitheatre of hills with an outlook
towards the North and Northeast well sheltered from both southerly and westerly
winds. I regard the Canberra site as the best that can be obtained in the
6
Canberra-Yass district, being prominently situated and yet sheltered…

3
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The site selected comprised 2368 km2 of the Southern Tablelands of New South Wales
(Fig.3.1).

7

Fig. 3.1: Canberra Location Map.

The landscape consists of rounded and gently rolling hills in a setting of broad valleys
with gentle slopes. The site of the city is flanked by Mount Ainslie and Black Mountain
at its northern portal and Mount Mugga Mugga at the southern boundary. The Molonglo
7

Fischer, Canberra: Myths and Models, p.13.
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River, flowing from east to west into the Murrumbidgee, forms a ‘natural’ boundary
between the northern and southern portions of the site. For much of the first half of the
twentieth century the gently undulating country of the north and northeast was seen to
be generally more suitable for urban development, as opposed to the elevated and
considerably more rugged terrain in the southwest. The ‘natural’ vegetation of the area
consisted of a mixture of treeless grasslands, woodlands with open tree cover (mainly
gums) and denser forest on higher and hilly country.

8

As Robert Freestone has argued, throughout the colonial era most Australian
urban settlements evolved in an ad hoc manner. Little attention was given to issues of
9

aesthetics, nor to the beauty or grandeur of the city’s physical environment. In contrast,
Australia’s new Federal Capital was to be ‘stately’, ‘artistic’, ‘commodious’, ‘sanitary’,
10

‘picturesque’, and ‘regal’.

King O’Malley, Minister for Home Affairs between 1910

and 1913, argued that Australia’s new capital ‘must be the finest Capital City in the
11

World – The Pride of Time’.

This notion of ‘a new Eden’ was a driving vision for

much of Canberra’s urban development. Consideration of the physical strain that would
inevitably be placed on such a ‘unique’ and ‘stately’ landscape appears to have been
minimal at best. What can be gained from the early planning documents and
propagandist literature on the city’s significance, however, is an insight into an
environmental imaginary highly influenced by notions of the picturesque.
From the outset, picturesque principles were prime factors in the shaping and
12

development of Australia’s national capital. Whilst the picturesque is itself a complex

8
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9
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that the picturesque qualities of Mount Eliza and the river were overriding factors. G. Seddon & D. Ravine, A City
and its Setting: Images of Perth, Western Australia, Fremantle Arts Centre Press, Fremantle, 1986, pp.68-73.
Geoffrey Bolton also suggests that the present site was chosen not only for its protection from possible sea attack and
for agricultural reasons, but also due to its ‘picturesqueness’. G. Bolton, ‘Perth: A Foundling City’, in P. Stratham
10 (ed.), The Origins of Australia’s Capital Cities, Cambridge University Press, Sydney, 1990, pp.141-155.
11 Freestone, p.6.
King O’Malley, Minister for Home Affairs (under PM Andrew Fisher) quoted in P. Harrison, Walter Burley Griffin,
12 Landscape Architect, National Library of Australia, Canberra, 1995, p.6.
Whilst Giplin is the figure most often associated with the picturesque tradition, the works of Uvedale Price and
Richard Payne Knight have also been influential. Summarised briefly, Price defined the picturesque as being located
between the Beautiful and the Sublime. In practical application this meant that his preferred mode of landscaping was
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practised (U. Price, An Essay on the Picturesque As compared with the sublime and the beautiful, J, Mawman,
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ideology which is well documented,

13

here, meaning is drawn from Revered William

Giplin’s notion of ‘picturesque beauty’. Reverend Giplin, an author and painter, is the
figured most often associated with the picturesque. In 1768, he published An Essay on
Prints where he defined the picturesque as ‘that kind of beauty which is agreeable in a
picture’.

14

In this work, Giplin introduced his ‘principles of picturesque beauty’ based

largely on his knowledge of landscape painting. Giplin’s notion of the picturesque was
15

about capturing perfect composition.

As Ken Taylor argues, a ‘[p]icturesque aesthetic sensibility’ derived from
topographic and picturesque landscape painting was, ‘from first survey and occupation
16

… a popular means of seeing and interpreting landscape’. In Canberra, perceptions of
landscape imagery reflected and influenced Australian attitudes to landscape and to the
idea of nation. As early 1901, architects, planners, government officials and artists alike
linked the development of the new Federal City to the idea of a picturesque
environment. At the Congress of Engineers, Architects, Surveyors, and Members of
17

Allied Professions (1901),

the Director of Melbourne’s National Gallery, Bernard

Hall, wished ‘for the sake of picturesqueness, that the new city will be built in the usual
miscellaneous way’.

18

Furthermore, Theodore Penleigh Boyd’s painting of the Federal

Capital site, undertaken in 1912 as part of a Commonwealth competition, showed just
‘how the requirements for the picturesque in Scrivner’s instructions were admirably met
by the Limestone Plains of the Canberra site’.

19

Moreover, by 1908, as Christopher

Vernon discusses, ‘Canberra’s site selection criteria codified and embedded a
picturesque approach’.

20

Not only was the site to be evaluated from a ‘scenic

13
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standpoint’, but the city itself was to ‘command a position with extensive views’ and
‘distinctive features’.

21

But ideas of the picturesque – specifically as they related to

images of the Canberra landscape – not only informed visions of the future capital, they
also informed understandings of ‘nation’.
In his Canberra: City in the Landscape, Taylor provides a comprehensive
discussion of the extent to which picturesque images of Canberra’s landscape permeated
a sense of Australianness throughout the early twentieth century. In tracing the
historical roots of picturesque descriptions and constructed images of Canberra’s
limestone plains, Taylor suggests that ideas of ‘[l]andscape and nation were
22

conflated’. Drawing on images produced by the Heidelberg School, and the poems and
ballads presented in the Bulletin, Taylor contends that popular ideals of the picturesque
landscape were used by many intellectuals of the time as a device for constructing
23

‘nation’ and presenting a vision of a strong, healthy, democratic Australia. For Taylor,
the conflating of these two ideas – landscape and nation – formed the basis of
Canberra’s very existence: with the emergence of a ‘vigorous Australian national
identity … related to the ideal of the Australian landscape itself’ there also emerged a
24

belief that such an identity ‘could be symbolised in the layout of a capital city’. Such
beliefs are most clearly reflected in the words of English architect and planner John
Sulman, who in 1909, before the competition for the Federal Capital design was
announced, wrote a series of articles in the Daily Telegraph about the development of
Australia’s new capital:
Such a chance as we now have of showing the world what we can do has rarely
been vouchsafed to a young nation. My aim … is primarily to direct public
attention to our unequalled opportunity, and to arouse a patriotic interest and a
justifiable pride in the future capital of our Commonwealth. To-day it may be
“in the bush,” but what we settle to-morrow and the day after will decide for all
time whether it is to be worthy of our branch of the great British race … It is
surely well that we should enshrine all that we hold most dear in the preservation
25
of our liberties and our rights in a fitting setting.
As will become evident throughout this chapter, the notion of the picturesque –
specifically as it related to an aesthetic appreciation of, and a way of viewing, the
Canberra landscape – remained a strong force in the environmental imaginaries of those

(Accessed 19 March 2007).
Canberra: Australian Garden City, p.1, in ‘Canberra as a Garden City’, NAA, ACC A431, item no: 1956/2068.
Taylor, Canberra: City in the Landscape, p.25.
23
24 Taylor, pp. 25-27.
25 Taylor, p.21.
J. Sulman, The Federal Capital, No. VII, J. Sands, Sydney, 1909, p. 19.
21www.australianhumanitiesreview.org/archive/Issue-July-2005/07Vernon.html
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responsible for the layout and design of the city, particularly in Walter Burley Griffin’s
design, which, as discussed below, ‘retained the mountains in their natural state and
treated them as termini of the principal axes of many important vistas’.

26

‘An example to the rest of the World’
In 1910 King O’Malley’s Secretary of State, D. Miller, formally proposed that a worldwide competition be held to obtain ‘… the very best design on the most modern lines
27

for this City, which should be an example to the rest of the world’. Officially opened
on 24 May 1911, the competition sought a detailed plan for the development of the new
capital. A wealth of materials was sent out to the competitors, including a twelve-page
document which provided detailed descriptions and reports of the area’s geology and
the climate, along with contour maps to be used as the basis for design. From these
materials we can read something of the attitudes to ‘environment’ and the extent to
which such attitudes set the framework for the design of the new capital. Whilst the
twelve-page document declared that there must be suitable areas for a wide range of
government and cultural buildings, that the plan cater for an assumed size of 25,000
people and for the possibility of further growth, and that all competitors consult the
Transactions of the Town Planning Conference of the Royal Institute of British
Architects 1910 – providing a summary of all the major trends of town planning –
emphasis was also placed on the incorporation of the aesthetic elements of the
landscape, including the possibility for developing ‘ornamental waters’.

28

A preoccupation with water can be seen throughout Canberra’s early planning
literature, serving as a prime example of the extent to which aesthetic sensibilities
influenced by the picturesque shaped the environmental imaginaries of those setting the
framework for the design of the new capital. Significantly, water and its supply was
considered not only for its utility (in relation to ‘sanitary services’ and the maintenance
29

of public gardens for example), but also in terms of its aesthetic possibilities.

For

instance, at the 1901 congress on the building of the Federal Capital, Mr A. Evans, a
congress delegate, argued that ‘water was the most important factor in affording a grand
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P.R. Proudfoot, ‘Canberra: Naturalism and the picturesque translated to Australia’, The Architecture Show, June 1988,
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28 Quoted in Wigmore, The long view, p.45.
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perspective to a noble city’.

30

Citing the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition as a

leading example, Evans praised the ‘presence of fine sheets of water’, and argued for
this use of water as essential to the development of such a ‘magnificent’ design.

31

Evans’ paper, ‘A Waterside Federal Capital’, drew on Robert C.G. Coulter’s
graphic representation of the banks of Lake George in New South Wales (Fig. 3.2), to
express his urban vision for the Federal Capital:
The view is taken from the Governor-General’s residence, showing his watergate entrance in the left foreground. On the sloping hillsides and down to the
water’s edge are the palatial buildings of State and learning, whilst dotted
amongst the foliage appear the villas of the residents and the spires of churches
and public buildings. Along the shores would be handsome promenades and
jetties. In the water appear picturesque boating sheds, whilst the white wings of
yachts on the Lake fill in the picture, alike beautiful in the full blaze of day, or in
32
the purple of twilight.
As Vernon accurately suggests, ‘Evans’ descriptive use of the term “picture” is telling’:
the term ‘picture’ does not so much refer to drawing as it does to the visual effect of the
33

layout of the city it depicts.

Using phrases such as ‘dotted amongst the foliage’,

Evans’ vision for the city ‘advocated the capital itself be like a “picture” or
“picturesque”’.

34
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Vernon, p.2.
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35

Fig. 3.2: C. Coulter, ‘An Ideal Federal City, Lake George, N.S.W., 1901’.

The papers and proceedings of the 1901 Congress – the first conference on city planning
ever held in Australia – did much to identify and clarify the dominant visions for the
future capital. Like Evans, many delegates addressed the aesthetic benefits and
importance of water to the design of the new Federal Capital. Although the decision to
situate the new city in a dry inland setting appears to have overlooked the aesthetic
benefits of water in favour of a largely pastoral site, those concerned with the design
and physical layout of the city showed an unambiguous interest in incorporating water
into the city’s design. For instance, the winning design of the competition by landscape
architect Walter Burley Griffin and his professional partner (and wife) Marion Mahony,
made full use of the area’s waters, reconfiguring the river to form a continuous chain of
basins and lakes which, in moving beyond the desire for ‘ornamental waters’, was also
36

to act as a ‘functioning hydraulic system’. Here again we are presented with evidence
of the importance that landscape features played in the siting and early development of
the city and the degree to which the picturesque mode influenced visions for the
national capital. Moving to the actual planning and development of the city and its

35
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suburbs, the work of Walter Burley Griffin and Marion Mahoney, followed by that of
John Sulman and the Federal Capital Advisory Committee (FCAC), provides further
evidence of the extent to which the landscape itself and these early picturesque visions
informed the environmental imaginaries of those who would later shape Canberra’s
suburban landscape.

The Griffins
Walter Burley Griffin was born 24 November 1876 in Maywood, Illinois. His father,
George Walter Griffin, was an insurance adjuster; his mother, Estelle, was active in
social organisations. As a boy Griffin showed an early interest in landscape gardening
(his parents allowed him to landscape the backyard in their new home in Elmhurst), and
by the end of high school this early interest drove him towards the study of landscape
design. However, before making a decision he sought the advice of the renowned
landscape gardener, O.C. Simonds. Surprisingly, Simonds advised him not to study
landscape gardening, but instead to follow a more lucrative career.
In 1895, Griffin enrolled in the Department of Architecture at University of
Illinois. It appears, however, that Griffin continued his early interest, supplementing his
37

architectural work with classes in forestry and horticulture. Following the completion
of his studies Griffin relocated to Chicago and was employed as a draftsman for two
years in the Steinway Hall offices of progressive architects, Dwight H. Perkins, Robert
C. Spencer, Jr., and H. Webster Tomlinson. Griffin’s employers worked in the
distinctive Prairie School style; marked by horizontal lines, flat roofs with broad
overhanging eaves, solid construction, craftsmanship, and discipline in the use of
ornament.

38

Louis Sullivan was highly influential amongst the Prairie School and

Griffin was a great admirer of both his work and his philosophy of architecture, which
stressed that design should be free of historical precedent.

39

In July 1901, Griffin passed the new Illinois architect licensing examination,
which would enable him to enter private practice. He began work in Frank Lloyd
Wright‘s famous Oak Park studio, before resigning his position in 1906 and establishing
his own practice at Steinway Hall. Shortly thereafter, Griffin went into partnership with
37
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Marion Mahony. Born in Chicago in 1871, in 1894 Mahony was one of the first women
to graduate from the architectural school of MIT. In 1909, working as a ‘design
architect’ for Hermann von Holst, Mahony approached Griffin to be the landscape
architect for Millikin Place, a residential neighborhood development in Decatur, Illinois
(ca. 1909-1911).

40

In 1911, the same year in which the Australian Government

announced the design competition, Mahony and Griffin married. This marked the
beginning of an immensely successful partnership, evidenced early by their winning of
41

the Federal Capital Competition on 23 May 1912.

Whilst Mahony’s contribution to

the Canberra plan has largely been ignored, Christopher Vernon – who has written
extensively on the work of Griffin and Mahony – has argued that the decision to award
42

first prize to Griffin was ‘inescapably influenced by Marion’s renderings’.

Commenting on the Griffins’ entry in 1912, John Sulman said ‘[t]he first premiated
design struck me as being the only one in which the designer possessed an artistic grasp
of town planning’.

43

Likewise, in 1912, Florence Mary Taylor suggested that the

Griffins’ submission ‘stood out with wonderful force’, not only owing to the design
44

itself but equally to ‘the wonderful manner in which the work was depicted’.

Mahony’s renderings of the Canberra landscape effectively added a picturesque element
to Griffin’s highly structured design. As Vernon has suggested, ‘within her perspective
and cross-sectional views, Marion’s portrayals of vegetation and landforms effectively
camouflaged the visual impact of the proposed city’s crystalline geometry and Chicagolike density’ (see for example, Fig.3.3).

45

Along with their intrinsic aesthetic qualities,

and their compatibility with contemporary Australian notions of landscape beauty,
Mahony’s representations depicted a landscaped setting for a national urban vision.

40
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47

Fig. 3.3: Marion Mahony, ‘View from the summit of Mount Ainslie’, c.1913.

Despite the fact that the Griffins’ plan had won first prize in the international
48

competition, it was not immediately implemented.

Between June 1912 and August

1913 there were numerous objections and political events which prevented its
application. Whilst some criticized the Griffins’ plan as ‘too extravagant and elaborate’
49

and ‘too costly to carry out’, the political actions of the Fischer Government in general
and O’Malley in particular furthered the delay. Yet with arrival of the new Cook
Government in June 1913, Griffin was invited to Australia and, after some weeks of
discussion with the Departmental Board appointed to comment on the suitability of the
50

designs – during which time it has been suggested that Griffin ‘conceded very little’ –
Griffin was appointed as Federal Capital Director of Design and Construction and
authorised to proceed with the development of his plan.

47
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Upon Griffin’s arrival in Australia his reaction was one of pure excitement. As a
new and unique democracy, he saw Australia as a ‘New World country ideally placed
51

by history and location to learn from the errors of the Old World’. In his own words:
Australia has, in fact, so well learned some of the lessons taught through modern
civilization, as seen in broad perspective from her isolated vantage point, that we
may be justified in believing that she will fully express the possibilities for
individual freedom, comfort and convenience for public spirit, wealth and
splendour of the great democratic city ideal for which her capital offers the best
52
opportunity so far.
Clarifying his architectural intent within Australia, Griffin explained to the journal
Building (July 1912):
I am what may be termed a naturalist in architecture. I do not believe in any
school of architecture. I believe in architecture that is the logical outgrowth of
the environment in which the building in mind is to be located … Our American
architecture is slightly influenced by the Colonial and the Spanish schools.
Australia is such a country, untrammelled by traditions, I ought to be able to
evolve a very beautiful architectural type adapted to the needs of the climate and
53
harmonising with the topography. I should like to try it.
‘The Griffin Plan’ for Canberra provided a framework for much of Canberra’s
development throughout the twentieth century. It has been said that much of Griffin’s
achievement lay in his assembly of diverse town planning theories and his ability to
integrate these theories into a single plan.

54

At the time of the competition the City

Beautiful was a dominant force in American planning thought. However, Griffin was
also intently interested in the British Garden City movement, as well as drawing on
more transit-orientated planning techniques being applied throughout Europe.

55

‘The

Griffin Plan’ for Canberra thus sought to deliver a city layout and lifestyle that balanced
the best of ‘urbane City Beautiful design and modern transit-orientated planning, with
the lifestyle of leafy Garden Suburbs’.

56

There are three plans which represent the definitive stages in the evolution of
what is today referred to as ‘The Griffin Plan’. These include the 1912 Competitive
Plan, the 1913 Preliminary Plan and the 1918 Canberra – Plan of a City and
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57

Environs. Whilst the 1912 Competitive Plan established Griffin’s grand vision for the
‘ideal city’, later plans show a refinement of ideas, responding to practical conditions
such as local geography, population increase, budgetary considerations, and political
intricacies. The 1913 Plan, developed by Griffin in a three-month period following his
first visit to Australia, reflects Griffin’s on-the-ground observations and discussions
with various stakeholders and engineers concerning siting conditions. The 1918 plan
draws together the broad and detailed design elements of Griffin’s earlier work and
58

exhibits Griffin’s more intimate knowledge of the site. Fischer’s Canberra: Myths and
Models (1984), Harrison’s Walter Burley Griffin: Landscape Architect (1995), Vernon’s
A Vision Splendid (2002) and the National Capital Authority’s The Griffin Legacy
(2004), just to name a few, discuss the basic features of the Griffin plan in intricate
detail. Briefly however, the most conspicuous features of the plan are the Beaux-Art
elements of the classical, strong, axial formalism and the use of geometric patterns as
the basis of the street system. The whole city scheme is based on the triangle. Isolating
governmental, municipal and local market functions as the most important spheres of
the capital, Griffin’s spatial design allocated these functions to three urban centres
connected by three main avenues into an equilateral triangle. Avenues and ‘parkways’
radiate from each of the single centres of the city forming hexagonal and octagonal
forms (Fig. 3.4).

57
58

The Plan of Main Axial Lines (1917) and a series of detailed subdivision plans, sometimes referred to as the ‘1916
Plan’ were also incorporated into the 1918 Plan. NCA, pp.12-18.
This is the last general plan of Canberra officially signed by Griffin as Federal Capital Director of Design and
Construction.

- 62 -

Fig. 3.4: Walter Burley Griffin,
59
‘Canberra Federal Capital of Australia Preliminary plan’.

According to Fischer ‘[t]he spatial, functional and geometric elements of this scheme
were set into a close relationship with the topography of the site’.

60

Each corner of the

triangle was located in such a way that it coincided with the three hills jutting into the
flood plain of the Molonglo. The main organising principle of Griffin’s plan is the Land
and Water Axes. The Land Axis extends from Mt Ainslie through Capital hill, Red Hill
and beyond Mt Bimberi. Running perpendicular to this is the Water Axis which visually
ties Black Mountain to the Molonglo River valley. Each avenue and axis thus
established a strong visual link with the surrounding countryside. According to Griffin:

59
60
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Taken altogether, the site may be considered as an irregular amphitheatre – with
Ainslie at the north-east in the rear, flanked on either side by Black Mountain
and Pleasant Hill, all forming the top galleries; with the slopes to the water, the
auditorium; with the waterway and flood basin, the arena; with the southern
slope reflected in the basin, the terraced stage and setting of monumental
Government structures sharply defined rising tier on tier to the culminating
highest internal forested hill of the Capitol; and with Mugga Mugga, Red Hill,
and the blue distant mountain ranges forming the back scene of the theatrical
61
whole.
Principally then, ‘The Griffin Plan’ for Canberra used the physical landscape of the
Molonglo Valley site as a basis for integrating the ‘natural’ and human worlds. He was
not simply interested in the physical design of Canberra, but was interested in
developing a holistic, comprehensive plan for the city, whereby ‘[t]he city and the
landscape were to act transcendentally or organically together, in a conjunction that
62

rendered the landscape monumental’.

In 1935, writing in the journal of the Wildlife

Preservation Society of Australia (of which he was a member), Griffin, reflecting on his
work in Canberra, urged that land ‘be accorded the respect due to a highly developed
and perfected living organism not to be exterminated nor treated as dead material, or as
63

a mere section of the map’. For Griffin, Australia’s landscape was not only a symbol
of its distinctiveness, but also something to be conserved. As argued by David Wright,
‘Griffin’s vision exhibit[ed] a powerful ecological insight’.

64

Griffin’s environmental imaginary stemmed from a particular understanding of
the land and of ‘nature’, and significantly, this understanding was based principally on
the characteristics of an American landscape rather than an Australian one. The fact that
neither he, nor Marion, had seen any part of the Australian landscape, or more
specifically any part of the Canberra landscape (prior to their arrival in 1913), would
suggest that much of Griffin’s vision grew from his understanding of the Chicago
region’s indigenous landscape – Griffin’s design was based on nothing more than
written information, images of Australia’s landscapes and topographic maps. As Vernon
has written, Griffin witnessed the urban and suburban transformation of Chicago’s
formerly open ‘natural’ and agricultural surrounds, and this modern transformation in
turn ‘stimulated his design interest and punctuated [his] need to reconnect with or re-
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acculturate nature’.

65

This concept of ‘nature’ was ‘the emphatic, shaping force

underpinning’ his own architecture. Whether influenced by Australian or American
social and cultural values, Griffin’s environmental imaginary was certainly influenced
by more than the simple aesthetic understandings of ‘environment’ such as the
principally picturesque sensibilities of the likes of O’Malley and Bernard Hall: it
showed an ecological and geomorphologic appreciation. While his first design was
based simply on maps and written information, his later plans demonstrated a
refinement of ideas suited to the specific ‘natural’ elements of the Canberra site: his
designs took into consideration ‘the structure of the land and the inter-relationships of
66

its function component parts: vegetation, soil, topography, and climate’.

Griffin’s

ecological sensibilities thus pre-dated ‘by at least half a century the current crisis-driven
social recognition of ecological concerns’.

67

The Griffins’ stay in Canberra was, however, cut short. As Vernon and others
have discussed, ‘political antagonisms’ leading to a 1916 Royal Commission
investigating Griffin’s performance and reviewing his contract, in conjunction with the
financial pressures caused by World War I, worked against Griffin and restricted his
68

design input.

Whilst Griffin’s plan for Canberra set the framework for much of

Canberra’s subsequent planning – a version of the Griffin design was officially gazetted
in 1925 – a succession of Advisory Committees assumed control of Canberra’s planning
and development.

The Federal Capital Advisory Committee and the Creation of a Garden City
As discussed in chapter two, by the early 1920s, the spread of progressive planning
ideas, coupled with a booming land economy, did much to create a climate conducive to
the proliferation of new developments centred on the ideological, economic and
physical objectives of the Garden City movement. Canberra’s evolution into a ‘garden
city’ took place most fervently under the planning guidance of John Sulman, an
69

architect turned academic, and the Federal Capital Advisory Committee (FCAC).
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Although the committee’s functions were basically advisory – they were not responsible
for construction – its work focussed principally on the practical aspects of planning and
maintained close ties with the Departments of Home and Territories, and Works and
Railways (responsible at the time for planning and construction). Of primary interest
here is John Sulman’s commitment to Garden City planning principles, which did much
to influence the shape of Canberra between 1920 and 1930, and the extent to which
these principles set the form for many of Canberra’s suburbs.
Wanting to move away from what he saw as Griffin’s predominantly City
Beautiful vision, Sulman (and the FCAC) sought to refine the Garden City elements of
Griffin’s plan and effectively transform them into ‘the essence of the place’.

70

Under

Sulman’s direction the FCAC sought the development of:
a garden town, with simple, pleasing, but unpretentious buildings – mostly
single storey – planned, nevertheless, to afford adequate comfort and reasonable
convenience … with a co-operative system of supply and distribution of
71
commodities, supplemented by such other businesses as may be required.
Whilst Sulman and the FCAC recommended a range of planning principles as a means
of achieving this ‘garden town’, the following five parameters were set for the planning
of Canberra’s suburban subdivisions. First, suburban subdivisions were to be arranged
by through roads. Second, one tenth of the subdivision was to be left for open space –
including parks, playgrounds and public gardens. Third, suburban subdivisions were to
offer thoughtful arrangements of dwellings and avoid congestion. Emphasis was placed
on the importance of low-density development, defined by detached or semi-detached
houses as opposed to high-density terraced developments. Fourth, the dwellings were to
be located on spacious private allotments facing landscaped roadways with access to
ample public open space. And fifth, emphasis was placed on the arrangement of
dwellings into self-contained communities, each forming their own identity.

72
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‘garden city ideal’, as understood by Sulman and the FCAC, was thus firmly
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detached single storey houses and private gardens, situated in landscaped settings with
public open spaces and a variety of community services and facilities.
Although many of the environmental imaginaries shaping the early development
of Canberra were influenced by picturesque visions of the landscape, this was
intertwined with a strong environmentally deterministic vision. From the early twentieth
century there was a growing interest in town planning and a belief that building better
cities would in turn assist in creating healthier societies. Political speeches, government
reports, propagandist literature and professional discourse reveal a strong interest in
developing the national capital as a ‘better urban environment than that offered by
73

existing cities’. Although much of the early Garden City movement revolved around a
reform ethic – as a largely middle class movement it aimed at decreasing crime and
delinquency as well as improving the moral and physical health of the population –
those responsible for the capital’s development, particularly by the 1920s, were also
concerned with the improvement of city conditions as a means of fostering civic pride,
order and a sense of community. As the principal framework by which planners of the
early to mid-twentieth century understood and dealt with the environment, the
deterministic vision of a superior urban environment able to create a balanced
community is not unusual. It is, however, important also to recognise the extent to
which aesthetic sensibilities informed this deterministic vision. The emphasis placed on
orderly development and residential design – i.e. single storey houses – can not only be
related to the creation of a healthy urban environment, but also a picturesque one. As
Taylor has suggested, Sulman’s imagined ‘garden town’ reflects a picturesque vision of
cottages nestled among perennial gardens and towering trees.

74

Between 1920 and 1925, when its power was transferred to the new Federal
Capital Planning Commission (FCPC), the FCAC did much to establish a framework
for the planning and development of Canberra’s suburban landscapes. From the layout
provisions outlined above, to more minor matters such as front fences,

75

the planting

76

and maintenance of gardens and parkways and the planting of trees, the FCAC set the
trend (based on Garden City principles) for a succeeding generation of planners.
Between 1925 and 1945 suburban planning continued along the ‘garden city’ lines
outlined above. Whilst changes in government and new committees and planning bodies
73

Freestone, ‘The Federal Capital of Australia’, p.5.
Taylor, Canberra: City in the Landscape, p.52.
Traditional suburban front fences were prohibited throughout Canberra, replaced by hedges planted on the frontage
76 and divisions line of lots.
Within Canberra the planting of trees for beautification formed an important feature of the garden city plan.
Throughout the city belts of trees were planted for not only beautification, but also for the purposes of shelter.
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were established, Griffin’s outline plan for the city and Sulman’s vision for a ‘garden
town’ continued to dominate Canberra’s suburban planning.
In summary then, between 1908 and the early 1940s, Canberra’s urban and
suburban landscapes were influenced by a range of environmental imaginaries. From
the picturesque vision of those such as Hugh Mahon, King O’Malley and to a lesser
extent Marion Mahony, to the aesthetic and ecological sensibilities that influenced
Walter Burley Griffin’s imagining of the city, the ‘natural’ landscape features of the
Canberra region were embraced and accentuated to form a basis for the city’s physical
design. From the mid-1920s onwards this landscaped setting and these environmental
imaginaries were incorporated into a greater vision for Canberra as a ‘garden city’. As
the deterministic vision of Sulman and the FCAC (and later the FCPC) took hold,
Canberra’s suburban landscape came to reflect a desire to create an orderly, well
designed capital in a picturesque setting. Although Canberra’s growth had continued
steadily throughout this period, with the onset of the economic Depression in the 1930s,
the physical development of the city came to a near standstill. At the end of World War
II, however, development proceeded apace and with it emerged a number of new
environmental imaginaries.
1945-1955
In the immediate post-war period Australian cities faced many complex problems. For
one, due to the Depression and the Second World War much of Australia faced a severe
housing shortage.
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This shortage has been accounted for in a range of ways: the

cessation of all civil building during the war; demographic trends, such as the baby
boom and immigration;

78

and limited resources.

79

Of particular significance here,

however, are those factors related directly to the inadequacies of the building industry,
including ‘out of date’ construction methods, ‘inefficient’ organisational procedures,
defective supply and distribution methods, and a lack of materials and skilled labour.
77
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The Commonwealth Housing Commission (CHC hereafter) – charged by the Commonwealth Government with
addressing housing needs nationally in the immediate post-war period – acknowledged that by January 1945 there
would be an Australian-wide shortage of approximately 300 000 dwellings. In Canberra, there was said to be a
shortage of up to 500 houses, it is probable, however, that this figure was certainly higher. CHC, Final Report: 25th
August, 1944, Ministry of Post-War Reconstruction, 1944, p.19.
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In its 1944 Final Report, the Commonwealth Housing Commission (CHC)
devoted an entire chapter to the ‘Organisation of the Building Industry’ and the
involvement of the industry in adequately addressing the housing shortage.

81

In an era

of modernisation, characterised by innovation, technical progress and mass production,
the CHC sought to overhaul the building industry, improving construction methods and
efficiency. Influenced by his success with the automobile, the CHC sought to
82

incorporate Henry Ford’s methods into the housing construction industry,
implementing ‘radical change’, which it described as being

similar to that which took place in the English textile industry at the time of the
Industrial Revolution, or to that which took place in the course of the Australian
83
munitions production program.
Through mass production, prefabrication, standardisation and planning, the CHC sought
to foster a housing construction industry able to meet the social and economic needs of
the nation.
In 1946 the Commissioner of the Public Service Board, F. G. Thorpe, called a
meeting of Permanent Heads of Departments to discuss the housing crisis, reporting that
a shortage of housing was having a serious effect on public administration.

84

In an

Interdepartmental Conference on Housing and Accommodation held in February 1948,
figures were provided for the number of houses built in Canberra following the wartime freeze from 1941 to 1944: in 1945 only 60 government houses were built, only 77
85

were built in 1946 and 234 (75 of which were prefabricated) in 1947. Throughout this
period there was virtually no private house construction. Although Canberra people
could obtain a permit for building a house privately (if they could prove a ‘reasonable
case’), getting the materials with which to build it was a different matter.

81
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As the

CHC, pp.75-77.
Comparisons have been made between the transport and construction industries. See for example the comparative
comments made by A.M. Ramsay, later general manager of the South Australian Housing Trust, in 1945: ‘the
building industry has not increased its efficiency nearly as rapidly as other parts of our economy. To see three or four
men assemble on a suburban block to erect a house is to step from the age of Henry Ford to that of erecting a
medieval cathedral. Some country brick fields go back further than that; I know one reminiscent of ancient Egypt’.
And the comments by one senior Commonwealth government official, who, at the end of the Second World War,
asserted the state’s mission in terms of taking ‘housing from the horse and buggy era into the machine age’. Both
quoted in A. Greig, The Stuff Dreams Are Made of: Housing Provision in Australia 1945-1960, Melbourne University
83 Press, Carlton, 1995, p.67.
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housing shortage continued into the early 1950s, the Government looked towards
private companies such as A.V. Jennings to help fill the gap.

A.V. Jennings
The A.V. Jennings Construction Company was founded in the middle of the 1930s
Depression when Albert Jennings, a Glen Huntly real estate agent, decided to
experiment in home building. In partnership with his brother-in-law, Horrie Amos,
87

Jennings ran a small estate agency under the name of E.J. & H. Amos.

During the

1920s the Amos agency had kept itself busy through the relatively high demand for
properties. However, with the onset of the Depression home building virtually came to a
halt. With the consequent lack of properties for sale, it was clear to Albert Jennings that
if the business was to survive something had to be done. Taking into account the small
minority who still possessed the money needed to invest, and the lucky few who
managed to maintain steady employment during the Depression, Jennings floated the
idea of ‘building new homes at the attractive prices which depression-devalued land,
88

labour and materials made possible’. As Jennings recalled,
… we’ve got to produce a house that will sell at a time when nothing is selling,
and the only people we will attract is people that have enough money to
speculate or invest in a house that they think they can get cheap enough now to
89
be able to sell at a profit later on.
On 30 January 1932, after raising the capital and bringing on board a builder and an
architect, Jennings applied for Council approval to build a £1450 brick villa and garage
at what is now 78 Booran Road, Glen Huntly (Victoria).
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By early 1934, at least five

91

houses had been built by Jennings. The success of building and selling these first five
houses was enough to give Jennings the confidence and competence to formalise the
business and to expand its scope. Registering the company under the name of A.V.
92

Jennings Construction Co in 1933, by the mid-1940s Jennings was a household name
throughout suburban Melbourne.

87

Garden, Builders to the Nation, p.14.
Garden, Builders to the Nation, p.15.
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By 1945 Jennings’ reputation as a building company was such that it managed to
negotiate a blanket contract with the Victorian Housing Commission to erect 2500
houses in the West Heidelberg area. It was agreed by both the Housing Commission and
the Jennings company that greater reliability and efficiency could be gained by the
commissioning of a large contract, enabling Jennings to ‘invest more in the supply and
manufacture of reliable sources of materials’ as well as offering ‘stable employment to
the workforce’.

93

It was through the success of this contract that Jennings came to the

attention of the authorities responsible for the construction of Canberra. Seeking to
centralise as many as possible of the functions of government in Canberra, the
Commonwealth government re-commenced an enormous programme to relocate the
94

various departments and public servants. With a need to develop the necessary offices
as well as thousands of homes for public servants and all the services for the burgeoning
city, the services of companies such as Jennings, with their demonstrated capacity for
mass production, were in high demand. Whilst many smaller building companies
struggled with the problems of materials and labour shortages, Jennings’ supply
companies, such as BTM and the jointly owned plaster company, W.H Couldram &
Sons, ensured the company’s supply of materials, and thus its ability to meet the
demands of large-scale housing development.
In early 1948 A.V. Jennings commenced negotiations with the Federal
Government, proposing a minimum contract of 2000 houses. With Canberra’s lack of
building materials and labour it was stressed by Albert Jennings that it would not be
worth the company’s time to set itself up in Canberra unless a large contract was
95

given. In a meeting with William Potts, Director of Works, Albert Jennings negotiated
for a blanket agreement similar to that they had undertaken for the Victorian Housing
Commission. As he later recalled:
… we went up there to Mr Potts, who was Works Director, and we said … "You
want houses built here and we are prepared to build them, we are prepared to do
what very few other people would do, we’ll build them and we’ll get the
wherewithal to build them, and we’ll do them on a fee basis, we’ll give you the
96
price … and we’ll keep to those prices…"
93

Garden, p.70.
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The Department eventually agreed to a blanket fixed-fee contract worth £3.7 million for
Jennings to build 1850 homes and other buildings over a period of five years.

97

Both

parties were satisfied by the fixed-fee contract: Jennings was assured of a profit, and the
job was cheaper for the Commission than the standard ‘cost plus a sliding scale
percentage fee’ which many other building companies preferred.

98

The Canberra

Jennings branch was established at the end of 1948 by Norm Sturdy, the administrator,
and Billy Cook who was to set up the pre-cutting yard and supervised construction. An
office was set up in the yard at what was then known as Westridge, but was later
99

absorbed into Yarralumla – the first Canberra suburb to have housing constructed by
the A.V. Jennings Construction Company.

Yarralumla
Located approximately 3.5 kilometres south-west of the city centre, the suburb of
Yarralumla extends along the south-west bank of Lake Burley Griffin. Bordered by
Commonwealth Avenue and Capital Hill to the east, Adelaide Avenue and the Cotter
Road to the south, and Scrivener Dam and part of the Molonglo River to the west
(Fig.3.5), the suburb itself is located on the Yarralumla Formation which consists of
mudstone/siltstone. This formation extends from Red Hill and Woden in the south to
Lake Burley Griffin in the north, passing under the suburb of Yarralumla. The
topography of the area is undulating and flatter nearer to the suburb’s neighbourhood
centre. Today, the north-eastern ridge offers magnificent views across Lake Burley
Griffin towards north Canberra. The native vegetation of the area included a mixture of
treeless grasslands dominated by kangaroo grass (Themeda triandra) and woodlands
with open tree cover – mainly gums, such as yellow box (Eucalyptus mellidora),
Blakely’s red gum (Eucalyptus blakelyi), red box (Eucalyptus polyanthemos) and apple
box (Eucalyptus bridgesiana).
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101

Fig. 3.5: Yarralumla, Canberra c.2008.

The area encompassed by the suburb of Yarralumla was originally part of two land
grants which were granted to free settlers for the development of farms. The first grant –
an allotment on the western side of Stirling Ridge – was given to Henry Donnison in
102

1828.

The second grant was made to William Klensendorlffe

103

who had bought the

land from John Stephen on 7 March 1839. Donnison’s land was officially named
Yarralumla in a survey of the area conducted in 1834.
105

descendent of Robert Cambell,

104

Fredrick Cambell, a

bought the property in 1881 and built a three-storey

101

Yarralumla, Canberra, Google Maps
http://maps.google.com.au/maps?f=q&hl=en&geocode=&q=Yarralumla+canberra&ie=UTF8&ll=102 35.30574,149.098291&spn=0.01632,0.037594&z=15&pw=2 (Accessed 20 June 2008).
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house that would later form the basis of what is now the Governor General’s residence –
Government House. In 1913 the Commonwealth Government purchased both
properties. Whilst tenant farmers were allowed to stay on the land on annual leases,

106

this purchase signalled the potential for further suburban development within the
Yarralumla area.
In 1913, the Commonwealth brickworks (now known as the Yarralumla
brickworks) was established to supply building material for the development of
Australia’s capital city.

107

Construction of the Commonwealth nursery and Westbourne

Woods arboretum was started in 1914, and a temporary camp was built near the
brickworks to accommodate the workers. In 1917, Walter Burley Griffin named the area
surrounding the brickworks ‘Westridge’. In 1922, a workers’ tent camp was erected in
the area on the eastern side of Stirling Ridge to house the men working on the main
intercepting sewer. The following year saw the start of the construction of 62 small,
four-room, unlined timber cottages, to be used as housing for the married tradesmen
involved in the construction of the provisional Parliament House. Other camps were
108

established at the eastern end of Stirling Park on the hills opposite modern Lotus Bay.

By 1928, there were well over 130 people on the electoral roll for Westridge, the
majority of whom were men working at the brickworks and nursery.

109

Westridge was

gazetted as a Canberra suburb in 1928 and was officially renamed Yarralumla in the
110

mid-1950s.

Between the 1930s and late 1940s, further development of Yarralumla was slow.
For the most part Yarralumla was home to a few farms, the nursery, brickworks and a
few workers’ cottages. As one resident, reflecting on her move to Yarralumla in 1951,
recalled:
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Some farms remained in the area until 1963 when the Molonglo River was dammed to form Lake Burley Griffin.
The bricks were used for many of Canberra’s buildings, including the provisional Parliament House.
The first of these was contractor John Howie’s settlement (1922–30), consisting of 25 timber cottages for his married
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administrative buildings.
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[i]n those days this was the bush. When I was offered our house here in
Yarralumla, Dad said “don’t go out there, that’s going to the bush”. There was
111
nothing around.
The inadequacies of the building industry (as already discussed), not to mention the fact
that the building of homes was still largely a craft

112

did much to hamper the suburb’s

development. Most house-building firms were small businesses, building only one or
two houses a year – as Greig points out, ‘the scarcity of building materials was hardly
113

conducive to the growth of large building firms…’

However, under the 1948 blanket

agreement between the Department of Works and the A.V. Jennings Construction
Company, Yarralumla would be transformed into a respectable middle-class garden
suburb.
The planning for post-war Yarralumla was undertaken by the National Capital
114

Planning and Development Committee in 1949.
Development Surveyor,

115

As noted by J.F.V. Knight, ACT

by 1951, ‘section 60 Yarralumla (bounded by Bentham,

Novar, Hooker and Hutchins Streets) was subdivided on generous proportions by the
116

Federal Capital Commission’.

Residential block sizes throughout Yarralumla were set

at roughly 1045m2, slightly larger than the average quarter acre found elsewhere
throughout this period. According to Fischer, large block sizes were in no small part
thanks to planners of the 1930s and 1940s who executed elements of Griffin’s plan with
117

‘quasi-religious precision’.

Despite Griffin’s idea of allowing individual developers

to subdivide their blocks for closer settlement, many pre-war and some post-war
118

suburbs evolved with average block sizes of almost 1400 m2.

119

As with many of Canberra’s early south side suburbs,

Yarralumla’s layout

was (is) based on a mixture of partial hexagonal planning and rectangular grid pattern.
In their article on the hexagonal planning of neighborhoods, Eran Ben-Joseph and
David Gordon argue that between 1904 and 1934 various planners, architects and
engineers saw the concept of hexagonal planning – the use of curved streets, cul-de-sacs
111
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and small crescents – as ‘a promising panacea for the city’s planning ills and a
replacement for the uniform rectangular street grid’.

120

In an effort to establish

farsighted designs for the perfect physical environment, planners of the early twentieth
century sought to reform the traditional gridiron plan, arguing that such planning not
only ‘creates waste by providing a greater paved area than necessarily adequate to serve
a residential community’, but it also creates a ‘monotonous uninteresting architectural
effect and fails to create a community aspect’.

121

Experimenting with small crescents

and cul-de-sacs, which were depicted as being more affordable, hexagonal planning was
seen by many as an ideal concept for planned subdivisions. Not only was hexagonal
planning seen as an economically efficient planning option, it was also regarded by
some as healthier and environmentally-sound, not to mention more aesthetically
pleasing. As Rudolf Müller, an Austrian engineer, suggested in 1908,
[s]o far the idea of the hexagonal building concept had pleased me, not as a city
dweller, but as a system of water engineering and sewage engineering and
especially still as a hygienic and nature-friendly system for public and private
122
gardens in the city.
Müller suggested that through the geometrical configurations of hexagonal planning,
savings could be made on the lengths of water lines as well as allowing for shorter
service lines between mains and buildings. In terms of its aesthetic advantages Müller
also argued that the ‘form of street’ laid down in a hexagonal plan
… becomes stable by designing the street as a straight line, giving it a delightful
view. With this kind of image of forms of houses and tree groupings a
123
constructed art is created.
Whilst part of Yarralumla is based on a gridiron plan, its combination with hexagonal
124

planning techniques (Fig.3.6), laid out by Griffin,

fits within the broader city

planning framework directed towards maintaining a garden city atmosphere, as well as
providing for a picturesque suburb.
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125

Fig. 3.6: Proposed Development of Yarralumla 1948.
See the curved streets and hexagonal shape radiating from Adelaide Avenue.

Under the 1948 blanket agreement A.V. Jennings were responsible for the construction
of approximately 197 houses to be erected throughout the area now including Novar,
Bentham, Hutchins, Hooker and Schlich Streets.

126

Before construction could begin,

however, A.V. Jennings first had to prepare the site. As argued by Rome, different
methods of site preparation can have very different environmental impacts. Whilst some
methods disturb the native fauna, others can cause extensive soil erosion.

127

In the

Australian context, it has recently been argued that
[p]rior to the 1970s it was common to retain the geomorphology of a site, thus
allowing the possibility of a remnant upper-storey of trees, or even complete
128
bush, to remain for the individual owner to enjoy and preserve, or to remove.
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In the Canberra context evidence of such retention is sparse. Whilst there exists a few
examples of efforts directed towards the preservation of trees throughout the process of
suburbanisation in Canberra,

129

the general rule appears to have been the removal of all

trees located on prospective building sites. In March 1942, the then Superintendent of
Parks and Gardens, J.P Hobday, set out the procedures: ‘all trees in Government owned
blocks, which are approximately a quarter-acre in size, should be removed before
building operations are commenced’.

130

Hobday highlighted two very specific reasons

for this policy:
1. Where trees are left standing on building sites, they are usually situated in a
position where they are a menace to fences, garages, sewers and electric light
wires etc.
2. When houses are specifically built for prospective tenants, requests are often
made by these people for the trees to be allowed to remain, and usually at a
later date, requests are again made for trees to be removed. This means extra
131
labour and costs.
This suggests that rather than retaining parts of the sites’ geomorphology and ‘natural’
tree growth, throughout the post-war era it was common practice for building
companies, such as A.V. Jennings, to bulldoze all vegetation and, in the process of site
preparation, level most rises. As a part of what Hogan has called the ‘culture of erasure’,
local flora (and thus most fauna) was removed to make way for a new landscape of
bungalows and gardens.

132

Writing on this process of erasure in 1968, Robin Boyd

described a ‘cult of pioneering’ whereby
[t]he bush is so far removed from the European image that one cannot
contemplate attempting to come to terms with it in suburban society… A
principle article of suburban faith is that these primitive landscape elements
must be eradicated from the home environment in the same way as one would
deal with a disgusting-looking tramp seen weaving his way in through the front
133
gate.
129

For example, in a government memo dated 22 November 1948 it was suggested that although some trees had already
been removed from a block to be developed in Ainslie, there were a number of other trees that despite their ‘poor
appearance’, the ‘lopping of these trees’, so as to remove any danger to the vicinity, would be ‘preferable to removal’
(Department of Interior, W. E. Potts, Director of Works, ‘Removal of Trees – sections 77 Ainslie, 22 November
1948, NAA, ACC A431, item no: 1949/1270). Similarly, in a memo dated 24 May 1949 it was suggested that rather
than simply removing trees from all building sites, there needed to be some liaison between the Department of Works
and the Parks and Gardens section of the Canberra Services Branch, so as to assess the ‘value’ of trees and the use of
land from a ‘Parks and Gardens point of view’ (H. R Waterman, Assistant Secretary, Canberra Services Brach,
130 ‘Departmental Procedure, 24 May 1949’, NAA, ACC A431, item no: 1949/1270).
Department of Interior, J.P. Hobday, Superintendent Parks and Gardens, ‘Trees – Removal of from Building Blocks,
131 6 March 1942’, NAA, ACC 1949/1270.
132 Hobday, ‘Trees – Removal of from Building Blocks’.
T. Hogan, ‘‘Nature Strip’: Australian Suburbia and the Enculturation of Nature’, Thesis Eleven, no.74, August 2004,
133 p.66.
R. Boyd, The Australian Ugliness, F.W. Cheshire, Melbourne, 1960, p.78. Whilst Boyd’s positions the apparent
hatred of trees as ‘a principle article of suburban faith’, the Australian tendency to clear does in fact have a much
broader history. According to the prominent Australian historian, W.K Hancock, ‘the invaders hated trees’ (Hancock,
Australia, p.33). From first settlement, trees were regarded as nothing more than a nuisance to be cleared to make
room for farming and building. As Tom Griffiths suggests, ‘the practices and discourses of clearing have dominated

- 78 -

The development of Yarralumla was no different. Prior to 1949, the area to the
west of Westridge (a relatively small section of development which was later absorbed
by Yarralumla) was characterised by wooded hills and grassy plains. Looking north,
towards Stirling Park and the Molonglo river, the area was covered with a ‘tufted type
of grass and a few gum trees … whilst … [t]he river banks were lined with
134

willows…’

However, with the development of Yarralumla this landscape was

replaced by a vast expanse of sewers, roads, housing and power lines.

135

Fig. 3.7: Newman Street, Yarralumla.

This photograph of Newman street (Yarralumla) taken in 1951, reminiscent of many of
Canberra’s suburban landscapes of the time, captures the bare, stripped landscape.
Whilst the obligatory suburban power lines can be seen in the background, the
136

foreground is characterised by nothing more than dirt roads and a vacant tract.

the accounts of century-scale vegetation change in Australia, generating histories of “improvement” or “loss”
depending on the perceived values of declining tree cover’. T. Griffiths, ‘How many trees make a forest? Cultural
debates about vegetation change in Australia’, Australian Journal of Botany, vol.50, 2002, p.378. For more
information on clearing and its effects on the Australian environment see Hancock, 1930, pp.21-33; G. Bolton, Spoils
and Spoilers, George Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1981, pp.37-48; T. Bonyhady, The Colonial Earth, Melbourne
University Press, Carlton South, 2000, pp.84-88 & 178-182; Griffiths, pp.378-379. It is important to note, however,
that this is a quite a contested history and Hancock and Bonyhady have quite different views: while Hancock has
argued settlement was a process of wanton destruction, Bonyhady argues that there is a long history of conservation
134 concerns.
A. Gugler, ‘A History of Stirling Park, also known as Gura Bung Dhaura (Stony Ground), Klensendorlffe’s Land and
Westlake’, Canberra Historical Journal, September, 2000, p.16.
135
136 ‘Newman Street, Yarralumla, March 1951’, NAA, ACC A7973, item no. 11779650.
Writing on the visual decay of Australia’s urban and suburban environment in 1966, Donald Gazzard argued that
‘wires and poles could be described as the acne of the urban complexion’, ‘through thoughtless, careless siting and
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Congruent with the predominant Australia-wide process of suburbanisation, the postwar development of Yarralumla started with a near-complete levelling of land.
Once the land was cleared, the process of construction could begin. In this
period, throughout the western world, modern methods of prefabrication, factory
production and standardisation were seen as the best means of providing adequate and
affordable housing.

137

According to Greig, ‘the late 1940s were the halcyon years of

experimentation with prefabrication… Both the Commonwealth and the state
governments encouraged prefabricated solutions to the housing crisis’.

138

Numerous

private firms, including Jennings, also exhibited a preference for quick, efficient and
cheap prefabricated dwellings. As Don Garden has suggested, throughout the 1950s
Jennings Industries exhibited a clear ‘preoccupation with manufactured or industrial
housing’, which was a ‘product of continuing interest in prefabrication and mass
production’.

139

In Yarralumla, most of the houses developed by Jennings were

Monocretes – pre-cast concrete houses.

140

These houses consisted of hollow concrete

wall panels with steel door and window frames. The floor and roof were of conventional
construction – wood and tiles respectively. Monocrete homes required no internal lining
and the panels were only four inches thick compared to eleven inches for a cavity brick
141

wall.

In most cases the walls were prepared – cut into standard lengths – complete

with door and window frames, ventilators and fire places, in the workshop. Concrete
stumps were erected on the site and then the walls were brought in on trailers and
lowered into place. Other items, such as doors and windows, were also pre-cut at the
workshop ready for the next phase of installation.
Most of Jennings’ monocrete designs were simple and utilitarian, covering
approximately 275m2, consisting of three bedrooms, one bathroom, lounge, kitchen and
a separate dining room.

142

As Boyd suggested in 1952, ‘material shortages and economy

ruled every detail’. Standard houses, such as the Jennings Monocretes, lost many of
their decorative features in favour of a more austere approach – ‘[g]radually the curves
and redundant projections fell away. The plaster moulds drew in; the cornice became
seemingly unending proliferation they cause unnecessary visual destruction of our surroundings’. D. Gazzard,
Australian Outrage: The Decay of a Visual Environment, Ure Smith, Sydney, 1966, p.12. Identifying a ‘cultivated
selective blindness’, Boyd also criticised the ‘ubiquitous veil of tram, telephone and electric poles and “the spiders”
webs of overhead wires’, that dominate the Australian urban scene (Boyd, The Australian Ugliness, p.88). For Boyd
and Gazzard alike, the un-designed wires and poles did not mar the attractiveness of the street for the average
Australian suburbanite, for they were largely ignored or taken as a given.
137
138 Greig, The Stuff Dreams Are Made Of, p.83.
139 Greig, p.84.
Garden, Builders to the Nation, p.149.
140
141 There were also a number of timber homes built, which can still be seen in Novar Street and Bidwell Close.
142 Greig, The Stuff Dreams Are Made Of, p.87.
A number of these early houses can still be seen in Novar and Mueller Streets.
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143

three small right-angle steps…’.

Whilst Garden suggests that Jennings’ aim was to
144

design houses which could be built as quickly, efficiently and cheaply as possible,

Albert Jennings has suggested that the company also sought ‘to get away from the
monotony of standard homes’, by designing houses which suited the needs of their
145

‘clients’ as well as suiting the blocks they were on.

In a 1973 interview Jennings

stated:
… my idea right from the start was that a house is something to be designed by
an architect, not just a building. A builder can design houses but a professional
architect, that is his job and when you’re doing a lot of them, well, he has
possibly got more imagination in that particular job, to give them the variety that
146
is required both for the client and for the aesthetics.
Whilst the company had a small number of standard plans, these plans, according to
Jennings, could be varied – ‘the basic factors in the house are standard, but the
appearance can be varied quite considerably’.

147

Ultimately, however, it appears that

Jennings’ operations throughout the early 1950s were based primarily on economics.
Industrialised mass housing meant that the company could profit. As Jennings himself
declared, ‘having the basic parts of the house mostly standardised enables us to keep our
costs more economical’.

148

143

R. Boyd, Australia’s Home: Its Origins, Builders and Occupiers, Melbourne University Press, Parkville, 1952, p.105.
Garden, Builders to the Nation, p.149.
Hodgart – Interview with Jennings, p.39.
146
147 Hodgart – Interview with Jennings, p.39.
148 Hodgart – Interview with Jennings, p.39.
Hodgart – Interview with Jennings, p.39.
144
145
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Fig. 3.8: A.V. Jennings, ‘Type 15’.

The mass building techniques of the A.V. Jennings Company largely precluded any
major concern for the environment. In the immense undertaking of developing the new
suburb – the clearing and levelling of land followed by the construction of uniform
houses and roads – issues of environmental concern, be they deterministic, aesthetic or
ecological, were irrelevant. In 1921, when building was resumed after the interruption
caused by World War I, there were 1200 residents in Canberra. By 1947 this number
had increased to 15,156
151

28,300.

150

and by 1954 had almost doubled, reaching approximately

This tremendous increase in population, combined with a mass housing

shortage, resulted in a building industry (in Canberra) driven largely by economics and
exigency. In an era governed largely by popular ideas of progress and modernity,
Yarralumla, developed as part of a broader government programme aimed at curbing
the dire housing shortages of the post-war period and providing further housing for the
relocation of a vast number of public servants, was representative of this.
Yet whilst economically efficient planning design and construction formed the
basis of Yarralumla’s post-war suburban setting, under Canberra’s larger ‘garden city’
149

The A.V. Jennings, Type 15 or ‘yo-yo’ house. This is an example of one of Jennings’ standard homes – simple,
rectangular, three bedroom, bathroom, lounge, kitchen and dining area. D. Garden, 'Type 15, Glengarry and Catalina:
The Changing Space of the AV Jennings Home in the 1960s’ in G. Davison, T. Dingle and S. O’Hanlon (eds.), The
Cream Brick Frontier; Histories of Australian Suburbia, Monash Publications in History, No.19, Monash University,
150 Clayton, 1995, p.145.
‘Census figures 1947’, Census of the Commonwealth of Australia, 30 June 1947, Commonwealth Bureau of Census
151 and Statistics, 1951-1952, Canberra.
‘Census figures 1954’, Census of the Commonwealth of Australia, 30 June 1947, Commonwealth Bureau of Census
and Statistics, 1951-1952, Canberra.
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planning framework, landscaping appears to have been of equal importance. As
suggested at the beginning of this chapter, the landscape itself and the idea of a
picturesque city did much to inform the layout and development of the national capital.
Landscaping in Canberra – involving the protection and revegetation of surrounding
hills, extensive tree planting and government encouragement of shrub and tree planting
in domestic gardens – had various functions.

152

In her timely study into Canberra’s

public landscape between 1944 and 1958, Bernadette Hince suggested that these
functions were aesthetic, functional (shade trees, delineation of areas), recreational
(parks and playgrounds), productive (forestry plantations, vegetable patches) and
symbolic.

153

Of particular relevance here, however, is the government’s encouragement

of shrub and tree planting in both the domestic and public spheres, and thus the aesthetic
functions of landscaping.
Tree planting has long been at the heart of Canberra’s public and residential
landscaping. In 1962, Lindsay Pryor, Superintendent (later director) of Parks and
Gardens from 1944 until 1958, wrote that:
when plans were first made for the construction of the national capital at
Canberra, tree planting was accepted as one of the necessities of the design. In
1910, the first preparations were made to raise stock for this planting and, up to
the present, some 3,000,000 trees and shrubs have been planted in the city
154
area.
For those interested in the planning and development of the national capital, including
Pryor and before him Thomas Charles George Weston (first in charge of the Parks and
Gardens section and largely responsible for setting the framework for Canberra’s tree
planting programme), tree planting was integral to the vision of Canberra as an ‘ideal
garden city’. Whilst much of Canberra’s early tree planting programme focused on the
inner city, by the 1930s this was extended into the suburban areas. Trees were planted
along the verge as a means of alleviating the often monotonous aspect of the suburban
streetscape: as Garrett Eckbo suggests, trees were seen as (one of) ‘the only means for
giving scale and variety to the suburban landscape’.

155

Tree planting also helped to

maintain the picturesque image of the national capital.
From the 1920s onwards, the government ensured that all suburban gardens and
streets were well populated with a variety of trees and shrubs. From the assumption of
control by the Federal Capital Commission in 1924, private gardeners occupying
152

Hince, A Pryor Commitment, p.8.
Hince, p.8.
155 L.D. Pryor, Trees in Canberra, Department of The Interior, Canberra, 1962, p.7.
Especially as the variety of housing was so limited. G. Eckbo, The Landscape We See, McGraw Hill, 1969, p.77.
153
154
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government houses were given free plants from the government nursery. By the 1930s
this had been extended to all government lessees in the city area, with approximately
20,000 plants being issued annually.

156

Whilst one Yarralumla resident recalled being

given 40 shrubs upon moving into her Yarralumla home in the early 1950s,

157

during

the 1940s and 1950s, Canberra residents could apply in writing, using a catalogue
issued by the Yarralumla Nursery, and could collect their plants from the Acton
Nursery.

158

Species chosen for the free issue list were generally easy to propagate and

easy to manage.

159

A short film on Canberra in 1948 described this free provision of

plants:
The Yarralumla Nursery makes available free of charge a wide range of shrubs
to residents who may desire to improve their gardens. In small things like these,
160
the Administrators and the people express their affection for Canberra.
Not only did this giving of plants help to beautify the suburban landscape and maintain
the ‘garden city’ character of the city, but it also provided the government with
significant influence over the species planted on domestic land. From a deterministic
point of view the offering of free trees and shrubs would (it was hoped) help to instil
interest in gardens and gardening, and thus help to foster a sense of pride in the home
and its surrounds – in this way, it was hoped that homes and gardens would be kept neat
and pleasant. This was particularly important in a housing market dominated by
temporary residents (i.e. lessees).

161
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Gibbney, Canberra 1913-1953, p.258.
Five Yarralumla residents, Interview with Author, 16 May 2007.
158
Hince, A Pryor Commitment, p.147.
159
160 See Hince, A Pryor Commitment, p.147 for further information.
Cited in Hince, p.146.
161
An understanding of the planning and development process in Canberra is incomplete without some knowledge of the
land tenure system within the Territory. The planning and development of Canberra has long been based on the
leasehold system and public ownership of land established by the Seat of Government (Administration) Act 1910,
which provided that, 'No Crown Land in the Territory shall be sold or disposed of, for any estate of freehold'.
Reasoning behind the adoption of the leasehold system can be seen in debates undertaken as the Federal Conventions
of the late nineteenth century and numerous speeches of Federal Parliamentarians in the early 1900s. What can be
gleaned from these debates and speeches is that there were in fact two primary issues uppermost in the minds of those
expressing views on such matters. Firstly, it was firmly maintained that the opportunity for land speculation, either in
the area to be adopted for the proposed city or in its near vicinity, should be prevented. Secondly, it was argued that
'the un-earned increment created by the expenditure of the people's money' should belong to the people (King
O’Malley, 19 July 1901, as cited Bills Digest No. 138 1998-99, Australian Capital Territory (Planning and Land
Management) Amendment Bill 1999, http://www.aph.gov.au/library/pubs/BD/1998-99/99bd138.htm#Passage
[Accessed 10 May 2008]). The landhold system adopted by the National Capital is best summed up in the motion of
amendment passed by Parliament which led to Section nine of the Seat of Government (Administration) Act of 1910,
‘[t]hat in the opinion of this House, it is desirable in the interests of human progress that the Government secures as
federal territory an area of land well watered, healthily situated and large enough to fully meet all probably
requirements and secure to the Commonwealth the benefits to accrue from the position of the Commonwealth, the
grounds only to be let to utilizers, all buildings to be erected under strict regulations, with due regard to public health
and architectural beauty’ (Parliamentary Debates, Vol.17, p.5281). This provision became the basis for the various
leasing ordinances. The implementation of this form of tenure was made possible by a large programme of
Government land acquisition.
157
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The ‘nature strip’ is a key component of Australian suburban streets and of the
general landscaping process (also of garden city planning).

162

According to The Oxford

Companion to Australian Gardens, the nature strip has been a feature of Australian
urban landscapes since the ‘mid-nineteenth century and was a standard feature of town
planning by the time of the garden suburb movement’ in the early years of the twentieth
century.

163

Hince and Trevor Hogan argue that this peculiarly Australian term can often

denote an ‘anti-nature’ strip, unplanted except for the standard government-provided
164

single tree and ‘imported grasses sown by local authorities’.

The nature strip figures prominently in the environmental imaginaries of those
shaping Canberra’s suburban landscapes. Nature strips, such as those seen in
Yarralumla, were first codified in early town planning through the introduction of
housing regulations, street codes, regulations governing land-use zoning and general
165

land-use planning techniques.

Hogan astutely argues that historically the Australian

nature strip has provided an effective means of domesticating nature in a suburban
environment. As the process of suburbanisation removes all previous native flora, the
setting down of a nature strip acts as a ‘commemorative’ process whereby new trees and
166

lawns are planted, ‘repressing the memory of the bush that made way for the suburb’.

The question yet to be asked, however, is for whom does this ‘commemorative’ process
take place? An important icon of Australian suburbia, the nature strip is, at least in part,
shaped by the environmental imaginaries not only of those responsible for suburban
development and street landscaping, but also of those who dwell in the suburbs. The
process of ‘levelling the bush’ to make way for a new subdivision, such as the post-war
development of Yarralumla, is generally undertaken by those responsible for the
physical development of the suburb, yet often responsibility for the planting and
maintenance of a nature strip is shared by different individuals or governing bodies. For

162

Hogan defines the Australian nature strip as ‘a strip of land [uncovered by bitumen or concrete] that aligns the
carriageway to the private land of the residences on each side of the street’. He suggests that the public function of
this land is as designated space for underground utilities (gas, water, electricity, sewerage) and overhead cabling
(telephone…). Hogan, ‘Nature Strip’, p.54-55. In Canberra, the ‘Nature Strip’ was often referred to as a ‘plantation’ –
which provides further insight into the importance of landscaping in the National Capital and the degree to which this
strip of land was seen as an opportunity for cultivation and for creating a pleasing suburb. Hince, A Pryor
163 Commitment, p.133.
R. Wilken and K. Olsen, ‘Nature Strips’, in R. Aitken (ed.), The Oxford Companion to Australian Gardens, Oxford
University Press, Melbourne, 2002, p.434.
164
165 Hince, A Pryor Commitment, p.133.
166 Hogan, ‘Nature Strip’, p.55.
Hogan, p.56.
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example, in Canberra the land included in the nature strip was public land, but depended
on private watering, and later also for private mowing.

167

Hogan’s premise that the nature strip ‘is emblematic of the enculturation of
nature by Australian suburbanites’ warrants further analysis.

168

In Yarralumla and many

other Canberra suburbs of the early post-war era, nature strips were the responsibility of
the Department of Works. Working within the planning framework of the National
Capital Planning and Development Committee, the Department of Works, in
conjunction with the Department of Parks and Gardens, was primarily responsible for
site planning, subdivision and layout. In an era governed by an overriding concern with
how to construct and maintain the visual appearance of a garden suburb, the nature strip
was an integral component of the suburban streetscape. Writing on the British context,
Arthur Edwards has suggested that the ‘verge’ served a functional and an aesthetic
purpose. The verge provides a convenient location to set underground services,
including gas and water mains, electricity cables and telephone lines, whilst also
providing a visual buffer between the footpath and road, thereby offering a vital shard
of green in the midst of an environment dominated by houses and roads.

169

Although of

the term ‘nature strip’ often conjures images of grassed strips, Weston impressed upon
those responsible for Canberra’s street landscaping the preference for dense tree and
shrub plantation. Weston argued that the price for establishing lawns in Canberra would
be too high and they would be too difficult to maintain, principally due to the cost and
‘quantity of water required during the summer months, owing to the evaporation being
170

so much greater than the rainfall’.

It is possible also that trees and shrubs were easier

to maintain, which was a matter of some concern. Although the land included in the
nature strip was in fact public land, it depended on the private care of individual home
owners (or lessees as was the case in Canberra) for maintenance.

171

When I asked a

group of long-term Yarralumla residents who maintained the nature strips, they
answered:

167

According to Hince, Canberra nature strips ‘were larger than those in most other Australian cities, and had to be well
watered by householders to survive the hot dry summers’. Hince, A Pryor Commitment, pp.133-34.
Hogan, ‘Nature Strip’, p.56.
169
A. Edwards, The Design of Suburbia: a critical study in environmental history, Pembridge Press, London, 1981,
170 pp.107-108.
NAA: CP209/18, B10, 30 November 1921 as cited in J.E. Gray, ‘T.C.G. Weston (1866-1935), Horticulturalist and
Arboriculturist: A Critical Review of his Contribution to the Establishment of the Landscape Foundations of
Australia’s National Capital’, PhD Environmental Design, University of Canberra, July 1999, p.152. The pin oak can
be found in Schlick and Guilfoyle Streets; red oaks are located in Weston and Gunn; Arizona ash in Macgillivray;
flowering ash in Lock; swamp white oak in Loftus; box elder in Cambage, oriental plane in Kintore Circle; atlas
171 cedar in Banks; and Hawthorn and English oak in Weston Street Hince, A Pryor Commitment, p.287.
Hince, p.134.
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We do. [pause] Or we did. If you got neglectful the government would do it, but
172
most people would look after their own front plantation…
Clearly then, the nature strip is neither the sole creation of the original planners,
government bodies nor that of the individual householder. Nor can it be created
immediately; the nature strip requires time to mature and to achieve its intended effect.
Importantly, the nature strip represents a convergence of environmental imaginaries,
from that of the Department of Works, with its aesthetic and deterministic emphasis on
the importance of creating a pleasing and structured suburban streetscape, to the
environmental imaginary of the homeowners who were expected to maintain the nature
strips. For those Yarralumla residents interviewed in 2007, the nature strip was
something to be maintained and cared for, just as their own gardens: conforming to
ideas of picturesque surrounds, they imagined the nature strip as that which needed to
be kept neat and tidy. The nature strip remained in the public eye, and thus became a
173

point of pride.

By 1955 then, the Yarralumla landscape had taken on a decidedly more suburban
image. Working within broader visions of a picturesque ‘garden city’, the Departments
of Works and of Parks and Gardens, in conjunction with the A.V. Jennings Construction
Company, had laid the foundations for a well structured, healthy, tree-lined suburban
landscape. In tracing the development process that took place to produce this landscape
there appears a number of individual and collective environmental imaginaries at work.
First is the collective imaginary that stemmed from those responsible for Canberra’s site
selection, its early planning, layout and development. They, including Hugh Mahon,
King O’Malley and Marion Mahony, subscribed to a collective vision of ‘environment’
drawing on notions of the picturesque. Whilst the aesthetic sensibilities of Mahon,
Scrivner and O’Malley informed the process of site selection and the terms for the city’s
design, Mahony’s aesthetic sensibilities embraced and accentuated the ‘natural’
landscape setting as the basis for the city’s physical design. Together these aesthetic
sensibilities – drawing on picturesque idealism – reinforced a somewhat romantic view
of the landscape, epitomising Canberra as the jewel in Australia’s crown.
This collective imaginary, however, cannot be separated from the way in which
Walter Burley Griffin imagined the Canberra environment. As already suggested
Griffin’s environmental imaginary was shaped by a very specific vision of the
172
173

Five Yarralumla residents, Interview with Author, 16 May 2007.
Five Yarralumla residents, Interview with Author, 16 May 2007; John Lee & Eileen Lee, Interview with Author, 16
May 2007.
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environment (albeit an American one) and was influenced by international planning
ideas coupled with ecological and geomorphologic sensibilities. However, his
imaginary was also influenced by notions of the picturesque – his design was first and
foremost a response to the aesthetic inclinations of those such as O’Malley and Bernard
Hall. Furthermore, through his partnership with Mahony, Griffin’s appreciation for the
aesthetic possibilities of the Australian landscape was sure to have been honed.

174

The second collective environmental imaginary is that of the various planning
bodies, including the Federal Capital Advisory Committee (FCAC) and the Federal
Capital Planning Committee (FCPC). This imaginary draws on Howard’s Garden City
concept, expressing environmental concerns as they relate to order, amenity and
physical and moral health. Drawing on Garden City idealism, the environmental
imaginaries of both the FCAC and the FCPC, operating within a broader planning
context dominated by a belief in the power of ordered and planned development to
shape human behaviour, were principally deterministic in nature. Although the Garden
City ideal was seen by many as a panacea for urban problems, Canberra planners
(particularly by the 1940s) were concerned not only with the reformist ethic of
transforming the physical, social and moral health of society, but also with ensuring the
transformation of the qualitative standards of living. Aesthetic sensibilities underscored
this imaginary, which positioned the development of simple but pleasing planned
residential environments as the principal means of ensuring not only heightened
physical and moral behaviour, but also the comfort and convenience of Canberra’s
residents. The ‘garden city’ ideal as defined by Sulman offered the respectable middle
class the chance to live in an environment where wide nature strips, street trees, and
private homes and gardens were the everyday reality.

175

By 1955 Yarralumla exhibited many features of this ‘garden city’ ideal. These
included the patterns of block subdivision; the generous landscaped verges; the
predominance

of

individual

blocks

enclosing

single

detached

houses;

the

accommodation of generous garden settings for each house; unified landscape
treatments, including a consistency of street tree and hedge planting along roads, and
unified street furniture – bus shelters, street signs and lighting; and ultimately the
highly-ordered composition of houses, driveways, gardens and public space which exist
174

Mahony had long exhibited an interest in ‘natural’ flora. Whilst in Chicago, she spent much time discovering and
learning the landscape and its native flora. Similarly, when she moved to Australia she joined the Naturalist Society
of New South Wales, which afforded her the opportunity to explore the Australian landscape and to learn about plant
‘relationships and soil conditions and habitat’. M. Mahony Griffin, The Magic of America, vol III - ‘ The Municipal
175 Battle’, p.200. In learning about these ecological aspects, Mahony’s appreciation moved beyond the aesthetic.
See P. Cuffley, Australian Houses of the ‘20s and ‘30, The Five Mile Press, Melbourne, 1989, p.150.
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throughout the suburb. In these specific aspects of the suburb’s layout and design we
see a convergence of environmental imaginaries. Whilst the deterministic imaginary of
the FCAC and other planning bodies set the precise framework for the suburb’s
development, actual construction was undertaken by A.V. Jennings.
As already suggested, the mass building techniques of A.V. Jennings largely
precluded any major concern for the environment. In its clearing and levelling of land,
followed by its construction of housing, roads and other facilities, environmental
sensibilities were of little interest or importance. For the construction industry, as with
most industries, economics was a driving factor. The type of development, and the size
and style of housing, was based largely on economics and marketability. The
widespread use of a single or a maximum number of housing types, along with
prefabricated materials, allowed A.V. Jennings to maximise accuracy of cost
estimates

176

and construction time. Working under the watchful eye of the

Commonwealth Housing Commission, such factors were essential.
Although the physical construction of housing and services by A.V. Jennings
was largely devoid of environmental concern, the landscaping of Yarralumla by the
Department of Works reflected environmentally deterministic and aesthetic sensibilities.
Influenced by ‘garden city’ ideals and by a desire to create a picturesque city,
Canberra’s urban and suburban landscaping was indicative of the deterministic desires
to create a healthy, morally respectable society, whilst also creating a worthy national
capital. Despite Griffin’s ecological sensibilities, which unquestionably shaped the
broader form of Canberra’s urban landscape, the development of Yarralumla did not
reflect an ecological awareness. From land clearing to landscaping, the development of
Yarralumla was underscored by a picturesque vision of ‘environment’ and a desire to
build an orderly, yet comfortable, suburb. From the early imaginaries of those
influenced by the picturesque to the deterministic concerns of those influenced by the
Garden City movement, Yarralumla’s planning, construction and landscaping provides
evidence of the degree to which processes of suburban design incorporate differing
environmental imaginaries. It also provides evidence of shifting environmental concern
and the degree to which such concerns respond to arising ideological developments.
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Jon Holmes has suggested that ‘once a particular house type has been built, the developer knows precisely how much
it costs’ and, in many cases, how much he can sell it for, thus being able to gauge the financial output for a particular
development. (Holmes, ‘Housing development and planners’, p.211). Whilst selling the house was not an issue for
A.V. Jennings, working to the budget accorded in the agreement with the Department of Works (and making a profit)
was.
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Yarralumla today
Driving through Yarralumla on a sunny autumn day, one is struck by the magnificent
display of red and gold pin and red oaks that dominate the suburb’s verges. Far from the
grassed plains and gums which once covered the landscape, and the stripped bare setting
that made way for the suburb’s post-war development, today Yarralumla’s verdant
landscape is testament to Canberra’s status as the premier ‘garden city’ of Australia.
Although originally developed as a workers’ suburb, the expansion of Canberra’s
suburban form beyond the old city boundaries, and the development of many private
homes, along with the creation of Lake Burley Griffin, lifted Yarralumla’s reputation to
one of an attractive (perhaps even picturesque) and ideally located suburb. Because of
its wide leafy streets, attractive lakeside setting and central location, Yarralumla now
stands as one of Canberra’s most desirable (and expensive) lakeside locations.
Between the mid-1960s and mid-1990s, the physical form and structure of
Yarralumla, as well as the environmental imaginaries evident in its planning, underwent
very little change. Despite the construction of Lake Burley Griffin and the introduction
of a small area of medium-density housing, the environmental imaginaries which
influenced the suburb’s initial form and landscaping are still evident. As one of the only
residential suburbs with an extensive lakeshore interface, with its vast open space and
lush landscape setting, Yarralumla clearly reflects the early desires to create picturesque
garden suburbs throughout the Capital. The ‘garden city’ ideals of Sulman and the
Federal Capital Planning Committee (FCPC), which influenced the suburb’s early
housing and lands subdivision, in conjunction with the landscaping ideals of Lindsay
Pryor and the Department of Parks and Gardens, have retained their prominence in the
later development and landscaping of the area. This is particularly evident in relation to
the development of Lake Burley Griffin in the 1960s and later recommendations for
medium density development.
As we have seen, from as early as 1908 the desire for ‘ornamental waters’ was a
key influence over the shaping and design of the national capital. A preoccupation with
the picturesque qualities of water figured prominently in the early planning literature
and the environmental imaginaries of those such as Griffin and many others. However,
between 1908 and the early 1950s, very little movement was made towards the
formation of ornamental lakes on the Molonglo flood plain. As Sparke has indicated,
there had been alternative designs, hydrological studies, reports of the dams and
weirs that might be needed, the elimination of East Lake, the reduction of West
Lake to a ribbon of water on the plan and its restitution, but not a spadeful of
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earth turned since some token horse-and-dray earthworks were carried out by
177
Griffin…
Yet in the mid-1950s, with the appointment of a Senate Select Committee charged with
investigating the city’s development, the recognition by this committee that Canberra
was not viewed as ‘a national capital’ but ‘as an expensive housing scheme for public
servants’,

178

and the appointment of William (later Lord) Holford to comment upon the

planning and design of the national capital,

179

the idea of a central ornamental body of

water was thrust to the forefront of planning debate and action.
Menzies’ 1957 appointment of Holford has been discussed in detail
elsewhere,

180

though there are a few points worth mentioning here. Firstly, Holford

visited Canberra in 1957 and submitted his report in 1958. The most significant
outcome of this report was not the formation of the NCDC (discussed in chapter six),
but the identification of the proposed lake as a major element in the future shape and
character of the city and its landscape. It was Holford’s belief that, without the creation
of a lake, Canberra would remain a divided city, with the Molonglo floodplain forming
181

a wedge between north and south.

With Holford’s advice, Menzies’ vision and the

determination of the NCDC, Lake Burley Griffin was completed in 1964.
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As the

unifying feature of the national capital, the completion of the lake was one step further
towards the partial realisation – its final siting and breadth did make substantial
departures from Griffin’s initial design

183

– of Griffin’s original vision for the city (Fig.

3.9). The formation of Lake Burley Griffin in general, and the damming at Yarralumla
near Government House, would have considerable impact on the suburb itself. As John
Lee recalls, ‘everyone liked the idea, it really made Canberra… but it brought with it
really big changes … massive changes’.
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Significantly, although there was indeed
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E. Sparke, Canberra, 1954-1980, Australian Government Publishing Service, Canberra, 1988, p.131.
Report of the Senate Select Committee Appointed to Inquire into and Report upon the Development of Canberra,
179 Australian Government Printer, 1955.
William Holford was a British architect and town planner. He was heavily involved in post-war reconstruction in
England and was largely responsible for drafting the Town and Country Planning Act, 1947. In the mid-1950s he was
asked to report on the planning and development of Canberra. This report, Observations on the Future Development
of Canberra, (Government Printer, Canberra, 1957), in part, led to the establishment of the National Capital
180 Development Commission.
181 See for example, Fischer, Canberra: Myths and Models, pp.65-66; Sparke, Canberra 1954-1980, pp.57-63.
See Sparke, pp.61-62.
182
183 Taylor, Canberra: City in the Landscape, p.96.
For example, Griffin’s East Lake vanished, the formality of his East and West Basins was abandoned to pay greater
respect to the natural contours, and the formality of the Central Basin was confined, for the most part, to the south
side where the long straight line he had planned for the embankment was reduced by splays at right angles to each
184 bridge. Sparke, Canberra, 1954-1980, p.132.
John Lee and Eileen Lee, Interview with Author, 16 May 2007.
178
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‘massive change’ for Yarralumla, such change related principally to the suburb’s social
structure and size rather than its physical structure and housing formation.

Fig. 3.9: Aerial photo of Lake Burley Griffin, c.1964.

Between 1960, when the earthworks and dam were commenced, and 1962, when the
work on the dam was almost complete, the lake edge construction was nearly finished
and landscaping of the parklands had begun, the shape and form of Yarralumla’s
suburban boundary was expanded to include the area of Westlake (which had previously
been part of Acton) and a section of land was cut into so as to form a small island. As
later recalled by one Yarralumla resident:
Corkhills farm was there [opposite the lake] and the cows used to come right up
to the edge of the road. When they decided to put the lake in… the two storey
house at Corkhill was knocked down … they had great big bulldozers – huge
185
things – that worked for so long taking all the soil out.
Although such developments expanded upon the original layout of the suburb, these
areas have been principally retained as open space and turned into a popular community
activity area for lakeside recreation and enjoyment. In accordance with Holford’s
original vision for the lake and its landscaping, in conjunction with the NCDC’s later
185

Five Yarralumla Residents, Interview with Author, 16 May 2007.
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development of the National Capital Open Space System (NCOSS), the altered
Yarralumla shoreline was incorporated into a long-standing picturesque vision for the
city, and subsumed into a larger integrated open space system of hills, ridges, and
buffers. New tree plantings were made, as well as the reorganisation and replanting of
some existing trees and shrubs, and recreation areas, such as beaches, islands, boat
harbours and launching ramps, were developed along the Yarralumla lakeshore.

186

Throughout this development, the picturesque landscape focus of Canberra’s
early planning continued to suffuse planning ideas and imaginaries.

187

Not only was the

lake itself seen as a picturesque element of Canberra, but so too was its landscaping –
including that undertaken along the Yarralumla lakeshore. For planners and residents
alike, the lake and its landscaping informed a vision of Canberra as a picturesque
capital, giving it a magnificent legacy of water and parkland, established for all time.
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Further evidence of the degree to which notions of the picturesque continued to
permeate the environmental imaginaries of those shaping later planning and
development of Yarralumla can be seen with the building of 11 new medium density
townhouses, designed by Harry Seidler, between 1982 and 1984. ‘Lakeview’, at 127
Hopetoun Circuit, is a group of 11 townhouses facing Lake Burley Griffin. Developed
to enjoy uninterrupted northerly views of the lake and Black Mountain, Seidler’s design
of the group ensured that each house was oriented towards this view. Moreover, each
house emanates from a central landscaped garden providing access to private courtyards
and each follows the natural slope of the site, carefully integrated with the landscaped
setting of the suburb.
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Here then, we can see the degree to which landscape features,

particularly the picturesque qualities of Lake Burley Griffin, were incorporated into
planning and design. Seidler’s positioning of each house to make the best use of the
area’s views is evidence of the aesthetic sensibilities which underlay his own
environmental imaginary. It is noteworthy, however, that this introduction of mediumdensity development also reflected a significant increase in ecological awareness of
suburban planning and development.
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K. Altenburg, Canberra: A Landscape History, 1958-1980, City Parks, Department of Environment, Land and
Planning & Department of Urban Services in conjunction with University of Canberra, ACT, 1993, pp.37-38.
188 Taylor, Canberra: City in the Landscape, p.97.
In interviews undertaken with a number of Yarralumla residents, most of whom had lived in the area since the mid1950s, the lake forever altered not just Yarralumla, but more importantly Canberra itself. It unified the city and gave
physical form to the symbolic characteristics of the a National Capital. Five Yarralumla Residents, Interview with
Author, 16 May 2007; John Lee & Eileen Lee, Interview with Author, 16 May 2007.
189
Lakeview Townhouses, Yarralumla, Canberra House,
http://www.canberrahouse.com/houses/1980s-and-later/lakeview-townhouses-yarralumla-1982
(Accessed 3 September 2007).
187
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The introduction of medium-density development into Yarralumla – including
the NCDC’s role and local resident response – is discussed in more detail in chapter
seven, but it can be used here to briefly demonstrate the emergence of ecological
awareness within the environmental imaginaries of those shaping Yarralumla. For
example, the ‘Lakeview’ development was enabled by the NCDC’s late 1970s Planning
Policy for the Yarralumla area. When the NCDC produced its planning policy in 1979,
it also produced a ‘Report on Environmental Issues’,
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first suburban Environmental Impact Statements (EIS).

191

which incorporated one of its
Introduced in 1974, an EIS is

usually used by development authorities and governments to increase understanding of
the immediate and long-term effects of a proposed development on the environment.
Whilst the NCDC’s move towards ecologically-based urban and suburban design is
discussed later in this thesis, its incorporation of EIS into its process of developing a
medium-density residential unit within Yarralumla was a significant shift towards a
more ecologically-based planning approach. As already suggested, development
undertaken by A.V. Jennings in the 1950s excluded any significant ecological
awareness, being driven instead by exigency and economics. Although I argue later that
the NCDC’s undertaking of consolidated development in the 1980s was once again
largely devoid of ecological sensibilities, its move towards the incorporation of EIS’s
cannot be separated from the general rise in ecological awareness throughout Australia.
By the mid-1970s, seeking not only to respond to the physical landscape in its planning
and design, but also to broaden its concern over the impact of future development upon
this landscape, the NCDC’s environmental imaginary broadened to include a greater
concern for people and their relationship with ‘nature’, particularly in relation to the
effects of the built environment on the ‘natural’ environment. Such concern also
extended to the effects of population increase, traffic increase, noise pollution and
192

conservation of native vegetation.

Yet despite the NCDC’s increased ecological awareness, this had little practical
impact on Yarralumla’s physical structure. Furthermore, for those residents interviewed,
the importance of the aesthetic qualities of the suburban environment far outweighed the
ecological ones. Despite the substantial ecological alteration to the Molonglo floodplain
for the development of Lake Burley Griffin – first and foremost an ‘ornamental lake’ –
there exists no evidence of resident opposition to the lake, on environmental or other
190

The draft Yarralumla Policy Plan was released for public comment in February 1979, at the same time a
complementary ‘Report on Environmental Issues’ was also published.
NCDC, Yarralumla Policy Plan: Supplementary Report on Environmental Issues- incorporating a final
192 environmental impact statement on the development of Section 100, Yarralumla, NCDC, Canberra, 1980, p.5.
See NCDC, Yarralumla Policy Plan, pp. 8-25.
191
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grounds.

193

For those interviewed, the development of Lake Burley Griffin substantially

improved the aesthetic qualities of the suburb’s lakeshore interface.

194

Not only did it

improve the suburb’s recreational facilities and add to the picturesque qualities of the
suburb’s ‘garden city’ setting,

195

196

it also increased the suburb’s perceived ‘prestige’.

As suggested by Mr. and Mrs. Watson, Yarralumla residents for some 34 years,
[our house] was so close to the Lake, it was so beautiful… What was originally
very much a working class suburb has become … a prestige suburb of Canberra.
I suppose the Lake was very crucial. You could probably pin it down to that
197
period during the 1960s when the Lake was filled…
As with a number of Yarralumla residents, the aesthetic qualities of Lake Burley
Griffin, and the recreational facilities that it brought to the Yarralumla area, improved
the aesthetic appeal of the suburb for Mr. and Mrs. Watson, whilst also helping to
improve the suburb’s perceived social standing. As the lake unified the city, and the
city’s boundaries spread beyond the Old Canberra Valley, Red Hill and the northern
parts of Yarralumla Valley, into the Woden Valley and Belconnen, the once ‘outer’
suburb of Yarralumla was brought into the inner circle of the Capital’s political
operations, attracting government officials and academics, and forever altering the
suburb’s social demographic. From its working class beginnings, Yarralumla now exists
as one of the most expensive inner-city suburbs.
With little major development taking place throughout Yarralumla between the
mid-1960s and mid-1990s, there exists very little room for a discussion of shifting
environmental imaginaries. What can be seen, however, are the continuities that exist in
the environmental imaginaries of those shaping the suburb’s subsequent form. Retaining
its low-density nature and pleasing landscape setting, the physical form of Yarralumla
today continues to reflect the environmental imaginaries of those responsible for the
suburb’s early layout and landscaping. The development of Lake Burley Griffin in the
1960s, for example, fulfilled an enduring picturesque vision for the Nation’s Capital and
added to the aesthetic qualities of the suburb. Moreover, with only limited attempts at
increasing the suburb’s overall density, Yarralumla has retained its traditional garden
suburb-like landscape of single-storey private homes and gardens (Fig. 3.10). Whilst
193

This is in contrast to protests that occurred in Perth, when part of Mounts Bay was reclaimed for the construction of
Perth’s Narrows Bridge in the 1950s - many local Perth residents protested against what they saw as sheer
‘vandalism’. ‘Western Roads’ as cited in J. Gregory, City of Light: A history of Perth since the 1950s, City of Perth,
194 Perth, 2003, p.107.
Pat and Brian Watson, Interview with Author, 16 May 2007; Five Yarralumla Residents, Interview with Author, 16
May 2007; Mr John Lee & Mrs. Eileen Lee, Interview with Author, 16 May 2007.
195
196 Mr. John Lee & Mrs. Eileen Lee, Interview with Author, 16 May 2007.
197 Pat and Brian Watson, Interview with Author, 16 May 2007.
Watson, Interview with Author.
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there exists some evidence of an increased ecological awareness on the part of the
NCDC, there is limited evidence of such awareness on the part of Yarralumla residents,
who remained largely concerned with the aesthetic qualities of the suburb’s
environment. By the mid-1990s then, Yarralumla stood as a testament to the enduring
desire to create a well planned, picturesque, garden suburb.

Fig.3.10: Mueller Street, Yarralumla, 2007.
An example of one of Yarralumla’s, green, tree-lined streets.
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Chapter Four
‘Taking Note of the Land’: Visions for a ‘New Town’ in Perth
In the early 1950s, when the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company decided to build a new
refinery in Western Australia, the largely vacant, scrubby shores of Cockburn Sound,
were thrust into the spotlight (see Fig. 4.1). The establishment of this refinery had a
number of significant consequences: it marked a new era in Western Australian
industrialisation; it was the beginning of ‘new town’ development in the State; and it
acted as a stimulus for continuous suburban development between Fremantle and
Rockingham.
This chapter examines the post war development of Kwinana. Specifically, it
examines the environmental imaginaries of the key actors in that development:
Margaret Feilman, the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company and the State Housing Commission
(SHC). Whilst the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company imagined a suburban environment
conducive to the productivity of its workers and the SHC envisioned the development of
Kwinana as an essential step towards the successful industrialisation of the State,
Margaret Feilman sought to establish Kwinana as a new suburb with ‘an individual
identity’.1 Together these three environmental imaginaries facilitated the development
of an entirely new suburban town and one of Australia’s first ‘new towns’. Examining
the extent to which the materiality of suburbia – landforms, vegetation, low density
housing and streets – is intertwined with social, political, economic and environmental
value systems, this chapter provides an insight into the environmental values and ideals
that have driven, and at times come into conflict with, the seemingly endless
development of the suburban landscape.

Landscape
Located approximately 20 kilometres south of Fremantle and 30 kilometres south of the
City of Perth, the town of Kwinana is situated along the coast of Cockburn Sound. The
geomorphology of the area consists of two or more parallel systems of limestone
formations. As described by Captain Stirling in 1827, Cockburn Sound is:
flanked by two natural Piers or Heads, similar in the material of which they are
composed but dissimilar in Size… the Heads are composed of a Limestone
Rock, which in those parts, that are subject to the action of the surge, is worn

1

M. Feilman, quoted in ‘Kwinana Town Plan Allows for Local Centres’, West Australian, 11 January, 1954.
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into Caverns, while in other places the action of the Sun and atmosphere has in
part decomposed it…2
Existing approximately eight kilometres apart, one of these heads marks the outer arm
of the Sound, whilst the other, the mainland ridge, marks the coast. These ‘arms’ of the
Sound, closed in the south by Point Peron – the rocky headland which forms the head of
Cockburn Sound – provides for a sheltered stretch of water and thus what has long been
viewed as an excellent harbour.3

Point
Peron

Fig. 4.1: Locality Map.4

2

J. Stirling, ‘Proposals by Captain James Stirling For a Settlement at Swan River, 18 April 1827’, in F. Watson (ed.),
Historical Records of Australia, Series III, vol. VI, The Library Committee of the Commonwealth Government,
Sydney, 1923, p.554.
3
See C.F. Makin, ‘Social Differentiation and the Concept of Community in a Western Australian Township’, M.A
Thesis, Anthropology, University of Western Australia, 1962, pp.32-33.
4
K.H. Morgan, 'Location Map', Hydrogeology of the Swan Coastal Plain, Kwinana–Pinjarra area – Geological Survey,
1969. The Geological Survey of Western Australia, Department of Industry and Resources,
http://geodocs.doir.wa.gov.au/document/documentSearch.do (Accessed 30 March 2007).
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The landscape of the Kwinana region consists of coastal limestone overlain with
red-brown sand of the Spearwood dune system. These sands form the Cottesloe soil
association, which supports the tall open bush, mainly characterised by the tuart
(Eucalyptus gomphocephala) and by various varieties of banksia and grass trees. The
eastern margin of the Spearwood dune system and the western margin of the
Bassendean dunes are marked by a line of swamps and lakes, such as Wellard Swamp to
the east of Kwinana and White Lake to the south-east.5
When tracing the history of the development of Kwinana, there is evidence to
suggest that this physical environment formed part of the primary economic, and in
some ways political, attractions and motivation for the town’s ultimate development.
For example, the 1952 decision to build a new refinery within Western Australia
required a waterfront location with deep water for incoming and outgoing heavily-laden
tankers, as well as adequate hinterland for factory development and employee
residences. Cockburn Sound with its limestone ridges forming protective ‘arms’ to the
Fremantle and Cockburn harbours provided the ideal conditions for shipping, whilst the
flat, sandy plain, which extends beyond the inner limestone ridge, was seen as most
suitable for the immense pressures of the Refinery ‘tank farm’ and other modern
industries that developed along the coastline. Many of the ‘natural’ features of the land,
particularly the flora and fauna, also informed at least one of the environmental
imaginaries shaping the development of Kwinana. More importantly, however, despite
Noongar occupation of the Kwinana area, environmental conditions largely restricted
European settlement.6 Although there had been European visions of settlement in the
area from as early as 1829, all actual attempts (at settlement) were largely unsuccessful.
From the early settlement scheme initiated by Thomas Peel,7 to the Peel Estate Group

5

G. Seddon, A Sense of Place, University of Western Australia Press, Nedlands, 1972.
According to Robert Menli Lyon, a settler who during the early 1800s volunteered his help in learning to understand
Australia’s Indigenous population, the area known today as Kwinana was situated in Beeeliar, one of Perth’s three
Indigenous ‘districts’. For further information on Indigenous population in the Southwest Region see, Seddon,
pp.187-197.
7
With a syndicate formed in England in November 1828, Thomas Peel, an early settler in the Cockburn Sound Region,
was granted a portion of land stretching southward from the townsite of Clarence (located between Woodman Point
and Lake Coogee) to the Murray River and inland to the foot of the Darling Ranges in return for settling some 10,000
immigrants in the new colony (W.C. Smart, Mandurah and Pinjarrah: History of Thomas Peel and the Peel Estate,
1829-1865, Paterson Brokensha, Perth, pp.1-13). However, when Peel’s immigrants arrived in Cockburn Sound in
1829, the harsh environment and somewhat dismal conditions of the proposed Clarence townsite led many of the
migrants to seek release from their indenture in favour of moving to the more attractive areas of Perth and Fremantle.
Yet for those who chose to settle in the Peel region, many of who came from the overcrowded urban areas of London,
the openness of land, along with its cheapness, was a clear attraction. Most settlers within the region soon became
landowners of large tracts of land. However, such settlers were quite often unsuited to the rigours of colonisation and
had minimal knowledge of land utilisation, meaning that such land often proved well out of the proportion of their
ability to produce. ‘Thus at the end of 1831 over a million acres of land had been allotted, but there were only 200
acres under cultivation’. Makin, ‘Social Differentiation’, p.30.
6
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Settlement Scheme of the early 1920s,8 all European attempts at substantial
development in the area were defied by the somewhat harsh physical environment,
limited knowledge of land utilisation, along with a range of adverse circumstances.9
Whilst the physical features of the land were critical to the town’s development,
various organisations and individuals also played a role in the establishment of the new
suburb. Ultimately, the development of Kwinana – particularly Medina, the first of six
proposed ‘neighbourhood units’ – was a direct result of the decisions and actions of the
Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, Margaret Feilman as consultant planner and, to a lesser
degree, the State Housing Commission (SHC). An ideology of industrial development,
setting the context for many of these decisions and actions, also appears to have played
a substantial role in the development pattern of the region.10
In 1951 the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, known today as BP, unveiled its
intention to establish a new refinery within Australia. For much of the early twentieth
century the Anglo-Persian Oil Company (APOC) – later renamed Anglo-Iranian Oil –
concentrated its business on the oil fields of Iran.11 However, by the early 1950s, given
the rapid rate of technological advancements in both air and sea transport and not least
the growing political instability in the Middle East,12 the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company
looked to diversify its interests. In a telegram sent to the Western Australian manager of
the Commonwealth Oil Refineries (C.O.R.), the forerunner of BP in Australia, the
Anglo Persian manager (London) wrote that ‘[i]nformation is urgently required in this
office concerning possible refinery locations in various parts of Australia for the AngloIranian Oil Company’.13 With a growing belief in the value of industrial development
and an increasing post-war movement into resource development, the Western
Australian State Government,14 led by the Public Works Department’s powerful
engineering head R.J. Dumas, successfully negotiated for the new refinery. In a new era
8

The Peel Estate Group Settlement Scheme sought to accommodate ex-servicemen and British migrants. In an attempt
to establish a dairy industry, newcomers to the area were granted approximately 100 acres of land. Despite being
subsidised with basic housing, animals and farming equipment, the venture was a complete failure. Unsuitable land
and livestock, coupled with inadequate planning, was responsible for the large abandonment of properties between
1922 and 1930.
9
According to a 1930s Royal Commission into Dairy Farming in the Southwest area, most of the Peel Estate ‘had
remained practically undeveloped since the earliest days of land settlement in Western Australia’, one could thus
assume that a failure to develop the land once it was resumed by the State was indicative of its intrinsically poor
quality, particularly with regard to agriculture. Report of the Royal Commission Dairy Farming in the Southwest,
Government Printer, Perth, 1932.
10
For a detailed discussion of industrialisation and the post-war ideology of development within Western Australia, see
L. Layman, ‘Development Ideology in Western Australia, 1933-1965’, Historical Studies, vol.20, no.79, 1982,
pp.234-260.
11
It is worth noting that Anglo-Iranian Oil began its operations in Western Australia in 1919 with ‘an agreement with
the State to allow bunkering of Fremantle and pipes to be laid through the streets of Fremantle’.
12
In October 1951, the Anglo-Iranian oilfields in Iran were nationalised, meaning that the company, Anglo-Iranian Oil,
lost control of its dominant source of crude oil.
13
‘Telegram from Anglo-Persian manager (London) to Western Australian manager of C.O.R, 1951’, as quoted in L.
Russell, Kwinana "Third Time Lucky", Town of Kwinana, Kwinana, 1979, p.151.
14
The Liberal Party under the leadership of Sir Ross McLarty (1947-1953).
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of Western Australian industrialisation, the establishment of the Kwinana refinery led
the way in what would soon become an industrial strip, extending south from Fremantle
to Rockingham.
As described by the then Minister for Industrial Development, the Hon A.F.
Watts, the undertakings at Kwinana were
of such magnitude that it would be difficult to conceive just what they may bring
in their train… there will be considerable aggregation of people and persons
engaged in the various services. Further, because of the facilities that will be
provided such as roads, railway, electricity and water supplies and the like to
this area, and the country around it, particularly between Kwinana and the South
Fremantle Power Station, will attract a considerable number of industries, both
great and small.15
In forging an agreement with the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company the Western Australian
Government assured itself the establishment of ‘the biggest industry in the
Commonwealth’ as well as the opening of a ‘new harbour designed to become a great
industrial port of Australia’.16 As so aptly put by the West Australian newspaper on 6
December 1951, Western Australia ‘… almost overnight finds itself with an industrial
revolution on its hands’.17 It was certainly believed and expected that an industry of
such magnitude would provide for a tremendous impetus to the State, not only in terms
of industrial development, but also maritime trade.18
In luring Anglo-Iranian Oil to the West, the Western Australian Government
provided a number of generous concessions. Not only was land made available to the
company cheaply and in large quantities,19 it was also agreed that the Government
would supply sufficient water to accommodate vessels, electric power, portable water,
and a large area of reasonably flat land with good foundations adjacent to sea water for
cooling purposes.20 Of even greater significance, however, was the agreement made to
establish a new townsite for refinery employees. Under the proclamation of the Oil
Refinery Industry (Anglo-Iranian Oil Company Limited) Act (WA) in 1952, the State
agreed to a number of terms directly related to the development of the new township.
These included: the provision of an area no more than ‘two and one-half miles’ from the
15

A.F. Watts (Minister for Industrial Development), Western Australian Legislative Assembly, 6 March 1952, ‘Second
Reading Speech’, Western Australian Parliamentary Debates, vol.130, 1951-1952 (3), pp.1904-1909.
16
D. Brand (Minister for Works), Western Australian Legislative Assembly, 6 March 1952, ‘Second Reading Speech’,
Western Australian Parliamentary Debates, vol.130, 1951-1952 (3), p.1892.
17
‘Great Expectations’, West Australian, 6 December 1951.
18
The magnitude may be estimated from the figures seen in the parliamentary debates of 1952: cost £30-40,000,000;
output: 3,000,000 tons of crude oil annually, making this oil refinery the biggest within Australia. See Western
Australian Legislative Assembly, 6 March 1952, ‘Second Reading Speech’, Western Australian Parliamentary
Debates, vol. 130, 1951-1952 (3), pp.1892-1904; ‘Case for W.A. Site of New Oil Refinery’, West Australian,
Thursday 18 October 1951, p.2.
19
Dumas Papers, 1916-1956 [manuscript], ACC1295A, box 6, Battye Library (BL hereafter), Perth.
20
‘Negotiations For Oil Refinery’, West Australian, 24 December 1951, p.3.
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Refinery site to be used ‘solely for the purposes of a residential area, social centre and
recreation ground’; the erection of ‘333 houses’ in each of the three years following the
commencing date – 1953 – to the standard design of the SHC; and finally, that the
Government would provide ‘roads, septic tanks, sewerage, fencing and water and
electricity services necessary for the reasonable occupancy of the houses’.21
As appointed planning consultant,22 Margaret Feilman, Perth’s first female town
planner, was given the task of planning the new suburb in accordance with the
aforementioned specifications. Born in 1921, Feilman grew up in Holyoak near
Dwellingup (south west Western Australia).23 In 1938 she became the first female cadet
in the Public Works Department of Western Australia, and completed a Bachelor of
Arts degree at the University of Western Australia in 1943. Feilman passed the Final
Examination for Registration as an Architect in 1945, and her indenture ended in April
1946.24 Between 1946 and 1948 Feilman worked as an architect for a number of leading
departments, including the Public Works Department in Perth, the Brisbane City
Council and Melbourne’s Commonwealth Works and Housing. Late in 1948 she
applied for and won a British Council Scholarship to study in Great Britain. In 1950 she
completed her Postgraduate Diploma in Town Planning at the School of Town and
Country Planning in the Newcastle-upon-Tyne College of the University of Durham,
and returned to Perth, where she opened her own practice under the title of ‘Margaret A.
Feilman, Architect and Town Planner’.
Seeking to integrate landscape site analysis with residential neighbourhoods and
hierarchical traffic circulation, Feilman based the design and planning of Kwinana on
the British ‘new town’ model.25 Locating the town on two main ridges running north
and south and rising to 200 feet, four ‘neighbourhood units’ were developed: Medina
21
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and Calista on the western ridge and Parmelia and Orelia on the eastern ridge. While the
valley between the two ridges, Gilmore Parkway, was (and still is) flanked by major
open spaces, each neighbourhood was to consist of approximately 1000 house sites and
a local shopping and amenities centre. The road system was to be designed in
accordance with modern town planning concepts to ensure maximum safety for
residents, with two arterial roads employed to service fast and heavy traffic.
In a profession dominated by men, Feilman’s appointment as town planner was
a significant step in Western Australia’s planning history. Notably, however, Feilman’s
planning for Kwinana showed little consideration for the specific concerns or needs of
women as primary occupants of suburban spaces. Feilman’s planning for Kwinana, as
discussed below, was principally concerned with the external layout and design of the
suburb.26 She did little to challenge the prevailing gendered ideas about the layout and
purpose of suburban spaces.
With the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company setting the primary terms for the
establishment of the town and the SHC and Margaret Feilman (under the jurisdiction of
the Town Planning Board) responsible for the overall layout and the suburban skeleton
of roads and subdivisions, Kwinana, covering approximately 7560 acres, was one of the
first comprehensive applications of the ‘new town model’ within Australia.27 By tracing
the multifaceted negotiations between those involved in the town’s development, and
the key forces that shaped the suburban landscape, the following discussion enhances
our understanding of the differing perceptions of ‘environment’ (in different social and
institutional contexts) and the range of environmental, social and cultural factors and
processes that shaped the way in which the suburb was built.

A vision for expansion
First it is important to place the decision to build Kwinana in the wider context of
Australian planning ideas. Prior to the agreement made between the State Government
and the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company in the early 1950s, Perth’s regional planning had
been largely uncoordinated. However, with the passing of the Oil Refinery Industry Act
of 1952, it was clear that any possible development within the Kwinana area would be
26
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limited, or at least controlled to a substantial degree, by the various provisions of this
Act. For example, it was specified in the Act that the new townsite would need to be
within at least ‘two and one-half miles from the refinery site’ and provide for at least
1000 houses for the Company’s employees.28
As the development of the new refinery gained momentum, the media voiced a
growing concern about the need for suitable and wise planning. In a 1951 editorial
entitled ‘Refinery Hopes’, the West Australian highlighted the necessity for a regional
plan able to address what was assumed to be the beginning of substantial regional
development, bringing with it significant changes to the urban form of Perth:
[t]he State Government will scarcely need to be reminded that it may soon have
an unprecedented opportunity to plan with boldness and imagination…
everything done at Cockburn Sound ought to be done well and with an eye to
posterity. The government has been unable to justify its decision to make upriver extensions to Fremantle Harbour, and the dredging of Parmelia and
Success Banks to enable an oil port to be constructed on the Sound would
provide the strongest reasons for reversing harbour policy… this would mean
enormous expansion and vast changes along the coastline south of Fremantle.
The whole area would call for farsighted and comprehensive regional and town
planning. For there could be laid the foundations of a modern industrial zone and
a model city… the Government should be prepared to act immediately.29
The importance of an overall planning scheme was further stressed by the West
Australian a month later, when it called for the immediate appointment of a centralised
town planning body:
[t]he Government can scarcely fail to realise that the future metropolitan area
will stretch towards Rockingham and that it must plan boldly for a new city and
a modern industrial zone along the seafront south of Fremantle… The
Government should therefore equip itself immediately with all the authority to
enable it to prevent land-speculation… The need for the appointment of an
overall metropolitan town-planning authority has become much more urgent.30
According to C.F. Makin, ‘it was undoubtedly this pressure which was to lead
eventually to the development of an effective regional plan for the whole of the
metropolitan area’.31 Yet I would argue that there is a long history to the development of
regional planning within Western Australia and although the media was indeed a
driving force in the post-war development of regional town planning, it was by no
means the driving force.

28
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The origins and evolution of Western Australian town planning have been fairly
well documented.32 Briefly, however, it was the considerable efforts of a number of key
people that led to the development and implementation of State-wide planning. Figures
such as W.G. Brookman, W.E. Bold, Harold Boas, Carl Klem, William Saw and other
members of the Town Planning Association between 1914 and 1927 laid the foundation
for town planning in the State, which was formalised with the introduction of the Town
Planning and Development Act, passed in December 1928. Under the provisions of this
Act, Western Australia’s first Town Planning Board was established to
… determine applications for the subdivision of land throughout the State
(which were previously determined by local authorities), to make
recommendations to the Minister on any proposed local authority town planning
schemes or town planning by-laws (which the Act enabled them to make to
control land use and development, and in the case of schemes, to also replan and
redevelop areas), to plan Crown lands, and to provide general advice on other
matters.33
Clearly the passing of the Town Planning and Development Act, and the establishment
of the Town Planning Board and the Metropolitan Town Planning Commission,34 was
an obvious indication that long-term strategic planning, as well as effective planning
mechanisms, were recognised as central to the progressive development of the
metropolitan region prior to the 1950s. While the Depression years of the 1930s,
followed by World War II, may have hindered effective action or implementation of
planning ideas, the influential work of various people and agencies, in conjunction with
significant planning milestones, such as those noted above, provided a foundation for
later regional town planning. Although the media certainly pressured the government
into considering the establishment of a formal governing body for regional town
planning, it was more significant in its ability to demonstrate the need for such planning.
The proposed development of an industrial strip along the Cockburn Sound was seized
upon by newspapers of the day to argue for the necessity of planning in the outer
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regions as a means of catering for population increase, for further industrial
development and for the demands that both would place on transportation.35
However, it was not until the passing of the Industrial Development (Kwinana
Area) Act of March 1952 that the Government made its first move to promote an overall
planning agenda for the Kwinana area. Under the provisions of this Act, the State was to
resume a large proportion of land for the purposes of the proposed industrial
development. This included the area extending north of Robb Jetty southwards to
Rockingham and eastwards to a line running north and south through Jandakot.36
Furthermore, under the provisions of the Act an advisory committee was convened to
consider projected developments in the Cockburn Sound area. This committee included
a member of the Town Planning Board as constituted under the Town Planning and
Development Act, 1929.37 It was also under the provisions of the 1952 Act that
Margaret Feilman was appointed.38 In looking at this Act and its provisions, it appears
that while the Government of the day recognised the importance of implementing a
regional planning structure, they were slow to make any definitive moves towards such
implementation: it was some seven months after the first candid call by the Press for a
comprehensive town plan that the Government commenced its planning for the
Kwinana region and came to a decision on a suitable site for the ‘new town’.39
The decision over the town’s final location was the subject of much discussion
and confusion. Though the lack of a regional plan complicated matters, the overriding
provisions of the Industrial Development Act were of greater concern. At the first
meeting of the advisory committee formed under the Act, there were seven issues
intrinsically linked to the location of the townsite. These included,
1.
2.

The topography of the area – a primary concern in terms of the location of the
railway to be built between the Refinery site and Fremantle;
Shipping requirements - it was believed that the whole water front from
Kwinana to Fremantle might be required for shipping purposes so it was
therefore suggested that a strip of land, 1,000 feet in width, be left behind the
port area;

35
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3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Road networks – road development would be required to connect Kwinana with
Fremantle and to provide a by-pass skirting the built up area of Cannington;
Land resumption;
A desire to have the townsite located near to the coast for health and amenity
reasons;
The provision under the Anglo-Iranian Oil Act 1952 that the town be located
within a two-and-a-half mile radius of the Refinery and;
The suitability of land for the development of a large town, particularly in
relation to the provision of septic tanks.40

As the members of the committee raised their concerns over the town’s possible
location (based largely on the government department they represented) and debated the
advantages and disadvantages of the various possibilities, two points of view eventually
emerged, namely that the proposed town should grow to the north or to the south of the
proposed site. Whilst Margaret Feilman advocated the southward extension as a means
of avoiding pollution from fumes, those favouring the northern extension – including
Professor Gordon Stephenson, who was later appointed to develop Perth’s first
comprehensive metropolitan plan41 – were concerned principally with the cost of land
resumption and concern over the future industrial development of the area as a whole.42
Although this debate continued for some time, one thing was clear: there was an
overriding concern that the townsite should not be fixed without consideration of the
overall planning of the region.43 Ultimately, the new era of industrial expansion –
headed by the establishment of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Refinery at Kwinana – in
conjunction with ongoing government and media discussions concerning State planning
became, as Foley argues, ‘the catalyst in creating an understanding amongst many
politicians of the need for forward planning in a wider context than had previously
occurred’.44

Imagining Kwinana
The development of Kwinana (and specifically the first sub-unit of Medina) was the
result of a range of competing visions. As seen in this discussion of the town’s final
siting, there were diverse values, ideas and visions (or imaginaries) that drove the
40
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development of this particular suburban landscape. From concerns over the economics
of shipping, through to concerns over the health and amenity of the town’s eventual
residents, the landscape was slowly transformed into a suburban environment reflecting
the needs of those driving suburban expansion. Turning now to the actual development
of Kwinana, the following examines the visions of those actors directly involved in the
town’s development and the extent to which, in an ongoing process of negotiation, these
visions determined the town’s final planning and development.
The first of these visions was that of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company. Driven by
capital gain and by industrial paternalism, the Company imagined an environment
conducive to the productivity (and indeed the proximity) of its workers. While there was
a strong belief that housing workers in a well-ordered and clean living environment
would in turn produce productive employees, the Company was keen to avoid the
development of an ‘oil town’ – that is, a town driven only by the interests of the AngloIranian Oil Company and characterised by worker stratification (i.e., ‘office’ personnel
– foremen and clerks – and ‘workers’ – skilled or unskilled). As early as March 1952,
the General Manager of the Oil Refinery stated in a letter to the SHC that he ‘definitely
did not want an “oil town” – it is essential that workers’ homes be interspersed between
various industrial projects and other avocations’.45 This point was also advocated by
Feilman:
[a]lthough the impetus to the development of the township came from the
building of the Refinery, Medina, or any other of the neighbourhood units,
should not become an “oil town” – only a proportion of the houses are for
Refinery employees.46
Despite such statements, it is, as suggested by Makin, difficult to understand how the
development of an ‘oil town’ could be avoided.47 Although, as indicated, there were
competing visions for the planning and development of Kwinana, the primary
motivation for the development of the new town was the new oil refinery. Due
principally to the demands of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company for employee houses, the
space and opportunity for the development of private non-company homes was
restricted. Between 1953 and 1960 there were only a limited number of private homes
built within Medina. This issue was highlighted a number of times in the minutes of the
Kwinana Co-ordination Committee, particularly in relation to matters concerning the
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limited facilities available and the importance of giving priority to SHC home
building.48 So, despite efforts to avoid the production of an ‘oil town’, the Anglo-Iranian
Oil Company imagined Kwinana, first and foremost, as a suburb designed to
accommodate efficiently company employees.
The second vision was that of the SHC. In the context of a post World War II
rise in population, along with the State’s drive for industrial growth, the SHC, brought
into being by the passing of the State Housing Act in 1947, was responsible for the
development of large estates throughout Western Australia.49 Governed by three
circumstances: the social demands of low to moderate income earners for housing; the
economic demand of industries for a stable and accessible workforce; and the level of
funding available to the SHC to erect such housing,50 the SHC was largely responsible
for translating the specific economic and social aims of both the Anglo-Iranian Oil
Company and the Western Australian Government into a suburban environment. Driven
by economics, the doctrine of industrialisation and post-war urban planning, the SHC
imagined the development of Kwinana as essential to the successful industrialisation of
the State.
The final and most pervasive vision for the development of Kwinana was that of
Margaret Feilman. As a private consultant and town planner, Feilman sought to
establish Kwinana as a new suburb with ‘an individual identity’. It was to be ‘an
experiment in methods of site selection, traffic segregation and house siting in relation
to open spaces’.51 Together with the SHC, Margaret Feilman provided a planning
framework for the development of Kwinana, and specifically the sub-unit of Medina.

Perth’s first ‘new town’
Feilman’s design for Kwinana was based on the application of the English ‘new town’
model. Drawing on the physical design criteria of Clarence Perry’s ‘neighbourhood
unit’ (as discussed in chapter two), the boundaries of Kwinana were determined by wide
arterial streets which directed the movement of through traffic past the neighbourhood.
Internal roads were no wider than required by their function and gave easy access to
neighbourhood facilities. There were 12 acres of open space – Perry’s design criteria
specified a minimum of 10 per cent of the overall neighbourhood acreage – and each

48

Kwinana Co-ordinating Committee, ‘Notes & Correspondence’, SROWA, ACC1205, item no. 33.
Including Balga, Koongamia, Wundowie and Wilson.
50
R. Sharp, ‘A History of Public Housing in Western Australia: The Workers’ Homes Board and the State Housing
Commission: Precursors of Homeswest’, Honours Thesis, Murdoch University, 1993, p.73.
51
M. Feilman, quoted in ‘Kwinana Town Plan Allows for Local Centres’, West Australian, 11 January, 1954.
49

- 109 -

neighbourhood unit was centred around the local school.52 Overall, the plan for
Kwinana was based on the ‘integration of landscape site analysis, residential
neighbourhoods and hierarchical traffic circulation’.53 Moving away from the typical
grid system applied so liberally in earlier suburban developments to a system based on
an emerging concept of road hierarchy, throughout Kwinana ‘[r]oads [were] developed
to a definitive hierarchy which minimise[d] pedestrian and vehicular conflicts’.54 As
succinctly argued by Barry Melotte,
the road hierarchy from Kwinana established one of the earliest limited road
access systems for Western Australia: including provision for public transport,
pedestrian circulation, integrated open space, and the grouping of shopping and
community facilities. These concepts were a significant departure from the
prevailing grid-iron pattern of subdivision in Perth.55
Largely based on a complete avoidance of crossroads, this layout sought to achieve an
overall reduction in through traffic. Interior residential carriage-ways were built to
widths suitable for private motorists residing in the area, as well as for the needs of
domestic tradesmen. The road system was intended to encourage people to walk or to
use public transport facilities. Pathways were planned for pedestrians to easily and
safely access schools, shops and parks, whilst bus routes were planned to traverse each
neighbourhood unit and to provide transport between the neighbourhood and the
residents’ places of employment. In December 1954 when Medina was inspected by a
group of journalists it was noted that ‘… the roads follow the contours of the ground,
the houses being planned in U-shaped closes. There is no grid-iron with steep inclines
and dangerous intersections’ (Fig. 4.2).56 Although much planning throughout the postwar period sought to cater for the private automobile, the neighbourhood unit sought to
reduce the need for private transport.
While past urban developments have been shaped principally by the dominant
form of transport, Tony Dingle argues that ‘neither human feet nor trams nor railways

52

T.G. Birtles, Origins of the Neighbourhood Unit as a Twentieth Century Urban Residential Planning Ideal: A Tribute
to Clarence Perry, University of Canberra, ACT, 1994, pp.23-24. A previous issue of this paper was first published
in 1982 by the Canberra College of Advance Education under the title of: Clarence Perry & the Neighbourhood Unit:
Welfare Origins of a Twentieth Century Urban Planning Ideal.
53
Melotte, ‘Landscape, Neighbourhood and Accessibility’, p.35.
54
Western Australia, Kwinana Medina Neighbourhood, May 8 1953. Unpublished souvenir of handing over first group
of houses by the Hon. H.E. Graham, M.L.A. to A.E. Mason Esq. General Manager, Australasian Petroleum
Refineries Ltd. According to Feilman, ‘In the early 1950s [this] was basically a new concept for Western Australian
urban growth planning and included the idea of neighbourhood or cells of development within a new road structure
that established traffic hierarchies’. Feilman quoted in Melotte, ‘Landscape, Neighbourhood & Accessibility’, p.38.
55
Melotte, p.40.
56
The Age, December 8 1954. By January of 1955, approximately 850 houses had been erected for an estimated
population of 2,726. Of the 850 buildings it was suggested by Feilman that ‘634 of them were occupied at that date’
M. Feilman, quoted in ‘‘New Town’ Plans Ideal Place for Living’, Sydney Morning Herald, 25 April 1955, ‘Kwinana
Lift-out’, p.7.

- 110 -

have had such a pervasive impact as the car’.57 With the dramatic rise in privatised
transport between 1945 and the 1970s, there was a marked increase in the rate and
extent of suburbanisation.58 Yet, despite Dingle’s contention that post-war suburbs were
‘built around the car and its needs’, the development of Kwinana, based on the
principles of the ‘neighbourhood unit’, seems to be an exception. Kwinana was planned
on principles seeking to avoid car usage: Kwinana’s road system was intended to
encourage people to walk or to use public transport facilities.59 Although allowing for
through traffic to proceed effectively and with minimum delay, closes restricted traffic
and reduced road hazards, particularly for pedestrians. As Feilman has suggested:
[Kwinana] was one of the first towns to have the limited access roads (an
approach that had been developed in the UK after the development of the motorcar – this wasn’t something we needed before we had the motor car), the limited
access roads… were an important part of the development and planning of the
town.60

Fig. 4.2: Aerial Shot of Medina, February 1955.61
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Placing the development of Kwinana within the context of post-war planning ideology,
deterministic understandings of the environment appear to have been quite prevalent.
Linking the organisation of space in suburbia to the behaviour, values, health and
experiences of the people who inhabited it, planning ideology of the post-war era,
particularly the neighbourhood unit, sought to situate society in well planned suburban
homes and gardens as a means of engendering heightened moral and ethical values.62 As
a planning ideal, the neighbourhood unit was aimed at achieving physical and social
integration resulting in a neighbourhood ‘identity’ that would provide a basic structure
for ‘good’ social behaviour and social relationships.63
Between 1953 and the early 1960s, the SHC provided the means by which such
an environment could be achieved. The first neighbourhood development – Medina –
was produced primarily for the Company ‘office employees’ and ‘workers’. An
agreement forged between the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company and the SHC provided for
five year leases on individual houses whereby it was up to the Company to ensure that
premises, including dwellings and gardens, be kept in good condition.64 Whilst health
and safety considerations were bound up as regulatory measures in the various housing
and building codes and thus constituted a strong emphasis on constraints to avoid
conditions hazardous to the physical well being of the community,65 quality of
environment, including issues such as environmental amenity, dwelling types and
materials, land-use types and locality,66 appears to have been given little consideration.
Given the stringent requirements of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company and the little time
allocated to complete construction of the new houses, these issues were resolved
principally with reference to cost and expediency. Other than the 100 stipulated ‘brick
homes’, which were reserved for ‘office’ personnel rather than ‘workers’, most of the
houses constructed within Medina were timber framed, single detached fibro units with
two to four bedrooms covering a total area of between 850 and 1000 square feet on
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quarter acre lots (Figs. 4.3 and 4.4).67 These houses were varied (slightly) according to
the occupational status of the worker, i.e., ‘Foremen / Clerks’, ‘Skilled and Semiskilled’ and ‘Unskilled’. Although there was a level of ingenuity shown in the use of
colour and external features, so as to avoid the usual monotony of workers’ houses
(often seen in similar housing estates68), housing designs generally evolved around a
few basic types, based on a similar layout and material. The average cost of such
housing ranged from £2985 for Senior and Junior Foremen and Clerks to £2394 for
unskilled labourers.69
Given that the administrative relationship between the public (the SHC) and
private (the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company) sectors was based on achieving necessary
development for a particular use – in this case, the development of Kwinana as a
residential area for Company employees – the stipulated requirements of the AngloIranian Oil Company acted as a guiding force for the SHC’s development of Kwinana.
It is interesting to note, however, that although there had been a recommendation by the
Anglo-Iranian Oil Company to disperse ‘executive’ – i.e., brick housing – among so
called ‘workers’ housing, acting as a measure of social determinism, whereby
‘executives’ could be seen to be setting an example for so-called ‘workers’, this was
largely ignored by the SHC, who argued instead that dwellings of the same type should
be spatially concentrated to minimise building costs and to avoid devaluation of the
more expensive housing. It is clear then, that although Anglo-Iranian Oil’s stipulations
guided the SHC it did not force their actions.70

67
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Fig. 4.3: State Housing Commission, Type no.BV2/17B, 195771

Fig. 4.4: Kwinana home, c.195472
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The State Housing Commission, ‘Proceedings of the Conference of Housing Ministers held in Hobart, Tasmania,
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72
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Quality of environment as it related to environmental amenity, landscape site analysis
and the conservation of flora and fauna was, however, a primary concern for Margaret
Feilman. In deciding on a location for the new townsite, Feilman took a range of
environmental factors into account. Not only were issues of refinery fumes and
pollution given extended consideration, but so too were topographical features and other
‘natural’ aspects of the local environment, including the native vegetation referred to
earlier.
Having recently returned from the United Kingdom, Margaret Feilman applied
much of the valuable knowledge acquired through her education in Britain to the
planning of Kwinana. As argued by Barrie Melotte, in her design and planning of
Kwinana, there were
… at least three pioneering contributions to Australian planning. She contributed
new applications of the English ‘New Town’ model; the integration of landscape
site analysis, residential neighbourhoods and hierarchical traffic circulation.73
Working with approximately 7560 acres, Feilman skilfully adapted the British ‘new
town’ model to local conditions.

Fig. 4.5: Margaret Feilman, explaining her plan for Kwinana, c.1954.74

As the first comprehensive application of the ‘new town’ model in Western Australia,
and one of only a few throughout Australia,75 Kwinana was envisioned as a model
73
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Melotte, ‘Landscape, Neighbourhood and Accessibility’, p.35.
Courtesy, M. Grubb, Medina Resident.
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development for future planning within Australia.76 In his brief history of the ‘new
town’ of Elizabeth (South Australia), Mark Peel argues that Australian planning had
always relied on British models: ‘Australians looked to their British counterparts for
ideas about how to reform and how to claim power’.77 With the appointment, for
Kwinana, of yet another British-trained person to a position of planning influence, it
seemed likely that the dissemination of British planning ideology onto the Australian
landscape would continue.78 Although Peel argues that most planners were ‘ambivalent’
about the ‘new town’ model,79 Feilman drew on many of its principles for the
development of Kwinana. Of particular interest (to her) was the idea of demonstrating
that convenient thoroughfares, quiet domestic streets and ample public open spaces
could be economically feasible as well as socially and environmentally beneficial
features of Australian suburban development. What distinguished Margaret Feilman
from many other Australian planners of the post-war era, however, was her willingness
and indeed resolute commitment to cater for local conditions.
Unlike the development of Elizabeth, which Peel suggests was not a particularly
‘self conscious planning process’,80 Kwinana’s creation, under the planning guidance of
Feilman, was clearly based on a set of philosophical, social and environmental planning
ideals. Whilst such ideals, including notions of neighbourliness and reform, stemmed
from the ‘new town’ movement, Feilman also sought to incorporate her own planning
philosophy. Based on what she has described as a ‘three dimensional exercise which
sought to achieve the best use of the land as part of a total environment – to be good for
the people who used it, to give safety and convenience and the maximum amenity’, this
planning philosophy meant ‘responding to the land’ as it was found, ‘using contours as
a basis for design as well as the best of the natural features, including trees, views etc’.81
For Feilman, planning was as much about the ‘natural’ environment as it was about the
built environment.
Having grown up in the south west region of Western Australia, Feilman had
what she described as a ‘special understanding’ of Western Australia’s ‘natural’
environment.82 It was her belief that
75

The town of Elizabeth in South Australia paralleled the development of Kwinana.
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[o]ur environment was rather special and there was no real reason why we
couldn’t keep some of the best of it as a permanent situation, fairly accessible to
people living in an urban environment.83
Most urban areas contain public parks and reserves mainly for aesthetic and recreational
purposes. However, for Feilman, the specifications for open space provided an
opportunity to maintain some examples of ‘natural’ vegetation and certain species of
fauna, whilst also providing for a pleasant living environment.84 As one long-term
resident recalled:
doesn’t matter where you lived, when it was created and when the early
buildings were put in, there wasn’t one house or block in the area that you
weren’t looking on to natural bush … the lifestyle benefits were really
something.85
Though it was common for new suburban developments to begin with a radical clearing
of land (as in Yarralumla), Feilman invested much time and effort in learning about the
land so as to allow for the preservation of various areas and, in particular, trees. As a
planner, Feilman accepted that parts of the land would have to be cleared; however, it
was her priority to maintain as much of the ‘natural’ environment as possible.86 In terms
of the removal of ‘natural’ tree growth to accommodate the location of services such as
water and power, it was noted in the Kwinana Road Board Minutes that a tree-planting
scheme was to be put in place by the SHC.87 According to Feilman, this tree-planting
scheme ‘added more native trees, a number of them with brilliant flowers such as the
red flowering gum, the bottle-brush and the yellow flowering wattles’ along with ‘some
non-indigenous trees’ which were ‘introduced in special locations to provide a contrast
with the grey-green bush’.88
While such actions may seem antithetical to the standard process of
suburbanisation – the removal of local flora and fauna and the flattening of land as seen
in the development of Yarralumla89 – it is important to note that land clearing has long
been a cause for public concern in Western Australia (albeit a minority one). By the
early twentieth century public concern for the destruction of wildflowers, forests and
83
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other ‘natural’ areas was reflected in the deliberations of a number of societies,
including the WA Naturalists Club and the Country Women’s Association.90 Moreover,
from the mid-1920s onwards, local gardening publications, such as the Western
Australian Gardening Guide, recommended techniques to preserve the native garden in
Western Australia’s hot, dry climate,91 whilst the work of Emily Pelloe, a journalist,
botanist, artist and humanitarian, similarly stimulated interest in Western Australia’s
wildflowers.92 In 1932 this interest in wildflowers was taken a step further when the
Horticultural Society of Western Australia commenced publication of its first regular
horticultural journal, the West Australian Gardener. Targeting mainly the amateur home
gardener, this journal advocated the widespread cultivation of wildflowers and use of
other native plants. For example, one 1932 article recommended local plants which
could be grown with ease in suburban gardens, whilst a 1935 editorial advocated
conservation of Western Australia’s native flora.93 Yet despite this early growth in
concern, the clearing of ‘natural’ bushland continued throughout the 1930s and 1940s,
and thus local support for preservation increased. By the late 1950s numerous groups,
including the newly formed Tree Society and the Society for the Growing of Native
Plants, emphasised the loss of bushland as a primary cause for concern. For many of
those involved in such societies, the bushland was pivotal to the development of a sense
of place and the preservation of native flora was seen as imperative. It is thus likely that
Feilman’s attempt to overcome the suburban tradition of ‘erasure’ and to preserve as
much of the native flora (and thus fauna) as possible94 stemmed from an environmental
awareness that is often neglected in discussions of Australian suburbia.
Clearly Margaret Feilman exhibited great regard for the Western Australian
environment. For her, planning was not only about the human-made physical
environment, but also about the ‘natural’ environment. But how original was such
thinking in the early period of post-war planning? Feilman has argued that it was
relatively original within Australia, yet for someone who had studied in the UK, where
the basic tenet of planning was ‘taking note of the social and community issues as well
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as taking note of the land’,95 this was a normal and practical way of planning. As Arthur
Edwards describes in his book The Design of Suburbia: a critical study in
environmental history, from as early as 1944, when the Ministry of Town and Country
Planning published the Dudley Report, British town planning demonstrated a clear
commitment to an appreciation of site layout and requirements. According to the
Dudley Report, site planning ‘must be based on a thorough study of the characteristics
of the site to be planned and on an appreciation of the site requirements of the buildings
to be erected’.96
‘Modern town planning’, as it was conceived in Britain, was (in theory) based
on a thorough study of local conditions. As seen in a number of Britain’s post-war
planned suburbs, including those based on the Garden City and ‘new town’ movements,
there was a conscious effort to overcome what has often been viewed as the inherent
problem of suburbia – a residential development isolated from its surroundings.97
Seeking to overcome the long tradition of building over or escaping from ‘nature’, town
planning along these lines sought to work with and to incorporate basic physical
elements of the landscape such as topography. In Feilman’s mind, the ‘best of modern
town planning was taking note of these factors’.98 Ultimately, Feilman imagined the
development of an Australian town, planned along modern planning principles,
integrated into a particularly attractive landscape.99
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Fig.4.6: Medina streetscape, c.1955100

In considering Feilman’s environmental imaginary and its influence on the planning and
development of Kwinana, of particular importance is the material and social framework
within which she was working. Clearly, Feilman’s experience of place, that is her
understandings and experiences of growing up in the south west region, would have
influenced and informed her understanding of the Kwinana environment. As suggested
by Peet and Watts, ‘the places groups of people inhabit are main sources in the creation
of their meaning systems, aesthetics and systems of thought’.101 Whilst Feilman
suggests that she had a ‘special understanding’ of the Western Australian
environment,102 as a planner this ‘special understanding’ was refigured or at least
reconsidered in an ongoing process of active interaction between practice and
idealization. Stemming from her own familiar connection with, and visual images of,
the south west region, Feilman’s imagined ideal environment was incorporated (at least
partially) into a planning ideology which arose from a series of ways in which different
people – planners and developers – thought, saw and discussed the urban or built
environment. In the post-war period the ideology of land-use planning centred on five
broad areas or categories: (i) health, (ii) safety, (iii) convenience, (iv) economy and (v)
amenity. As discussed in chapter two, health and safety considerations were generally
100
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linked to the avoidance of conditions deemed hazardous to physical well-being. Such
ideas were clearly emphasised in early planning literature concerning the City Beautiful
and Garden City movements, where it was believed that public health and safety could
be fostered via the physical environment.103 Taking an environmentally deterministic
approach, the planning profession aimed to improve the physical and social contexts in
which people lived, not only by addressing problems directly linked to issues of health,
such as sanitation, but also by attempting to produce a pleasant environment through the
provision of parks and open space (as was the case in Canberra). ‘Environment’ within
this context was thus largely considered as it concerned beautification and moral and
physical health. Yet despite the fact that Feilman drew on this deterministic planning
ideology, expressing a clear interest in the use of low-density housing and ample open
space, she also demonstrated a clear commitment to retaining ‘natural’ bushland and
native trees and to using contours of the land in the planning of Kwinana. In this
context, Feilman’s environmental imaginary conceived of ‘environment’ in a much
broader sense than that of the ‘beautification’ notion of environmental determinism
envisaged in the Garden City and ‘new town’ movements and, more specifically, by the
deterministic and cost driven visions of the SHC and the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company.

In summary, the development of Kwinana reflected three competing visions of
‘environment’. The Anglo-Iranian Oil Company’s vision or understanding of
‘environment’ stemmed from industrial paternalism. In an era governed by deterministic
visions of the environment, it was believed that housing workers in a clean, orderly
environment would ensure their productivity. Furthermore, it is clear that the general
needs of industry also informed the way in which the SHC imagined ‘environment’.
Both the location for the townsite and the planning of the town itself were based
primarily on refinery requirements. Although it is doubtful whether the SHC, in
conjunction with the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, consciously considered the
geographical features of the environment when it came to housing, such features
necessarily structured much of the physical layout (and location) of the ‘new town’. Of
greater impact, however, was the environmental imaginary of Margaret Feilman.
‘Environment’ for Feilman was a broad concept encompassing both built and ‘natural’
features. Responsible for the overall planning and development of the ‘new town’,
103
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Feilman’s understandings of ‘environment’ appear to have dominated the shaping of the
suburb. Her appreciation of the lie of the land and the native flora and fauna that it
supported, informed her vision of the suburb: an imported planning ideology (largely
deterministic in nature) informed her role as a planner, but a commitment to
preservation and a ‘connection’ to the south west region influenced the way in which
she set out to develop Kwinana.



Kwinana - from the 1950s to the 1990s
In the early 1950s, the decision to build a ‘new town’ some 30 kilometres from Perth
received substantial attention and had considerable significance for the development of
planning within Western Australia. However, after the first phase of this development
(Medina) was completed, the overall project for a ‘new town’ established in a ‘natural’
bush setting lapsed into relative obscurity, with the following sub units – Calista,
Parmelia and Orelia – growing slowly.
Between 1961 and 1968, with the development of an aluminia refinery and a
blast furnace established to smelt iron-ore, Kwinana’s residential population grew and
diversified. Although in 1966, nearly fifteen years after the first houses were
constructed, the population of Kwinana had only risen to 4100, by the mid-1990s, as a
result of continued industrial development and natural increase, the population was fast
approaching 20,000.104 Between the mid-1960s and the mid-1970s, urban development
in Kwinana reflected important changes in both the policies of the SHC and in relation
to government planning and development more generally. Between 1967 and 1977
approximately 500 flats were constructed, and non-government development
companies, including A.V. Jennings and Sloan Homes, became involved in private
development.105 Moreover, general economic improvement throughout the State, and
the selling off of SHC homes, led to an increased level of private home ownership. By
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1971, 54 per cent of all occupied private dwellings were owner-occupied, with only 36
per cent belonging to the SHC.
As one of Australia’s first ‘new towns’, Kwinana – particularly the first sub-unit
of Medina – allows a rare opportunity for retrospective examination of a wellestablished planned community.106 Here two broad questions arise. Firstly, what were
the long-term effects of the environmental imaginaries of Margaret Feilman, the SHC
and the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company? And what / whose environmental values and
understandings are reflected in Kwinana today?
Firstly, the question of whether or not Anglo-Iranian Oil were successful in
achieving a town conducive to the productivity of its workers is beyond the scope of
this thesis, however, it can be said that its attempts at avoiding the stigma of an ‘oil
town’ were futile. By 1965, oil (and steel to some extent too) dominated the lives of
most Kwinana residents – almost all male residents were employed by the refinery –
and it had well and truly become a Company town.107 Whilst there have been a number
of initiatives aimed at improving Kwinana’s social setting and lifting the ‘oil town’
stigma,108 and although today many of the strip’s industrial workers live elsewhere
(including Rockingham, Port Kennedy and Fremantle),109 many people still think of
Kwinana as an industry town. It is my contention that this image stems from the
environmentally deterministic and paternalistic vision of the Anglo-Iranian Oil
Company and their involvement in setting the pace and manner in which the town
evolved. In stipulating that the town needed to be no more than ‘two and one-half miles’
from the refinery site, the company succeeded (for the most part) in providing a
conveniently-located environment for its employees, however, in doing so it only
helped to reinforce the ‘oil town’ notion that it had set out to avoid.
The second long-term effect was a direct result of the imaginary of the SHC. By
the mid-1990s, the industrial strip extending along the coast from Fremantle to
Rockingham was the largest manufacturing centre in the Perth metropolitan area110 and
its development did indeed act as a catalyst for the industrialisation of the State. The
SHC’s commitment to the development of Kwinana as a means of providing housing
for the moderate income earners of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company resulted in a town
106
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which, although offering greater opportunities for the Company’s workers by providing
relatively low-cost housing close to the work place, ultimately failed to meet the
expectations and aspirations of many of its residents.111 Up until the mid-1990s,
Kwinana offered limited employment opportunities for females, and relatively poor
access to the city. Between 1961 and 1971, the female workforce within Kwinana
increased from 188 to 476; of this total only 30 per cent were employed within
Kwinana.112 By 1996, of a total population of 19,186, approximately 10 per cent (male
and female) actually worked in Kwinana.113 Despite the fact that Kwinana is one of
Western Australia’s main industrial areas, many people who work within Kwinana, both
within the town itself or on the industrial strip, live outside the area. Significantly, given
the limited local job opportunities and a relatively poor public transport system, many
Kwinana residents became reliant on the car. Although Kwinana’s road system was
intended to encourage people to walk or to use public transport facilities, the isolation of
Kwinana, and the limited services offered by the public bus system,114 restricted
people’s options and increased the need for a private automobile.
On a more positive note, the final long-term effect can be seen in the degree to
which, by the mid-1990s, Kwinana and more specifically Medina, remained a legacy of
Feilman’s desire to create a suburb designed around ‘the best of the area’s natural
features’. Hidden from the extensive industrial strip extending from Fremantle to
Rockingham by a green landscaped buffer, Medina, encircled by a variety of parks and
open spaces, had turned into a relatively attractive suburban area. Although Medina
quickly developed a social stigma – both as it related to the notion of an ‘oil town’ and
due largely to the SHC’s decision to house welfare recipients in the area115 – its treelined streets, such as Medina Avenue (Fig. 4.7) and Beacham Crescent, helped to give
its residents a sense of community pride and enjoyment.
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Fig. 4.7: Medina Avenue, 2008.

In a survey of resident satisfaction undertaken in 1976, 34 per cent of those surveyed
suggested that the large amount of open space and preservation of the ‘natural’ bush
setting were the best features of the area.116 For many Medina residents, the landscaped
setting helped to ‘beautify’ the suburb, add to its ‘aesthetic harmony’ and act as a
protective measure from the perceived ills of the refinery.117 Here then exists evidence
of a similar deterministic and aesthetic appreciation of ‘environment’ to that seen in the
environmental imaginary of Feilman. By the mid-1970s one of the greatest concerns of
Kwinana residents was the perceived dangers of environmental hazards associated with
the industrial strip.118 In examining the responses of those surveyed, the ‘natural’ buffer
and the vast open spaces added to a sense of health and safety within the community.119
But to what degree did this landscape buffer and the town’s original positioning actually
manage to prevent the pollution from the industrial area (both visual and gaseous) from
reaching the residential area?
Although the landscape buffer was supposed to cut much of the pollution
emanating from the industrial strip, there is evidence that it failed to do so. For example,
Doug Waddingham, Kwinana Road Board health inspector and building surveyor up
116
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until the late 1980s (and a long-term Medina resident), remembered the smell from the
BP separators:
… their separators were bloody awful. There was an awful smell…. The Cat
Cracker, that’s the big bloke… he used to blow out a lot of muck too. During the
night there would be an easterly which would be taking it offshore, but then,
later on, it gets to morning and the wind would change and it would be blowing
it back into town. We’d smell it always on a north westerly. It was really bad
and it was getting through the natural bush… We were constantly getting a lot of
complaints…120
Further evidence can be seen in minutes of the Kwinana Town Council:
Numerous complaints received of strong sulphurous odours from industries that
were permeating through houses in the townsite.
… pollution of the air and subsequent crop damage to market gardener’s
property still continues…121
While research and testing in response to such complaints demonstrated that there were
no significant health risks associated with the pollution emanating from the Kwinana
industrial strip,122 unpleasant odours and side effects remained a matter of concern for
residents.123 Nonetheless, the landscape buffer first established by Margaret Feilman
acted more often than not as a source of confidence and security in the environmental
imaginaries of many Kwinana residents.
Although the environmental imaginaries of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, the
SHC and Margaret Feilman still left traces on the landscape, by the mid-1990s there
were at least two new environmental imaginaries helping to shape the future growth and
development of Kwinana. For example, in the early 1990s, the Kwinana Town Council
made a calculated decision to change the image of the district. Prior to 1993 rural areas
surrounding Medina, Calista, Parmelia and Orelia had been broken into smaller parcels
for hobby farms and small market gardens only. In 1993, however, the SHC in
conjunction with the Land Corporation established and implemented a Master Plan
encompassing the whole area. This plan resulted in the release of 3000 blocks for
private builders and the refurbishment of 1300 original homes. In so doing, attention
was given to defining appropriate residential patterns, providing for a variety of housing
styles, and the redevelopment of already established areas, such as Medina. There were
120
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also attempts at increasing residential density. Importantly, this plan emphasised the
importance of working with the suburban landscape established by Feilman, so as to
decrease the social and ‘oil town’ stigma, whilst also moving towards sustainable
living.124 A further example of the emergence of new environmental imaginaries can be
seen with the 1993 commissioning of Dames and Moore by the Kwinana Industries Coordinating Committee to develop a Master Plan for Optimising Land Use and
Management of the Kwinana Industrial area. Although this plan was principally
concerned with the industrial strip, it would have a significant impact on Kwinana’s
suburbs. This report was guided by the following passage taken from Our Common
Future (1987),
What is needed is a new era of economic growth that is forceful and at the same
time socially and environmentally sustainable.125
Working under the rubric of sustainability, emphasis was placed on achieving rigorous
environmental and social impact assessment; improving visual impact and providing
landscape enhancement; undertaking Best Practice Environmental Management
(BPEM)126; improving air quality; and developing and implementing an Environmental
Protection Policy.127 What we can see here then, is that despite a lingering of the
imaginaries of Feilman, Anglo-Oil and the SHC, the environmental imaginaries
emerging throughout the early 1990s demonstrated a commitment to the notion of
sustainability and were influenced by ecological sensibilities.
In undertaking this retrospective examination of the growth and development of
Kwinana and its suburbs from the early 1970s through to the mid-1990s, we can see that
the original environmental imaginaries of those involved in the establishment, early
planning and development of Kwinana, have indeed influenced the shape of the town’s
suburbs and its community well after their involvement ceased. However, it is also clear
that with the rise of environmentalism and with the move towards sustainability, new
imaginaries emerged and sought to re-shape the suburb so as to meet the needs of future
generations. Importantly, in bringing this study up to the mid-1990s we can see the
degree to which the emerging environmental imaginaries of those such as Homeswest,
the Kwinana Industries Co-ordinating Committee and the Kwinana Town Council were
124
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influenced by the imaginaries of those before them and the degree to which they made
significant departures. Moreover, we can gain some insight into the degree to which
understandings of ‘environment’ shift in response to emerging ideological
developments such as environmentalism and sustainability.

- 128 -

Chapter Five
‘An Environmental Good’: Perth’s First Radburn Development
New, significant and innovative planning designs, such as Howard’s Garden Cities,
Stein and Wright’s town of Radburn (USA) and Abercrombie’s Greater London
Regional Plan, act, more often than not, as catalysts for significant change in both
architectural and planning circles. They also provide a body of knowledge that reflects
the values and ideals of a sector of society at a particular moment. Crestwood, built in
the Western Australian suburb of Thornlie in the early 1970s, was Australia’s first
Radburn design: it was built as a model housing development by Sloan Homes (a
development company responsible for suburban subdivisions in Perth, Adelaide and
Melbourne); its planning explored the application of international planning and
architectural ideas; and it became a testing ground for a new variant of suburban
planning. An examination of Crestwood provides insight into the shifting nature of
environmental concern and the extent to which (if at all) such concerns were played out
in an innovative suburban development. Examining the planning and development of
Crestwood, and the environmental imaginaries reflected in this planning and
development, this chapter allows an insight not only into the ways in which
understandings of ‘environment’ may be incorporated into the planning process, but
also the dialectic between global and local planning ideas.

Metropolitan Planning
As seen in the previous chapter, the 1950s – at least in Western Australia – was an era
of unprecedented industrial development and the beginning of comprehensive planning
within the State. As the growth of the State and the metropolitan area gathered
momentum – particularly with the expansion of industrial development at Kwinana –
metropolitan planning of a clear and comprehensive nature was an imperative.1 In 1953
the Western Australian State Government appointed Professor Gordon Stephenson of
the University of Liverpool along with Alistair Hepburn, Perth’s Town Planning
Commissioner, to report on and make recommendations on the planning of the future
development of the whole metropolitan region. The results of this report were published
in 1955 as The Plan for the Metropolitan Region, Perth and Fremantle, most commonly
referred to as the ‘Stephenson-Hepburn Report’. The plan assumed a regional
1
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population of 1 million by 1985 and 1.4 million by the turn of the twenty-first century.2
Importantly, the plan promoted population decentralisation, with the creation of new
suburbs to both the north and south of the Swan River. Based on the assumption that
low-density detached housing in the suburbs was the preferred residential urban form,3
the Stephenson-Hepburn Report sought to minimise the possibility of uncontrolled
outward development, via the controlled development of growth centres (or suburbs) on
the outskirts of the metropolitan region. The plan argued for the advantages of ‘limiting
the radius of the main urban area of close settlement’ by ringing it with a belt of rural
land.4 It was envisioned that, beyond this belt of rural land, development would be in
the form of ‘reasonably compact communities which are generally self-dependent’ yet
still form part of the Metropolitan Region.5 These new communities, including
Kwinana, Rockingham, Armadale, Gosnells (including Thornlie), Kalamunda and
Wanneroo, were to contain their own open space, shops, schools and community
facilities.6 Linking these new communities to the central areas of Fremantle and Perth,
the plan suggested a network of controlled access and other major roads and railways
(Fig. 5.1).

2
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Fig. 5.1: Stephenson and Hepburn proposed transport routes.7

7
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The major road network plan, which has long been seen as an integral component in
achieving a vision of Perth as a modern, motorised city, was based on the construction
of five new major highways:
between Perth and Kwinana via the construction of the Narrows Bridge, between
Perth and Yanchep, between Beechboro and Gosnells via a new bridge over the
Swan river near Belmont, a northern perimeter highway linking Midland
Junction via Hamersley and Yokine with the coast, and between Fremantle and
Midland Junction to link the major southern arteries to Perth. In addition the
major East-West traffic artery in the City (Roe and Wittenoom streets) was to be
linked via a bridge at Burswood Island to the major southern roads.8
Despite the fact that the Stephenson-Hepburn Report also recommended the
development of an extensive rail network, including two new lines,9 the political culture
of the late 1950s and 1960s favoured the private automobile. In a low-density city
where car acquisition was becoming more affordable, planners and politicians alike
regarded the car as an economical and a modern means to enable individual freedom,
whilst public transport was regarded as ‘transport for people who could not afford, or
could not drive, cars’.10 As discussed by McManus, the ALP’s focus on establishing the
Metropolitan Transport Trust to coordinate the existing public transport, especially
buses, along with a growing view that further rail development would lead only to
further costs, led to the eventual rejection of the proposed railway lines and a
commanding preference for additional buses on the newly proposed road system.11 In
such a climate, the automobile became the dominant means of transport, and as Stickells
argues, many planning decisions of the late 1950s and 1960s ‘would serve to reinforce
this approach’.12
The Stephenson-Hepburn Report became quickly ‘accepted as the definitive
study of factors influencing the growth of the Perth Metropolitan Region’13 and in 1963
formed the basis for the Metropolitan Region Scheme, which, to this day (in revised
format) remains the statutory plan for Perth. Importantly, the Stephenson-Hepburn
Report and the Metropolitan Region Scheme both recognised the overwhelming desire
8
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of much of Perth’s population for a detached home and garden in a suburban setting.
Despite the possible advantages of more dense forms of development, the StephensonHepburn Report suggested that only a small proportion of other housing types,
including medium density or group dwellings, would be necessary for ‘probable future
demand’.14 The form of Perth’s low-density suburban development was thus firmly
embedded in the statutory planning of Perth’s metropolitan region, along with a
growing reliance on the private automobile.
The focus that the Stephenson-Hepburn Report placed on the decentralisation of
low-density suburbia, coupled with an increasing reliance on the private automobile,
fostered through the mass development of freeways and major roads, demonstrates a
general lack of environmental (aesthetic and ecological) awareness. A planning
framework centred predominantly on private transport is profuse in its environmental
impact. From the source of energy used and the space and infrastructure required for the
development of transport routes, to the waste products of various forms of transport and
the ‘mutually constitutive impacts of transport and land-use in shaping the city’, the
dominance of transport – particularly the private automobile – in shaping our cities and
suburbs, has long been detrimental to the surrounding environment.15 Yet despite this
lack of environmental awareness in Western Australia, it is worth noting that in the UK
and the USA, planning ideology increasingly exhibited a preoccupation with the
conservation and quality of the environment.
In the UK, despite an increased emphasis on transportation planning,
conservation began to appear as a dominant concern within the planning framework.16
With the publication of Traffic in Towns in 1963 and the 1968 Countryside Act, concern
for the quality of the UK environment – particularly as it was affected by the growing
dominance of transportation planning – found new expression in planning policy and
debate. For example, in 1963 the British Government demanded that
in reaching planning decisions, it was necessary to quantify the environmental
costs and to reckon them in. This suggested that investment in urban roads
should be governed not by the costs necessary to reduce congestion to a defined
level, but by the higher level of costs necessary to reduce congestion while
maintaining some defined environmental standards.17
Furthermore, Healey and Shaw argue that a growing emphasis on the British
countryside in planning throughout this period, including its appearance and its
14
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management, ‘was linked to the scale of the pressure for development in the countryside
and the growing understanding of the natural science of the environment’.18 The 1966
South Hampshire Study for example, gave much attention to the area’s natural
resources, including agriculture, forestry and fishing, and to its wildlife habitats.19
Similarly, in the United States, the 1950s and 1960s was a period in which a variety of
people began to tally the environmental costs of urban planning and development. For
example, with the growth of the open space movement, the work of Ian McHarg
(discussed in chapter six), and the National Urban Growth and New Community
Development Act of 1970, many planners and developers began to design and build
more environmentally sensitive suburbs.20
With this international move towards the incorporation of new environmental
planning techniques – based on the ecological rather than the aesthetic and deterministic
sensibilities of earlier generations – Australian planners and developers were provided
with a variety of planning frameworks seeking to cater more directly for environmental
impact. Although the Stephenson-Hepburn report showed very little environmental
concern, focusing instead on the projection of transportation needs, the drive for greater
industrial development and the desire for low-density suburban development, the
question to be asked is: did Ron Sloan’s vision for Crestwood, drawing on international
planning ideas, reflect an emerging ecological awareness?

From grazing land to a ‘distinct’ new suburb
In late November (or early December) of 1829, Lieutenant Thomas Bannister took
possession of one of the first land grants along the Canning River.21 Location 17 –
which Bannister would later name Woolcombs22 – was an elongated block with a

18
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narrow river frontage. Today, this land is bounded by Warton Road and Pembury Road
and includes most of what is now the suburb of Thornlie (Fig. 5.2).
Consisting of a ‘200- to 300- yard strip of relatively rich, red soil’, and ‘a stretch
of low, sandy, scrubby ridges interspersed with swampy hallows’,23 Location 17 was
dominated by open medium density woodland, consisting mainly of marri (Corymbia
calophylla) and wandoo (Eucalyptus wandoo).24 Between the 1840s and the mid-1950s,
Location 17 remained, for the most part, agricultural land.25 Prior to the 1950s, despite
its various owners and the erection of some houses in the area, there was little vision for
suburban development.26 However, in September 1954, 1715 acres of Location 17 was
subdivided into two lots and put to auction, and the first vision for suburban
development between Southern River and Nicholson Road emerged. In the auction
brochure dated August 1954, the first lot, situated between Spencer Road and the river,
was described as’[i]deally situated and suitable for intense culture, dairying or
grazing…’. The second lot was described as a ‘large area being so near to Perth and the
large business centre of Victoria Park [that it would ] provide an excellent opportunity
for subdivision for close settlement’.27 When it came to auction day, however, the sale
was only partially successful; lot 1 was eventually sold as three separate sections – lots
3, 4 and 5 – whilst lot 2 was passed in.28 Lot 5, consisting of 228 acres and including the
remains of the Thornlie homestead, was bought by Daniel O’Sullivan, a developer with
grand suburban visions.
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Crestwood

Fig. 5.2: Thornlie, Perth, 2008.29

Six months later when the Stephenson-Hepburn Report was published, it appeared that
the Town Planning Commission also had a vision for the lands on the left bank of the
Middle Canning. Whilst O’Sullivan imagined the development of a new and ‘specially
designed urban area’ in a bush setting,30 the Town Planning Commission imagined this
part of the Gosnells area as a green belt. Drawing largely on the ideas of Sir Patrick
Abercrombie and the Greater London Plan of 1944, on which he had worked,
Stephenson in particular promoted the idea of a green belt as a means of curtailing
sprawl, safeguarding urban open space and providing for amenity and pleasantness.31 In
29
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the Gosnells and Maddington area specifically, the Stephenson-Hepburn Report
recommended curbing further urban expansion and the eventual formation of a ‘ribbon’
(i.e. a green belt) between Perth and Armadale.32 The report suggested that not only was
further expansion in this area ‘inadvisable’, but that such expansion would be ‘costly’
and ‘difficult’ due to the ‘poorly drained land’.33
Supporting O’Sullivan’s proposal for a planned suburb, the Gosnells Road
Board had considerable reservations about the Commission’s plan for an extended green
belt. Writing on behalf of the Board to the Minister for Town Planning in August 1955,
Richard Rushton, Secretary to the Roads Board, implored the Town Planning
Commission to set aside a portion of the largely undeveloped Location 17 for urban
development ‘at the earliest possible moment’.34 In this letter, Rushton stated that he
‘personally’ had ‘visualised a dream that about 600 acres could be used to build a new
suburb … planned by the most efficient Town Planning methods’. Pointing out that
almost all the land in the south-western part of the Road District was still either bush or
farmland, Rushton suggested that
[t]hese figures indicate that to take out the 600 acres in question from this 9000
acres and to use it to the best advantage would not materially affect any plan for
wide open spaces … I feel that this project seems to offer the prospect of a wellplanned suburb in an excellent situation, surrounded by an abundance of land for
small primary production without materially affecting … breathing space around
Perth.35
After careful reconsideration the Stephenson-Hepburn Report was eventually amended
so as to permit suburban development in a continuous strip along the left bank of the
Canning, from Gosnells to Applecross. This then marked the first venture into suburban
development in the Thornlie area. With O’Sullivan’s vision for lot 5, and thorough
investigation by Rushton and his staff into the standards required for roads, drains and
housing, approvals were given to the Thornlie Development Company for a unique
housing development to begin.36
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With the Stephenson-Hepburn vision for a rural belt and O’Sullivan’s vision for
a new suburb in a scenic bush setting, there appeared two competing environmental
imaginaries which would eventually give form to the suburb of Thornlie and the later
development of Crestwood. Whilst the Stephenson-Hepburn Report imagined retaining
the area in its ‘natural’ bush setting, forming part of an overall rural belt, O’Sullivan and
the Gosnells Road Board saw the potential of Location 17 for an innovative new
suburban development. With its limited agricultural prospects, suburban development
was an attractive and economically viable opportunity and, in an era dominated by
urban expansion and industrial progress,37 it is not surprising, given its relatively close
proximity to the city, that the Gosnells Road Board was successful in negotiating for
Thornlie’s development approval.
The importance of the Thornlie development to the later planning of Crestwood
lay in the vision for a superior suburb and the environmental imaginary which
envisioned a suburb set in a rural, bush setting. As discussed in the previous chapter, in
the post-war period Western Australia’s State Housing Commission (SHC) was
responsible for a massive public housing programme and, as John Selwood argues, was
‘a major force in shaping the direction and character of the region’s residential sector’.38
By the mid-1950s the SHC had built over 25,000 dwellings, most of which consisted of
detached houses on large lots. Representing approximately 40 per cent of Perth’s total
post-war residential construction,39 much of the SHC’s suburban development took
place as part of an overarching government scheme to effectively address the housing
shortage. In doing so, the SHC (and, as discussed in the following chapter, the NCDC in
Canberra) established a model for effective suburban development, which showed little
concern for the impact of such activity on Perth’s urban form or environment.40 Yet,
whilst suburbs such as Balga, Wilson and Mirrabooka were being developed to the
SHC’s well-trialled ‘Fordist’ development formula, O’Sullivan’s vision for a ‘specially
designed’ suburb situated in the bush setting of Thornlie, was conceived of as a new and
exciting suburban development. While the early suburban development of Thornlie was
driven by grand visions, Crestwood would be, by far, the grandest.
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Crestwood
In March 1955, less than a year after O’Sullivan’s purchase, Percival Wynyard
Markham purchased 565 acres from Harper’s executors. Between late 1955 and early
1960, Markham progressively developed and sold this land as small rural holdings until,
on 13 August 1960, he sold his remaining 372 acres to Ron Sloan, owner of Sloan
Homes. Located some 12 kilometres south-east of Perth, the land purchased by Sloan –
consisting mainly of open bushland and a few dirt tracks – formed the south-west
quadrant of Thornlie.41 A long time developer with a desire to ‘continually contribute in
the field of domestic land development and home design and construction’,42 Sloan
longed to move away from orthodox suburban development styles. In 1967, inspired by
the work of Paul Ritter43 and driven by this overriding desire to create something new,
Sloan and his architect-planner Hugh Reynolds, set out on a world trip:
Hugh and I went through every country in the world where we felt there was
anything that could possibly give us an idea that would portray the quality of
urban living.44
Together, Sloan and Reynolds sought the very best features of the finest domestic
developments throughout the world. They spoke with architects, planners, sociologists,
developers, builders, estate agents, councillors and residents. According to Sloan ‘it was
a very valuable trip… because it enabled us to cut a swathe across the world urban
scene at one point in time’.45 It was on this trip that Sloan first visited Radburn and was
immediately impressed by the separation of ‘man and motor’, by the parks where
children could play freely and safely, and by the breadth of open space.46
Outlined in chapter two, Radburn New Jersey, was developed by Clarence Stein
and Henry Wright in 1928 as a means of providing for the complexities of modern life
(i.e. the automobile), coupled with open space, community service, economic viability
and safety. It provided a suburban design model suitable for the motor age, where
pedestrian ways and roads would be kept separate and where children could go to
school and playgrounds never needing to cross a street.47 Radburn thereby sought to
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engender a better type of community and was thus a planning framework for social
engineering.
In an era dominated by planning efforts to improve the physical efficiency and
social integration of the working classes, Stein and Wright sought to create more than
just a residential area, they sought the creation of a way of life centred on the family, on
recreation and on civic groups. For example, through the reversal of homes or, as Stein
put it, ‘the house turned round’, and the implementation of an interior park system (see
chapter two), Stein and Wright imagined a suburban environment able to foster greater
community involvement and thus engender better citizens. The interior park system
itself was envisioned as the ‘social matrix’ for community family members.48 Stein
believed that by situating each home facing onto the ‘public’ interior parks he would be
able to ‘affect the social and civic expression of the people’.49 While public parks
provided contact with ‘nature’ for Radburn residents, something which Stein considered
essential for spiritual renewal,50 more important (to him) was the idea that by situating
all houses facing onto the public parks, neighbours would be able to frequently see each
others’ comings and goings, thus realising the Benthamite maxim that the more we are
watched the better we behave. This is not particularly unusual for planning in the early
twentieth century: as Margo Huxley has argued (and as examined in chapter two),
planning had long been ‘connected to a wider project of creating effective “citizens”
who understand and accept that controls are required on their behaviour in order to
bring about … greater good’.51 What is striking about the Radburn concept, however, is
the premise upon which it was built: the private sphere of the suburban home would be
merged with the public sphere of the parks ensuring that ‘Radburn residents, by virtue
of living in Radburn, would learn how to be good citizens, [and] how to be part of a
community’.52
Despite only brief references to the importance of ‘nature’ for healthy living and
‘spiritual renewal’ throughout Stein’s writings, the degree of social engineering
exhibited in the Radburn plan was most certainly underpinned by a deterministic
understanding of ‘environment’. In a planning era governed largely by a desire to create
a more genial environment favourable to the health and moral well-being of its citizens,
the opening up of space and the situating of homes to make the best use of such open
48
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space was essential.53 Parks and gardens were seen as markers of environmental quality,
and many developers found that they could profitably sell environmental quality in the
suburbs by promoting open space and attractive yards as the means by which families
could get away from the hustle and bustle of the congested cities to the more ‘natural’
setting of the urban fringe. As suggested by Stein in 1951, there was an emphasis on
‘the value of living green’.54 The Radburn plan served the ‘requirements of good living
in a more practical and pleasant way’ than did the conventional American suburbs. ‘It is
more orderly and convenient. It is more spacious and peaceful. It brings people closer to
nature’.55 Similar ideas and understandings concerning open space and contact with
‘nature’ resonate throughout the planning and development of Crestwood, and Sloan’s
own environmental imaginary.

The imagined Royal Ridge of Crestwood
When Sloan and Reynolds returned to Perth in late 1968, Sloan developed a brief that
would form the basis for Australia’s first Radburn-type development. This brief was
based on four principles which together formed the ‘seeds’ of Crestwood:
1. Crestwood must achieve as equally efficient and economical use of land as
other suburbs with 3.3 lots to the acre but with 18 percent open space.
2. That safety and aesthetics could be enhanced by a special road geometry that
restricts speed to 60km per hour.
3. That family life would be enhanced by recreation close by and within
viewing and shouting distance of all houses. Also parks should be big
enough to kick or hit a ball in.
4. That a better management and greater community feeling could be gained
with creation of a home owners association and “mini-shire”.56
Although Reynolds began working with Sloan’s brief, the combination of factors were
demanding, and ultimately proved too difficult. As Sloan himself later recognised,
[y]ou had to have a road system that [did] not allow through traffic… You had
to have pathways that pass through parklands and underpasses to schools and to
a central swimming pool. You had to have the right size blocks and it [had] to be
economically viable.57
Faced with this impasse Sloan turned to the man who first captured his imagination: in
1969 Crestwood Estates commissioned Paul Ritter’s firm to design a subdivision for the
area.
53
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Paul Ritter, controversial planner, author and founder of the Peer Institute
(Planned Environment and Education Research), graduated as an architect with a
Master’s degree in Civic Design from Liverpool University. Before migrating to
Australia in the early 1960s to accept the position of Perth City Chief Planner,58 he
practised in England and Switzerland and then joined the Schools of Architecture,
Planning and Sociology at Nottingham University, where he lectured for twelve years.59
In 1964, Ritter published Planning for Man and Motor, a text which would eventually
bring him to the attention of Perth’s planners and developers. A comprehensive study
investigating the components and implications of the separation of pedestrians and
automobiles – Radburn planning – Man and Motor was acclaimed by a veritable who’s
who of international architects and planners, including Lewis Mumford, Walter
Gropius, Sir William Holford and Professor Gordon Stephenson.60 Ritter’s investigation
into the social, economic and, to a degree, environmental benefits of Radburn-style
planning, intrigued Sloan, who, with his desire to create such an environment here in
Perth, identified Ritter as the man to overcome the difficulties of his own Crestwood
brief.
Whilst Ritter has been credited with providing the design for Sloan’s Crestwood
vision,61 the evidence indicates that it was in fact W. Kierath, one of Ritter’s
draftsmen.62 The largely unheard-of Kierath overcame the most difficult element of
Sloan’s brief – how to achieve the 3.3 lots to the acre whilst incorporating
approximately 18 per cent open space – through the development of an elliptical shape
(Fig. 5.3). Whilst the theoretical approach led to the notion of eighteen houses in a circle
with a central park – something which was clearly impossible – Kierath’s ellipticalbased design juggled road patterns, cul-de-sacs and parks, and thus achieved the desired
3.3 lots to the acre and 18 per cent open space.
58
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Fig. 5.3: Kierath’s solution:
An elliptical shape with a serpent-like road pattern and cul-de-sac.63

The design produced by Kierath, driven by the vision of Sloan, was for the first of eight
proposed stages. Significantly, however, Crestwood was the only one to be developed to
the original plan (see vignette). The original vision for Crestwood, first named the
Royal Ridge of Crestwood, was to have a suburb divided into eight separate residential
villages (five of detached homes and three attached) centred around a new primary and
high school, a day-care centre, a country club, and a recreational complex catering
adequately for most of the popular sporting activities, including football, tennis and
basketball. All of the facilities were to be provided ‘free of capital cost with the
development’ and were to be maintained by an Incorporated Home Owners
Association.64 This association would be responsible for controlling parkland standards,
the recreational facilities and the quality of houses and fences. Funds for the upkeep of
facilities were to be raised by an annual levy determined by a democratic vote of all
residents.65 Houses – based on Stein’s ‘house turned round’ – were to have two
frontages: the first was a service road taking residents to and from the suburb and
providing access for outside visitors, and the second was the pedestrian/leisure/play
frontage where residents could move freely throughout the suburb in peace and safety
far from the motor car’s intrusion. Houses were to be largely free of fences as a means
of maintaining the garden/wooded parkland atmosphere of the development, however,
they were required to have screen wall type fences of varying heights (sufficiently far
63
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from the boundaries) as a means of screening clothes lines, rubbish bins and garden
tools etc.66 Each house was to be provided with two to three car covered or screened
garages or car spaces, with it being noted that ‘[m]ost families that will live in our area
will quickly have at least two vehicles and, as children reach driving age, three and four
cars’.67 It was imperative to the designers that cars, just as clothes lines and rubbish
bins, were tucked out of sight as a means of maintaining the aesthetic values of the
Crestwood design. Despite the Radburn principle of the separation of man and motor, it
was still understood, and indeed expected that all residents would own at least one, if
not two cars.
In Sloan’s vision and planning for Crestwood, similar to Stein and Wright’s
vision for Radburn, there are implicit ideas concerning the suburb’s class status and
gender roles. Although The Royal Ridge of Crestwood was envisioned and indeed
advertised as a ‘superior’ suburban development, importantly, it was also pitched as
economical: as suggested in the Crestwood Estates advertising brochure,
[n]owhere else can you find all these features and facilities provided in
Crestwood’s complete community[68] – Assess the cost you pay now for only
some of These – You can have them all for less at Crestwood.69
With its emphasis on family life and community engagement, its incorporation of a
recreational complex and country club, and the additional fees that its residents would
have to pay, the Crestwood development was clearly imagined (by Sloan) as a
residential suburb for middle class families. Furthermore, if we turn our attention to
Sloan’s Radburn vision of the ‘house turned round’, where ‘dad could come home from
work and kick a footy with his son’ until such a time as mum – who could ‘see them
playing through the kitchen window’ – would call them in for dinner,70 we can see the
degree to which Crestwood’s planning sought to cater for perceived gender roles. As
Daphne Spain has argued, ‘femininity and masculinity are constructed in particular
places’.71 In Australia, the suburb has often been seen as an ideal site for the expression
of women’s femininity as opposed to the masculine domain of the city.72 Sloan’s vision
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for the ‘house turned round’, with the kitchen facing the open parkway, is evidence of
an imaginary seeking to foster women’s traditional roles as mothers, caregivers and
household managers: mothers are able to cook the family dinner, while keeping an eye
on their kids out playing. Yet, whilst conforming to ideas of traditional gender roles,
Sloan’s vision and planning for Crestwood did seek to challenge the standard spatial
constraints of many suburban developments, which had long isolated suburban women
in their homes and gardens. With a desire to create a suburb based on community
engagement, Sloan’s vision for a recreational complex – which, supposedly, would cater
for men and women’s sports – a day-care centre and country club, would eventually act
as effective measures for minimizing such isolation. In Crestwood, stay-at-home mums
could take their children to day-care (which would also be useful for working mothers)
and make the most of the estate’s leisure facilities. Such facilities would also be useful
for whole family outings on the weekend. Therefore, although Sloan’s vision and
planning for Crestwood sought to further reassert women’s traditional roles as unpaid
housekeepers and child-minders, it also sought to increase their (and their husbands’)
suburban opportunities for community engagement.

Crestwood the reality
The Crestwood subdivision was opened on 4 February 1970 by the then Premier of
Western Australia, Sir David Brand. Consisting of over 88 ½ acres divided into 296
residential building lots of approximately one-fifth of an acre (8712 square feet) with
16.9% (14.97 acres) of public open space in addition to 2.12 acres of swimming pool
and garden area for resident use, Crestwood was the first Radburn-style development
within Australia. As Ron Sloan declared at the opening:
Very simply, planning history has been made in this development … after
searching carefully in every relevant country, [Crestwood] is the finest
development existing in the world today – is a major contribution to domestic
living standards…73
Achieved through the mingling of the ‘best ideas gained from the finest projects of
some twenty countries…’,74 the Crestwood development was a uniquely designed, high
quality suburban subdivision on what Sloan has described as the ‘ordinary … coastal
sandplain’ of Perth.75
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Fig. 5.4: Crestwood map, c.1971
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Significantly, however, the Crestwood development included at least six
essential features quite dissimilar to those in the original town of Radburn. First, in
Crestwood all roads were curved (see Fig. 5.4) with a design speed of 56 km per hour.
This was set as a means of ensuring a reduction in traffic speeds and also to provide
aesthetic amenity – at every ‘corner a new vista would open before the traveller’.76
Second, houses were (in part) ‘architecturally designed’77 so as to blend in with the
surrounding homes. Each house was approximately 1200 square feet, with three
bedrooms, two bathrooms, kitchen, dining, and lounge room. Unlike the houses in
Radburn New Jersey, which had their interiors reorganised so that they would ‘fit
naturally into the Radburn pattern’,78 houses in Crestwood, despite being architecturally
designed, were similar to those in the rest of the Thornlie area and indeed to the
standard suburban home (Fig. 5.5). Third, while in Radburn there were no fences, in
Crestwood ‘imaginative’ fences were constructed so as to blend into the surrounding
environment.79 It is interesting to note here that all corrugated asbestos fences were
banned from the development, with the Crestwood covenant specifying brick or wood.
Fourth, all power facilities were situated underground, the sewerage was all deep
sewered and reticulation was laid to the boundaries of all homes. The sinking of
powerlines in itself was an advanced process and according to Sloan, Crestwood was
the first West Australian suburb to have its powerlines sunk. In accordance with his
desire to create a suburb in harmony with its surrounding environment, Sloan sought to
avoid the ‘ill considered and uncoordinated posts … bundled together with tangles of
overhead wires’.80 As he has since suggested, to have built ‘Crestwood with timber
poles and powerlines through it would have been hideous’.81 Fifth, unlike Radburn,
Crestwood included a private swimming pool for the exclusive use of residents – lying
within the public open space but being excised from it – as well as a meeting and daycare centre adjoining the swimming pool. And finally, while in Radburn the land was
cleared before development began, in Crestwood as much of the ‘natural’ flora as
possible was retained and supplemented by selected plantings as a means of providing
76
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for a scenic atmosphere from the start of development. The process by which this was
achieved appears to have been one of the most interesting and in many ways unique
aspects of the Crestwood estate.

Fig. 5.5: An example of a Crestwood floor plan.82

Like Yarralumla and Kwinana, in the development of Crestwood there was an attempt
to maintain as many of the native trees and ‘natural’ shrubbery as possible. However,
what distinguished Crestwood from other suburbs being developed in the 1970s (and
before) was the detail of its landscape plan. When Sloan began his planning for
Crestwood he approached John Oldham, a landscape architect, to create a landscape
scheme that accorded with his vision for a Radburn-style development. Oldham thus
sought to create a landscape which, as he himself wrote, gave ‘clarity and emphasis to
82
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[Crestwood’s] imaginative planning’.83 Conscious that for a suburb with a vision such
as Crestwood’s to succeed, Oldham was convinced that there needed to be an
‘established landscape effect almost immediately’ and to achieve this they would need
to maintain as many existing trees, shrubs and wildflowers as possible.84
The first task undertaken by Oldham was an extensive landscape survey of the
site. This landscape survey revealed that there were many ‘good’ native trees, shrubs
and smaller plants, including Christmas trees (Nuytsia floribunda), candlestick banksias
(Banksia attenuata), paperbarks (Melaleuca rhaphiophylla), casuarinas, marris
(Corymbia calophylla), jarrahs (Eucalyptus marginata), zamia palms (Lepidozamia
peroffskyana), grass trees (Xanthorrhoea) and wildflowers.85 Through the preservation
of such plants it was believed that the Crestwood Estate would be given an immediate
parklike setting. Rather than the ‘all-too-common devastated appearance of a new
housing development’, the preservation of a substantial amount of the indigenous
landscape would ensure that all houses would be sited in an ‘existing garden
environment’.86 Oldham also suggested that the introduction of new trees would appear
more attractive when contrasted with the mature trees and shrubs that the landscape plan
would retain, and that the overall unity of the estate would avoid a level of monotony
through mixing introduced trees and shrubs to the already existing vegetation. He
further proposed that
many of the existing trees and shrubs possess great beauty as well as qualities
unique to this part of the world… Because of the rapid extermination of many
such W.A. plants in settled areas, local people and interstate and overseas
tourists who wish to enjoy the seasonal displays, must even now often travel
long distances. It is likely that “Crestwood” could become renowned as a showplace for its native trees and other plants, as well as for its interest as a model
residential suburb.87
There was also a belief that the retention of the native ground cover would help to
maintain the water table and thus keep expenses down. According to Oldham’s report,
developers of large housing estates who cleared the land of all native flora ‘found
themselves faced with serious problems of a raising water table [sic]’. 88 To solve such
problems, developers had to install expensive deep drainage thus adding considerably to
83
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overall costs. In Crestwood, this problem was given due consideration not only in terms
of the existing vegetation, but also with regard to the selection of new trees and their
plantings.89
Once the landscape survey was completed, new plant materials ‘which would
provide beauty and variety of form, texture and colour’ were selected – such plants were
to require only minimal maintenance.90 Given Perth’s hot, dry climate, Oldham
suggested that it would be ‘impracticable to utilise many beautiful plants from other
countries which demand much excessive care’. Thus, the plants that were selected,
whilst requiring regular watering in the first couple of years, would eventually be able
to ‘strive with a minimum of attention’.91 The new vegetation eventually planted
throughout the Crestwood development included jacarandas (Jacaranda acutifolia),
cape lilacs (Melia azedarach), black poplars (Populus nigra), weeping willows (Salix
babylonica), Norfolk Island pines (Araucaria excelsa), almonds (Prunus amygdalus)
and Birds of Paradise (Strelitzia augusta), to name a few.92 While each of the plants
selected was suited to the local climate and soil type, special attention was also given to
trees suitable for placing along street verges. Native peppermints (Agonis flexuosa),
Norfolk Island pines, plane trees and cape lilacs were chosen for the purpose due to
their ability to withstand wind exposure and heat from the paving, whilst also requiring
minimal maintenance.93 The landscape plan also outlined their arrangement. This sought
to achieve harmony with the street planning and to provide each street and public park
with its own ‘special character’ via the dominance of one particular tree in each (Fig.
5.6 94). For example, one street was dominated by the bangelow palm (Archontophoenix
Cunninghamii) interspersed with a number of marris, whilst another was planted with
coral trees set against the evergreen background of paperbarks. Similarly, one park was
dotted with almond trees in association with native peppermints and some existing
banksias, whilst another was covered in jacarandas and Norfolk Island pines along with
the existing casuarinas.
Oldham’s report is quite specific in outlining the process by which the landscape
scheme was developed. How this was actually achieved was another matter. As
discussed in chapter three, most Australian suburban developments began with an
almost complete clearing and levelling of the land. Yet, in Crestwood, with such
emphasis being given to the preservation of the native flora, land clearing was kept to an
89
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absolute minimum. For Oldham, landscaping was a means of ‘creating contours’ on a
relatively flat landscape – working with the site rather than against it.95 Both he and
Sloan stipulated that ‘no valuable native tree or plant [be] destroyed… except where
absolutely essential’.96 Under such stipulations, land clearing took place as a five-stage
process. Stage one saw the pegging of the centre line of each road. Once this was done
Oldham inspected the pegging and made suggestions for road route variations of a few
feet as a means of permitting certain ‘valuable’ native trees to be preserved. During
stage two a bulldozer would be brought in to clear the line of the road and street verges,
being careful to leave standing all marked trees. Residential block sites were cleared at
stage three, ensuring that as far as possible existing trees and native flora were
preserved. Furthermore, only the area under construction (i.e. the actual house) along
with an access-way was cleared: the rest of the block – including all gardens and
possible side areas – was left untouched. At stage four the areas marked as grassed
parkways were cleared, excluding any trees already marked for preservation by
Oldham. All other areas were to be untouched. Finally, at stage five all remaining
clearing of home sites and pedestrian pathways connecting each of the parks was
undertaken by hand.
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Fig. 5.6: Landscape Plan
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Although this level of care is somewhat unusual for suburban development there
does appear to be some precedent for it in the Gosnells area. The Gosnells Road Board,
as the following extract from 1933 demonstrates, had long sought to prevent the
destruction of local trees through local By-Laws:
Any person who shall carelessly, wilfully, or wantonly injure, destroy, carry
away, or remove from its place any tree, shrub, or plant standing in any of the
roads, enclosures, public places of, belonging to, or under the care of
superintendence of the board, or who shall carelessly, wilfully, or wantonly
injure, destroy carry away, or remove out of its place, or ride or drive against
any of the tree-guards, fences or other protection to any such trees, shrubs, or
plants as aforesaid, shall forfeit for every such offence a penalty not more than
₤10.97
Moreover, a variety of articles from the West Australian, and papers and letters now
kept in the Gosnells local history archive, including a paper on the ‘Value of Trees’ and
letters written in response to The Tree Society between 1960 and 1971, further
demonstrate the Board’s strong commitment to the preservation and planting of trees
throughout the district (including Thornlie) as a form of beautification.98 Moreover,
O’Sullivan’s early vision for suburban development in the Thornlie area was based on
the notion of a superior suburb situated in a ‘bush’ setting, thus once again reflecting a
sympathetic attitude to the area’s native vegetation. But such attitudes can be situated
within an even wider interest in Western Australia’s native vegetation, tree planting and
conservation.
As discussed in chapter four, throughout the early twentieth century there was a
growing concern for the preservation of Australia’s native flora. Publications such as
the Western Australian Gardening Guide and the West Australian Gardener stimulated
a growing interest in West Australian wildflowers and other natives. But from the 1950s
onwards there emerged a popular groundswell of interest in growing native plants
within the suburban front and backyard. To cover this in any great detail is beyond the
scope of this thesis,99 however, there were at least two developments throughout this
period worth mentioning. The first was the emergence of specialist nurseries supplying
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native plants and local flora. With the burgeoning conservation movement and a
growing interest in the environment more generally, specialist native plant nurseries
such as Wyemando, East Guildford, Zanthorrea and Wanneroo Wildflower Nursery,
became commercially profitable enterprises.100 Not only did these nurseries manage to
stimulate interest in and knowledge of Western Australia’s native plants and trees, they
also made such plants more readily available for gardeners. The second was the growing
body of literature on the cultivation of native plants. Works such as Ernest Lord’s
Shrubs and Trees for Australian Gardens, books published by the Western Australian
Wildflower Society101 and Arthur Fairall’s Western Australian Native Plants In
Cultivation,102 further stimulated interest and also helped to meet the public’s growing
demand for information regarding planting and care of Western Australian natives.
The landscape planning and native tree planting of Thornlie in general and
Crestwood more specifically thus took place within the context of growing Western
Australian interest in native trees and plants. The level of concern exhibited by both
John Oldham and Ron Sloan was, however, a little at odds with the development
ideology sweeping Western Australia throughout the 1950s and 1960s.103 It is also at
odds with the landscaping (or lack thereof) of many orthodox suburban developments
taking place throughout this period.104 However, it is clear that John Oldham and Ron
Sloan were not alone in their concerns and sympathies. Like Margaret Feilman,
operating some 20 years earlier, Sloan and Oldham saw the opportunity to retain much
of the area’s native vegetation as an aesthetic and practical choice. With the growth of
native plant nurseries and a growing body of literature on the planting and maintenance
of natives, there was opportunity for developers and landscapers, such as Sloan and
Oldham, to use significant quantities of natives.
This rising interest in growing native plants from the 1920s to the 1970s
provides evidence of a shift in suburban environmental thinking from the global
(British) to the national (Australian). For much of the nineteenth and early twentieth
century, Australian suburban gardens were influenced primarily by the English romantic
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style.105 Yet the growing body of literature on the cultivation and use of local plant
species throughout the early-to-mid-twentieth century, especially the late 1960s and
early 1970s, exposed the environmental imaginaries of many suburban developers and
landscapers to the notion of a ‘naturalistic’ suburban garden. Significantly, whilst much
of this interest in and advocacy for native plants was driven by patriotic sentiment106
and, as seen in the case of Kwinana, a desire to create landscapes in harmony with the
local environment, the environmental imaginaries of those acting upon Thornlie’s
suburban environment were driven by aesthetic and, in part, by emerging ecological
sensibilities. While both Sloan’s and Oldham’s interests in preservation of native
vegetation were principally influenced by aesthetic sensibilities, Oldham was also
concerned with the preservation of native flora as a means of ensuring stability in the
area’s water tables, which may plausibly be linked to a more ecologically-aware
environmental imaginary. Although clearly interested in the aesthetics of the Crestwood
Estate, Oldham’s landscape scheme also demonstrates concern with creating a more
ecologically sensitive suburban environment. To this end, trees were chosen in
accordance with their limited need for watering and their suitability for the climate and
soil; landscaping sought to work with the site rather than against it; trees were selected
and situated in accordance with their height or strongly defined form as a means of
enabling attention to be focused at certain points of the Estate;107 and the clearing
process itself showed an unambiguous drive for preservation. As the following
discussion will indicate, Crestwood was not an ‘ecologically-sensitive’ suburb, but
Oldham’s landscape scheme did help to incorporate the local Western Australian
landscape into the form of Sloan’s Radburn-style suburb while showing some concern
for the suburbs ecological impact.

An ‘environmental good’ ?
It is hard to deny that Sloan’s Crestwood development was innovative. From its roots in
Radburn planning through to its unique attention to landscape, Crestwood was a prime
example of 1970s progressive suburban design. At a time when Perth’s planning was
dominated by the private automobile, Sloan sought to create a suburban environment in
which the car would become a hidden entity. Whilst the car remained essential for outer
suburban access, and was fully catered for via covered carports or garages, the need for
105
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a car for mobility within Crestwood was almost eradicated. Residents were able to move
throughout the estate on foot via safe, scenic pathways. Children could come and go
from school and friends’ houses without ever needing to cross a road. And outdoor
entertainment and play was free of the noise, fumes and hazards of the private
automobile. Yet, the degree to which Crestwood was an environmentally-friendly
suburb is another matter.
Sloan himself has suggested that Crestwood was developed in an effort to
‘improve our environment’.108 The extent to which this was achieved is dependent upon
the way in which ‘environment’ is defined or indeed imagined. For those whose
environmental

imaginaries

were

influenced

by

aesthetic

and

deterministic

understandings of ‘environment’, Crestwood was indeed an improvement. As some
sociological studies undertaken in the late 1970s demonstrate, Crestwood was seen as
an aesthetically pleasing suburb, conducive to social interaction.109 Sloan himself
envisioned the physical environment as an essential component in the shaping of human
behaviour and lifestyle:
Crestwood Estates … gives to the alert, intelligent people who can appreciate its
practical imaginativeness and essential goodness, a safe place to live, in the
peace and security that enriches family life from every aspect – in short – it
gives ~ A Richer Way of Life.110
Like Stein and Wright’s planning of Radburn New Jersey, and the early planning of
many Canberra suburbs, Crestwood sought to transform the quantitative standards of
suburban living. Through a uniquely designed, high quality suburban subdivision, Sloan
sought to produce a comfortable and convenient residential environment capable of
fostering community spirit. Like Radburn, the Benthamite maxim of the more we are
watched the better we behave, was to play some part in helping to create and promote
this community involvement. Mr. and Mrs. Chester, Crestwood residents of some 33
years, indicated that it was almost impossible to go into your own yard or go for a walk
through the wide open parks without having at least three or four people stop to say
hello.111 This level of neighbourly interaction demonstrates the extent to which the
‘house turned round’ minimised privacy throughout the estate. Similarly, the number of
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community activities organised by the Home-Owners Association is another indication
of the community spirit engendered through the design of Crestwood.112
Whilst deterministic understandings of the environment can be seen in each of
the previous two case-studies, by the 1970s, an era in which Australian society in
general became more aware of environmental degradation, such understandings,
particularly in planning circles, had started to diminish. The extent to which Sloan’s
environmental imaginary was driven by deterministic understandings, however,
demonstrates a persistence of an earlier environmentally deterministic paradigm.
Although in Britain and America there was evidence of a growing concern with the
environmental – aesthetic and ecological – consequences of urban and more specifically
suburban development,113 Sloan’s vision for Crestwood generally lacks such awareness.
In an environmentally deterministic sense then, Crestwood was seen to offer a
better ‘environment’, and thus way of life, than many ‘orthodox’ suburban
developments. Ecologically, however, its superiority is questionable. As already
mentioned, Crestwood has approximately 16.9 per cent predominantly grassed, open
space and every household has its own private garden. Whilst Sloan and many
Crestwood residents have suggested that this amount of open space is an environmental
good,114 the quantity of water, fertilizers, insecticides and other resources required to
maintain such space surely calls into question its ecological benefits. Not only does the
amount of open space, and the amount of private garden space throughout Australian
suburbs contribute to some of the lowest urban densities in the world, the amount of
garden waste dumped on overtaxed sanitary landfills is also of concern.115 Perhaps one
of the greatest concerns, however, is the amount of water required to maintain such
areas.
Throughout the interwar period, Perth developed a watering culture based on an
assumed availability of an abundance of relatively cheap scheme water. Despite the fact
that prior to the 1920s many Perth residents were familiar with water scarcity,116 by the
1940s the expansion of Perth’s water supply facilitated a ‘widespread enjoyment of
112
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lavish water use’.117 In a city dominated by the low density suburban houses and
gardens, characterised by smooth green lawns, colourful flower beds, and tree-lined
roads, Perth residents, particularly by the early 1960s, developed a commodified
perception of water. Despite the numerous on-again-off-again water restrictions of the
1950s, water was viewed as affordable and plentiful.
Between 1964 and 1974 over seventy five per cent of metropolitan water use
occurred within the residential block.118 Whilst internal water consumption was high,
throughout Perth’s metropolitan region the principal site of domestic water use was the
garden. As argued by George Seddon, in Australia
‘home’ means a house, often a single storey, on its own block of land, with room
for a substantial garden both in front of and behind the house, and narrower
garden strips on each side.119
This was most certainly the case in Crestwood. Despite the generous amounts of public
open space, each house is situated on a relatively large block (approximately 8,712
square feet) of which approximately 6,478 square feet was given to driveways, paths,
lawns and gardens.120 For a number of Crestwood residents, the public open space was
perhaps the most enticing aspect of the Crestwood estate, however, the fact that each
house still retained its own ‘private’ garden was equally as important.121
Australia’s suburban culture has long fostered the act of gardening. Seddon –
perhaps the most noted writer on Australian back-yards – asserts that ‘[i]n Australia…
gardening is without question… one of the popular arts. It has the highest ranking of all
recreational activities’.122 Moreover, Graeme Davison has suggested that suburban
gardens have long acted as a sanctuary from the ‘artificiality and noise of the city’,
whilst gardening also provides an opportunity for residents to express a sense of
freedom and to define themselves in an environment most commonly criticised for its
homogeneity.123 As so aptly captured by Robert Freestone,
[t]he front yard was both a zone of display and a social contract, a semi-public
space of neatness encoding a statement about individual personality in the
context of community. Backyards were always more private; they were “one of
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the few areas in our lives where we have real power, make decisions, and put
them into practice”.124
When residents bought into Crestwood, they generally purchased their block and then
had their houses built. Private gardens were left almost completely to the discretion of
the homeowner. Many of the gardens in Crestwood to this day include a variety of
natives mixed with the standard roses, hibiscus and petunias, not to mention the green
lawns which cover much of the total outdoor garden space. Despite the planting of
natives, the influence of the traditional English-style garden – lush green lawns,
colourful beds of roses and flowering annuals – can be seen throughout the estate.
Whilst this in itself may demonstrate a lack of ecological knowledge or concern, not to
mention the durability of European influence, it also reflects the availability of abundant
water and quite possibly reckless attitudes to its use. Nevertheless, there does remain
evidence of a growing concern of the consequence of the profligate use of water.
In his study of Australian community attitudes towards the environment from
1975 to 1994, Andrew Lothian concludes that pollution and waste have long been
regarded as dominant environmental concerns. From the 1970s onwards, the pollution
and waste of water, argues Lothian, was concern for many Australians.125 In her study
of West Australian community attitudes to water demand management policies, Morgan
provides evidence of a growing environmental concern over the waste of water in
Western Australia from the late 1950s.126 In a close examination of the West Australian,
Morgan charts the growth in public appreciation of the environmental (and social)
effects of domestic water consumption. It is clear from this study that, in Western
Australia at least, the late 1950s marked a shift in attitudes and responses to water use.
Yet, the degree to which such concerns influenced people’s attitudes to the suburban
garden was clearly limited.
In Perth’s hot dry summer climate much time is spent watering the standard
suburban lawn. However, for the residents of Crestwood in 2007, the issue of garden
water use was of little concern. Those interviewed placed great value on the aesthetics
of the open space and on maintaining their lush gardens.127 The fact that Crestwood’s
garden water supply was predominantly bore-based appears to have facilitated a
generally extravagant use of water. According to a number of residents, the public parks
throughout Crestwood were (and still are) watered every night during summer and every
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second night throughout the rest of the year for at least 15-20 minutes; private gardens
are watered about as often.128 Although studies have demonstrated that bore users
generally consume significantly less scheme water than non bore users, the estimated
groundwater used by bore users is approximately seven times the average scheme water
used by non-bore owners.129 While considered an immensely important means of water
supplement, bores have thus helped to create a false sense of water security. Prior to the
mid-1970s, whilst the Government encouraged the instillation of private bores as a
means of reducing public demand for scheme water, there appears to have been very
little public comment from the Government (or any other source) regarding the effects
of groundwater use and bore installation.130 The environmental imaginary then of those
advocating the use of bores prior to the late 1970s was one built on conserving scheme
water at the expense of ground water, which was considered cheap and abundant. There
was little awareness of or concern for the effect of the abstraction of underground water
on local ecosystems, water tables or salinity. Similarly, in the environmental
imaginaries of Perth’s suburban residents, particularly those living in Crestwood, the
use of bore water for gardening and other household purposes was a matter of little, if
any concern. Water was abundant and relatively cheap. With little knowledge of the
environmental implications, or care for scheme water restrictions, Crestwood residents
developed water-indulgent lifestyles.

As an innovative planning exercise, Crestwood’s development says much about the
(environmental) values and ideals of Sloan, Oldham and of the people who chose to live
there. Although Crestwood was the result of Sloan’s desire to move away from
‘orthodox’ suburban development, it did not radically differ from the traditional
suburban pattern, in that it remained a landscape characterised by detached, single
family dwellings. However, with its community based orientation and open spaces, it
produced a shift away from a conventional physical structure of the suburb and of
traditional suburban privacy.
As a Radburn-based design, Crestwood represented the translation of
international planning trends onto the local Australian landscape. Having travelled the
world searching for the best and most innovative form of suburban development, the
Radburn concept captured Sloan’s imagination and provided a working model from
which to draw inspiration in creating a unique suburb within Australia. Its design and
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development was envisaged by Sloan as a logical progression in Australian suburban
design seeking to improve the quality of suburban life. Importantly however, although
Crestwood reflects the translation of international planning trends onto an Australian
landscape, it also reflects the dialectic between global and local planning trends. Despite
using the Radburn concept as the basis for development, Sloan’s Crestwood design held
true to the orthodox suburban desires of most Australian families – the single family
house and garden on its own plot, with the private car parked in the driveway.
The environmental imaginaries of those involved in the planning, landscaping
and development of Crestwood were quite clearly aligned with the deterministic
thinking that characterised earlier suburban developments, including Kwinana and
Yarralumla. Although it is possible to see an emerging ecological awareness in
Oldham’s landscaping, Sloan’s overarching vision was to create a suburban
environment capable of improving the quality of suburban life whilst also being
economically viable. Despite significant financial investment in the landscape scheme
and the retention of open space – which could otherwise have been used for further
housing – as a developer, Sloan would have measured the cost and benefits of
undertaking a development of the stature and innovativeness of Crestwood.
Nevertheless, aesthetically and socially, Crestwood’s parks, gardens and community
facilities have helped to create a suburb amenable to the desired lifestyles of its
residents. For those Crestwood residents interviewed in 2007, it has, for the most part,
engendered community engagement, whilst also providing a pleasant and safe
residential environment.131
Although committed to the preservation of the area’s native vegetation, it
appears that Sloan’s planning and development of Crestwood largely lacked the
ecological sensibilities beginning to emerge in some European and American planning
circles, not to mention those arising elsewhere in Australia.132 Although Sloan managed
to reduce the need to use the private car within Crestwood itself, automobiles were still
required and indeed catered for throughout the development. Aside from the
ecologically-aware landscape planning undertaken by Oldham, Crestwood mirrored the
more ‘orthodox’ suburbs being developed elsewhere throughout the State.
In summary, despite the 1970s emergence of a popular ecological consciousness,
for Sloan and for Crestwood residents, civic and aesthetic concerns far outweighed
ecological ones. Despite the belief that Crestwood was indeed an ‘environmental good’,
the environmental imaginaries of those advocating this belief were influenced
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predominantly by aesthetic sensibilities, and by a lack of knowledge and concern over
the consequences of retaining such a verdant landscape. Although Crestwood drew its
inspiration from the most innovative and well planned suburban designs throughout the
world, there is little to suggest that it was a move towards more ecologically aware
suburban design. Instead, the early 1970s planning of Crestwood reflected the durability
of aesthetic and deterministic environmental sensibilities.



Crestwood - 30 years on
As a unique suburban development, Crestwood received much attention from national
and international visitors. In 1973 Sloan won the Award of Merit of the West Australian
Division of the Urban Development Institute of Australia. The judges – Professor
Martyn Webb, Town Planner Ian McNabb and Mrs. Ruth Coleman – commended
Sloan’s courage and ability in creating and promoting a ‘development of a type and
standard previously considered to be purely idealistic’.133 Whilst the award was given
primarily because Crestwood was seen to make a ‘significant contribution to urban
development’, extending from ‘a state to a national level’, Sloan was also commended
for ‘the way in which the natural landscape of the area had been preserved and
nourished, [and] for his efforts to sink the power lines …’134 Two years later, a visit
from

Tom

Uren,

Federal

Minister

for

Urban

Planning,

resulted

in

the

Crestwood/Radburn concept being used as the basis for at least three new National
Capital Development Commission projects in Canberra.135 This trend continued
throughout the 1970s with delegates from the Australian Developers Conference
visiting in March 1976, and a number of academics and town planners, including
Professor Clarke of the University of Sydney, with an American based study group
visiting later that same year.136
Yet despite the praise and commendations, Crestwood, to this day, remains the
only clearly Radburn-style development in Western Australia. Sloan’s plan to develop a
further seven Crestwood-style subdivisions on his Thornlie land was abandoned in 1979
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after 15 months of talks with the City of Gosnells, during which time numerous
objections and obstructions were raised by the council. According to a newspaper report
of 25 May 1980, the City of Gosnells council refused to contribute financially to the
development of more subdivisions along the original Crestwood lines. Not prepared to
compromise on what he thought would be ‘to the detriment of the estate’, Sloan decided
that without the financial support of the City of Gosnells to maintain the parks and open
spaces, further Crestwood-style development would be impossible.137 Mr Kelvin Oliver,
Gosnells city planner, said that whilst the council contributed to the upkeep of the first
established section it was not prepared to make a full contribution to keep the second
section up to the standard required by Mr Sloan.138 Importantly, it ‘refused to go beyond
what it did to maintain any other area in the city’.139 Although Crestwood Estates
offered to offset the Council’s costs by putting in all proposed bores throughout the
Crestwood extension,140 the Council’s mind was made up. Over the following few
years, the rest of the original Crestwood land was developed along standard suburban
lines.
It is impossible to say exactly why the council objected, though for the Gosnells
City Council to refuse to undertake any more responsibility, financial or otherwise, than
for the rest of the Thornlie area, suggests that costs associated with the upkeep of
Crestwood’s public parks and open spaces were high compared to those associated with
standard suburban areas. This in itself brings into question the economic viability of
such a suburb, something I shall return to shortly. But first, an examination of the longterm effects of the imaginaries that gave substance to Crestwood’s development is in
order.
In approximately 25 years Sloan’s dream of creating a suburb distinct from the
orthodox sprawl fast spreading throughout the Perth metropolitan region had, for Sloan
and many other Crestwood residents, achieved just that: a distinct suburban
environment growing more ‘delightful’ as the years brought ‘ever maturing
harmony’.141 Home to some 295 families, by the mid-1990s Crestwood stood as a
testament to the durability of the values and ideals of Sloan, John Oldham and its
residents – many of whom still reside in Crestwood. In 1968, when Sloan came up with
the plan to develop Australia’s first Radburn-style development, he sought to create a
distinctive suburban environment, capable of improving the quality of suburban life.
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Sloan’s vision for and planning of Crestwood was clearly grounded in environmental
determinism. In an aesthetically pleasing suburban environment he sought to increase
community engagement and foster comfort and convenience. In an effort to incorporate
the local Australian landscape into this environment, Ray Oldham brought to Crestwood
an aesthetic and ecological awareness, which in working with (and preserving) the
area’s ‘natural’ vegetation helped to achieve Sloan’s desire for an aesthetically pleasing
suburb. For many Crestwood residents of 2007, it was not just the unique planning of
Crestwood that attracted them to the area, but the verdant landscape in which it was
situated.142 Moreover, with the generous quantities of open space, the spacious suburban
homes and private gardens and the variety of community facilities, many Crestwood
residents saw it as a beneficial environment – mentally and physically – in which to
raise their families.143
Whilst the previous two case studies demonstrated a widening and diversifying
of environmental imaginaries between the early 1970s and mid-1990s, a retrospective
examination of Australia’s first Radburn-style development tells a different story.
According to Ron Sloan, Crestwood was designed to be an ‘improvement’ on the
environment. However, as I have already established, this ‘improvement’ is dependent
on the way in which ‘environment’ is conceived and/or imagined. In the early 1970s the
environmental imaginaries shaping Crestwood were centred on the deterministic and
aesthetic qualities of the environment, such as visual amenity and engendering
community spirit. In examining a variety of sources, including the local community
newsletter, a Silver Jubilee commemorative publication, oral history interviews and a
present-day examination of the suburb itself, it is my contention that in the past 30 years
there has been very little change in the environmental imaginaries of those helping to
maintain the area and those living within the suburb.
Ron Sloan and his wife Beth lived in Crestwood for some 20 years. Throughout
this time, Sloan saw his ideal development overcome ‘extraordinary difficulties’,
including battles with the State Electricity Commission (SEC) and Gosnells Council, as
well as a flailing housing market,144 to win through and provide, according to Sloan, its
‘families with a suburb that greatly added to the quality of life they would enjoy’.145 As
Sloan himself has since stated, ‘to actually live in the place that you are developing and
142

George Anderson & Lyn Anderson (Crestwood residents since 1973), Interview with Author, 21 December 2007;
Duncan and Barbara Chester (Crestwood Residents since April, 1973), Interview with Author, 18 December 2007.
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George Anderson & Lyn Anderson (Crestwood residents since 1973), Interview with Author, 21 December 2007;
Duncan and Barbara Chester (Crestwood Residents since April, 1973), Interview with Author, 18 December 2007.
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When Crestwood was first marketed in the early 1970s Western Australia was experiencing a recession caused by
drought and the introduction of wheat quotas.
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selling [means] it needs to achieve what it states it will’.146 For Sloan, the Crestwood of
today is the reality of a vision first imagined in the late 1960s. Crestwood, according to
Sloan, has indeed ‘met the modern demands of people’, helping to ‘overcome stress in
life’ and to provide a ‘work-life balance’.147 To wander through Crestwood today, one is
almost stunned at the green open spaces of the neighbourhood parks and the community
feel established around both these parks and the swimming pool, which together provide
areas to relax, to exercise and to meet people. As argued by Sloan, such open space and
facilities are
important for healthy lifestyles and for people getting out and meeting each
other. That sense of community. Without the open space such as that in
Crestwood, you just don’t have the opportunities like you do in Crestwood.148
For Sloan, and for many Crestwood residents, the facilities offered in Crestwood,
including the parks, swimming pool and community hall, have all helped to create a
community that is engaged in the Crestwood way of life. Today, the community
atmosphere created in Crestwood, along with the verdant landscape and the traditional
suburban homes and gardens, remain the primary attractions for those moving into the
Estate.149 The deterministic sensibilities which informed Sloan’s desire to create a
suburb able to improve quality of life and engender community engagement appear to
have remained a constant influence over the environmental imaginaries of not just
Sloan, but also many Crestwood residents. But did the widespread growth of
environmentalism and the concept of sustainability also influence such imaginaries?
Recently asked what aspects of Crestwood he would retain if he were attempting
to build a sustainable suburb today, Sloan replied,
[j]ust build that sort of thing. Keep the open space and the parks where they can
be readily used. It is important to have those. Not everything has to be heavy
density…150
George Anderson, Crestwood resident since 1973, in response to a similar question,
said:
I’d say parklands definitely and possibly the pool. … Keep the open spaces.
They are really important. Personally I reckon trees around you, and grass, just
gives you that feeling of tranquility. But I think basically if you are thinking
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about whether future developments should be done like this, I’d say
definitely.151
Similarly, Mr. and Mrs. Chester, suggested that to move towards ‘sustainable suburbs’
you would want to keep
[t]he open space – the parks. The idea of no traffic – or no footpaths associated
with roads. We like the idea of bore water. Just the idea that they try to maintain
a level of attractiveness. The aesthetics. It is important. And if you have all these
parks and open spaces then you can plant more trees and that is an
environmental good.152
Such responses provide an invaluable insight into the way in which the term
sustainability is used and indeed understood by Crestwood residents. Here, the
combined emphasis on open space and aesthetics suggests that, at least for those
interviewed, Crestwood today is symbolic of the sustainable values and amenities that
future urban development should be seeking to incorporate. The emphasis on the
grassed open spaces, trees and the low-density character of Crestwood, suggests that,
despite increased water shortages and the increasing move towards more consolidated
forms of urban development, both Sloan and the residents of Crestwood are enamored
of their Radburn-style suburb and its landscape setting. Despite ongoing public
campaigns to reduce the amount of water used on household gardens,153 evidence
suggests that, notwithstanding a suggestion in the early 1990s by the Residents
Association to ‘reduce reticulation of home sites’ and the parks on the ‘basis of
conserving water’, watering in Crestwood still occurs every second night between
October and December for 20 minutes and for the remaining summer months, every
night for 15 minutes.154 ‘Environment’ and sustainability then are terms that, for those
with a vested interest in Crestwood, remain linked to the aesthetic thinking
underpinning Sloan’s development, rather than more contemporary ecological
sensibilities.
Further evidence of the degree to which the environmental imaginaries of those
who helped shape the suburb of Crestwood in the early 1970s have endured, can be seen
in the degree to which the ‘bush setting’ of Crestwood has remained significant for
those living there. In December 1981, although there were many options to develop it,
the first steps were taken to preserve land at the back of the Estate (Grenadier Drive) as
native bushland. At this time the decision was made to preserve the area in its ‘natural’
151
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state and to provide a six metre reticulated strip of lawn along the footpath at the rear of
the Grenadier Drive properties. One of the residents who argued for the area’s
preservation was Joan Payne. Payne organized a flora survey of the area by well-known
WA naturalist, Robert Powell. This survey indicated that there were approximately 60
species of flora in the area. Yet, despite continued discussion and efforts by Crestwood
residents,155 it was not until April 1990 that the proposal for the retention and
maintenance of the area of bushland went ‘full steam ahead’.156 The Crestwood
bushland restoration got its impetus from the City of Gosnells management plan for the
Hume Road flora, which was launched in 1989 as a 10-year programme to restore the
reserve as close as possible to its ‘natural’ state.157 A grant of $3000 was made by the
Gordon Reid Foundation to enable the Crestwood Association to define the bush land
area with kerbing and for the installation of signs. In the early 1970s the bush setting of
the Crestwood estate was a key attraction. As Mr. Chester recalled,
[w]hen we purchased our land it was nearly all virgin bush. The next door block
was empty… and across the road was supposed to remain a green belt. It was
just pure bush. We thought that was great. We’d be surrounded by bush just as
were used to… from living in New Guinea.158
By the early 1990s the attraction of what little was left of this ‘natural’ bush was just as
strong. Oldham’s success in retaining much of the area’s native vegetation and his
efforts to work with the local Western Australian landscape attracted residents with an
affection for native plants, some of whom were later influenced to activism for
preservation of adjoining urban bushland in the context of rising environmentalism.
Driving through Thornlie today, Crestwood is hidden amongst a sprawl of
orthodox suburban homes and gardens. But if you step out of your car and a take a walk
down one of the many paths and underpasses you’ll find yourself in a lush green parklike setting. From its establishment in the early 1970s there has been little structural
change. Whilst the landscape has now matured (see Figs. 5.7, 5.8, 5.9 and 5.10),
Crestwood stands as a testament to – what many deem to be – the successful application
of Radburn-style planning. However, if the Radburn-based Crestwood development was
so successful, why is it that it remains the only development of its type within Western
Australia?
Ron Sloan has suggested that further Crestwood-style developments within
Western Australia have been restricted due largely to the effort and costs associated
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with them. For private development companies, the costs associated with underground
power and sewerage as well as the costs associated with maintaining the open spaces
outweigh the economic return upon completion. However, since the 1990s there have
been many new suburban development incorporating features similar to those seen in
Crestwood. For example, in the mid-1990s plans were underway by Stockland Property
Group for the development of a new suburban community 35 minutes south of Perth.
Settlers Hills (Baldivis, WA), was designed as a serene, ‘retreat’ style community, fully
‘planned to offer a prestigious, secure and relaxed lifestyle’ for its future residents.159
Although Settlers Hills was not based on Radburn design principles its planning shared
similarities with Crestwood’s. Firstly, community engagement and lifestyle were
promoted as primary benefits of living in such a suburb. Secondly, all power facilities
were situated underground and although not all houses were situated directly facing a
park, there exist 17 landscaped parks and gardens throughout the Estate. By the mid1990s then, it may be possible to suggest that creating a suburb with some similar
features to the Radburn-based Crestwood design may indeed be economically viable.
Perhaps then, it is possible to suggest that in a period influenced by the Hawke
Government’s Building Better Cities programme, and as the environmental imaginaries
of those involved in the planning and development of Perth’s urban landscape turned
towards increasing housing density and improving public transport facilities (see
chapter seven), the environmental limitations of Sloan’s Radburn style development far
outweighed the aesthetic and deterministic benefits valued by earlier generations.
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Stockland Co. Ltd., ‘Settlers Hills – Design’,
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Fig. 5.7: Crestwood
underpass, c.1972.

Fig. 5.8:
Crestwood
underpass, 2008.
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Fig. 5.9: One of
Crestwood’s parks,
c.1972

Fig. 5.10: One of
Crestwood’s
parks, 2008.
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Chapter Six
‘The First Substantial Revolt’: Canberra’s First Medium Density Suburb
Planning decisions made between 1958 and the early 1970s had lasting effects on the
urban form of Australia’s federal capital. From 1957 onwards, Canberra was
transformed from a city characterised by a small centre, a few suburbs and an expanse
of open space, to a city of towns and suburbs, a hierarchy of roads and enough open
space to retain its identity as the ‘bush capital’. With reference to the ideals and
assumptions behind Canberra’s planning in the late 1950s and 1960s, this chapter
examines the way in which the development of Swinger Hill in Woden – one of the first
medium-density developments in Canberra – gave physical form to the environmental
aspirations and ideals of both the National Capital Development Commission and the
suburb’s architectural design firm, Ian McKay and Partners.
The post-war period is often associated with a gradual increase in awareness of
1

environmental problems. Although in Australia such awareness was most commonly
associated with ‘natural’ and wilderness areas, Bruce Judd has argued that this rise in
environmental consciousness included an awareness of the ‘problems exacerbated by
the dispersed physical form of Australian cities’, including issues related to high rates of
2

land consumption, greenhouse gas emissions and pollution. Taking this as its premise,
this chapter, focusing on the environmental imaginaries of two actors – the National
Capital Development Commission and the architectural and design firm, Ian McKay
and Partners – examines the extent to which such imaginaries incorporated and
responded to ecological concerns over the quality of Canberra’s urban environment.
This chapter also situates the development of Swinger Hill, as one of Canberra’s first
medium-density suburbs, within early understandings of urban consolidation.

1

2
3

3

This is concurrent with the emergence of modern environmentalism. See for example, D. Pepper, The Roots of
Modern Environmentalism, Routledge, New York, 1986; S.P. Hays, Beauty, Health & Permanence:
Environmental Politics in the United States, 1955-1985, Cambridge University Press, New York, 1987, pp.13-39;
J. Lothian, ‘Attitudes of Australians Towards the Environment: 1975 to 1994’, Australian Journal of
Environmental Management, vol.1, September 1994, p.78; J. Palkulski & Stephen Crook (eds.), Ebbing of the
Green Tide? Environmentalism, Public Opinion and the Media in Australia, School of Sociology and Social
Work, University of Tasmania, Hobart, 1998; D. Hutton & L. Connors, A history of the Australian Environment
Movement, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1999, pp.89-124.
B. Judd, Designed for Urban Living: Recent Medium-Density Group Housing in Australia, The Royal Australian
Institute of Architects, Red Hill, 1993, p.21.
For a more detailed definition see pp.227-228, briefly, however, urban consolidation is taken here to refer to an
increase of housing density in already established areas, as well as the development of new high-density areas.

- 171 -

4

Although urban consolidation came to prominence in the 1970s, here I examine
the extent to which we can see an emergence of such ideas in Australia in the late
1960s, and ask whether the environmental imaginaries of those involved in the
development of Swinger Hill resonate with later ideas of urban consolidation. What
follows is a detailed study of the development of Swinger Hill, concluding with a
discussion of the extent to which the environmental concerns often linked with urban
consolidation can be seen in the decision to increase housing density in a city renowned
for its low-density urbanscape. Although this discussion is not intended to add to the
debate on the merits or otherwise of urban consolidation (something I discuss in later
chapters), it does provide insights into the connectedness of ideological developments
and environmental imaginaries.

National Capital Development Commission
The Senate Select Committee established in 1955 to enquire into the planning and
development of Canberra marked a major turning point in Canberra’s history. However,
in terms of Canberra’s actual planning and development, 1957 marked the beginning of
what those such as Fischer and Sparke have deemed to be Canberra’s second great
phase of growth. Prior to this time, there was a growing uncertainty about the direction
and form of growth best suited to the role of Canberra as the national capital. Those in
charge of Canberra’s development – both in terms of its physical structure and as the
centre of government – are said to have suffered from a lack of confidence, ‘publicly,
politically and professionally’.

5

With little private enterprise, few buildings of

monumental stature, a dire housing shortage and no lake, many people – both residents
and visitors alike – questioned its suitability as a symbol of pride and power. Yet in
1957, decisive steps were taken to rectify the situation with the establishment of a new
central authority tasked with the control of all planning, construction and development
within the national capital.
Acting on the advice of the 1955 Senate Select Committee, the federal
government created a planning organisation which it hoped would have the power and
ability to plan and develop a city befitting the nation’s capital. The National Capital
4

That said, some of the ideas evident in the concept of urban consolidation can be seen in earlier ideas concerning
urban regeneration in Britain during the early twentieth century. The Society for the Promotion of Urban Renewal
for example was ‘dedicated to the principle that the decayed parts of our towns and cities should be redeveloped at
relatively high densities in order to check the further extension of suburbia’. A. Edwards, The design of suburbia:
5 a critical study in environmental history, Pembridge Press, London, 1981, p.226.
‘J. Overall interview conducted by Mel Pratt’, Australian National Library Oral History Interviews, 10 August, 24
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Development Commission, commonly referred to as the NCDC, was established on 12
September 1957. The function of the Commission was:
To undertake and carry out the planning, development and construction of the
6
City of Canberra as the National Capital of the Commonwealth.
In his Second Reading Speech, the Minister for the Interior and the Minister for Works,
the Hon. Allen Fairhall, stated:
The Report of the Senate Committee stressed the need for unifying all of the
activities involved in the development of the National Capital. For that reason
the Commission has been given the broadest possible powers in the statement of
its functions, which are to undertake and carry out the planning, development
and construction of the City of Canberra as the National Capital of the
Commonwealth, with power to do all things necessary or convenient to be done
in connection with or incidental to the performance of its functions and the
7
exercise of its powers.
Whilst the report of the Senate Select Committee had much to do with the formation of
the NCDC, its structure and character was strongly influenced by the then Prime
8

Minister – Mr (later Sir) Robert Menzies. On reflection, although Menzies initially
9

considered Canberra to be a ‘place of exile’, he soon realised that ‘Canberra was and
would continue to be the capital of the nation, and that it was therefore imperative to
10

make it a worthy capital’.

Whilst Menzies himself ascribes this shift in attitude to

realising the significance of having a capital city of which a country could be proud,

11

Sparke has suggested that Menzies’ change of heart was largely influenced by his wife
and daughter. Heather Henderson (Menzies’ daughter) moved to Canberra in January of
12

1956 with her husband.

Whilst the housing shortage proved an early problem for

Heather and her family, so too did the ‘simple routine of taking her baby for a walk’,
which ‘presented difficulties because of bad or non-existent footpaths’. As Heather later
revealed, ‘I continually complained to Dad and I’m sure I had an influence in changing
his attitude to the city’.

13

In accounting for this shift, one thing is certain: Menzies’ new-found convictions
positioned him as one of Canberra’s strongest proponents, working with ‘single minded
6

National Capital Development Commission Act 1957.
Hon. Allen Fairhall, ‘National Capital Development Commission Bill, 1957, Second Reading Speech’,
8 Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates – House of Representatives, 28 August, 1957, p.45.
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Asian Affairs, Hamburg, 1984, p.66.
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10R. Menzies, The Measure of the Years, Cassell Australia Ltd., North Melbourne, 1970, p.143.
11 Menzies, p.143.
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12
13 An officer of External Affairs.
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14

determination to lift Canberra to the rank of capital in fact as well as name’. For this to
be achieved, Menzies agreed with the Senate Select Committee’s recommendations
concerning the need for a powerful commission to be put in charge of Canberra’s
growth. Taking a direct and decisive interest in the establishment of such a commission,
in late 1957 Menzies made clear to the Minister for the Interior:
If … there is to be a Commission it follows that it must be powerful, responsible
and competent; not put into conflict with the Departments of Interior and Works;
as far as possible (subject to the responsible Minister) autonomous within its
15
budget.
This provision, along with ten other changes listed by Menzies, was reflected in the
final Act. Ensuring that the NCDC could act independently of the Interior, rather than
16

subordinate to it, as was suggested in the first draft of the NCDC Act,

Menzies

ensured that the powers of the NCDC extended far enough to overcome Canberra’s
17

‘stop-go’ phase which had hampered the capital’s development. Through his ongoing
support for the NCDC and decisive action concerning Canberra’s planning and
development, Menzies influenced both qualitative and quantitative aspects of
Canberra’s development. As later recalled by Peter Harrison, ‘[s]eldom has an authority
been established … with a more powerful patron’.

18

Between 1957 and 1988 the NCDC was the sole government organisation
charged with overseeing all aspects of Canberra’s planning and construction. Developed
as a body corporate, made up of a Commissioner and two Associate Commissioners, the
NCDC was given the freedom to appoint its own staff.

19

The longstanding National

Capital Planning and Development Committee was abolished and replaced by a
National Capital Planning Committee (NCPC) chaired by the Commissioner and having
20

eight other members. This committee was responsible for advising the Commission to
14

Sparke, p.32.
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ensure that ‘the growth of the capital would proceed on lines which were technically
21

sound and aesthetically worthy of the nation’.

In addition to this, residents of the

Australian Capital Territory were represented through an Advisory Council, which
could request information and pass on advice to the Minister, but which had no
legislative or executive power. According to Fischer, other than generating publicity on
22

certain issues, this council’s effectiveness was minimal.

After the passing of the NCDC Bill, the new Commission was faced with the
task of finding suitable people to staff the Commission and to represent the Australian
people on the NCPC. The first appointment was that of NCDC Commissioner. John
Overall (later Sir), formerly Director of Architecture with the Commonwealth
Department of Works, was appointed on 1 March 1958.

23

Having left school at the

beginning of the Depression in 1929, Overall worked as a junior in the architectural
office of Stevenson and Turner where he qualified as an architect by evening study.
Early in 1940 he enlisted in the Army and was posted to the Middle East. On his return
to civilian life, he accepted a three-year appointment as chief architect with the South
24

Australian Housing Trust.

After completing a year of postgraduate training in

England, Overall returned to Australia and set up a private practice with a colleague in
Adelaide. In 1952 he joined the Department of Works in Melbourne and in 1953
became the chief architect for the Commonwealth. According to Sparke, Overall
therefore came to Canberra with a ‘formidable record’. He brought with him ‘the
temperament needed to pilot the new, untried organisation through the perils of
formation and public acceptance’.

25

Joining Overall were Associate Commissioners Bill Andrews, with experience
in town planning and local government, and Grenfell Rudduck who had been regional
planning adviser to the Department of the Army. Bob Lansdown, a trained economist,
was to act as secretary manager, whilst Clive Pierce, who came from the Tasmanian
Hydro-Electric Authority, was to supervise all major engineering works. Peter Funda,
from the New South Wales Housing Commission, was put in charge of district
development and Peter Harrison, a Senior Lecturer in Town and Country Planning at the
in Melbourne, Mr. R.A. Priddle, an Engineer from Sydney, Mr Gavin Walkley, Architect and Town Planner from
Adelaide, Mr. W.P.R. Godfrey, Architect from Melbourne and Dr F.W. Ledgar, Director of Town and Regional
21 Planning, Melbourne University. NCDC, First Annual Report, 30 June 1958, p.15.
Fairhall quoted in Sparke, Canberra 1954-1980, p.77.
22
23 Fischer, Canberra: Myths and Models, p.67.
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University of Sydney, was appointed Senior Town Planner, responsible for the overall
urban form of the city.

26

Mark Hachele has suggested that ‘[t]he NCDC’s institutional

arrangement, relative autonomy, and sufficient funding contributed to a unique
27

environment in which to create a city and national capital’. The NCDC’s effective coordination of planners, engineers, architects, landscapers and management, offered the
potential for a prompt and uncompromising adoption and realisation of new planning
ideas and methods.

28

In its First Annual Report (1958) the NCDC’s long-term task was outlined as
fourfold:
1.

2.

3.
4.

To complete the establishment of Canberra as the Seat of Government – by
providing the facilities necessary for the smooth functioning of the
Parliamentary body.
To further the development of Canberra as the Administrative Centre – by
seeing to a smooth conclusion the Defence transfers already approved, and by
providing the necessary physical facilities to permit the early completion of
Commonwealth Public Service personnel transfers from Melbourne.
To give Canberra an atmosphere and individuality worthy of the national capital
– by provision of monumental buildings and suitable special features.
To further the growth of the national capital as a place in which to live in
29
comfort and dignity.

These four points provide an interesting insight into the ‘duality’ of the NCDC’s role in
30

the planning and development of Canberra. Not only did the NCDC take as its primary
aim the task of creating the features of a ‘capital’ city, but also the task of developing
‘Canberra as a place to live in’, similar to other Australian cities. The way in which the
NCDC distinguished between planning Canberra as a place to live in and the planning
of a national capital indicates the way the NCDC conceptualised not just the physical
space of Canberra, but also the figurative space the capital held within the nation:
Canberra was to be a tangible reflection of the common purpose of the
Australian people … Canberra is now becoming an effective symbol of
31
Australian unity. People expect it to be developed accordingly.

26
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For much of the NCDC’s early operations, planning was driven by a ‘national capital’
philosophy. Seeking to integrate bricks and mortar with national sentiment, the NCDC
was developing not just a physical city, but a city able to encapsulate a national spirit.

Creating a ‘national capital’
It was the belief of the NCDC that planning and architecture had the ability to influence
the emotions and values of inhabitants and visitors to the national capital. Accordingly,
the NCDC, through an environmentally deterministic vision, sought to invoke a national
capital atmosphere. Through brick and stone it aspired to delineate an Australian
national identity. As it later declared:
[a] city is more than bricks and mortar, it is a reflection of society, and a national
capital is bound to reflect the needs and characteristics of the nation which has
built it. It is essential that Canberra should work effectively as a legislative and
administrative centre, but of even greater importance, is the effect the city will
32
have on the hearts and minds of the Australian people.
In essence, the NCDC attempted to ‘create the physical form that it envisioned a more
33

ideal society would inhabit’.

The annual reports of the NCDC provide abundant

evidence of the centrality of this deterministic vision for the national capital. For
example, in its Third Annual Report there was explicit reference to creating an
‘atmosphere of sanctuary and dedication’ for the ‘pilgrims’,

34

whilst in its Eighth

Annual Report, it was suggested that ‘[t]he development of a particular civic spirit is
35

largely dependent on the environment produced by plans and professional design’.

The NCDC, however, was not alone in its valuing of national capital sentiment. As
indicated in chapter three, as early as 1910 Canberra was envisioned as a city designed
36

to be an ‘example to the rest of the world’. From King O’Malley, and John Sulman, to
the Senate Select Committee of 1955, Sir William Holford and Robert Menzies, the
development of a national capital meant creating a city capable of creating national
unity, progress, strength and pride.

37

32
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Whilst in 1909 John Sulman wrote that the development of the capital would be a shining example of Australia’s
progress as a nation’, in 1955 the Senate Select Committee appointed to Enquire into the development of
Canberra, concluded that ‘the city of Canberra, built according to the principles conceived by Walter Burley
Griffin, will be capable of demonstrating Australia’s stature as a nation’ (Report for the Senate Select Committee
on the Development of Canberra, Government Printer, Canberra, 1955, p.117). Similarly, William Holford
suggested that if a ‘real quality and imagination in … design’ were to be achieved, Canberra, at once, could be
lifted ‘into the ranks of the significant capital cities of the world’. (W. Holford, Observations on the Future
Development of Canberra, A.C.T., Canberra, 1958, p.7). Many of the NCDC’s ideas of building a National
33
34
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The physical shape that it was envisioned this ‘national capital’ would take is
best described in the NCDC’s first five-year report and early annual reports. Drawing on
many of the ideals and values promoted by the Senate Select Committee and Sir
William Holford, these reports exhibit a common concern with retaining Canberra’s
‘garden city’ character (discussed in chapter three). More importantly, however, was the
importance placed by the Select Committee on retaining ‘throughout its residential areas
all the features of a garden suburb’
recommended

as

the

38

– ‘bungalow homes on quarter-acre blocks were

predominant

housing

type’.

39

Reflecting

a

common,

environmentally deterministic belief that suburban homes would produce healthy and
40

morally respectable people, and thus more contented citizens,

the NCDC imagined

Australia’s suburban landscapes as intimately linked to the behaviour, values and
experiences of those who inhabited them. The NCDC thus sought to provide Canberra
people with single family homes on individual plots of land situated in picturesque
surrounds as a means of creating a model community in Canberra.

41

Creating a city with an ‘atmosphere and individuality worthy of the national
capital’

42

remained an enduring concern for the NCDC, however its initial task was to

provide for the more practical concerns of the rapidly growing population in the context
43

of Canberra’s increasing housing shortage. In order to do this the Commission deemed
it necessary to survey the problems and needs, to set both short and long term objectives
and to produce a revised town plan suitable for the (projected) future needs of the
growing capital.

Capital Growth
44

In 1947 Canberra was home to some 15,156 residents.
45

By 1959 this figure had more
46

than doubled to 43,973, reaching 55,000 in 1961 and 155,000 in 1972. Characterised
Capital were drawn from America and the development of Washington. In its Third Annual Report for example, it
was argued that the arrangement of buildings and parks in Washington allows ‘millions of Americans … to visit
38 the institutions of government’ and ‘to see the national shrines’ (NCDC, Third Annual Report, p.6).
39 Report for the Senate Select Committee, p.28.
Report for the Senate Select Committee, p.28.
40
41 Similar to the deterministic beliefs discussed in chapters three to five.
42 Hachele, ‘Ideal Visions of Canberra’, p.144.
NCDC, Tomorrow’s Canberra: Planning for Growth and Change, Australian National University Press, Canberra,
43 1970, p.17.
It is important to note, however, as does Alistair Greig, that ‘by the time the NCDC was established, the worst
years of the national housing shortage had passed, more labour could be tapped from the Snowy Mountains
Hydroelectric Scheme, and the NCDC was not faced with the competition for scarce resources which had
contributed to many of the difficulties of the earlier post-war years’. A. Greig, The Accommodation of Growth:
Canberra’s ‘Growing Pains’ 1945-1955, Urban Research Program (URP hereafter) Working Paper no.53, July
44 1996, p.40.
45 J. Gibbney, Canberra, 1913-1953, Australian Government Publishing Service, Canberra, 1988, p.235.
NCDC, Fourth Annual Report, 1960-1961.
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not only by standard natural growth, but also by a continuation of Government transfers
47

from Melbourne, since the end of World War II the population of Canberra had grown
by 30,841, an increase of 235 per cent, and was continuing to grow at a faster rate than
all other Australian cities. Early population forecasts made by the Commission in 1958
48

indicated that Canberra’s population would reach 100,000 by the mid-1970s (Fig. 6.1).

However, after further research, and more precise information concerning the rate of
public service transfers, the Commission soon realised that this original estimate was
somewhat conservative. In their 1959 report the Commission indicated that Canberra
49

would, in all likelihood, reach a population of 100,000 by 1969/1970 (Fig. 6.2).

46

Sparke, Canberra 1954-1980, p.108. Between 1953 and 1958 Canberra’s population increased at the average
annual rate of 8.4 per cent, or 2700 people per year. In the following four years comparative annual growth figures
47 were 12.9 per cent, or an average of 6063 persons. NCDC, Fifth Annual Report, 1961-1962.
In 1948 the Government adopted a programme for the transfer of Commonwealth departments from Melbourne in
four stages over a 10 year period.
48
49 NCDC, First Annual Report, 1958, p.6.
NCDC, A Report on the Development of Canberra For the Five Year Period, July 1962- June 1967, NCDC,
Canberra, 1962, p.8.
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Fig. 6.1: Canberra’s population forecast, 1911-1975.
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Fig. 6.2: Revised population forecast, 1962.

The rate of Canberra’s post-war population growth had a number of implications for the
NCDC. Firstly, the original Griffin Plan was only intended to accommodate 75,000
people. As demonstrated by the Commission’s population forecasting this was soon to
be exceeded. Secondly, the continued growth of the city had implications for the
provision of various services, including public utilities, transport, hospitals and schools,
cultural and recreational facilities, as well as open space. Thirdly, and most importantly,
50

continued population growth meant greater suburban expansion.

Although suburban

expansion is not an inevitable outcome of population growth, it has been suggested by

50

L. Frost & T. Dingle, ‘Sustaining Suburbia: An Historical Perspective on Australia’s Urban Growth’, in P. Troy
(ed.), Australian Cities: Issues, Strategies and Policies for Urban Australia in the 1990s, Cambridge University
Press, Cambridge 1995, p.25.
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51

Dingle that it does ‘set the rate of suburb formation’.

Dingle argues that ‘in the

decades after the end of the Second World War many countries faced the challenge of
deciding where their growing urban population should live’, and like the United States,
52

Australia chose ‘low-density suburbs of detached homes’. Whilst a number of factors
53

influenced this choice, including tradition, motivation and ability to pay, in Canberra,
this choice was further encouraged by a commitment to retaining the ‘garden city’
atmosphere of the city.

54

To meet the needs of the growing capital, the NCDC (in its first year of
operation) prepared a five year housing programme. Within this programme it was
envisioned that all new housing development would take place within the existing urban
55

areas of Canberra as laid out in the Griffin Plan.

However, in light of the

aforementioned population forecasts, it was clear to many that such a vision was not just
56

inadequate; it was absurd.

When Peter Harrison visited the Commission in 1958 –

shortly before he joined it as chief town planner – the only long-term plan for
Canberra’s development was Trevor Gibson’s, produced for the Senate Select
Committee in 1955, which was based on a population forecast of 110,000. Convinced
that Canberra was in for a ‘tremendous expansion’,
insufficient for Canberra’s growing population,

58

57

Harrison argued that this plan was

and instead drew up an outline plan

which would cater for a population of 250,000. This plan pictured the development of
Canberra spread beyond the boundaries of Old Canberra Valley, Red Hill and the
northern parts of Yarralumla Valley, into the Woden Valley and Belconnen.

59

In its use of satellite cities much of Harrison’s plan owed its ‘inspiration’ to
Howard’s Garden City concept, and to the polynuclear urban growth witnessed in the
UK and USA.

60

Based largely on the concept of British ‘new towns’ (as discussed in

51

T. Dingle, ‘Who Has Shaped ‘Bald Brick-Veneerdom’?’, in D. Garden (ed.), Created Landscapes: Historians and
the Environment, The History Institute, Carlton, 1993, p.25.
T. Dingle, ‘‘Gloria Soame’: The Spread of Suburbia in Post-War Australia’, in R. Harris & P. Larkham (eds.),
53 Changing Suburbs: Foundation, Form and Function, Routledge, New York, 1999, p.189.
54 Dingle, ‘Gloria Soame’, pp.189-191.
It could be argued here that rather than furthering the development of suburbia, the NCDC could have chosen to
house Canberra’s growing population in other forms of residential developments. However, I would suggest that
the Australian preference for a suburban house and garden certainly dictated the degree to which the NCDC was
willing/able to do so.
55
56 NCDC, Planning Report Covering Proposals for the Five Year Period 1959-1964, NCDC, 1959.
As has already been demonstrated, the NCDC’s population forecasts tended towards gross understatement, and by
1960 it was generally acknowledged that it would be misleading to assume that the population could be housed
57 within the boundaries of the old city area.
58 ‘P. Harrison interviewed by E. Sparke, 29 November 1984’, as quoted in Sparke, Canberra 1954-1988, p.108.
See P. Harrison, ‘Approach to a metropolitan plan’, Architecture in Australia, vol.57, no.4, 1968, p.630.
59
60 These boundaries were those marked out by Gibson in his plan prepared for the Senate Committee in 1954/55.
Fischer, Canberra: Myths and Models, p.76. This Satellite town approach was also ‘applied in the Singapore
master plan which prevailed throughout the 1960s, for which Harrison acted as an advisor’. Fischer, p.76.
52
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chapter four), the plan envisioned each new satellite city housing somewhere between
20,000 and 55,000 people and able to provide a broad range of job opportunities, as well
as developing their own individual identity.

61

Today it appears that this plan provided the basis for much of Canberra’s present
urban landscape. However, it took some time for Harrison’s satellite cities to eventuate.
While the advisory National Capital Planning Committee (NCPC) received Harrison’s
plan with applause in October 1958, by the time Harrison took up duty with the
Commission in 1959, its first Planning Report had already been released, and this report
located all housing expansion for the next five years within the confines of the gazetted
62

Griffin plan. With the view that it would be a mistake to ignore the capital’s continual
population increase, Harrison continued to advocate the need for a new plan, pressuring
the Commission to undertake a series of studies in order to define a long-term strategy
for the city’s inevitable expansion. According to John Gilchrist, these studies presented
two choices: either ‘the intensification of densities at existing population centres
coupled with the extension of the urban fringe areas in the traditional growth pattern of
Australian cities’; or ‘preserving the open character of the City by limiting the extent of
the existing population area and forming new areas or residential districts in the
63

surrounding rural areas’. Wanting to preserve the integrity of the Griffin Plan and the
‘garden city’ setting of the area, the Commission eventually decided that the latter
option would be most suitable. Adopting a policy of decentralisation, the NCDC
proposed the development of new satellite settlements to be located in the surrounding
rural areas.

64

Although this proposal did not specifically indicate the location or extent

of these new districts, the areas of Woden, (approximately 10.6 kilometres south of the
City) and Belconnen (approximately 8.7 kilometres north of the City) were thought to
65

be the most suitable (Fig. 6.3).

61

Although the plan did not provide details on the ‘internal structure of the districts’, it did outline ‘their boundaries’
and ‘an estimate of their respective population capacities’. Fischer, pp.76-77.
63 Sparke, Canberra 1954-1980, p.108.
J. Gilchrist, ‘Woden-Weston Creek New Town: Concepts, Techniques and Processes in the Planning and
Development of Canberra's First New Town’, M.A., Sydney University, 1985, p.32. See also Fischer, Canberra:
64 Myths and Models, p.77.
Decentralisation policies seek to encourage the growth of smaller cities, or even create totally new cities of limited
size, as first proposed by Ebenezer Howard, as a mean of curbing the growth of Capital cities. According to Clive
Forster, ‘[d]ecentralisation policies have a long history in Australia, dating back to Decentralisation Leagues set
up as political organisations in the nineteenth century to oppose the dominance of the colonial capital cities’. C.
Forster, Australian Cities: Continuity and Change (3rd ed.), Oxford University Press, South Melbourne, 2004,
65 p.170.
NCDC, ‘Canberra City District Outline Development Plan, 1959’, Planning Report: Covering the 5 Years Period
1959-1964, February, 1959.
62
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Belconnen District

Yarralumla

Woden District

66

Fig. 6.3: Proposed new districts (and population capacities) and transportation routes.

Before moving onto a discussion of the planning and development of Woden,
Canberra’s first ‘new town’, it is important to note that linked to the development of
these new satellite cities was the issue of transportation. In the Future Canberra report,
the NCDC stated that one of the primary aims of Canberra’s planning was to keep
‘traffic concentrations within easily manageable limits’, which could be achieved
through
the dispersal of expanding employment into a number of centres, placed so as to
localise people’s journeys…, attaining a good balance between private and

66

Fischer, Canberra: Myths and Models, p.80.
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public transport, especially for the journey to work; and… by ensuring that
67
space is left to provide an adequate standard of roadways or transport services.
Although public transport is mentioned here, priority was accorded to the private
automobile. From as early as 1955 Canberra was envisioned by those such as Holford
68

and the Senate Select Committee as a ‘fully motorised town’.

With this vision in

mind, the NCDC encouraged the promotion of an auto-dominant city and as such, from
1961 (when construction of the first new satellite town began) onwards, the NCDC was
involved in numerous transportation studies. The first of these studies was undertaken
by the Australian consultation firm of Rankine & Hill, in conjunction with their
American partners De Leeuw Cather. The next study was undertaken in 1966 by Alan
M. Voorhees and Associates, an American firm of land use and transport consultants.
Voorhees was commissioned by the NCDC to work with one of its engineers, Ian
Morison, to devise a set of guidelines for a long-range development plan able to
minimise the probability of traffic congestion resulting from an increasing population.
From this study there emerged the Y-plan, which, as argued by Sparke, ‘has guided the
growth of Canberra ever since’.

69

Of particular importance to the low-density spread of the city was the NCDC’s
perception of freeways as cost-effective symbols of modernity and prosperity. As car
ownership increased throughout Canberra – a sign of modernity itself – the NCDC
sought ‘to meet the [perceived] challenge of the motor age’

70

through the design of a

road system in keeping with the concept of an ‘auto-dominant city’ based on the
following criteria: 1) the need to accommodate peak hour traffic; 2) the development of
traffic ways, ‘located as nearly as possible along the alignments of the principal travel
71

desires’; and 3) a road system able to ‘provide for relatively high average speeds’. As a
result, each new satellite city was to be connected via a network of freeways (or
‘expressways’). It was envisioned by the NCDC that these new freeways, under the
policy of decentralisation, would ultimately allow for the continued low-density spread
72

of the city without giving risk to extended travel times and congestion.
67

Canberra’s

NCDC, The Future Canberra, 1965, p.107. The Future Canberra was a planning flagship of the NCDC. Not only
was it a blueprint for its vision for Canberra’s future planning and development, but it also outlined the NCDC’s
68 own planning philosophy. See Sparke, Canberra 1954-1980, pp.151-152.
69 W. Holford, Observations on the Future Development of Canberra, A.C.T., Government Printer, Canberra, p.10.
Sparke, Canberra 1954-1980, p.152. The Y-plan sought to disperse land use for residential settlement into distinct
towns, linked by a system of peripheral parkways and to decentralise population growth from the city. For further
information see P.D. Day, ‘Canberra: Best Planned or Most Planned’, Urban Policy and Research, vol.4, Issue, 4,
1986, pp.14-21; Fischer, Canberra: Myths and Models, pp.82-90.
70
71 NCDC, Transportation and Urban Planning for Canberra, 1964, p. 1.
72 Rankine & Hill, Canberra Area Transportation Study, Canberra 1963, p.13.
Fischer, Canberra: Myths and Models, p.95.
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transportation framework, including its freeways, has much to do with the shape and
73

development of Canberra’s suburban environment.

However, the outcomes of the

1960s transportation studies and proposed freeway network had little impact on
Canberra’s urban landscape until the mid-1970s and therefore have little bearing on the
following discussion. What I wish to foreshadow here is that linked to the adoption of a
policy of decentralisation and the consequential development of new satellite cities was
the later development of a new road network, which would (in due course)
fundamentally alter the Canberra landscape. Through the Y-Plan Canberra’s urbanscape
would eventually spread in a linear-corridor fashion, divided north of ‘old Canberra’
into arms of ‘new towns’ growing towards the northwest and northeast.
Woden
The planning for Woden began in 1959 following the general principles for extending
74

the city as set out in the NCDC’s Planning Report.

Located to the south-west of the

original Federal Capital city and about 10.6 kilometres from Civic centre (Fig. 6.4),
75

Woden was named after an adjacent homestead built in 1840 by Dr James Murray.

The site itself is approximately three kilometres wide and eight kilometres long and is
located south of the Cotter road and west of Deakin. To the east the valley is separated
from the suburbs of Red Hill and Forrest by the Red Hill – Mugga Mugga ridge. To the
south the valley is enclosed by the Wanniassa – Mount Taylor ridge formation and to
the west by the Mount Taylor – Oakley Hill – Reef Hill ridge formation. The valley
forms a major part of the Yarralumla Creek catchment area, with the Yarralumla Creek
traversing the valley from south to north. The valley floor is generally undulating, while
to the east the land formations are steeper and more broken. Excluding land north of the
Cotter road, steep land, flood-prone land along the main creek systems, the Federal Golf
Course and the cemetery, the area available for urban development was originally

73

Particularly with regard to mobility and infrastructure of which much has been said. See for example Fischer,
pp.79-89; Sparke, Canberra 1954-1980, pp.151-158; Hachele, ‘Ideal Visions of Canberra’, pp.129-132; Killen,
‘Planners on top’, p.4; P. Reid, Canberra Following Griffin: A design history of Australia’s National Capital,
National Archives of Australia, Canberra, 2002, pp.249-263.
74
75 NCDC, Planning Report, February 1959.
James Murray was the brother of Terence Aubrey Murray, who developed the nearby sheep station at Yarralumla
with the help of assigned Irish convicts. Arriving in Sydney in early 1828, Murray was appointed assistant surgeon
to the penal settlement at Moreton Bay in 1830. Shortly thereafter he became superintendent of the Goulbourn
hospital, were he remained until 1839, when he gave up active practice and built a homestead on land which he
called Woden, granted to him in 1832 on the Limestone Plains [Gwendoline Wilson, ‘Murray, Sir Terence Aubrey
(1810 - 1873)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography,
http://www.adb.online.anu.edu.au/biogs/A020241b.htm (Accessed 28 May 2007)]. Dr Murray named the Woden
Valley property after the Nordic god of Wisdom.
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76

estimated at 5500 acres. Prior to development, it was noted that there was severe gully
erosion throughout the site and, in the upper part of the catchment, sheet erosion had
occurred on the steep slopes. As a counter measure pines were planted in 1952 over an
area of about 370 acres.

77

The ‘natural’ vegetation of the area consisted primarily of

savannah woodland of yellow box (Eucalyptus melliodora) and Blakely’s red gum
(Eucalyptus blakelyi). At some stage this ‘natural’ vegetation was modified by the
clearing of the bottom of the valley and the western side for the grazing of sheep.

78

79

Fig. 6.4: Locality Map, 2008.
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‘Woden District Preliminary Investigations (Planning)’, NCDC File 59/1166 Folio 54 (A) as cited in Gilchrist,
‘Woden-Weston Creek New Town’, p.39.
78 Gilchrist, p.40.
Gilchrist, p.40.
79
Woden, Canberra, Google Maps,
http://maps.google.com.au/maps?f=q&hl=en&geocode=&time=&date=&ttype=&q=canberra&ie=UTF8&ll=35.281168,149.12859&spn=0.007357,0.014591&z=16&iwloc=addr&om=1 (Accessed 20 June 2008)
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When it was decided to develop the Woden Valley, the western slopes of the valley
were favoured for residential purposes. From both topographical and aesthetic
viewpoints, the NCDC suggested that the western slopes would be most suitable due to
the eastern exposures catching the sun early in the day and the higher ridges providing
shelter from the prevailing westerly and north-westerly winds.

80

Within the actual

planning area there were six rural leases lying wholly within the valley and another
three lying largely within adjoining watersheds. Under the Leases Ordinance, conditions
had been imposed to ensure that the leases would be made available for urban purposes
when required. There were, however, a number of other constraints. Firstly, there was
the issue of the existing Federal golf course, located on the north-west boundary of the
new development area. With a lease term of 99 years and an ongoing option for
renewal, it was clear that any future urban development would be physically constrained
by this facility. Similarly, the Canberra Public Cemetery, opened in 1934 and
administered by a Trust under the Cemetery Ordinance, was also located within the
proposed development site. Finally, there was a Government experimental plant
nursery, which was needed for another ten years to produce results, and a large soil
conservation area, which had been planted in 1954 and which was required until the
trees had reached maturity and were ready for economic felling – it was expected that
this would take at least another fifteen years. Each of these factors imposed not only
physical, but also temporal constraints on the extent to which new urban development
could take place. Such factors, however, appear to have been of little concern to the
NCDC who, in 1959, commissioned Keith Storey to develop a preliminary outline plan
for the town of Woden.

80
81

81

‘Woden District Preliminary Investigations (Planning)’, NCDC File 59/1166 Folio 54 (E) as cited in Gilchrist,
p.41.
Submitted with the plan was a written statement supported by a series of maps showing the topography of the site,
the results of soil surveys, existing land-use and landowners, the broad town structure, proposed distribution of
residential areas and the possible location of the main trunk services. Gilchrist, ‘Woden-Weston Creek New
Town’, p.42.
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Fig. 6.5: Woden Valley Aerial View, November 1959.

Storey, originally a surveyor, was a highly skilled and experienced planner of largescale urban developments, with what Harrison has described as ‘that very rare quality:
the ability, which Griffin had, to understand land forms from the contours, a wonderful
feeling for topography’.

82

Similar to Harrison’s 1957 plan, Storey’s plan envisaged a

population of some 55,000 people in ten or eleven neighbourhoods, a major town
centre, and a greenbelt separating the urban district from the inner city. Like the
neighbourhood unit planning of Kwinana, this plan envisaged a city bounded and
traversed by green space with a hierarchical traffic plan, avoiding through-traffic and
inhibiting speed. Each neighbourhood unit was to have its own shopping facilities,
school and other community services within walking distance of each home.
Between 1959 and 1961 (when housing construction actually began) there was
an interactive five-stage residential planning process, carried out between the Survey
Branch of the Department of the Interior and the NCDC. The first stage of the design
82

Harrison quoted in Sparke, Canberra 1954-1980, p.108.
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process was to determine the exact outline of the neighbourhood. This took
approximately eight weeks and involved three steps: the use of base plans and aerial
photographs to undertake preliminary planning assessments; a site inspection of the
proposed boundaries and the marking of those boundaries with survey flags; then a
reassessment of the boundaries and adjustments to ensure that they adequately fitted the
83

natural features of the site. Once the boundaries were finalised and marked, the second
stage of the design process required the carrying out of a detailed site analysis. This
generally involved the planner undertaking a whole site inspection so as to be able to
plot all surface features and important aspects onto the site plan. This stage of the
process also included the undertaking of a tree survey and soil testing,

84

and a slope

analysis. During the site analysis stage, the planner also began to fix sites for important
‘people places’ such as schools, shopping and community centres etc. The third stage in
the design process was the preparation of the neighbourhood concept plan. Using the
site analysis materials, the main ‘people places’ would be located first, followed by the
pedestrian system and the road hierarchy. According to Gilchrist, ‘it was usual to
prepare several concepts and to evaluate how well they performed in relation to the
natural environment, cost and the neighbourhood quality each would produce’.

85

The

fourth stage was the preparation of the neighbourhood development plan. This plan was
accompanied by a written report outlining design intentions, and a model to assist in
explaining the concept.

86

The fifth and final stage of the design process was the

preparation of a detailed block subdivision plan at a scale of an approximate ratio of
100’ = 1". Once the Survey Branch had completed the final computation and plot of the
road centre-lines, the centre-lines had been inspected on the ground, and the ACT
Electricity Office had returned a copy of the development plan indicating the layout of
the electrical reticulation system, the block subdivision plan was made available to the
87

NCDC and construction could begin.

As the standard design process of the NCDC, this five-stage planning method
provides a useful insight into the environmental imaginary of the Commission and the
extent to which environmental factors such as terrain and other landscape features were
incorporated into its positioning and design of new suburbs. Importantly, this planning
83

Gilchrist, ‘Woden-Weston Creek New Town’, p.12.
This generally involved details of sun aspects and wind directions.
86 Gilchrist, ‘Woden-Weston Creek New Town’, p.12.
This plan was prepared at 200’ = 1" and included the following features: adjoining arterial / sub-arterial road
corridors; trunk utility services; internal road network in sufficient detail to allow survey computation of the centre
lines; pathways; the open space system; arrangement of sites for schools, shops, community centres etc.; block
87 subdivision; and broad landscape proposals. For further information see Gilchrist, pp.12-13.
Gilchrist provides a more detailed overview of this five-stage residential design process. See pp 12-13.
84
85
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process appears to contradict (and thus challenges) the long-held assumption that all
88

suburban landscapes are developed irrespective of the landscape’s ‘natural’ features.

Here we see that the NCDC (in conjunction with the Department of the Interior)
expended a great deal of time, money and resources in developing a complete site
assessment. With particular attention given to environmental elements, this planning
process provided the means by which the physical landscape could be incorporated into
the suburb’s form. As Ken Taylor insists,
[l]andscape form, existing and designed, was the skeleton on which the flesh of
the city would grow. Landscape was the articulator of the framework, not just
for new town and residential layouts, but for inter-town and intra-town
89
communication routes … open space networks and city ambience.
This process thus clearly demonstrates the extent to which a ‘landscape rationale’ –
based largely on an aesthetic (and marginally functional) appreciation of ‘nature’ and a
desire to incorporate such ‘nature’ into planning and design – figured in the
90

environmental imaginary of the NCDC.

The NCDC envisioned the Woden Valley as an opportunity to develop
something new and to instil further pride in the national capital. Whilst the NCDC
imagined this new city maintaining close links with the centre of Canberra,

91

it was

hoped that it would develop its own individual character and become, in its own right,
92

an integral and essential part of the national metropolis.
Swinger Hill

Between 1960 and 1974 eleven neighbourhood units were fully planned for the Woden
area. By 1983 nine areas were fully developed, two areas were partially developed and
one was undeveloped.

93

While most of these neighbourhoods were based on the

principles of neighbourhood unit planning, the NCDC continued to consider planning
alternatives, developing theories on urban structure and refining policies and standards

88

As discussed in chapter four, many critics of suburbia argue against the ‘purportedly wasteful nature of suburban
sprawl’, siting the endless consumption of arable lands by sprawling suburban subdivisions. See Hogan, ‘‘Nature
Strip’: Australian suburbia and the enculturation of nature’, Thesis Eleven, no.74, August 2003, p.65. George
Seddon also writes quite nicely on the process of erasure in his Landprints: Reflections on Place and Landscape,
89 (Cambridge University Press, Melbourne, 1997, pp.149-152.
Taylor, Canberra: City in the Landscape, p.121.
90
91 This ‘landscape rationale’ has a long history stemming from the 1911 site choice and foundation of the city.
92 NCDC, Eighth Annual Report, p.9.
NCDC, Tenth Annual Report, 1966-1967, p.1.
93
In order of design, these included Hughes, Curtin, Lyons, Garran, Chifley, Pearce and Torrens (these two areas
were designed together in 1963 and do not have the same physical separation as each of the other neighbourhood
units), Mawson, Farrer, Swinger Hill, O’Malley and Isaacs.
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for the planning of each new neighbourhood.

94

In this sense, the development of

Swinger Hill was perhaps the most significant: as one of Canberra’s first (total) medium
density residential units, Swinger Hill was one of the NCDC’s first substantial moves
towards alternative housing developments and indeed one of the most ambitious
medium-density housing projects of its time, anywhere in the country.

Fig. 6.6: Swinger Hill Location Plan - sections 51 &52 Philip.

In 1965, following the initiative of the South Australia Government to develop new
95

ideas for housing estates, the NCDC examined the possibility of holding an Australia-

94

Whilst John Gilchrist’s thesis provides a detailed study of each of the neighbourhood units developed within
Woden, briefly, there was at least one unit built on Radburn planning principles (Fisher) and a number of others
which sought to integrate neighbourhood unit planning with mixed densities and alternative population sizes. For
further detailed information on each neighbourhood unit within Woden, see Gilchrist, ‘Woden-Weston Creek New
95 Town’, pp. 137-290.
Particularly the South Australian Housing Trust’s development of Elizabeth.
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96

wide competition to ascertain the best ideas for new housing developments. Whilst the
NCDC believed that a competition could generate new ideas for housing developments
throughout the Capital, Peter Funda – surveyor and engineer with the NCDC – argued
that such ideas would not be of much material benefit to the Commission’s housing
work, as the development of low cost housing (such as that being developed by the
97

Commission) was a ‘highly specialised and evolutionary type of process’. Taking into
consideration a report submitted by Funda on 30 June 1965, the NCDC deferred the
98

idea of a holding a national competition and began to look elsewhere for new planning
ideas and options suitable for Canberra’s landscape and for its residents.
Between 1964 and 1968 Harry Seidler and Associates was commissioned by the
Australian National University to undertake a housing project for the families of
University fellows and research scholars. By the time the Garran Housing Group,
comprised of 58 two bedroom and 43 three bedroom townhouses, was completed in
99

1968,

the NCDC, along with the Commissioner for Housing in the Territory, had

begun to show considerable interest in and support for the development of mediumdensity residential development. Although home-ownership and the owner-occupied,
low-density, detached suburban dwelling had long been the favoured housing option for
most Australian families, the NCDC acknowledged that there were those with ‘more
absorbing interests’, which generally ‘excluded gardening’, who, whilst still wanting a
100

detached house, exhibited preference for a ‘more urban’ housing environment.

Notwithstanding a desire to maintain the ideals of suburbia – the aspiration to own one’s
own house on a private block in a tree-lined street – the NCDC began considering the
idea of developing a medium-density residential housing unit capable of catering for
different housing tastes and preferences.

96

NCDC, ‘Minutes of Commission Meetings’, PM 907 to PM 1031, December 1964 to December 1965, NAA, ACC.
A8840.
NCDC, ‘Minutes of Commission Meetings’, PM 907 to PM 1031, December 1964 to December 1965, NAA, ACC.
A8840. Peter Funda came to the NCDC after working for the New South Wales Housing Commission for some
thirteen years. He assumed control of all district development, responsible for the organising of engineering
involved in the servicing of land for new suburbs, the home-building programme, the internal road systems,
shopping centres, schools, and all the government offices not located in the national area. For further information
98 see Sparke, Canberra 1954-1988, p.74.
NCDC, ‘Minutes of Commission Meetings’, PM 907 to PM 1031, December 1964 to December 1965, NAA, ACC.
99 A8840.
100One of the largest non-standard housing developments yet to be undertaken.
According to the NCDC the development of Swinger Hill (and other medium density type development) was
targeted at a very specific group of people. ‘Those who prefer the detached house; those who have absorbing
interests which exclude gardening; and those who not only dislike gardening but also prefer a more urban
environment’. NCDC, Annual Report July 1968-June 1969, p.23.
97
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The NCDC looked overseas for inspiration.

101

In June 1968, Funda undertook a

study tour of the United States, England and Europe. Upon his return Funda reported on
new trends in residential planning and development, and suggested that such trends
could be incorporated into the planning of new housing estates throughout Canberra.
Pertinent to the development of Swinger Hill were the following observations:
-

-

-

-

Developments by both Government and private enterprises were bigger and
broader in concept, tending to be at least a full neighbourhood size and designed
as a fully integrated unit, not simply a series of buildings;
A wide range of residential dwelling types to suit various income levels and age
groups were offered throughout the various neighbourhood units;
There was a general consensus amongst housing group residents that there
should be protection from disruption of the residential environment by vehicular
traffic, and the ability to walk free of traffic to everyday community activity
areas such as schools, church, shops and recreation areas;
Dwellings were served by access ways in the form of cul-de-sacs or closed
courts;
Pedestrian ways through open space areas were directly oriented to the principal
community activities;
There was a marked reduction in the size of housing blocks;
There was an increase in the area of land set aside for community use contiguous
to groups of dwellings. This land was generally better landscaped aesthetically
and functionally as were the pedestrian ways and other open spaces and;
There was a considerable variety of dwellings then being built as alternatives to
102
the conventional detached Australian cottage or residential flat.

Although ideas concerning neighbourhood integration and traffic hierarchies, along with
the use of cul-de-sacs and pedestrian ways, were already well established by the NCDC,
Funda’s observations helped to highlight the significance of neighbourhood planning
and the international move (particularly in the USA) towards decreased block sizes and
increased suburban housing variety. Interested in finding out whether similar housing
variety was required throughout the national capital, the NCDC conducted a survey of
housing characteristics and attitudes in Canberra. The first major investigation into the
consumer housing situation in Canberra, this survey measured a variety of factors,
including household demographics, dwelling size, attitudes to current dwelling –
including attitudes to size, location, value and design – and importantly, preferences for
three types of housing: detached houses, group housing and high rise housing. Between
mid-January and early February of 1969, approximately 1800 households were
surveyed, with the ‘head of the household’ – noted to be male – chosen as the
101

From 1963 onwards the NCDC undertook numerous overseas study tours looking for ‘the best overseas principles
and practices’ suitable for Canberra’s future development. NCDC, Observations on Transportation and Urban
Planning for Canberra, Report by W.C. Andrews, Associate Commissioner, overseas study tour
102 November/December, 1964, p.4.
NCDC File 68/467(1) Folios 3-4 as cited in Gilchrist, ‘Woden-Weston Creek New Town’, pp.202-203.
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respondent.

103

At the time of the survey, 72 per cent of those surveyed were living in

‘detached housing’, 11 per cent in flats and 9 per cent in hostels; 58 per cent of all
104

households were living in three bedroom accommodation of 10 to 14 squares.

Although when questioned about dissatisfaction with their present dwellings, the least
important aspect appeared to be block size,

105

this survey did indicate that there was

indeed a growing demand for alternative types of accommodation, such as town houses,
than had previously been catered for.

106

Satisfied then that there would be a market for an alternative housing
environment, in early 1969 the NCDC, in conjunction with the NCPC, produced a
design brief to develop a project offering medium-density dwellings grouped to form a
distinctive urban setting.

107

However it would be misleading to suggest that this

decision was driven solely by societal housing preferences. As with most elements of
planning and development, economic factors were also an issue. Throughout the postwar era, as the cost of services, including water supply, and the construction and
maintenance of roads increased, there was a growing consensus amongst government
officials and planners that residential densities had to be increased. As early as 1952
Trevor Gibson, in a report submitted to the National Capital Planning and Development
Committee, made a recommendation to ‘halt the present trend towards perpetuation of
low-density coverage, and to include in proposals for yet undeveloped areas definite
provisions designed to increase density’.

108

Despite such recommendations, the early

1960s adoption of a policy of decentralisation, leading to the development of ‘new
towns’ such as Woden, did little to curb the costs of new infrastructure and services, nor
did there appear to be any great move towards an increase in density. Nevertheless, the
Commission’s decision to build a single higher-density suburban unit within the
neighbourhood planning context of Woden, was the first substantial effort towards such
ends. In April 1969, Ian McKay and Partners were engaged by the NCDC to undertake

103

It was the belief of the surveyors, that ‘the head of the household [was] the prime influence on household
decisions about housing, or, at the very least, he would be fully aware of the issues on which … [such] decisions
would be based …’.Philip Shrapnel & Co, The 1969 Canberra Housing Survey, National Capital Development
104 Commission, November 1970, p.3.
The 1969 Canberra Housing Survey, p.5.
105
106 The 1969 Canberra Housing Survey,p.12.
See The 1969 Canberra Housing Survey, pp.20-21. It is interesting to note that denser forms of accommodation
throughout Canberra (particularly of the ‘flat’ variety) slowly grew from 5.8% in 1958 (NCDC, Planning Survey
107 Report of Canberra City District, p.17) to 7% in 1970. NCDC, Town Houses and Flats in Canberra, p.3.
It was suggested by the Commission that such a housing project could be used as a demonstration to help create
public awareness, acceptance and demand whilst also providing information and guidance for future projects of
108 this nature. NCDC, ‘Minutes of Commission Meetings’, PM 1415, April 1969, NAA, ACC. A8840.
Recommendations of the ‘Canberra Development Review – Report of 4 June 1952’ as sited in Gibson, The
Planning and Development of Canberra, 1948-1958, p.19.
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a totally integrated medium-density housing design and development exercise on the
site then known as North-Mawson and later to be renamed Swinger Hill.

109

Landscape
The Swinger Hill site was originally a trigonometrical station named after a surveyor,
Louis Walter Henry Swinger, who worked in Canberra throughout the early 1940s. The
site has a prominent position in the Woden district, overlooking the landscaped setting
of the Woden Cemetery. The NCDC described the area as characterised by a ‘knoll
rising off the floor of the valley with slopes to the east, west and north … connected by
110

a saddle to Mawson to the south’.

Commanding attractive views to the north, east,

and north-east, the site is well drained and has the characteristic Monaro geological
structure of dacite covered by a few feet of soil.

111

The boundaries of the site comprise

Hindmarsh Drive arterial road on the north separating it from the Woden Town Centre,
Yamba Drive arterial road on the east separating it from the neighbourhood of
O’Malley, a local ridge system on the south separating it from the neighbourhood of
Mawson, and Athlon Drive arterial road on the west separating it from the Woden
Service Trades Area.

Planning for medium density
The planner and architect of Swinger Hill, Ian McKay, undertook an architecture degree
at the New South Wales Institute of Technology in the early 1940s. In the late 1940s he
travelled overseas, where for three years he worked, travelled, and wondered at the
‘marvels of human creation’ that he believed ‘Australia seemed … short of’.

112

In 1949

he was selected to attend the Congress International d’Architecture Moderne (C.I.A.M.)
in Bergamo, Italy.

113

As a young man, the chance to attend such a congress was a

wonderful opportunity to meet many likeminded and highly regarded international
109

It is worth noting that around the same time McKay and Partners were also involved in another Canberra-based
co-ordinated development on a long strip of land designed to contain ultimately nearly 1,500 family and bachelor
units. Also in Canberra, at Kinston, an area of about five acres was being developed by the Commonwealth
Department of Works. This was based on a unified group of more than 100 flats of quite adventurous design is
pleasantly fragmented around pockets of open space. According to Boyd, there was, however, ‘nothing as
potentially influential as any of these schemes being planned outside of Canberra…’. R. Boyd, ‘The
Neighbourhood’, in I. McKay, R. Boyd, H. Stretton & J. Mant, Living and Partly Living, Thomas Nelson,
110 Melbourne, 1971, pp.32-43.
NCDC, Swinger Hill Development, Phillip A.C.T., NCDC, Canberra, 1970, p.4.
111
NCDC, Swinger Hill Development, p.4. Dacite refers to greyish volcanic rock containing plagioclase and quartz
112 and other crystalline minerals.
Ian McKay, letter to Author, postmarked 6 May 2008.
113
CIAM was founded in 1928. Between that time and 1959 a series of international conferences of modern
architects were held. Importantly, CIAM was one of many twentieth century manifestos meant to advance the
cause of architecture as a social art.
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architects. It was here that McKay met and formed an ‘easy and pleasant relationship’
with Jacob Berend Bakema, who at the end of the Congress invited him to join his
office in Rotterdam.

114

According to McKay it was during his three years in Europe that

his ‘education really began’.

115

He returned to Australia in the early 1950s and

undertook a degree in Town Planning at Sydney University. Then, in the early 1960s, he
116

formed a joint office with Phillip Cox.

He and Cox were together for four years

before McKay left to form his own office. It was, however, through his work with Cox
that McKay came to the attention of the NCDC. Although he had undertaken a number
of projects prior to working with Cox, it was during this time that his work received
117

much attention and commendation.

When asked to recount his early inspiration,

McKay suggested that ‘with out any doubt at all’ the preeminent influence on his life
and his work as an architect and planner ‘was the three years in Europe’:
Across the whole range of environmental creation, from famous cottages to
entire cities, I could only wonder at the difference in colonial perceptions and
involvement that could have led Australia to be so dreary in terms of built
118
environment, and Europe so astonishingly rich.
Much of McKay’s early work was heavily influenced by environmental sensibilities.
Aghast at the degree to which Australia’s ‘natural’ environment – which is ‘absolutely
wonderful – rich and various’ – had been ‘raped’, ‘burnt’, ‘poisoned’ and ‘desecrated’,
McKay sought to incorporate the ‘natural’ environment into his design and planning,
whether for a standard suburban home or for a more prestigious development, such as
his work on the Tocal Agricultural College.

119

As will soon become evident, the most

important element for McKay was orientation – as he claimed in 2008, ‘it is the very
beginning of everything I do, or have done’.

120

Over a period of approximately nine months, McKay and Partners worked to
refine their planning proposals to meet the needs, or more specifically the desires, of
both the NCDC and the NCPC. By early July 1969, proposals for Sections 1A and 1B
of the total scheme were completed. Together, these sections provided for 39 housing
114

Jacob Bakema was a Dutch, modernist architect, most noted for his work on public housing and his involvement
in the reconstruction of Rotterdam following the Second World War.
116 Ian McKay, letter to Author, postmarked 6 May 2008.
117 Phillip Cox is director of Cox Architects. He is one of Australia’s leading architects.
In 1963, McKay and Cox were awarded the Sir John Sulman Medal for their design and development of St.
Andrews Presbyterian Church, Leppington (NSW). In 1965, their design for Tocal Agricultural College was also
118 awarded the Sulman Medal.
Ian McKay, letter to Author, postmarked 6 May 2008.
119
120 Ian McKay, letter to Author, postmarked 6 May 2008.
Ian McKay, letter to Author, postmarked 6 May 2008. Here McKay was referring to topographical and solar
orientation.
115
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units each sited to take full advantage of the best solar and topographical orientation and
to maintain a good relationship with the main open space system of the area.
Attending the 99th meeting of the NCPC, Ian McKay presented the proposals for
sections 1A and 1B and provided a detailed explanation of the overall concept,
landscape intentions, housing types (Figs. 6.7 and 6.8) and external building materials.
In his study into the planning and development of Woden as a ‘new town’, John
Gilchrist argued that one of the primary aims of the McKay and Partners scheme was
to achieve a closely knit but comprehensive living environment and to illustrate
that a scheme of this type permitted a variety of house designs conducive to
121
social contact while at the same time preserving individual privacy.
Of further importance was ensuring that the dwelling, its site and its grouping with other
dwellings blended together to form a total environment (see artist’s impression, Fig.
122

6.9).

Wanting to create a homogenous development with a strong overall framework

and an integrated environment of walls, carports, lighting, paving and roof finishes,

123

McKay proposed that all houses be built of manganese colour brick with similar colour
tiles as well as natural timber so as to fit with the surrounding environment.
Consideration was also given to isolating some residential units and using white bagged
elements to relieve the overall brown colour theme.

124

Paving throughout the

development was to consist of hot mix, while the ramps between each housing level
were to be of ribbed concrete. Whilst the NCPC supported the overall layout plan, the
sketches for housing groups 1A and 1B and the proposed landscaping, it did recommend
further consideration be given to the use of a material other than plain concrete in
association with hot mix for the paved areas in order that a more appropriate colour
125

theme could be established.

The committee also stressed the importance of early and

large-scale planting in the area so as to ensure the timely creation of a ‘pleasing
environment’.

126

121

Gilchrist, ‘Woden-Weston Creek New Town’, p.204.
It is worth emphasising here that the McKay and Partners plan’ for Swinger Hill was not alone in its desire to
develop suburban housing in relationship to its environment. Throughout Australian history there have been a
number of architects who have sought less intrusive ways of developing dwellings in natural or semi-natural
surroundings. The significance, however, of Ian McKay’s work comes down to its magnitude. Whilst most of the
123 aforementioned architects built individual dwellings in differing areas, McKay’s design was for an entire suburb.
124 NCDC, Swinger Hill Development, p.24.
‘Minutes of the NCPC 99th Meeting 24/25 July 1969’, Grounds Romberg & Boyd [manuscript], State Library
125 Victoria (SLV hereafter) ACC MS 13363, Box 140 (M11815).
th
126 ‘Minutes of the NCPC 99 Meeting 24/25 July 1969’.
‘Minutes of the NCPC 97th Meeting 1/2 March 1969’.
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Fig. 6.7: House Plan. Exhibition Brochure.

127

Fig. 6.8: House Plans. Exhibition Brochure.

127

Figs. 5.7 & 5.8, Courtesy Canberra House Photostream, Flickr
http://www.flickr.com/photos/canberrahouse/sets/72157602919404929/ (Accessed 25 May 2008).
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128

Fig. 6.9: Artist’s Impression of Swinger Hill.

Selling medium density
As early as 1968, Funda was aware that any development of non-standard housing
would need to be promoted by the Commission at a scale sufficient to address the
problems of providing non-standard housing in the Australian urban environment

129

–

problems largely relating to a predominantly suburban population, content with their
own low-density private houses and gardens, and who associated the low-density
suburbs with privacy, independence and respectability. The Canberra Branch of the
Real Estate Institute (REI) also advocated the need for public promotion. Long
convinced that there was indeed a need for alternative housing options, the REI, still
cautious of the average Australian’s desire for a suburban lifestyle, encouraged the
NCDC to do all that was possible to demonstrate that an alternative residential
environment did not equate with an alternative lifestyle.

130

The NCDC thus

acknowledged that for the successful implementation of the Swinger Hill scheme,
adequate public promotion, aimed at the general housing market as well as those
specifically concerned with housing development, had to be undertaken.

131

In late 1969

the NCDC instigated a broad sweeping public relations campaign comprising a
Ministerial Statement, a brochure and an exhibition of homes. The first press release
was made on 29 August 1969, in which the Hon. Peter Nixon, Minister for the Interior,
stated that the NCDC was to commence building of the first group of 39 houses
128

Courtesy Canberra House Photostream, Flickr
http://www.flickr.com/photos/canberrahouse/sets/72157602919404929/ (Accessed 25 May 2008).
130 NCDC File 68/467 (1), Folios 3,4 as cited in Gilchrist, ‘Woden-Weston Creek New Town’, p.202.
131 NCDC, ‘Minutes of Commission Meetings’, 18 August 1969, NAA, ACC. A8840, PM 1457.
NCDC, ‘Minutes of Commission Meetings’, 18 August 1969, NAA, ACC. A8840, PM 1457.
129
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sometime in April 1970, with the houses being ready for occupation towards the end of
that year.

132

Despite the NCDC’s commitment and enthusiasm in promoting the new
medium-density development, the Department of the Interior was a little cynical. On 12
November 1969 the Department was reported in the Canberra Times as ‘approaching
the idea of a large scale medium-density development with extreme caution, perhaps
even scepticism’.

133

In contrast to the NCDC’s early efforts at public promotion, the

Department claimed that it would be ‘impossible … to judge public reaction and
demand’ until the ‘first small group is finished…’

134

It also stated that ‘it had not taken

any survey of likely demand; it did not know of any such surveys; [and] it did not intend
making any’.

135

Not only does such an attitude demonstrate a lack of cooperation with

the NCDC to implement a new form of housing within the national capital, but a lack of
awareness concerning the NCDC’s housing survey conducted in January/February of
the same year. By contrast, the National Council of Women was much more supportive.
Since 1955 the ACT government had sought advice from the National Council of
Women on housing design and women’s preferences when it came to housing features.
136

By the time the NCDC undertook its first statistical survey in 1959,

the National

Council of Women had done much to assist in ‘getting information about community
137

reaction to their [NCDC’s] plans’.

Following a presentation to them on 19 November

1969, the National Council of Women stated that there were many excellent features of
the new design, including: the siting of the houses, which took advantage of the sun; the
idea of the atrium house, due to its appropriateness for the Canberra climate; the
provision of service cupboards as well as the provision of roll away clothes lines; and
the positioning of the kitchen so that it opened onto the service courts, which made for
good observation of children playing in the courtyards.

138

Needless to say, such positive

comments were much appreciated by the NCDC.
Robin Boyd’s 1970 article, ‘Waking from the Suburbia Dream: Australia’s First
Substantial Revolt Against Suburbia’ was also significant, providing a positive

132

Hon. Peter Nixon, Minister for the Interior, Ministerial Press Release, 19 April 1969.
G. Davidson, ‘Interior cautious on new-type housing’, Canberra Times, 12 November 1969, p.3.
Spokesperson for the Department of the Interior, quoted in Davidson, ‘Interior cautious on new-type housing’, p.3.
135
136 Davidson, ‘Interior cautious on new-type housing’.
137 NCDC, Planning Survey Report of Canberra City District, NCDC, Canberra, 1959.
F. Stephenson, Capital Women: A History of the Work of the National Council of Women (ACT) in Canberra
138 1939-1979, Highland Press, Canberra, 1992, pp.41-42.
D.H. Davis, Housing Convenor, National Council of Women of the ACT, as cited in Gilchrist, ‘Woden-Weston
Creek New Town’, p.205.
133
134
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139

intellectual discussion of the development.

A prominent architect of the post-war era,

gifted writer, spokesman and reformer of his profession, as well as an NCPC member,
Boyd described the development of Swinger Hill as not just a ‘promise of the sort of
housing Canberra has always been waiting for’, but also an exciting alternative, offering
‘a popularly acceptable substitute ... [for] the suburban dream’.

140

Comparing the

development of Swinger Hill to the 1955 development of Tapiola in Finland,

141

Boyd

praised the modernist features of both developments, suggesting that while ‘the
architecture was not especially exciting … it was consistent and reserved, directed to
142

sustaining the overall qualities of idealised landscape or humanised urbanscape.

Making what he saw as a ‘sizeable attack’ on the ‘conventional suburban dwelling
pattern’, the development of Swinger Hill would, according to Boyd, result in a ‘strong
and identifiable place with which its people will … be proud to identify’.

143

As an architect and intellectual Boyd was renowned for his derisive
pronouncements on suburban architecture and the suburban way of life. Like many
intellectuals of the post-war era, he decried the suburbs, describing them as an
‘unexciting region’, the ‘home of Featurism’ and a key site of the ‘Australian
Ugliness’.

144

However, unlike many of his contemporaries Boyd’s condemnation

stemmed from an architecturally modernist outlook. As argued by Alistair Greig, Boyd
was a modernist with an almost evangelistic belief in reason and he struggled
throughout his life to convert Australians to modernism suited to local
conditions… Nothing, except the philosophy of modernism, was sacrosanct to
145
him.
Highlighting the suburbs’ impractical design and gratuitous use of ornamentation as
contradictory to the basic principles of modern architecture, Boyd’s criticism arose from
his desire to reconceptualise Australia’s suburban environment for the Australian
139

R. Boyd, ‘Waking from the Suburbia Dream: Australia’s First Substantial Revolt Against Suburbia’, Architecture
in Australia, vol.59, no.1, pp.72-87.
Boyd, ‘Waking from the Suburbia Dream’, 1970, p.87.
141
Tapiola, Finland, a satellite town approximately 10 kilometres from downtown Helsinki, was begun in the early
1950s. Tapiola was developed as a Garden City experiment and pilot-trial for other such developments within
Finland. The basic aims of Tapiola was to create a milieu that would ‘be both social and biologically correct’;
preserve the ‘ beauty of nature, trees, and the original topography of the surroundings’; and create a community
(H. Von Hertzen, ‘Planning, Design, and Management of Tapiola’, University of Pennsylvania European New
Towns Seminar, Session III (mimeographed), 21 August 1965, Tapiola). For more information see ‘ M. L.
Heideman Jr., ‘Tapiola: Model, Myth, or Happenstance?: A personal investigation’, Urban Ecology, vol.1, 1975,
142 pp.5-47.
Boyd, ‘Waking from the Suburbia Dream’, p.77.
143
Boyd, ‘Waking from the Suburbia Dream’, p.84. McKay met Robin Boyd many times. He ‘recognised his
writings as extraordinarily influential (if a little bit bitter at times)’. As McKay has suggested ‘The Australian
Ugliness was widely read and quoted, as was Australia’s Home. I don’t know of any other writer who reached the
144 public so effectively’. Ian McKay, Letter to Author, postmarked 6 May 2008.
145 R. Boyd, The Australian Ugliness, F.W. Cheshire, Melbourne, 1960, p.140.
Greig, The Stuff Dreams Are Made Of, pp.141, 154.
140
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people. Whilst other intellectuals called for a complete reconfiguration of Australia’s
urban fabric, Boyd accepted the average Australian’s desire for a suburban lifestyle, and
instead sought the development of a modernistic, functional and beautiful suburban
environment. Decrying the dullness ‘best represented by the ordinary unit of the
pervasive suburbia – the brick-veneer cottage with its asymmetrical double-front and
bald plot of often unloved but obligatory garden’;

146

the ‘ill considered and

uncoordinated posts, hydrants, bins, transformers, traffic signs, tram standards and the
neons, placards, stickers, posters, slogans – all bundled together with tangles of
overhead wires’

147

and; the ‘unforgivable tendency to remove any trace of native growth

from the suburban landscape’,

148

Boyd saw the development of Swinger Hill as the ‘first

major housing development to challenge directly the Australian suburb’.

149

The McKay and Partners’ plan for Swinger Hill was, as already indicated, a plan
for a total environment. The actual design and integration of signs, lights, street
furniture, pavings, and landscaping were included in the plan. The minutes of the NCPC
recorded their intention ‘to provide underground servicing in the entire scheme and
150

street lighting, as well as street furniture…in the total architectural treatment’.
Furthermore, McKay told the NCPC that

[l]andscaping throughout the area will represent an extension of the existing
surrounding landscape, but will provide a series of dark-green non deciduous
151
trees, intermingled with deciduous varieties and eucalypts.
Unlike most other suburban developments of the late 1960s and early 1970s, the McKay
and Partners’ plan for the development of Swinger Hill sought to work with the
contours and ‘natural’ elements of the site, and, as Boyd explicitly states, ‘[n]aturally’ –
or unnaturally as appears to be the case – ‘all the healthy trees in the area … [were]
preserved’.

152

It appears then that the McKay design for Swinger Hill responded to

many of the issues that Boyd took with the standard suburban development.

153

Not only

did McKay provide an alternative to the standard house and garden on a quarter-acre
block, he also recognised the beauty of simplicity and of coordination. He answered

146

R. Boyd, ‘The Look of Australia’, in P. Coleman (ed.), Australian Civilisation: A Symposium, F. W. Cheshire,
Melbourne, 1962, p.76.
148 R. Boyd, ‘The Australian Prettiness’, Australian Letters, vol.3, no.2, 1960, pp.18-19.
R. Boyd, ‘Australia’, in J.M. Richards (ed.), New Buildings in the Commonwealth, The Architecture Press,
149 London, 1961, p.18.
150 Boyd, ‘The Neighbourhood’, p.39.
Minutes of the NCPC 97th Meeting 1/2 March 1969.
151
th
152 McKay quoted in Minutes of the NCPC 97 Meeting 1/2 March 1969.
Boyd,
‘Waking
from
the
Suburbia
Dream’,
p.83.
153
Issues identified most prominently in The Australian Ugliness.
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Boyd’s call for a suburban development free of ‘Featurism’.
suburban environment on an ‘easy acceptance of nature’;

155

154

He sought to build a

a unified suburb of simple

design, suited to the landscape in which it was to be built.
Along with an extensive campaign for trees, support for the National Trust and a
crusade against ‘ugliness’ in the built environment, Boyd maintained a firm belief that
the key to decent design and urban development lay in making the most of Australia’s
‘natural’ surroundings. In a jointly produced film, Your House and Mine (1954), Boyd
and Peter McIntyre insisted that the Australian environment needed to be preserved and
the Australian home needed to be built as part of that environment.

156

Furthermore,

calling for the education of Australians so as to raise an appreciation and understanding
of their environment,

157

Boyd highlighted the importance of the ‘natural’ surroundings
158

to the quality of life achieved in the suburban ideal.

Whilst many of Boyd’s actions, and much of his public commentary, correlate
with many of the characteristics of the environmentalism that emerged in Australia in
the late 1960s and early 1970s, Boyd’s motivations were principally aesthetic and
ideological rather than ecological. First and foremost Boyd’s interest in environmental
quality related to what he saw as a decay of the visual environment. For Boyd, cosmetic
manipulation through co-ordination, function and utility was a primary means of
improving the environmental impact of suburban development. It is important to note,
however, that Boyd’s concern for environmental quality went beyond mere palliatives
in comforting images of prettiness, cleanliness, and order. What Boyd sought in the
urban environment was a total setting rather than an agglomeration of objects in a
particular place. His environmental sensibilities called for a functional urban
154

In the Australian Ugliness Boyd described ‘Featurism’ as ‘the subordination of the essential whole and the
accentuation of selected separate features’ (Boyd, The Australian Ugliness, p.9). Rather than being the
manifestation of a bold idea, Featurism was a ‘nervous architectural chattering’, not directly related to taste, style
or fashion’, but an ‘evasion of the bold, realistic, self-evident, straight-forward, honest answer to all questions of
design and appearance in man’s artificial environment’ (Boyd, The Australian Ugliness, pp.9-10). For Boyd,
Featurism was the antithesis of modernism. It represented everything that was wrong with Australia’s urban – or
rather sub-urban – environment. Within suburbia Featurism resulted in a landscape in which each individual
dwelling attempted to surpass its neighbour, aesthetically and materially. It was Boyd’s contention that in the
suburbs Featurism was rampant. It ‘deliberately and proudly destroyed any unified entity’ through ‘isolating parts,
breaking up simple planes, interrupting straight lines’, and ‘applying gratuitous extra items’ wherever it was
155 ‘fear[ed] the eye may be tempted to rest’. Boyd, The Australian Ugliness, p.12.
In the Australian Ugliness Boyd called for the development of a new suburban environment, free of ‘Featurism,
built on ‘an easy acceptance of nature, mutual respect, and a common artistic aim’. Boyd, The Australian
156 Ugliness, p.153.
157 R. Boyd & P. McIntyre, Your House & Mine, P. McIntyre [Film], 1954.
See for example Boyd, The Australian Ugliness, pp.74-100; Boyd, ‘The Nineteen-sixties in Focus’, pp.36-42.
158
In his chapter entitled ‘The Neighbourhood’, Boyd provides a detailed account of the suburbs’ surrounding
‘natural’ environment, insisting that ‘since Australians tacitly approved the principle that a suburban
neighbourhood made the most desirable background for living for all Australians’, consideration of the planning
and development of the suburbs is of great importance. Not only does the layout and infrastructure need great
consideration, but so too does the natural environment in which suburbia is located. Boyd, ‘The Neighbourhood’,
pp.32-43.
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environment aesthetically integrated into its surrounds. It is thus not surprising that the
development of Swinger Hill appealed to Boyd. With its retention of trees and shrubs,
its use of materials suited to its landscape setting and its careful orientation, Swinger
Hill could quite possibly have been Boyd’s ideal suburban environment. However, as
Boyd died on 15 October 1971, some six months prior to the public opening of the first
stage of the development (sections 51 and 52), we will never know whether Swinger
Hill matched his imagined ideal suburb.

Canberra’s first (total) medium density suburb
Whilst Boyd may not have lived to see the bricks and mortar of Swinger Hill, the
imaginary became reality for Canberra residents on the 8th and 9th of April, 1972. In an
‘open-day’ weekend, the first stages of Swinger Hill were presented to the public.
Sections 51 and 52 (Barnett Close) comprised 115 houses consisting primarily of the
courtyard type, with each house covering approximately 11-12 squares with two to three
bedrooms (Fig. 6.11). These first 115 houses were arranged into groups of between ten
and fifty, each designed as an individual entity around the garage and entrance court
(Fig. 6.10).

Fig. 6.10: Ian McKay & Partners Courtyard House
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159

Fig. 6.11: Isometric view of a Swinger Hill court.

Whilst most suburban developments throughout Canberra housed approximately 13
people to the acre, Swinger Hill was designed to accommodate 40 people to the acre.
Designed as a homogenous development, one of its most distinguishing features was its
reliance on strict orientation: largely irrespective of contours and curves in the streets,
all buildings run due north-south or precisely 45 degrees to that. In addition to this, the
overall plan ensured that each house was oriented to take advantage of local climatic
conditions. As stated in the NCDC’s official Swinger Hill publication,
[a]ll house sites … [were] provided with north or east aspects so to catch the
winter sunshine and summer breezes while at the same time facilitating
160
protection from the prevailing winds.
Following the neighbourhood unit model, housing was centred on a community core,
with shops, schools and other community facilities linked to local modes of public
transport, and open pedestrian ways extended from this core in four arms, reaching each
of the different housing groups. Major points of entry were provided off Hindmarsh
Drive, and convenient and safe circulation routes were provided by the system of roads
within the scheme, while internal pedestrian circulation was by a major route from the

159

Courtesy Canberra House Photostream, Flickr
http://www.flickr.com/photos/canberrahouse/sets/72157602919404929/ (Accessed 25 May 2008).
NCDC, Swinger Hill Development, p.6. According to McKay, orientation was the most important attribute of the
Swinger Hill design. For McKay, orientation was the very beginning of a project. McKay, Letter to Author,
postmarked 6 May 2008.
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north-west corner up a spur of the hill to the focal point of the scheme, linking the
neighbourhood to shops and schools located in Mawson.

161

Two aspects of the design were clearly influenced by environmental
sensibilities. Because of its latitude, elevation and distance from the coast, Canberra has
162

four distinct seasons.

Whilst Canberra experiences hot, dry summers, and mild

winters with heavy fog and frequent frosts, the Woden Valley also has its own ‘unique
micro-climate generated by topography, vegetation, buildings and other constructed
objects’.

163

The importance the McKay scheme placed on house siting and orientation in

relation to the climatic conditions of the Woden Valley, clearly exhibits a sound
ecological understanding and awareness of environmental factors. As McKay himself
has since commented:
It always has upset me how housing development of all types disregard the
importance of orientation – the comfort derived from correct orientation costs
164
nothing, saves all sorts of energy etc etc and seems soundly ignored [sic].
The degree of integration of homes, shops and community facilities with varying modes
of transport, may also be a reflection of McKay’s ecological sensibilities. Although the
housing scheme was designed as an ‘entity around [a] completely private motor …
court’,

165

a ‘continuous traffic free’ walkway system was integrated into the plan,

linking all major open spaces, shops and houses. Whether McKay was mindful of the
environmental implications or not, this degree of integration is crucial to reducing levels
of pollution (particularly through car emissions) and thus improving the environment.
One of the interesting features of the Swinger Hill development was its planning
for and use of open space. An open space activity spine traversed the centre of the site
from north-west to south-east and was integrated into the development by way of
gradually ramped pedestrian ways. Furthermore, the inter-connected system of open
spaces was developed in such a way that it catered for the requirements of different age
groups within the community. Young children, for example, were catered for via
courtyard gardens, whilst the cul-de-sacs were deemed suitable for providing ‘playspace for older children’.

166

Open space figures quite prominently in the environmental

161

Gilchrist, ‘Woden-Weston Creek New Town’, p. 207.
Australian Government, Bureau of Meteorology, ‘Canberra Area Climate and History’,
http://www.bom.gov.au/weather/nsw/canberra/climate_and_history.shtml (Accessed 10 May 2008).
163
G. Holland, ‘The Comfortable House – Responding to the Australian Environment’, in P. Troy (ed.), A History of
164 European Housing in Australia, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2000, p.198.
McKay, Letter to Author, postmarked 6 May 2008.
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Ian McKay and Partners, A medium density housing development at Section 51 and 52, Phillip, ACT for the
166 National Capital Development Commission, NCDC, Canberra, p.14.
NCDC, Swinger Hill Development, p.8.
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imaginaries of those involved in Canberra’s long-term planning and development.
While the term ‘open space’ is of more recent origin, in Canberra the concept dates back
to Griffin’s winning design for the city. This design adopted the concept of providing
linked open space systems to Canberra’s local topography to create a large landscaped
167

bowl dominated by the surrounding hills.

Many of the NCDC’s policies for open

spaces stemmed from this original concept. Extending Griffin’s use of topography to
form the urban structure of the city, the NCDC’s planning of its ‘new towns’, including
Woden, drew largely on hill and river corridors as a means of creating a greenbelt.
Through the adoption of decentralisation, the wooded ridges between the single valleys
which were regarded as too difficult to service and to build upon were assumed into an
open space framework, which according to the Commission helped to visually clarify
‘the open yet orderly structure of the residential areas’.

168

Delimiting the areas of urban

growth, this greenbelt helped to maintain the quality of the landscape’s ‘natural’
features by reserving much of the bushland, whilst also separating new from existing
development and providing contrast with the built-up areas.

169

What is important here is the motivation behind the NCDC’s commitment to
implementing and maintaining an open space framework. Looking at the effects of
suburban sprawl on the American landscape, Rome has suggested that
[i]n the years after World War II, as the nation’s builders turned acre after acre
into suburban subdivisions, a large number of Americans became concerned
about the transformation of the landscape … [and thus emerged] a multifaceted
170
campaign to save the nation’s “open space”.
Rome argues that this open space campaign was centred on three primary arguments:
171

conservation, aesthetics and outdoor recreation.

In summary, the first of these

arguments was related to the need to conserve prime agricultural lands. Throughout the
1950s and 1960s, American open space advocates argued that through suburban
subdivision, ‘the nation was risking the loss of a vital productive resource[s]’ and of the
‘”agrarian” virtues which had made the nation great’.

172

This conservationist argument

also built on scientific ideas related to ‘ecological balance’; the notion that ‘nature’ and
the metropolis could find harmony, or, as best described by Ian McHarg, ‘a city of man,

167

This ‘linked open space system’ was pioneered in the USA by Frederich Olmstead.
NCDC, The Future Canberra, p.57.
170 NCDC, ‘National Capital Open Space System’, Annual Report 29 April – 30 June, 1986, pp.5-6.
A. Rome, The Bulldozer in the Countryside: Suburban Sprawl and the Rise of American Environmentalism,
171 Cambridge University Press, New York, 2001, p.120.
172 Rome, p.123.
Rome, p.123.
168
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173

an ecosystem in dynamic equilibrium.’

The second argument was based primarily on

the idea of amenity. Rome suggests that for many Americans the suburban tracts were
ugly. Open space, it was believed, would provide a much–needed contrast or visual
relief from the perceived monotony of sprawl. Aesthetic arguments for open space were
further linked to the ‘beauty of nature’. This idea, however, was not new. From the early
nineteenth century there was a growing concern that the development of cities alienated
people from ‘nature’. Open space or the preservation of wilderness, it was argued,
would give urban citizens the opportunity to enjoy the beauty of ‘nature’ and to be part
of that ‘nature’.
profession,

175

174

Such arguments were taken a step further by the recreation

who, in the 1950s and 1960s, argued that people needed open space for

recreational purposes and, in a deterministic vein, that access to ‘nature’ would ensure
176

healthy social development.

Based on these three arguments, the campaign for open space had far-reaching
implications in the USA and, as Rome asserts, ‘became one of the most important
arguments for a new kind of activism’.

177

Yet in Australia, and particularly in Canberra,

although there is a long history of environmentally deterministic understandings of
‘nature’, such as those purported by the American recreation profession, and evidence
of suburban development encroaching upon arable lands, these did little to motivate the
people to protest. It is possible that in Canberra, the NCDC’s open space framework
meant that there was little need for the activism discussed by Rome.

178

Despite the fact

that many new suburbs of the post-war era cluttered the span of green – covering it with
asphalt, bricks and light posts – the planning of Canberra’s new suburbs, under the
173

I. McHarg, ‘The Place of Nature in the City of Man’, Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social
Science, vol. 352, 1964, p.12.
In The Machine in the Garden, Leo Marx sites the work of Ralph Waldo Emerson to indicate the American
romanticisation of nature as a place of refuge from the city. L. Marx, The Machine in the Garden: Technology and
the Pastoral Ideal in America, Oxford University Press, New York, 1964, pp.229-236.
175
In America the Recreation profession sought to provide public programs for the promotion of recreation and
health. Organised efforts to provide recreation and leisure service began in the USA in the late 1890s with the
establishment of the first playground for children. This evolved out of the realisation that ‘the busy industrial city
provided no play activities for children’. In 1906 the Playground Association of America was established and was
soon renamed the Playground and Recreation Association of America. In 1915, as the USA entered World War I,
the Playground and Recreation Association, along with the War Camp Community Service, ‘provided recreation
for new recruits’. Other programs were also organised, particularly for ‘urban African Americans’. In 1926 this
group was reorganised and named the National Recreation Association (NRA). Human Kinetics, Introduction to
Recreation and Leisure, Human Kinetics, Illinois, 2005, pp.114-115. See also, G.G. Eppley, ‘ Professional
176 Association’, Annals of the American Academy of politics and social science, vol.313, September 1957, pp.46-50.
177 Rome, The Bulldozer in the Countryside, pp.126-127.
Rome, p.140.
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That said, in the 1970s, the Canberra people undertook, what Sparke has described as the ‘most remarkable and
historically important crusade’ to prevent the Australian Post Office from erecting a communications tower and
tourist facilities on Black Mountain. (Sparke, Canberra, 1954-1980, p.256). Canberra residents opposed the
development primarily for aesthetic reasons, arguing that it would corrupt the Griffin ideal, but also for
‘environmental’ reasons, arguing that the project would ‘destroy the mountain’s inestimable value as a
wilderness’. Sparke, p.259.
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umbrella of a ‘garden city’ vision and a policy of decentralisation, managed to conserve
much of the landscape’s open bushland and greenery.
If public concern and activism, such as that seen in America, did not play a part,
what then motivated the NCDC to implement and maintain an extensive system of open
179

space? Once again, evidence would suggest that it was in fact a ‘landscape rationale’,

with an environmental concern influenced largely by aesthetic sensibilities at its core.
However, whilst Boyd’s aesthetic sensibilities were derived principally from the
modernist concepts of utility and function, the NCDC’s stemmed from the aesthetic and
deterministic principles of the ‘garden city’ concept (as imagined by Sulman and later
the NCDC) and related quite specifically to issues of appearance and to a lesser degree,
health. While deterministic qualities were drawn from Howard’s

Garden City

movement (as discussed in chapter two), with importance placed on desirable
environmental qualities, such as beauty of ‘nature’, fresh air, and bright sunshine, the
visual qualities were derived from notions of the picturesque as discussed in chapter
three. As Ken Taylor has argued, ‘the Commission thought of landscape design as an art
that aims to create a beautiful environment’.

180

Thus, in its Tenth Annual Report for

1966/67, the Commission saw Canberra’s landscaping (of which its open space system
was very much a part) as ‘the dominant trait in Canberra’s character’ and stressed the
importance of the ‘views of the city from the hills and the views of the hills from the
city’ as a critical factor in the city’s planning.

181

Just as those responsible for Canberra’s

early location choice and development prioritised the picturesque qualities of the YassCanberra landscape (as discussed in chapter three), the NCDC prioritised similar
qualities when it came to defining the open-space framework which largely shaped the
form of Canberra’s post-war urban development. In Swinger Hill, open space was not
only employed for its functional purposes, i.e., play spaces for children, but also as a
means of integrating the ‘natural’ surrounds and scenic aspects of the Swinger Hill site
with the houses, roads and other structures.

182

A vision for Urban Consolidation?
The 1969 development of Swinger Hill by the NCDC and Ian McKay and Partners,
marked Canberra’s first substantial move towards non-standard suburban housing.
Swinger Hill provided Canberrians with an alternative to the standard low-density
179

As referred to on pp.205-206.
Taylor, Canberra City in a Landscape, p.124.
182 NCDC, Tenth Annual Report, 1966-67, p.29.
McKay and Partners, A medium density housing development, pp.8-14.
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suburbs characteristic of Canberra’s urban landscape. Having examined the context and
planning processes which led to this development, I will now turn to the concept of
urban consolidation and the extent to which the key elements of this concept – social,
economic and environmental – were an influence upon this development.
Writing in 1991, Hillier, Yiftachel and Betham argued that the notion of urban
consolidation – an increase of housing density in already established areas, as well as
the development of new high-density areas – centred around economic, environmental
and social goals. Summarised briefly, they contended that the economic aspects of
consolidation focused on the idea that by making the use of land and existing
infrastructure more efficient, capital expenditure on urban development could be
decreased.

183

There are those, however, such as Patrick Troy and Richard Cardew, who

have refuted this idea, arguing instead that cost savings of medium density
developments are generally marginal.

184

Nevertheless, Newman and Kenworthy further

argue for the economic benefits of consolidation with a focus on transport. Urban
consolidation, they say, facilitates a reduction in travel times, which thus provides for
185

greater energy efficiency, and reduces space consumption.

Turning to the social

aspects of urban consolidation, authors such as Bunker and Collie have argued that a
consolidated city makes access to facilities and services more equitable.

186

However,

Stretton and Troy, have instead proposed that consolidation may in fact be socially
regressive. Whilst Stretton warned of the possibility that urban consolidation may put an
end to the egalitarian nature of Australian cities,

187

Troy suggested that people may have
188

to ‘pay more for less’ in a higher density environment.

Finally, and of most interest

here, are the environmental aspects associated with the urban consolidation debate.
According to Hillier et al., ‘environmental aspects are closely interrelated with

183
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Consolidation: A comment, URU Working Paper, no.11, Australian National University, Canberra, 1989.
185
J. Kenworthy, ‘From Urban Consolidation to Urban Villages’, Urban Policy and Research, vol.9, no.1, 1991,
pp.96-100; P. Newman & J. Kenworthy, Cities and Automobile Dependence: An International Sourcebook’,
Gower, Aldershot, 1989; P. Newman & J. Kenworthy, ‘Sustainable Settlements: Restoring the commons’, Habitat
Australia, August 1991, pp.18-21; P. Newman & J. Kenworthy, Sustainability and Cities: Overcoming
186 Automobile Dependence, Island Press, Washington D.C., 1999, pp.257-264.
R. Bunker, ‘Urban Consolidation and Australian Cities’, Built Environment, vol. 11, 1985, pp.83-96; M. Collie,
187 ‘The Case for Urban Consolidation’, Australian Planner, vol. 28, 1990, pp.26-33.
188 H. Stretton, Ideas for Australian Cities, Hugh Stretton, 1970, pp.303-326.
Troy, ‘Metropolitan Planning and Urban Consolidation’, pp.20-21.
184

- 211 -

“efficiency” issues’ and ‘tend to concentrate on links between urban consolidation and
189

resource depletion, air pollution and greenhouse gas emissions’.

From the late 1970s onwards, the idea of urban consolidation was an issue of
particular concern for local governments and academic planning circles throughout
Australia. It is important to recognise, however, that urban consolidation is not a new
phenomenon, but an inevitable and ongoing part of urban growth.

190

As McLoughlin

has argued, ‘the urban density question has been debated for a long time’.

191

From 1919

onwards, the low-density nature of Canberra’s suburbs was encouraged in no small part
by government provision of infrastructure, and was protected by numerous by-laws
192

stipulating minimum lot sizes, as well as housing sizes.

In many of Canberra’s early

suburbs large building blocks were the rule. In portions of Red Hill, one of Canberra’s
oldest suburbs, blocks were so large as to result in a net density of 1.6 persons to the
acre. Consequently, as the city grew throughout the 1930s and 1940s its suburbs
sprawled across the landscape.
193

Despite the long history of low-density suburban living in Australia,

Australian cities also have a relatively long history of higher density residential
developments. Whilst it was not until the late nineteenth century that attached row
housing began to have a significant impact on the shape of Australia’s larger cities,
from the 1800s attached two-storey Georgian houses could be found throughout the
194

colonies.

During the late nineteenth century, whilst middle-class suburban expansion

continued on the urban fringe, property owners in the inner suburbs of Melbourne and
Sydney, fuelled by a greatly increased demand for housing coupled with buoyant
economic conditions, eagerly subdivided their land into smaller allotments and rows of
195

two-storey terrace houses.

As Judd suggests,
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[w]hat had begun as a fairly austere form of Georgian row housing was
eventually transformed into highly elaborate Victorian style terraces at the peak
196
of the economic boom in the 1870s and 80s.
Yet with the depression of the early 1890s, many of the inner-city terrace houses,
occupied mainly by working class tenants, fell into decline. Exacerbated by ‘the
reluctance of landlords to adequately maintain their properties’, such housing forms
quickly became stigmatised as ‘slums’.

197

As argued by Spearritt and Troy, the

association of ‘slum’ with terrace housing meant that, not only did it become a powerful
198

icon for social, political and religious reformers,

but it also helped to establish ‘a

conventional wisdom about urban housing policy which favoured suburban house and
garden over the terraces of the inner suburbs’ [sic].

199

In response, the early twentieth

century saw the progressive introduction of regulatory controls, which, as in Canberra –
under its ‘garden city’ framework – worked to largely curtail the development of
anything other than low-density housing. For these reasons, low-density living, as
promoted most heavily throughout the ACT, was predominantly associated, particularly
by planners and policymakers, with health, virtue and social stability.

200

Throughout much of the 1940s and 1950s, Canberra’s planners and developers
sought to maintain the city’s low residential density. Whilst from the early 1950s
onwards, individual allotments of some of the newer residential areas, including
Yarralumla, were deliberately made smaller because of the prohibitive cost of providing
public utilities over a large area with a low density population, until the early 1960s
much of Canberra’s residential planning was based on the assumption that ‘the demand
for residential land would continue to be based on a high preference for single detached
housing’.

201

However, by the late 1960s, with a belief that ‘wherever possible, members

of the community should be able to choose … the form of residential development they
want … from a wide range of alternatives’,

202

the NCDC took the initiative of

introducing a number of new housing developments. For the NCDC, a growing
commitment to cater for a variety of housing preferences saw medium-density
development as an expedient and economically viable option.
196
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In considering the NCDC’s development of Swinger Hill, it is possible to see a
similarity between early ideas influencing the suburb’s final development and those
which eventually led to the adoption of more consolidated housing. However, these
similarities are largely coincidental. In general, there is no indication in either the
reports of the NCDC or in the planning documents of Ian McKay and Partners that the
concept of urban consolidation, as outlined by Hillier et al., was an influence on the
imaginaries of either party. For example, in considering the economic aspects of urban
consolidation, many of Canberra’s planners and politicians were indeed concerned with
costs associated with services, such as water supply and the construction and
maintenance of roads, and thus considered the option of increasing residential densities
as a measure of curbing such costs (as discussed above). However, such consideration
was driven largely by market forces. Whilst the NCDC had a relatively large budget,
free from constraints usually placed upon government expenditure, they demonstrated a
clear preference for spending such money on monumental developments, such as the
National Library or the Commonwealth Offices. From the early 1950s onwards, the
government began to reduce its involvement in the housing market so as to be free to
devote more of its resources to ‘proper’ government building projects. As the table
below indicates, after the war there was a gradual increase in the share of privately built
houses to the point at which, in the mid-1970s, government housing construction sunk
to below one fifth of the total housing output. Moreover, as it relates to housing the
NCDC’s primary aim was to provide a range of government houses (often for rent) at
reasonable costs. Working with similar conditions as those State Authorities operating
under the Commonwealth-State Housing Agreement (such as the Western Australian
State Housing Commission discussed in chapter four), the NCDC sought to make the
best use of its resources and so spending on construction and maintenance costs, as well
as expenditure on services, was minimised wherever possible.

203
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Year
1946/47
1947/48
1948/49
1949/50
1950/51
1951/52
1952/53
1953/54
1954/55
1955/56
1956/57
1957/58
1958/59
1959/60
1960/61
1961/62
1962/63
1963/64
1964/65
1965/66
1966/67
1967/68
1968/69
1969/70
1970/71
1971/72
1972/73
1973/74
1974/75
1975/76
1976/77
1977/78
1978/79
1979/80
1980/81
1981/82

Total
no
Of
houses
136
271
323
404
574
584
590
552
398
605
561
698
1245
1145
1273
1515
1683
1764
1806
2066
2030
2464
2515
3192
3169
3719
3680
3433
4072
3399
3144
2548
1576
1398
1300
1700

government

% of
total

136
244
272
360
510
506
507
485
302
477
390
522
976
702
729
812
721
736
720
848
694
907
903
1148
744
962
800
642
1222
1117
640
561
81
4
80

100
90
84
89
89
87
86
88
76
79
70
75
78
61
57
54
43
42
40
41
34
37
36
36
23
26
22
19
30
25
20
22
5
0.3
5

private

269
443
544
703
962
1028
1086
1218
1336
1557
1612
2044
2425
2757
2880
2791
2850
3282
2504
1987
1495
1398
1296
1620

% of
total
0
10
16
11
11
13
14
12
24
21
30
25
22
39
43
46
57
58
60
59
66
63
64
64
77
74
78
81
70
75
80
78
95
100
99.7
95
204

Table 6.1. Houses completed by government and private enterprise.

Furthermore, the planning of ‘new towns’ is often based on the assumption that
residents of such areas will also be employed in that area. In the planning of Woden it
was envisaged that in the town centre there would be a total of 7000 people employed
with a further 3000 workers engaged in the adjacent industrial and service trade area.

205

In assuming that residents of each ‘new town’ would also work within the town,
arguments concerning the reduction of ‘automobile dependent "sprawl"’,

206

thus

lowering transport emissions and reducing the rate of land consumption, gain merit.
However, the fact remains that people do not always act in a manner anticipated by
urban planning. Evidence suggests that many Swinger Hill residents worked (and still
do) in Civic.

207

It would thus be incorrect to suggest that journeys to work were reduced

204

Sources: Bureau of Census and Statistics; NCDC, As cited in Fischer, p.120.
Gilchrist, ‘Woden-Weston Creek New Town’, p.13.
207 P. McManus, ‘Sustainability, Planning and Urban Form’, Australian Planner, vol.35, no.3 1998, p.164.
M. Blain, Interview with Author, 14 May 2007; B. Odgers, Interview with Author, 15 May 2007; G. ScottBohanna, Interview with Author 14 May 2007; G. Wilsford, Interview with Author, 15 May 2007. 2001 census
205
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and energy savings made. Troy has argued that one of the major reasons the idea of
workplace ‘decentralisation’ was not a success in metropolitan areas was because there
208

was ‘little decentralisation of public administration’.

As the seat of government,

many Canberra residents work as public servants. Thus, despite living in the ‘new
towns’ of Woden or Belconnen, many Canberra residents were (and continue to be)
forced to travel into the ‘Parliamentary Triangle’ to work. Here then is an example of
the failure of planning ideas and imaginaries to be translated into action. Whilst the
concept of neighbourhood planning as applied by the NCDC envisioned residents
working within the ‘new town’, in reality, for residents of Swinger Hill this was only
partially achieved.

209

The extent to which the environmental elements of consolidation as identified by
Hillier et al., can be seen in the environmental imaginaries of the NCDC and the
planning of Ian McKay and Partners deserves further consideration. As can be seen
above, the development of Swinger Hill inadvertently shared some ground with later
ideas informing consolidation policies. However, in considering the environmental
imaginaries of those involved in the suburb’s planning and development, arguments
concerning the environmental benefits of increasing density were of little concern.
The social, economic and environmental ideas associated with urban
consolidation, such as those already discussed along with the idea of offering a more
‘urban lifestyle’, were largely excluded from the imaginary of the NCDC when it
decided to establish a new medium-density residential environment. Whilst the Swinger
Hill development was carefully designed and received several architectural
210

distinctions,

it was built under a long held planning objective of decentralisation. As

Fischer argues, ‘since the preservation of the "pastoral garden city character" had been
declared a top priority in Canberra’, the NCDC’s planning for all future urban
data demonstrates that over ¼ of the population of Phillip (the statistical area within which Swinger Hill is
located) worked in government administration or Defence. These two sectors are Canberra’s largest employment
providers and the central administration of both are located in Civic or the ‘Parliamentary Triangle’ (ABS 2001
Census of population and housing, ‘Phillip (Journey to work Study Area), census table 20680 – Industry of
employment). Transportation figures from the 2006 population and housing census indicate that the majority of
Phillip residents drive to and from their places of work. ABS 2006 Census tables, cat no. 2068.0, ‘Phillip
Statistical Area, method of travel to work’.
208
209 P. Troy, ‘Saving our cities with suburbs’, Griffith Review, Summer, 2003-2004, p.123.
This should come as no real surprise. As argued by Fischer, ‘[b]y the 1960s when the concept of decentralised,
self-contained satellite cities was to be applied in Canberra, the experience of the first generation of British New
Towns showed that in all but the most regimented company towns a significant part of the work force were found
to have their jobs outside the district, and workers from other places had to be employed in the New Town’.
(Fischer, Canberra: Myths and Models, p. 76.
210
Swinger Hill Stage 1 and 2 is listed on the ACT Chapter of the (RAIA) Register of Significant Twentieth Century
Architecture. The development is regarded by the RAIA as being important as a social and historical landmark and
being an innovative design solution. The Ian McKay and Partners Design for Swinger Hill was awarded C.S.
Daley Medal in 1977. Canberra House, ‘Swinger Hill Stage 1 & 2 Phillip 1969’,
http://www.canberrahouse.com/houses/1960s-house-profiles/swinger-hill-stage-1-and-2-phillip-1969/ (Accessed
25 October 2006).
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development was based on the idea of ‘decentralisation’, forming new ‘satellite
settlements around the surrounding rural area’.

211

Although this is not inconsistent with

consolidation – with the idea of creating dense urban nodes linked by public transport –
the decision to adopt a policy of decentralisation spurred, as I have already suggested,
the development of a transport system centred mainly on the car. The development of
Swinger Hill, some 10.6 kilometres away from the city centre and isolated by a
substantial amount of open space from the Woden town centre,

212

did little to achieve a

sense of urbanity or offer the advantages of being closer to urban facilities and activities
– advantages deemed central to the concept of urban consolidation. Similarly, to suggest
that the suburb’s architects, Ian McKay and Partners, were seeking to develop a suburb
of medium-density housing in an effort to reduce urban sprawl, to enable greater equity,
or in consideration of any issues associated with resource depletion, would be
erroneous. This is not to say, however, that the McKay plan was devoid of
environmental concern, but rather that this environmental concern was not related to
those environmental aspects later associated with urban consolidation.
In summary, the development of Swinger Hill was indeed the first move in
Canberra towards more dense housing. Whilst it embodied a number of later ideas
informing urban consolidation policies, Swinger Hill was only partially a precursor to
the medium-density developments undertaken in other Australian cities during the late
1970s and early 1980s under government policies directed towards consolidation. The
development of Swinger Hill was driven by the NCDC’s desire to offer alternative
housing environments whilst also creating ‘a public acceptance and demand for a much
213

wider range of house types and living arrangements…’

Environmental factors, such

as climate and topography figured prominently in the planning literature, however, such
factors were aligned with the visual and aesthetic aspects of the development. Likewise,
although there were economic drivers similar to those outlined by Hillier et al.,
evidence suggests that, whether directed towards increasing density or not, economic
factors associated with infrastructure and services have long been embedded in the
minds of those involved in town planning. As seen in chapter four, for example,
economic imperatives were a driving force in the development of Kwinana. Similarly,
as discussed in chapter five, the economics associated with the cost of developing

211
212
213

Fischer, Canberra: Myths and Models, p.77.
Fischer, p.113.
McKay and Partners, p.2.
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further Radburn-style developments proved critical to the physical realisation of Sloan’s
full vision for Crestwood.

The 1960s and early 1970s were a period in which the surge of urban development
manifested itself most noticeably in the pace with which new suburbs spread across the
Canberra landscape. Between 1958 and 1972 the federal government spent nearly $1
billion on planning and construction in Canberra.

214

Under the planning guidance of the

NCDC, Canberra’s urban landscape was transformed from a small, highly-centralised
city into an expansive decentralised city of towns and suburbs.
More than any other force, the NCDC played a large and direct role in
expanding and sustaining suburbia. They did this not only through planning and housing
development and through the design and development of Canberra’s road system and
transport infrastructure, but also by assisting low-income earners to purchase their own
homes and through a general promotion of the Australian suburban lifestyle. However,
the NCDC were not alone in their planning of residential environments. As seen in the
planning and development of Swinger Hill, the NCDC also drew on the skills and
experience of various planning, architectural and design bodies, and individuals.
The development of Swinger Hill then, was shaped by a number of
environmental imaginaries. Significantly, these imaginaries were influenced by ideas of
utility, and aesthetic and ecological sensibilities. Driven by a ‘national capital
philosophy’ – a desire to build a city capable of reflecting the values and desires of the
nation – the NCDC was preoccupied with aesthetic aspects of the environment in their
planning of Canberra and its residential neighbourhoods. Adopting a ‘landscape
rationale’ which drew heavily on the picturesque qualities of the city’s environment, the
NCDC used the Canberra landscape as a basis for city form and approached the
processes of planning with a mind to achieving an aesthetically pleasing urban
environment. McKay’s work was also influenced by aesthetic sensibilities, particularly
with regard to housing colour and materials.

215

But more importantly, his work

demonstrates an early move towards more ecologically-based suburban design. Through
strict attention to orientation McKay’s work sought to respond to site conditions as a
means of maximising energy conservation. His use of native and exotic trees, as a

214
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Fischer, Canberra: Myths and Models, p.67.
McKay has suggested that housing colour and partial orientation were aesthetically unifying features of the design.
McKay, Letter to Author, postmarked 6 May 2008.
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means of sun/shade control is a further example of such ecologically-aware planning.

Whilst it is my contention that these aesthetic and emerging ecological sensibilities
dominated the environmental imaginaries of both the NCDC and Ian McKay and
Partners, deterministic visions of the environment also figured prominently in the
imaginary of the NCDC. In maintaining the principles of garden city/suburb planning
throughout the 1960s, the NCDC ensured that the satellite city of Woden and thus the
development of Swinger Hill also reflected the environmentally deterministic concerns
seen in earlier developments (see for example, Kwinana and Yarralumla).
Importantly however, the NCDC and McKay plan for Swinger Hill
demonstrated that suburban developments could indeed display a local environmental
consciousness, a sense of place. Through its use of materials – the colour of the bricks
and timber, which harmonised with the area’s trees – along with its consideration of
topography and siting – ensuring that all housing was sited to make use of the north and
east sun, as well as being provided with the best possible views – Swinger Hill
demonstrated that suburban developments could be more than a cleared tract of
mundane boxes, devoid of environmental consideration.


Swinger Hill – just the beginning
Hidden behind gum trees and mission brown walls, Swinger Hill today, is a reflection
of the successful forward thinking of 1970s planning. It is a well designed, mediumdensity suburb, offering Canberra residents an alternative to the ‘single-house-withlawn syndrome’.

217

In January 1972 the Canberra Times published a number of articles on the
218

perceived ills of Swinger Hill. In one article entitled ‘Swinger Hill housing “faulty”’,

Mr J. Pead, Chairman of the ACT Advisory Council, was quoted as saying that ‘[t]he
concept of Swinger Hill development in Phillip was ill-conceived and very poorly
constructed’.

219

In another article he was quoted as saying that the development ‘is not

consistent with modern standards of living’.

220

216

In February of the same year, The

McKay also employed the use of louvered windows throughout the houses as a means of controlling thermal
comfort (rather than air conditioning). Minutes of the NCPC 99th Meeting 24/25 July 1969.
218 ‘Interior battles NCDC. Swinger Hill erupts again!’, Sunday Post, 27 February 1972.
See for example, ‘Swinger Hill housing ‘faulty’’, Canberra Times, 27 January 1972; ‘Swaying walls at Swinger
219 Hill’, Canberra Times, 28 January 1972.
220 J. Pead quoted in Swinger Hill housing ‘faulty’’, Canberra Times, 27 January 1972.
J. Pead quoted in ‘Swaying walls at Swinger Hill’, 28 January 1972.
217
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Sunday Post ran an article that reported the Interior’s commissioning of a leading firm
of Canberra architects (Anthony Pegrum Architects) to check up on the NCDC and its
housing projects. Swinger Hill was cited as the catalyst for this enquiry. In October
1972, Pegrum Architects confirmed a site inspection of Swinger Hill. This inspection
revealed a number of faulty or sub-standard features, including fencing and gates which
were ‘poorly fixed’, brickwork which was of ‘fair quality’, the line of cut on the
flooring of one dwelling was found to be ‘erratic and unattractive’, ‘joists were
undersize, were unstrutted for their early life and were very poorly fixed’ and there was
221

‘sagging’ in the floor area.

While criticisms such as these stemmed from the physical

structure of the development, it was intimated by the Sunday Post that criticism also
arose from the conventional nature of the Department of the Interior:
Department of the Interior critics have many axes to grind in this matter. Many
of them are people of conservative outlook who do not favour the experimental
town-housing approach of the Swinger Hill project, which is an attempt to get
222
away from traditional suburbia.
Whether such criticisms were tangible or not, a series of interviews undertaken in 2008
with a number of long-term Swinger Hill residents revealed nothing but commendation
223

for the development.

As recalled by Brett Odgers, one of Swinger Hill’s first

residents,
when I came back from overseas, having lived in Vienna and London for 4
years… I thought there’s only one place to live in Canberra: I’d heard about
Swinger Hill – it was a medium density place, close to the town centre, it had
transport routes. I thought it was efficient, environmentally attractive – the
Woden Valley was just sort of unrolling, or being rolled out, and I liked the idea
of higher density housing compared to the suburban growth … It worked. It was
224
a brilliant, brilliant success.
Despite its critics, Swinger Hill met the needs of an evolving society, which although
still enamoured of the suburban dream, were being awakened to the merits of other
forms of residential living.
A retrospective examination of Swinger Hill demonstrates the durability of the
values and visions which shaped the suburb’s initial development (see Fig. 6.12), as
well as a continuity in Canberra-based attitudes towards medium-density development.
Firstly, for those such as Brett Odgers and Marshall Blain (Swinger Hill resident for the
221

Roger & Anthony Pegrum Architects letter to the Commissioner for Housing, Department of the Interior, 23
October 1972. Material given to Author by M. Blain, 14 May 2007.
‘Interior battles NCDC. Swinger Hill erupts again!’.
223
Blain, Interview with Author; Odgers, Interview with Author; Scott-Bohanna, Interview with Author; Wilsford,
224 Interview with Author.
Odgers, Interview with Author.
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past 20 years), Swinger Hill did indeed offer a much needed alternative to the standard
suburban house and garden. When asked about his decision to buy into Swinger Hill,
Blain suggested that
it wasn’t urban sprawl and it wasn’t your standard suburbia. Swinger Hill allows
you to live the lifestyle you needed to live as career people. It is functional and
well positioned. And it was affordable… The Swinger Hill concept was a radical
step, but it was well considered. It was very well thought out because it still
provided the two or three bedroom home plus a car space and a place to grow
some lawn. It also came about at a time when people wanted more free time.
And it came about at a time when society was moving out of the husband works,
wife stays at home situation. With two people working, homeowners wanted
more time at home not tied up gardening etc … So the reason we chose to live
there, was that it suited our lifestyle at that point in time of our particular
225
journey.
Similarly, Graham-Scott Bohanna who first visited the suburb in the early 1970s as an
architecture student and who later bought a house of his own there, suggested that
Swinger Hill was
a very good example of medium density development… When I was looking to
buy, I wanted a townhouse style or some sort of medium density. I was looking
… to avoid a body corporate and I wanted a house that dealt with the climate
properly so that it didn’t get too hot in summer or too cold in winter… Swinger
226
Hill was a good example of that.
When asked about Swinger Hill, Lynn Bliss, a marketing consultant from Karen Rush
Real Estate (Canberra) suggested that people look ‘longingly at townhouse style living,
where they can enjoy fabulous private courtyard gardens, as a very sensible alternative,
and there is no better location than this one’.

227

Today it appears that Swinger Hill is a

popular choice for people looking for something other than an orthodox detached
suburban house and large garden.
Throughout the 1970s, Swinger Hill acted as a model for the NCDC’s later
endeavours into medium density housing development. Although the criticisms of the
Department of the Interior somewhat slowed NCDC efforts to develop further medium
density residential areas, by the early 1980s the NCDC was involved in a range of such
projects – in 1984 for example, it was reported that there were ‘eight or ten areas
228

currently out for consultation’.

Nonetheless, it does appear that conservative values
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Blain, Interview with Author.
Scott-Bohanna, Interview with Author, 14 May 2007.
228 L. Bliss, quoted in ‘Ghetto makes good’.
Parliamentary Joint Committee on the Australian Capital Territory, ‘Briefing by National Capital Development
Commission on Metropolitan Canberra: Policy Plan; Development Plan’, Official Hansard Report, Canberra ,
Wednesday, 19 September 1984, p.36. The NCDC Annual Reports for the years 1977 through to 1987 provide
abundant evidence of further medium-density developments.
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continued to hamper consolidation efforts. The NCDC stated in 1984 that ‘there is a
healthy demand by developers to develop inner area sites for medium density housing’,
however, the same report also argued that in a city like Canberra it would be difficult to
‘generate large numbers of people who want to have the kind of accommodation and
can afford it that we are talking about in relation to urban consolidation’.

229

Even with

ongoing education campaigns directed at informing people about the merits and pitfalls
of urban consolidation, only a small section of Canberra’s society actively sought such
housing.

230

In spite of an Australian-wide increase in medium-density developments

throughout the late 1970s and early 1980s (as discussed in chapter seven), the NCDC
were still faced with an ongoing need to convince a vast majority of Canberra residents
that medium-density living did not involve sacrificing the values associated with lowdensity living, including privacy, independence and respectability.
The second long-term effect stems from Ian McKay’s success in developing a
homogenous, aesthetically balanced suburb. In the early 1970s McKay was one of the
first to answer Robin Boyd’s call for a suburb free of ‘Featurism’. Swinger Hill was a
well conceived, well laid out suburb that successfully integrated landscape and housing.
Residents of Swinger Hill have long since sought to retain the so called ‘total-design’
package.

231

In 1999 Judy McConchie (a local resident) called a public meeting of all

residents to talk about establishing a community group. It was at this public meeting
232

that the Swinger Hill Residents Group was established.

It was decided at this first

meeting, attended by approximately 45 people, that the group would focus principally
233

on ‘landscape’ issues – ‘the important thing was to improve the landscape’.

Amenity

issues such as blind corners, a lack of street signs, safety-guard rails along main roads,
tree pruning and maintaining the colour scheme of the houses were seen as priorities.
According to Marshall Blain, ‘social amenity’ is the key:
The Swinger Hill Residents Group was the first “Adopt-a-Landscape” group in
Canberra. The ACT has an “Adopt-a-Road” scheme, where you go along and
clean up the street; you adopt a section of road. But we decided to “Adopt-aLandscape. Because a) it is something that everyone would like to see done –
that is improve the landscaping and things like footpaths, signage, mirrors on
corners, road markings are all about safety and well being. Positive things.
Landscaping is something that is not going to get people up in arms. And the
234
Adopt-a-Landscape also blends very well with clean up Australia day.
229

‘Briefing by NCDC on Metropolitan Canberra’, p.40.
As discussed, Section-100 Yarralumla is a case in point.
Blain, Interview with Author.
232
233 Blain, Interview with Author.
234 Blain, Interview with Author.
Blain, Interview with Author.
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Today, the Swinger Hill Residents Group has, according to one newspaper, established
235

itself as a ‘model for other suburban communities’.

Since 1999 the Residents Group

has taken matters into its own hands, beautifying its streets and winning the city’s first
citation for adopting a suburban landscape.

236

Forming a co-operative relationship with

the Department of Urban Services and its contractors, the Residents Group have planted
trees, cleared the landscape of litter and debris, spread mulch, inserted new signs,
lobbied for separate entries in the postcode book, and in the official Canberra street
directory,

237

and sought to educate Swinger Hill occupants with regard to the original

design principles, including the importance of the overall framework – an integrated
238

environment of walls, carports, lighting, paving and roof finishes.

This was a

particularly important point for those residents interviewed: one resident suggested it
was important for residents of the ‘Hill’ to acknowledge the importance that the ‘total
design’ idea has in helping to create a ‘comprehensive living environment’,

239

whilst

another cited the importance of not losing site of the encompassing ‘vision’… the
‘clarity of the idea’.

240

The idea of creating a ‘total design’ package was also one which was employed
by the NCDC in its later developments.

241

Perhaps the best example was the

development of Wybalena Grove in the mid-1970s. Wybalena consists of 100
townhouses sited in ‘natural’ bushland at Wybalena Grove, Cook. The housing group
was designed by Sydney-based architect, Michael Dysart in 1974 and construction was
completed (in conjunction with the NCDC) in 1977. Wybalena was established in an
effort to provide a ‘better environment and facilities than the standard single lot
242

residential unit’.

It is noted that the development exhibits the principal characteristics

of the NCDC’s modern residential architecture – as seen in Swinger Hill – providing
‘appropriate human scale and functional domestic planning’. The development is
situated within a ‘natural’ bushland setting, where ‘triangular brick party walls and
235

F. Cassidy, ‘Swinger Hill residents’ clean-up puts suburb on the map’, Canberra Times, 19 March 2000.
Cassidy.
In a meeting with Marshall Blain in May 2007, I was presented with a file containing numerous correspondence,
flyers and newspaper clipping relating to the Swinger Hill Residents Group specifically, and Swinger Hill more
generally. Within this file there are a number of letters and flyers dealing with each of these aforementioned
238 projects.
Ian McKay and Partners, A medium density housing development.
239
240 Wilsford, Interview with Author.
241 Scott-Bohanna, Interview with Author.
See for example, Urambi Village, Wybalena Grove,
242
Canberra House,
http://www.canberrahouse.com/houses/1970s-house-profiles/urambi-village-housing-cooperative-1974/ (Accessed
26 May 2008).
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associated tile roofs unify a series of house rows completely integrated with the natural
243

site’.

An aesthetic appreciation of the physical landscape and a desire to maintain a

general consistency across the suburban landscape, first established through the work of
McKay, thus continued to figure prominently in the minds of those residing within and
shaping Swinger Hill, as well as in the later work of the NCDC.
From the mid-1970s onwards many of the planning and design principles first
trialled in Swinger Hill were refined and continually employed by the NCDC. Whilst
the NCDC’s evolving planning processes and its move towards more ecologicallyaware planning and development are discussed in chapter seven, worth mentioning here
is the attention given to the ‘total environment’ – landscape and climate. In Swinger Hill
and in a few of the NCDC’s later developments, landscape and climate figured
prominently, not just as a means of providing pleasant surrounds, as had long been the
case in Canberra’s residential planning, but also as it related to climatic and orientation
factors. Whilst the aesthetic elements were important, consideration of climatic
conditions in relation to house cooling and warming were matters which, taking Ian
McKay’s lead, the NCDC sought to incorporate into its own standard design process.
As will be discussed in chapter seven, in the early 1970s the NCDC developed its own
‘environmental planning’ policy which sought to incorporate an extensive inventory of
environmental characteristics including terrain, climate and aspect, into its siting and
design processes. This drew on McKay’s work, and provides another example of the
way in which the environmental imaginaries which shaped the development of Swinger
Hill were reflected in the NCDC’s later operations.
In examining the long-term effects of the environmental imaginaries shaping the
development of Swinger Hill in the early 1970s, we can see a range of continuities.
Aesthetics and amenity were a principal concern for Swinger Hill residents. For many
of the residents interviewed, maintaining a pleasant living environment and ensuring
high levels of amenity were principal concerns. The ‘total design’ initiative of Ian
McKay was also an important factor, not only in the minds of Swinger Hill residents,
who sought to maintain a level of consistency across the ‘Hill’, but also for the NCDC.
There were a number of medium density housing units established throughout the 1970s
and 1980s, many of which sought to achieve a similarly unified housing environment.
Of most significance however, was the move towards a more ecologically-aware
243

Royal Australian Institute of Architects, Canberra: An architectural guide to Australia’s capital, RAIA, ACT
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planning approach, which focused on climate, as well as terrain and other landscape
features (discussed in more detail in chapter seven).

244

From its beginnings as an

experiment in medium-density housing, Swinger Hill today (Fig. 6.13) has, as Robin
Boyd predicted, become a ‘strong and identifiable place with which its people …[are]
proud to identify’.

245

Fig. 6.12:
Swinger
Hill House
under
construction

Fig. 6.13:
Swinger
Hill house,
2007.

244
245

See chapter seven for more detail.
Boyd, ‘Waking from the Suburbia Dream’, p.84.
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Chapter Seven
Diverse Roads to Sustainability:
Ecological Planning, Urban Consolidation and Sustainable Cities
Throughout the 1970s, little innovation occurred in the planning and development of
Australian suburbs. However, the 1970s did mark a major change in the growth of
ecologically-based environmental awareness, the creation of environmental legislation
and the formation of government departments with environmental briefs. This chapter
examines the degree to which the major planning policies of both Canberra and Perth
reflected this growth in environmental concern, and the degree to which the
environmental imaginaries of those responsible for suburban planning in each of these
cities shifted in response to it. Particular emphasis is placed on the policies of urban
consolidation developed in each city. I then move to a discussion of two
Commonwealth planning policies – the Green Street Joint Venture and the Building
Better Cities programme – and the influence of each of these on the suburban planning
of Canberra and Perth. This chapter thus provides an overview of suburban planning
policies in Canberra and Perth and their response to the emergence of environmentalism
and the later move towards urban sustainability. It demonstrates the diversity in
planning aims and initiatives whilst also accounting for similarities. Importantly, this
chapter provides insights into the way in which past visions and understandings of
‘environment’ (as discussed in chapters three to six) were incorporated into later
planning policies.

Canberra 1970-1985
Between the early 1970s and mid-1980s, Canberra’s suburban planning continued, for
the most part, as it had done throughout the 1960s. Despite changes in government and
their accompanying planning policies, decentralisation and the formation of new
satellite cities remained the overarching planning model, visions for a fully motorised
town in a picturesque setting matured, population increased, and politicians and
planners alike continued with their task of shaping Canberra into a capital city
symbolising national unity, progress, strength and pride. Throughout the early 1970s,
the towns of Woden and Belconnen continued to expand and work was commenced on
a further two new towns – Tuggeranong and Gunghalin. The NCDC remained
committed to its national capital philosophy and visions for a predominantly garden city
atmosphere continued to find expression in its residential planning. Despite these
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continuities, closer examination of the planning policies of the NCDC between the early
1970s and early 1980s reveals a shift in the environmental imaginaries shaping
Canberra’s suburban landscapes.
In 1976, the NCDC stated that ‘[e]nvironmental considerations have always
been of concern to the National Capital Development Commission in the planning of
Canberra’.1 However, as we have seen, environmental considerations may reflect
different ways of imagining ‘environment’. From 1958 to the late 1960s, the NCDC
exhibited a clear concern for the aesthetics of the suburban environment. This concern
can be specifically related to a very narrow, deterministic vision of ‘environment’ and to
a definitive vision for the national capital. As the Swinger Hill case study demonstrates,
the NCDC’s concern for the physical environment related to its vision of Canberra as a
picturesque ‘garden city’. Environmental concerns were expressed largely in terms of
order, stability and visual pleasantness.2 Yet from 1972 onwards, the term
‘environment’ was used by the NCDC to refer to the biophysical, aesthetic, social and
economic components that surround and encompass human society.3 Importantly, the
shift we see in the Commission’s 1972 approach to ‘environment’ demonstrates a move
away from a very narrow concern for environmental aesthetics to a more encompassing
concern for people and their relationship with ‘nature’, paralleling the en-masse move
towards a new environmentalism ‘seeking to reposition humanity in a more
interdependent relationship with nature’.4 This shift in thinking also signalled the
beginning of a new approach to suburban planning.
Between 1972 and 1974, seeking to incorporate this more encompassing
understanding of ‘environment’ into its planning polices, the NCDC developed a set of
guidelines for its new policy of ‘environmental planning’. In doing so, it established
three aims: the preservation and enhancement of the ‘natural’ environment, the
identification and removal of sources of pollution, and the integration of the ‘natural’
environment with the urban environment where possible.5 By 1975 these three aims
were fully incorporated into its ‘environmental planning policy’, the objective of which
was to ‘ensure that the environmental implications of proposals [were] investigated and
given due weight in the planning and decision-making process’.6 Significantly, in
1

NCDC, ‘The Use of Environmental Impact Statements in Environmental Planning’, NCDC Technical Paper no.14,
NCDC, Canberra, 1976, ‘foreword’.
2
See discussion of ‘five-stage residential planning process’ in chapter six.
3
For an example of this understanding or approach to the term ‘environment’ see the NCDC’s 1972 Annual Report.
NCDC, Annual Report 1972, p.4.
4
A. Gaynor, ‘Harvest of the Suburbs: An environmental history of suburban food production in Perth and Melbourne,
1880-2000’, PhD Thesis, UWA, 2001, p.157.
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defining environmental planning the NCDC adopted the same concept of ‘environment’
as that defined in section three of the Commonwealth Environment Protection (Impact
of Proposals) Act 1974.7 This Act, one of the four foundation Acts of Australian
environmental policy,8 contained detailed provisions concerning the conduct of public
inquiries into environmental issues and provided a framework for the introduction of
Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) procedures.9 Section three of the Act defined the
environment so as to include ‘all aspects of the surroundings of man, whether affecting
him as an individual or in his social groupings’.10 In defining ‘environment’ as such, the
Act ensured that its principles would not be confined to matters only affecting the
‘natural’ environment, but also the ‘physical’ – and thus the built – environment.11 The
NCDC’s adoption of this definition demonstrates a shift in its own environmental
imaginary and an immediate response to the changing statutory context as stimulated by
new environmentalism.
This new environmentalism brought with it a heightened environmental
awareness and a greater concern for its degradation, witnessed perhaps most acutely
with the public concern over the proposed damming of Lake Pedder and mining of the
Great Barrier Reef in the late 1960s and early 1970s,12 whilst simultaneously spurring
7

The passing of this act was a direct result of the passing of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) in the
United States in 1970. NEPA was aimed primarily at major actions significantly affecting the environment. Notably,
it ensured that all federal government departments considered environmental effects as part of their overall
objectives. (Council on Environmental Quality, NEPAnet,
http://ceq.eh.doe.gov/nepa/regs/nepa/nepaeqia.htm [Accessed 30 August 2007]) The passing of this Act did much to
bolster the Commonwealth Government to seek ways of improving procedures for protecting the environment. By
1973 the recently established Australian Environment Council convened a working party to investigate the
implementation of Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) procedures at the Federal level. The recommendations of
this working party resulted in the passing of the 1974 Environmental Protection (Impact of Proposals) Act. I.
Thomas, Environmental Impact Assessment in Australia: Theory and Practice (3rd Ed.), The Federation Press,
Leichhardt, 2001, p.121.
8
Between 1972 and 1975 the foundations of Australian environmental policy were laid with the passing of four statutes
by the Whitlam government: the Environment Protection (Impact of Proposals) Act (1974), the Australian Heritage
Commission Act (1975), the Australian National Parks and Wildlife Conservation Act (1975) and the Great Barrier
Reef Marine Park Act (1975) (B.W. Davis, ‘Federalism and Environmental Politics: An Australian Overview’, in R.
L. Mathews (ed.), Federalism and the Environment, Centre for Research on Federal Financial Relations, Canberra,
1985, p.2). Whilst the passing of each of these Acts did much to demonstrate government interest in and commitment
to addressing environmental issues, of greatest relevance to this study, given its impact on urban planning, is the
Environment Protection (Impact of Proposals) Act of 1974 (EP(IP)A).
9
The objects of the Act were to ensure that matters affecting the environment to a significant extent were fully examined
and taken into account. Thomas, Environment Impact Assessment in Australia, p.121. This Act was replaced in 1999
by the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999. It is worth noting that prior to the passing of
the Environment Protection (Impact of Proposals) Act in 1974, the Commonwealth government had already begun to
hold its own environmental assessment inquiries. The first inquiry, held in 1973, related to the proposed Molonglo
Parkway and the second, also held in 1973, related to the Googong Dam. According to Gilpin, ‘the [first] public
hearing that was held highlighted some of the environmental issues inherent in the growth of Canberra and its
transport system’ whilst the second ‘highlighted the relationship of the proposal to the pollution reaching Lake Burley
Griffin from mine wastes at Captain’s Flat’. For further information see A. Gilpin, Environmental Policy in Australia,
University of Queensland Press, St. Lucia, 1980, pp.240-242.
10
Environment Protection (Impact of Proposals) Act 1974, no.164 of 1974, Section 3 – Definitions.
11
Gilpin, Environmental Policy in Australia, p.65.
12
In 1967 the Gordon Power Scheme was revealed and so too were intentions to modify Lake Pedder. By 1972
proposals to flood Lake Pedder had propelled a massive campaign of national and international environmental
opposition. For further information see R. Green, Battle for the Franklin, Fontana and ACF, Melbourne, 1981; D.
Hutton & L. Connors, A history of the Australian Environment Movement, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge,
1999, pp.118-124. Similar environmental furore was aroused in the late-1960s when proposals were made to mine
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the introduction of government environmental policy. As the very concept of
environment broadened in the public mind to encompass ‘green’ issues, including
natural resources, nature conservation, forests and parks, logging and woodchips, and
the later ‘brown’ issues, such as pollution, population, growth centres, land use planning
and heritage preservation, so too broadened the NCDC’s understanding and acceptance
of the significant influence that development of the urban environment had on the
surrounding ‘natural’ environment.
For example, in its 1972 Annual Report, the NCDC identified a strong
interaction between urban development and what it classed as the ‘natural’ environment.
Not only did this report make mention of the ‘profound’ effects that urban development
has on the surrounding environment, including air and water as well as both native and
exotic flora and fauna, it also acknowledged the influence of the ‘natural’ environment
on the ‘physical and mental wellbeing of people’.13 Whilst earlier reports made
reference to the implications of urban development in relation to the aesthetic elements
of the surrounding environment, such as the importance of maintaining the overall
landscape element of Canberra and the protection of hills and river corridors from
excessive development,14 this 1972 report was the first to make explicit mention of the
aforementioned ecological issues. Such changes also closely resemble the new school of
thought which emerged amongst American planners throughout the mid-to-late 1960s.
Inspired by the work of Ian McHarg and his contemporaries, and reacting to a worldwide concern for the impact of human activity on the ‘natural’ environment, American
planners began to take a new stance: believing that humans needed to play the role of
collaborator with ‘nature’, such planners sought to produce constructive environmental
design which reconciled the needs of development with the need to retain a balanced
and self-renewing environment.15
In his seminal book, Design with Nature, published in 1969, McHarg outlined
the ethical principles, working theory and successful applications of his approach to
urban planning and design. Known as the ‘McHarg Method’ or the ‘University of
Pennsylvania Method’, this approach explicitly linked ecology to planning and design.16
Summarised briefly, this method follows a six stage process:
Ellison Reef for limestone. This proposal (and later proposals for oil drilling) ‘generated envormous public interest
and increased awareness over the reality of threats to the [Great Barrier] reef’ (Hutton & Connors, p.101). For further
information see Hutton & Connors, pp.99-106; J. Wright, The Coral Battleground, West Melbourne, Nelson, 1977.
13
NCDC, Annual Report 1972, p.4
14
That is for non-ecological reasons. See NCDC Annual Reports, 1964-1970.
15
The period 1961 to 1972 was significant in the evolution of American ecological planning theory and methods.
Perhaps none were as prolific in the field as McHarg, a landscape architect, city planner and academic.
16
F. Ndubisi, Ecological Planning: A Historical and Comparative Synthesis, The Johns Hopkins University Press,
Baltimore, 2002, p.25.
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1. The goals, objectives and land use needs are defined, and study boundaries are
established.
2. An ecological inventory of the relevant physical and biological processes is
conducted. These processes are then documented and mapped in chronological
order and are related to the land-use needs.
3. Each factor, including physical and biological characteristics of the landscape, is
mapped and displayed in terms of homogenous areas.
4. Each factor map is then examined to determine which areas are suitable for each
proposed land use.
5. All factor maps pertinent to determining the landscape suitability for a particular
land use are overlaid using transparencies. Maps showing characteristics such as
depth to bedrock, soil drainage, slope and vegetation are combined to determine
residential suitability. This information then forms the basis of a suitability map
for each prospective land use.
6. Suitability maps for individual land uses are then combined into a composite
map which reflects a pattern of light and dark colours indicating the estimated
suitability for all prospective land uses. This is used as the basis for allocating
land uses and can be used in larger ecological and land use studies.17
Comparing this model to the NCDC’s own ‘environmental planning’ policy we can see
a number of similarities. In outlining its own planning policy, the first step (once the
planning objectives had been established) was to undertake a thorough land use
suitability analysis. This involved the collation of an extensive inventory of the
environmental characteristics of the planning area (including studies of landform, slope
and contours, terrain and tree density, climate and aspect and existing land use). This
material was then used to determine the relative suitability of parts of the area for
various potential land uses. Following from this, planning options were assessed in
relation to their likely impact on the environment.18 Steps were then taken to preserve or
to enhance the environment, in light of the likely impact.19 Although the NCDC’s
approach lacks the detail of McHarg’s, parallels can be drawn. For example, both
approaches sought to take into full consideration landscape elements and location
factors, including orientation and climate. Both processes sought to use pertinent
landscape characteristics as the basis for determining suitable land uses. And most
importantly, both processes were aimed at achieving a balanced and environmentallyfriendly approach to suburban planning. Despite a lack of direct linkages, it is likely that
the work of McHarg (and of his contemporaries throughout America) influenced the
environmental imaginary of the NCDC and the similarities we see here go some way to
supporting this claim.

17

This summary is taken from Ndubisi’s more detailed summary. Ndubisi, pp.45-47.
NCDC, Annual Report 1975, p.60.
19
The idea of using the impact statement as a means of enhancing the environment was not necessarily tied to the
improvement of the ‘existing characteristics of the environment’, but also to ‘entailing the creation of an entirely new
environment’. NCDC, Annual Report 1975, p.60.
18
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Similarities can also be seen between the work of McHarg, the NCDC and that
of Griffin. As discussed in chapter three, Griffin believed in planning and development
as a logical outgrowth of the environment in which it was to be situated. He sought to
incorporate climatic conditions and local landscape features into his planning for
Canberra, rather than ignoring them.20 Griffin’s approach to planning and design thus
sought to incorporate many of the elements later outlined in the ‘McHarg Method’ and
in the NCDCs own ‘environmental planning’ policy. It is interesting, however, that
despite Griffin’s plan forming the basis of nearly all subsequent planning within the
Capital, including that undertaken by the Commission from 1958 onwards, the NCDC
for so long lacked the environmental insight and values espoused by Griffin. Whilst the
NCDC’s earlier planning processes (as discussed in chapter six) did demonstrate some
regard for climate and the topographic features of the landscape setting, whilst also
attempting to incorporate the physical landscape into a suburb’s form, such concerns
were driven largely by ideas of utility and aesthetic sensibilities rather than the
ecological sensibilities evident in the work of Griffin.21
The NCDC’s new ‘environmental planning’ policy thus shows a refinement of
its earlier ideas, and a greater emphasis on the ecological, rather than the aesthetic,
elements of the landscape. Whereas little emphasis was placed on environmental factors
in its Annual Reports to 1971, between 1972 and 1980, each Annual Report had a
section dedicated to ‘environmental planning’.22 In theory at least, the NCDC in this
period sought to fully integrate ecological factors in the process of planning.
Nevertheless, evidence of such ecological thinking and the adoption of such processes
mean little if they are not played out in the actual planning process. An indication of the
extent to which the NCDC’s new environmental policies were actually implemented
into its suburban planning can be seen in the planning for the Lanyon ‘Territorial Unit’
(a term I shall return to shortly) in Canberra’s third ‘new town’, Tuggeranong.
The first ‘new town’ to be developed under the new ‘environmental planning’
regime, Tuggeranong extends south and west from Mount Taylor and the ridges
separating it from the Woden district. Today, Tuggeranong exists as the southernmost
area of Canberra’s urban development (Fig. 7.1). An undulating valley 16 kilometres
long and 9.6 kilometres wide through which flows the Murrumbidgee River, the
Tuggeranong Valley was seen by many, including the NCDC, as an area of ‘great

20

See W. B. Griffin, ‘Australia’s Federal City Planner Tells the Story of his Design’, Building, 12 July, 1912.
As discussed in chapter three.
22
Although the section entitled ‘environmental planning’ ceased in the 1980, following reports all devoted sections to
environmental issues.
21
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natural beauty’.23 Early planning for the Tuggeranong ‘new town’ envisioned the valley
accommodating an urban area of some 35 square kilometres for approximately 90,000
people.24 However, with burgeoning growth prospects the NCDC decided to double the
population capacity to 170,000 by designating another urban area for a population of
approximately 50,000, west of the Murrumbidgee, and an extension to the south
towards Lanyon. With the widespread growth of environmental awareness throughout
the 1970s, such matters were, according to Sparke, controversial.25

Fig. 7.1: Location map.

23

NCDC, Annual Report 1973, p.17.
In its 1973 Annual Report – it was estimated that by between 1974 and 1978 at least 40,000 people would move into
Tuggeranong. This figure demonstrates, the rate at which the NCDC envisioned Tuggeranong growing to reach its
overall population of 170,000. NCDC, Annual Report 1973, p.17. Interestingly, however, by 1978 Tuggeranong was
home to only 17,500 residents. E. Sparke, Canberra 1954-1980, AGPS Press Publication, Australian Government
Publishing Service, Canberra, 1988, p.298.
25
Sparke, p.217.
24
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Prior to the commencement of urban development, a rolling, well drained savannah
grassland dominated the Tuggeranong Valley. The soils were generally podzolic26 in the
lower areas, supporting a combination of improved pasture and native grasses. The
several hill tops were quite rocky and treeless and were former sheep camps.27 This
environment was envisioned by the NCDC as an important feature of any future
development of the area and as such, it sought to ensure that all planning and
development would proceed in a manner mindful of conservation.28 To this end,
ecological and landscape studies were undertaken as means of discovering the critical
factors of environmental impact. Results of these studies identified the most sensitive
element as the Murrumbidgee River with its gorge, rapids, beaches, casuarinas and
sheltered enclosures. It was noted in the NCDC’s Annual Report of 1972, that
this natural asset must be well protected so that it will not be overrun by large
numbers of people and cars, ‘beautified’ by municipal structures, or polluted by
putrid stormwater or effluent.29
Further landscape studies were also undertaken to help define areas which would be
retained as ‘wilderness’, zoned as ‘intensive recreation’ areas, or as areas suitable only
for ‘controlled activity’. These studies also pointed to other important details, such as an
appropriate planting policy which would help to contrast the valley floor with the
hillside landscape,30 the most suitable location of roads and the boundaries of urban
development. Although they acknowledged that the ‘existing ecology’ would be greatly
altered, the NCDC were convinced that urban development and conservation could take
place concurrently.31
At the time of planning and development, the Lanyon Territorial unit (which is
now encompassed by the greater Tuggeranong suburb of Conder) lay in a distinct area
physically separated from the northern part of Tuggeranong by Mount Stranger and
Tuggeranong Hill. Today, this residential area forms the southern most part of the
Tuggeranong ‘new town’. A planning brief for the Lanyon Territorial Unit was
published by the NCDC late in 1975. The opening page of this brief states that it
‘represents the Commission’s long standing practice for the planning and development
of land for urban purposes,’ and that it is to be used as ‘a demonstration document
indicative of the Commission’s planning approach’.32 It thus serves to illustrate the

26

Possessing a layer from which moderate leaching of clay and minerals has occurred.
Evidenced by profuse surface growth of scotch thistle.
28
NCDC, Annual Report 1972, p.6.
29
NCDC, Annual Report 1972, p.6.
30
K. McCoy, The Role of the Landscape Architect in Australian New Town Development, NCDC, Canberra, 1974.
31
NCDC, Annual Report 1972, p.6; NCDC, Annual Report 1973, p.17.
32
NCDC, ‘Planning Brief for Lanyon Territorial Unit’, NCDC Technical Paper no.11, NCDC, Canberra, 1975, p.1.
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extent to which attention to the social, aesthetic and ecological factors of the
environment were incorporated into the NCDC’s planning of new suburbs.
The primary development components originally envisioned for the territorial
unit included approximately 2800 single family fully serviced residential blocks and
approximately 50 medium density housing units;33 12 kilometres of adjacent dual
carriageway and all-weather arterials to service the internal distributor-collector
systems; a group centre, and corner stores; a high school and a primary school with preschool facilities; and at least two basic sport units, one tennis court cluster, a basketball
cluster, an enclosed oval, parking for approximately 250 cars to service both the sport
units and enclosed oval, and 15 acres of informal urban park areas.34 In developing its
planning brief, the first task undertaken by the NCDC was the development of a land
use action plan. This plan, which, as stated in the brief, was accompanied by an
‘ecological and physiographic survey of the Tuggeranong area and its surrounds’,
sought to provide detailed analysis of climate, physiography (including topography,
surface drainage, water features and land features), geology, pedology, hydrology,
vegetation, wildlife and existing land uses.35 Detailed information was thus provided on:
the extent to which urbanisation might bring about ‘micro- and meso-climatic changes’;
the scenic and ecological value of the area’s various water features; land forms which
could be used to ‘structure urban patterns and create a physical identity’; an indication
of any ‘unique scientific and educational’ surface features, and of the soil formation and
its susceptibility to erosion; as well as the identification of any ‘areas possessing special
botanical interest’, and areas which, due to wildlife habitat, needed to be preserved and
managed.36 In developing this detailed inventory, the NCDC demonstrated an awareness
of the multiple potential impacts that suburban development may have on a site’s
ecology.
Moving then from the collation of information to the actual layout and
development of the new suburb, this environmental inventory, particularly the physical
landscape features of the area, was used by the NCDC to develop the territorial unit – a
significant shift in the planning processes of the NCDC. Here then we see the theory
behind the NCDC’s planning policy being put into actual practice – the imaginary to the
reality. Throughout the post-war era the NCDC accepted the neighbourhood unit as its

33

NCDC, ‘Planning Brief for Lanyon Territorial Unit’, p.73.
NCDC, ‘Brief Type A, Comprehensive Landscape Design, Territorial Unit Series’, in K. McCoy, The Role of the
Landscape Architect in Australian New Town Development, NCDC, 1974, p.54.
35
NCDC, ‘Planning Brief for Lanyon Territorial Unit’, pp.15-18.
36
NCDC, ‘Planning Brief for Lanyon Territorial Unit’, pp.15-18.
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principal basis for residential planning.37 By the late 1960s, however, the NCDC sought
‘an alternative, more flexible’ concept.38 Whilst functionally the NCDC believed that
the neighbourhood concept suited Canberra’s residential development, it identified a
number of ‘limitations’. Principally, the neighbourhood unit, forming the basic
‘building brick’ in the structure of the ‘new towns’, generally depended on the size of
the local primary school. According to the NCDC this was a ‘tenuous basis’ on which to
structure a new town.39 In recognition of changing lifestyles, attitudes towards housing,
transportation, environmental values and leisure, along with changes in its own
approach to the provision of open space and medium density housing, the NCDC sought
to find alternative models on which to base its future residential developments. Ideally,
they sought an alternative approach which would ‘offer flexibility to change both during
implementation and after occupation’.40
By the mid-1970s, the territorial unit – a NCDC-specific planning model41 – was
conceived as a more flexible basic planning unit than the ‘neighbourhood’ unit.
Territorial units were defined by ‘natural’ boundaries, such as ridges and watercourses,
rather than population groupings based on school and shopping centre catchments.42
Strong elements of the landscape were used to define major zones and weaker landscape
elements indicated minor areas for development (Fig. 7.2). For example, the boundaries
of territorial units in Tuggeranong – where the territorial unit concept was first laid out
– were related to the topography of the area and to a lesser extent to drainage channels
and road corridors. In Lanyon, the steep high ridges of the Rob Roy Range were used to
contain the development area on the east, whilst the ‘attractive land forms of Mount
Tennant’ and the Murrumbidgee River were used to set the limit to the west.43 The
essential focus of these units was conceived as a landscaped ‘activity spine’ (first
labelled an ‘education spine’), an elongated hold-all for schools, playing fields, parks,
shops, services and other community activities, linked by pedestrian ways to residential
areas. With the increasing use of private cars, planners promoted the notion that
residents could readily travel further for their ‘local’ services.

37

The neighbourhood unit was quite common in Australian planning. See for example the development of Kwinana in
Western Australia, and Elizabeth in South Australia.
38
NCDC, ‘Territorial Unit concept’, Planning Concepts, Canberra: An evolving series of abbreviated technical papers
on selected planning concepts; genesis, objective criteria, description, realisation, feedback, NCDC, Canberra, 1975,
p.2.
39
NCDC, ‘Territorial Unit concept’, p.2.
40
NCDC, ‘Territorial Unit Concept’, p.2.
41
Research indicates that the ‘territorial unit’ planning model was developed by and restricted in use to the NCDC.
Further research into other planning models throughout Australia, the US and Britain shows little similarities.
42
Looking at the Commission’s Annual Reports between 1972 and 1983 the territorial unit is almost always discussed in
reference to the landscape setting of the Tuggeranong area and to the ‘natural beauty’ of its landscape features.
43
NCDC, ‘Planning Brief for Lanyon Territorial unit’, p.9.
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Fig. 7.2: Territorial Unit Concept.44

It is unclear whether the adoption of the ‘territorial unit’ planning model, as opposed to
the standard ‘neighbourhood’ unit, was seen by the NCDC as a definitive move towards
more environmentally-friendly urban planning. The degree to which the NCDC
promoted the idea of working with the ‘natural’ environment, the notion that the
territorial unit planning concept was more responsive to land contours and ‘natural’
landscape features – drawing on the previously mentioned collection of ecological data
– suggests that perhaps it was. However, the central tenet of the territorial unit – the
‘activity spine’ or ‘education spine’45 – was first introduced at a NCDC-held seminar on
education planning in late 1969,

46

where it was suggested that the ‘territorial unit’

planning arrangement would make better use of ‘teaching skills and education facilities
and that it would encourage more interaction between schools and the community and
44

NCDC, Planning Concepts, Canberra: an evolving series of abbreviated technical papers on selected plans , NCDC,
Canberra, 1975.
45
The ‘education spine’ was the term first used by the NCDC to refer to a linear arrangement of open space and
recreation areas, community facilities, and schools of all levels. By the development of the first territorial unit,
‘activity spine’ replaced ‘education spine’ as a more generalised term.
46
In 1969 the NCDC invited a number of Canberra citizens and social scientists, along with a number of (undefined)
experts from other cities to attend two seminars. One discussed the social issues that should influence the planning of
the new town of Tuggeranong, whilst the second was based on education planning. It was at the latter that the idea of
an ‘education spine’ was discussed. NCDC, Annual Report 1970, p.14.
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provide more flexibility to meet changing education requirements’.47 Nowhere was the
idea of landscape responsiveness or the incorporation of ecological knowledge into the
planning process discussed. Furthermore, given that this idea was first mooted in 1969,
well before the development of the NCDC’s ‘environmental planning’ policy, the extent
to which the adoption of the territorial unit planning model was driven by a shift in the
environmental imaginary of the NCDC is questionable.48
What the planning brief for Lanyon and the development of the territorial unit
planning model do indicate, however, is a refining of the environmental ideas –
aesthetic and ecological – exhibited in the planning and development of both
Yarralumla and Swinger Hill. Whilst many of Griffin’s ideas were belatedly taken up by
the NCDC, by the mid to late 1970s many of the ideas advocated by those such as Ian
McKay seemed also to be firmly embedded in the NCDC’s planning policies.49 For
example, it is suggested in the NCDC’s 1973 Annual Report that in the planning of
Tuggeranong there was a move to establish an ‘overall landscape character’.50 Planting
schemes were implemented which would fit with the ‘existing vegetation patterns’, thus
helping to ‘establish a better ecological balance’,51 and residents were encouraged to
‘select roof tiles of brown and green and grey to avoid conflict with nature’s earth
tones’.52 Such measures were fundamental to the ‘total environment’ planning approach
of McKay, and although quite new to the NCDC in its late 1960s/early 1970s planning
for Swinger Hill, by 1973 were a part of the NCDC’s standard operations.53

Perth 1970-1985
Between 1970 and 1985, Perth’s suburban planning and development found expression
in the Corridor Plan, which had been adopted by the Metropolitan Region Planning
Authority (MRPA) on 4 November 1970 as the basis for future planning of the Perth
metropolitan region.54 In 1968 the Australian Planning Institute (API) held its 43rd
Annual Congress in Perth. It was here that the MRPA released its publication Perth:
47

NCDC, Annual Report 1970, p.14.
Given that the ‘territorial unit’ model was abandoned in the mid-1980s there appears no evidence to suggest that the
NCDC environmental planning strategies were later incorporated into this planning model.
49
A number of planning documents directly related to the development of Tuggeranong offer an insight into the extent
to which the planning ideas of Ian McKay (and quite possibly, others) were integrated into the everyday actions of
the NCDC. Insert AMAP
50
NCDC, Annual Report 1973, p.44.
51
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53
I say standard as these measures were also being applied in the latter planning of Woden, in Belconnen and in the new
planning for Gunghalin. NCDC, Annual Report 1973, pp.44-45.
54
According to Bycroft, consideration of the corridor form of development first occurred between 1967 and 1970 when
the Town Planning Department undertook a review of the Stephenson-Hepburn concept of a centralised city form. R.
Bycroft, The Corridor Plan for Perth, Balga, Western Australia, 1974, p.25. It is worth noting here that DURD
policies worked in accordance with the State’s Corridor Plan framework.
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Region and People, which set out two possible concepts for urban growth: ‘clusters’ or
‘corridors’.55 By the mid-1960s corridor-type planning was found in several other world
cities, including Copenhagen and Washington-Baltimore, not to mention Canberra and
Sydney. Following this lead, Perth planners adopted the corridor concept based on three
factors: 1) The physical land form of the Perth region was better suited for corridor
planning. 2) Corridors could adequately provide a mix of urban and open space land
uses. 3) The corridor concept would be economically more efficient in terms of
transportation.56 Whilst the MRPA recognised the importance of these factors, they also
felt that the Corridor Plan would meet the wishes of Perth ‘people regarding living
standards, preferred localities, social and cultural facilities and travel habits’.57
Ultimately, the Corridor Plan was intended to be a framework to accommodate
anticipated future development, ensure maximum economic efficiency in future regional
development and provide for a transport system that would accommodate the best
access to different land-use activities in each area, and was also able to be economically
extended when required.58 It was also imagined that it would enhance the urban
environment whilst preserving the essential character of the non-urban areas.59
Prior to the 1970s, the shape and form of Perth’s suburban landscape was
directed by the policies of the Stephenson-Hepburn plan gazetted in the 1963
Metropolitan Plan. Through controlled land use zoning the Stephenson-Hepburn Plan
sought to direct the form of Perth’s suburban expansion, which, as the two Perth case
studies have shown, was underpinned by a variety of environmental imaginaries,
ranging from those influenced principally by industrial paternalism and environmental
determinism to those influenced by aesthetics. With the emergence of the Corridor Plan
in 1970, however, there was a conscious move by Perth’s Metropolitan Planning
Authority to direct the future of Perth’s suburban planning into a linear pattern (Fig. 7.3)
and to prevent the development of sprawl. Whilst in Canberra the NCDC sought to
develop its own ‘environmental planning’ regime to ensure due consideration of the
environmental implications of suburban development, an examination of the Corridor
Plan, as Perth’s encompassing metropolitan planning framework, reveals a very
different scenario.
In the preamble to the 1970 MRPA Corridor Report it was stated that
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Metropolitan Region Planning Authority (MRPA hereafter), Perth: Region and People, MRPA, Perth, Western
Australia, 1968.
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L.R. Hill, Jr. ‘Guiding Perth’s Growth: A Regional Perspective’, Berkeley Planning Journal , vol.18, 2005, p.127.
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the first task of planning is to prevent a vast sprawl. Such centre-less and
sporadic suburban scatter is expensive to develop and wasteful in its
requirements for public utility, transport and social services. It neither enhances
the urban environment nor preserves the essential character of readily-accessible
non-urban areas.60
To ‘prevent sprawl’, six objectives directly related to the planning of Perth’s suburban
landscape were established. First, the Corridor Plan sought to ‘channel growth of the
region into three naturally occurring corridors along the coastal belt and the base of the
Darling Escarpment (the north-west, south-west and south-east) and a fourth more
disjointed corridor (eastern corridor)’, through the hills in the Shire of Mundaring.
Second, the Corridor Plan sought to
promote the development of subregional centres at Joondalup, Midland,
Armadale and Rockingham as service and employment centres for the corridors
and as counter-magnets to the central area, thereby reducing journeys to work
and relieving traffic congestion on city centre approach roads.61
Third, the Corridor Plan would allow for the development of each corridor as ‘a
relatively self-contained community accessible to places of work and recreation, and
separated by open space breaks’. Fourth, there would be a number of ‘non-urban
wedges established between each of the corridors ‘as a means of preventing urban
sprawl, providing access to the countryside… safeguarding supplies of raw materials’
and protecting water resources and areas for agriculture. Fifth, the Corridor Plan would
seek to establish ‘efficient public transport routes along the spines of the corridors and
promote greater use of public transport by concentrating population along these
routes’.62 Lastly, as a linear form of growth, the Corridor Plan would be ‘capable of
being developed and extended in different ways’. As suggested by the MRPA, ‘[t]he
flexibility inherent in this form of development [would] ensure that variations [could] be
provided for which would not disrupt the urban growth of the future’.63 The formation
of Perth’s suburban development was thus set out in a linear pattern extending for
approximately fifty kilometres to the northwest, southwest, east and southeast. In so
doing, it was envisioned that future urban expansion, beyond the urban core, would be
catered for via the development of new sub-regions which would eventually become
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‘self-sufficient communities separated by breaks of open spaces’ as opposed to ‘one
massive and continuous development’.64

Fig. 7.3: Corridor Plan.65
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The Corridor Plan was underpinned by an environmental imaginary seeking to reduce
sprawl, increase public transport use and protect ‘natural’ resources. While such an
imaginary appears to reflect an emerging ecological awareness, evidence indicates that
economics and amenity remained the overriding concerns.66 In the following discussion,
some insight is gained into the way in which the environmental imaginaries evident in
the Corridor Plan were translated onto Perth’s suburban landscape and the degree to
which such imaginaries responded (if at all) to the popular increase in environmental
awareness.
In 1974 it was argued that the ‘geographical aspect of Perth is well suited to a
corridor plan’.67 The landscape of the Darling Escarpment – 24 kilometres inland
running parallel to the coast – was seen to provide the ‘obvious features’.68 From this
scarp and crossing the coastal plain was the estuarine formation of the Swan and
Canning Rivers. Although this plain was reasonably flat it was said to provide ‘three
special features’:
Firstly, there is a coastal limestone ridge having some elevation on the coastal
strip. Secondly, there is about three miles inland, a line of lakes running north
and south. Thirdly, a sandy ridge rises north of the Swan River about six miles
inland from the coast.69
It has since been argued that Perth’s corridor development used these features quite
effectively.70 As Hugh Stretton suggested in his examination of Australian cities, in
general, such geographical features may provide a perfect foundation for linear
development occurring from valley to coast to river and between hills.71 In Perth, three
of the corridors ran north and south along the length of the coastal plain, whilst the
Darling Range provided a ‘natural’ boundary, except along the Eastern Corridor which
wove its way through valleys, along the rivers and between the hills. Further
consideration was given also to Perth soils and their uses. In its report on the Corridor
Plan, the MRPA suggested that the coastal plain is generally an area of ‘poor quality
soils’.72 Although it acknowledged that the historical pattern of settlement developed in
response to the physical land form, topography and these soils, the MRPA argued that
all future planning ‘must also respond to this same criteria’ as the increased tempo of
66
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development would mean that planning decisions being made in the future would have
‘more immediate and widespread effects on the existing structure than in the past’.73
The Corridor Plan thus made allowances for the use of good quality soils for primary
industries including viticulture and market gardening. On these grounds, as indicated by
Bycroft and Hill, a development corridor to the northwest was not favoured due to the
‘unique character of the Swan Valley’ – which, in the mid-1970s, represented some 75
per cent of the total area of viticulture in Western Australia.74 As Bycroft argues,
allowing residential or any other development would result in pockets of vineyards
which would eventually lead to a collapse in the industry.75 Importantly, this provides
some indication of the underlying influences on the environmental imaginaries of those
promoting the Corridor Plan. Although some environmental concern can be seen in this
decision not to develop a corridor to the northwest so as to protect the Swan Valley, this
was done principally to protect the economic basis of Western Australia’s viticulture
industry. Moreover, although it was believed that this form of corridor development
would help to avoid ‘sprawl’ and to enhance the urban environment whilst preserving
the character of non-urban areas, and despite the increased interest in environmental
protection, the Corridor Plan made no firm policies with regard to the conservation of
beaches, lakes, rivers, or for the provision of public open spaces.76
While the Corridor Plan did demonstrate a sense of ecological awareness, much
of this ‘environmental wisdom’ developed largely by default rather than conscious
deliberation.77 Singleton, for example, argues that the provision of rural wedges owed
more to the logic of the urban corridors than to their intrinsic value as environmental or
landscape features.78 Essentially, the Corridor Plan further increased the low-density
spread of Perth’s suburbs. While some provision was made for the development of new
medium and high-density residential areas, particularly around the CBD, in each of the
new corridors the standard low-density detached house and garden dominated. For
example, in the regional centre of Joondalup there were a number of medium to high
density houses developed overlooking the parks and lake.79 For the most part, however,
residential lots were of approximately 800 square metres.80 Significantly, as each of the
73
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new corridors sought to cater for future population increase – the north-west corridor for
instance had a population forecast of 289,000 persons (or 21 per cent of the Perth
region’s total population) by the year 200181 – new suburbs stretched along each of the
new corridors creating a linear sprawl. Whilst Perth residents maintained their generally
‘conservative attitudes towards housing’, the degree to which the Corridor Plan sought
to cater for the ubiquity of the private automobile also encouraged further low-density
suburban expansion.82 Despite the intentions of the Corridor Plan to group population
along major communication routes thus making it possible to capitalise fully on rail and
bus services, the Corridor Plan was closely aligned with the transportation system
proposed by the Perth Regional Transport Study (PERTS). This study, although
advocating an improved public transport system, sought principally to cater for an
increase in usage of the private automobile.83
In the early 1970s, with forecasts suggesting that by 1989 at least half of those
people travelling into the CBD for work would do so by car, and that the car would be
‘the main mode of travel in the suburbs’,84 it was clear that the Corridor Plan (guided by
PERTS) would place particular emphasis on road and freeway construction as opposed
to rail.85 As highlighted in a 1983 review of Perth’s planning, the 1970s (in Perth at
least) was a period ‘characterised by a steady decline in the per capita use of public
transport and a spiralling public transport deficit’.86 This report, administered by the
then Western Australian Town Planning Commissioner David Carr, argued that the
Corridor Plan had failed to meet its objective of increasing the possibility of a more
economic expansion and use of public transport, due principally to the failure of the
Plan to effectively concentrate population groupings around the transportation spines.
Furthermore, given the emphasis placed on the extensive regional road network, the
http://www.joondalup.wa.gov.au/BUmarketing/news/public_notices/4234%20DPS2_Issue%20Paper_5_w.pdf
(Accessed 22 February 2008). In the Joondalup Country Club Estate, which commenced development in 1984, some
residential lots ranged between 900 and 1000 square metres. Joondalup Development Corporation, Annual Report
1984, p.5.
81
Hill, ‘Guiding Perth’s Growth’, p.130.
82
Australian Institute of Urban Studies in collaboration with W.A. Housing Research Information Centre and CSIRO,
‘Housing Policy in the Perth Region: Density and Form – Interim Report’, 5th Planning Ministers Conference, Perth,
Western Australia, 18th-19th February, 1982 – Ancillary Papers, p.3-6.
83
Western Australia, Regional Transport Study Steering Committee, Perth Regional Transport Study, 1970, 1972, Perth.
84
MRPA, Report on the Corridor Plan, 1972, p.43.
85
One important recommendation of PERT was that the metropolitan passenger rail network be replaced by a busway
along each existing rail right of way. It was argued that a busway would handle as many passengers more
economically and more conveniently than a railway (L. Edmonds, The Vital Link: A History of Main Roads Western
Australia, 1926-1996, University of Western Australia Press, 1997, p.250). Although the Honorary Commission into
the Corridor Plan rejected the idea of replacing the railways with buses (as favoured by PERTS) arguing that it was
an ‘unjustified destruction of public capital works’(White et al., Report on the Honorary Royal Commission into the
Corridor Plan, p.73), in 1979 the Liberal Government led by Charles Court closed the Perth-Fremantle railway line
and replaced it with buses. P. McManus, ‘Your Car Is As Welcome As You Are: A history of transportation and
planning in the Perth Metropolitan Region’, in A. Gaynor, M. Trinca & A. Haebich (eds.), Country: Visions of Land
and People in Western Australia, Western Australian Museum, Perth, 2002, p.204.
86
D. Carr, Perth: Towards 2001, Presented at The Royal Australian Planning Institute Congress, Perth, 1983, Town
Planning Department, Western Australia, p.30.

- 244 -

continuation of low density development and, outside of the Perth CBD, the dispersed
pattern of workplace and other destinations, private transportation remained the most
convenient and, perhaps for many, economically efficient, mode of transport.87
In a 1972 report on the Corridor Plan and its influence on Perth’s suburban
landscape, there appears to have been an awareness of the impact urban development
can have on the surrounding landscape and its environmental resources. This report, and
others by the MRPA, indicates the importance of conservation and a desire to prevent
the environmental problems associated with urban sprawl, yet essentially the Corridor
Plan lacked a comprehensive environmental assessment, and an environmental planning
framework such as that developed by the NCDC in Canberra.88 Although there was a
desire to ‘enhance the urban environment whilst preserving the essential character of the
non-urban areas’, and despite the ‘environmental planning’ framework being developed
concurrently in Canberra, the policies developed under the Corridor framework for
Perth made no definitive moves towards such ends. Driven largely by economics and by
a desire to create a transportation system based on the affluence of the Perth population
and their access to and reliance on the private automobile, the environmental
imaginaries underpinning the Corridor Plan were influenced largely by economics and
aesthetics, imagining the environment as a ‘backcloth’ for urban development and a
resource for future economic growth. There was little desire to move towards
ecologically sensitive design.
Despite an Australia-wide growth in ecologically-based environmental
awareness, it thus appears that ecologically sensitive suburban planning and design was
highly dependent on individual planning organisations and on social and economic
needs. In Canberra, the NCDC was eager to develop a planning framework capable of
integrating the ‘natural’ environment with the urban environment. In Perth, however,
the MRPA, through its adoption of the Corridor Plan, was intent on providing a
framework for channelling the growth of the region. Although the MRPA sought to
prevent the further growth of urban sprawl, their concern for environmentallyresponsive planning was minimal at best. In Western Australia then, environmental
planning throughout the 1970s and early 1980s was limited in its application and scope,
and of little significance to a planning tradition intent on managing future growth and
development.89 While there were a number of significant initiatives in response to the
growing awareness of environmental issues, such as the System 6 study, and the
87
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recruitment in the mid-1970s by the State government of a specialist in coastal
planning,90 neither these, nor the establishment of the Environmental Protection
Authority and the passing of the Environmental Protection Act had a significant effect
on the planning of Perth’s urban environment. Perth’s suburban planning throughout the
1970s thus stands in contrast to the efforts of the NCDC to incorporate such
environmental legislation into its own planning and development processes.

Urban Consolidation: environmentally sensitive design, or more of the same?
The 1970s through to the mid-1980s was a period of increased environmental concern.
Although Perth’s Corridor Plan and the environmental imaginaries it embodied
generally lacked an ecologically-aware approach to urban and suburban planning such
as that witnessed in Canberra, an examination of urban consolidation policies being
developed and applied in both cities, and the environmental imaginaries underpinning
such policies, nevertheless indicates an increase in such awareness.
As discussed in chapter six, urban consolidation has been an issue in Australia at
least since the early twentieth century. Yet changing conditions between the 1970s and
1980s reopened the debate and brought new considerations to the fore. With shifting
population trends, and changes in economic, social and political circumstances, the
character of metropolitan development throughout the country was progressively
reassessed and reinterpreted.91 Academics, professionals, journalists and politicians
alike offered explanations and recommendations for the changing metropolitan scene.92
For much of the late 1970s and early 1980s, although not always specifically defined as
such, urban consolidation was widely regarded as desirable.93 As a planning framework,
many planners and government departments looked to urban consolidation as an
appropriate answer to the perceived problems arising from Australia’s low urban
densities. As R.J. Solomon, chairman of the Australian Institute of Urban Studies,
suggested in 1983, ‘[p]robably only in Australia are urban densities so universally low
that advantage from increasing them can be automatically assumed’.94
Urban consolidation centres on economic, environmental and social issues,
including the efficient use of infrastructure and land, transport and energy efficiency,
90
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social equitability, resource depletion, air pollution and greenhouse gas emissions.95
Although such issues were (briefly) considered in chapter six, to contextualise the
following discussion it is worth examining the events which gave credence to the
arguments for the consolidation of urban sprawl throughout Australia between the early
1970s and mid-1980s.96 Raymond Bunker, writing in the late 1980s, proposed that
‘recent arguments for containment and consolidation of urban spread’ could be situated
in four categories.97 Summarised briefly, the first of these centred around the 1973 oil
crisis.98 With the rise of fuel prices and the general fear of fuel shortage, planners and
politicians the world over argued for the development of more compact cities, reduced
car usage and intensification of land use.99 The second reason for the increasing interest
in urban consolidation related to the rise of ‘new federalism’ and the lack of capital
funds for urban infrastructure.100 The post-1975 ‘new federalism’ slowed the growth of
Commonwealth payments to the States, thus requiring the redirection of a greater
proportion of state government funds to urban infrastructure.101 In this climate, urban
consolidation, as Searle suggests,
promised savings in infrastructure costs which would address the shortage of
funds for urban development. Not only did higher density development promise
cheaper infrastructure because of shorter length of pipes, wires and roads, but in
inner suburbs new development might have zero infrastructure costs because of
spare capacity left by depopulation.102
Such claims, however, have frequently been contested;103 for example, much of the
physical infrastructure of old suburbs is put under renewed strain when consolidation
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takes place and generally requires major renovation and upgrading. Furthermore, as
Bunker argues, ‘any increase in residential population could require substantial
expenditure and use of land for schools, open space, health and welfare services, and
transport’.104 The third reason for renewed interest in urban consolidation related to a
desire to cater for changing household size and types.105 The fourth reason advanced to
support urban consolidation related to the cost of housing. Higher density housing was
perceived to be cheaper than the detached house and garden because it was less costly to
build per dwelling and required less land and fewer services. Again, however, several
studies have challenged this belief.106 In one way or another each of these arguments led
to the promotion of urban consolidation and the development of numerous policies
concerning multi-unit housing and medium-density developments throughout each of
Australia’s capital cities. Bunker claims that the rise in environmental awareness
throughout the 1970s and early 1980s had little do with the increased move towards
urban consolidation throughout this period.107 Here, an examination of urban
consolidation policies in Canberra and Perth provides some insight into the degree to
which, if at all, the environmental imaginaries of those involved in the urban and
suburban development processes of the 1970s and 1980s had an impact on the move
towards a more consolidated form of urban development.
From the early 1970s, the question of how to achieve more intensive land use in
Canberra became an important issue, both within the NCDC and for specific interest
groups. These concerns arose most prominently from pressures in the land and housing
market, those concerned with the declining population in the inner Canberra area and a
concern with economic use of vacant land in and around inner Canberra.108 The
ambitions of developers who perceived a market for medium density housing also put
pressure on the NCDC to look towards urban consolidation.109
Between 1974 and 1985 the NCDC developed two major policy initiatives
directed towards urban consolidation – ‘urban change’ and ‘infill’. The first policy –
urban change – proposed ‘permitting dual occupancy, small-scale residential
redevelopment and conversions from residential to commercial uses, subject to
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specified development controls’.110 This was triggered by population projections in the
early 1970s which suggested that all identified urban land within the ACT would be
used before the 1990s. Between 1974 and 1977 the NCDC developed four drafts of the
urban change policy, each of which were presented to, and discussed with, the Canberra
public. With public response to each of the proposals minimal, and that received
generally favourable, the NCDC decided to introduce an Urban Change Policy on a
two-year trial basis.111 However, in October 1977 this decision was reversed owing to
reservations voiced by the Department of the Capital Territory in conjunction with the
Commonwealth Chief Valuer.112 Opposition was also voiced by a small number of
community groups, who were concerned about the degree of redevelopment and the
lack of knowledge about the overall implications of redevelopment.113
The second policy – infill114 – was developed as a response to a request by the
then Department of Capital Territory to examine future use of areas of vacant land in
the inner city in order to rationalise expenditure on the maintenance of such land. This
concern coincided with an NCDC Planning Division’s review of residential land
development programmes with a view to the consolidation of urban areas throughout
the city, including ‘consideration of land presently nominated for institutional or other
purposes which might be used for residential purposes’.115 Concentrating on vacant land
considered suitable for residential development, the NCDC envisioned a number of
advantages to the infill programme, including improvements in the local environment,
the efficient use of some underutilised public services and the possibility for more
vibrant and diverse central facilities.116 Public reaction to the infill concept was
significant. As identified in a 1985 study, many Canberra residents
envisage[d] what they had always used as local parkland suddenly occupied by
medium density housing with additional people and cars, and argued that the
peaceful residential environments would be destroyed forever.117
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Further evidence of such concerns can be seen with the proposed development of
Section-100 Yarralumla (Fig. 7.4), which was clearly influenced by the NCDC’s
consolidation policy of infill.
In 1976, Section-100 Yarralumla was identified by the NCDC as a prime
medium density development site.118 In the Draft Policy Plan of 1979 the Commission
proposed that a new medium density development would be undertaken,
consisting of houses up to two storeys, with a visual impression of one storey
when viewed from the southern boundary of Black Street. Visually open
corridors would be left through the development to preserve important views
north-west to north-east. About 90 per cent of existing trees would be retained,
in addition to those incorporated in private gardens.119

Musgrave St.

Black St.

Fig. 7.4: Section 100, bounded by Black and Musgrave streets.120

The NCDC recognised that this land was viewed by many Yarralumla residents as
prime open space with lakeside views, and that such development would lead ‘to loss of
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[this] area as public open space’.121 Nevertheless, it also believed that retaining the area
as open space would only benefit local people, with plans already underway to relocate
Alexandrina Drive and to form an isolated pocket, separate from the larger area
provided at Yarralumla Beach and its hinterland. Rather than the small group of
residents on Black and Musgrave Streets being the only people to benefit from the
amenity and views of the lakeside open space, the NCDC argued that through
development, such benefits would accrue to the new residents of the proposed
development area – approximately 160 to 230 people.122 Further benefits to the suburb
of Yarralumla through the infill concept (as suggested by the NCDC) included:
more efficient utilisation of established community services and engineering
services; greater choice of location and residential style; opportunity for more
people to live closer to their work places, thus reducing the use of energy for
transportation and making cycling or walking to work a more feasible
proposition; and reduced rate burden for the upkeep of uncommitted land, or
alternatively more efficient use of the same resources to provide higher quality
open space over a smaller area.123
At the level of ideas, the NCDC in its planning for Section-100 Yarralumla was clearly
guided by the urban consolidation framework. Its desire to construct medium-density
housing in one of Canberra’s oldest characteristically low density suburbs demonstrates
the extent to which the NCDC saw the concept of urban consolidation as an
economically and socially beneficial mode of urban development. However, ideas are
not always translated into the actual built environment. Despite the Commission’s best
efforts to develop Section-100 as a medium density residential unit,124 many local
Yarralumla residents opposed the development as proposed by the 1979 Policy Plan,
arguing instead for retention of the area as public open space: residents called into
question the ‘need’ for residential development in this particular area and argued that
such development would obscure the amenity and views of local homeowners.125 Public
reaction was possibly also influenced by the slump which hit the Canberra housing
market: with an oversupply of land in newly developed suburbs, the ‘pressure to
develop land which local residents enjoyed as parkland’ proved hard to justify.126 Either
way, public opposition resulted in almost complete abandonment of the idea – as
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already discussed, a small section, conforming to the ideas expressed by the NCDC, was
developed by Harry Seidler between 1982 and 1984.127
The late 1970s and early 1980s was a period of heightened environmental
concern. Yet the potential environmental advantages of urban consolidation, such as
minimising the land used for urban expansion on the outer fringe of metropolitan areas
and protecting agricultural land in close proximity to urban areas,128 were given little
consideration by residents opposing local urban consolidation. The lack of concern for,
or unwillingness to consider, the environmental benefits of increasing residential
density within Yarralumla can plausibly be described as ‘NIMBYism’ – ‘Not In My
Back Yard’. ‘NIMBY’ or ‘NIMBYism’ is the term most commonly used to describe the
phenomenon whereby residents oppose unwanted development – such as manufacturing
plants, chemical companies or in this case, medium density developments – in their own
neighbourhood or town. Those who take this perspective generally see the proposed
benefits of such developments and argue that such facilities need to go somewhere, but
their focus is limited to their ‘location’ and to the perceived threat to property values,
security and neighbourhood amenity.129 Location and amenity were certainly two
factors influencing resident opposition to the proposed development in Yarralumla. Of
particular interest here, however, is the extent to which this concept of NIMBYism is
evident in the environmental imaginary of such residents.
NIMBYism generally finds expression in two forms: economic NIMBYism and
place-oriented NIMBYism.130 The former situates NIMBY ideology in relation to
compensation whilst the latter positions it in relation to an active search for ‘local senseof-place values’. It has often been argued that regardless of the form NIMBY values
take (be they economic or place-orientated), NIMBYism fails to express any genuine
local or environmental sentiments.131 With regard to compensation, NIMBYism often
ceases to be about the common good of communities and instead becomes a mode for
127
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the promotion of socially exclusive interests.132 On the other hand, whilst those
employing NIMBY values at a place-orientated level may express concern for their own
environment, they do not attempt to fight larger environmental issues. For example,
they may fight the burial of hazardous waste in their own town, without opposing the
export of this waste to a Third World country.133 Yet, as Blake points out, the Green
Ban movement, which sought to preserve heritage and environmentally significant sites
throughout Sydney, emerged as a result of local (female) residents’ wishing to prevent
high-density development in their local community. The fact that many of these women
went on to contribute to ‘other environmental and conservation campaigns’134 indicates
that their motivation and interest was not confined solely to their ‘backyard’ despite this
being where their concerns originated.135 Returning then to the imaginaries of those
Yarralumla residents fighting to retain Section-100 as open space, NIMBYism most
certainly motivated public action, particularly in light of the oversupply of land in newly
developed suburbs, yet to suggest that this action was out of self-interest or with little
concern for broader environmental issues may be too critical. For instance, speaking
with Pat and Brian Watson – Yarralumla residents for some 30 years – about the
process of infill, they suggested that although this was an immediate concern for
Yarralumla residents, such residents were also concerned with other (environmental)
issues, including the Molonglo Parkway and the Black Mountain communications
tower.136
Although urban consolidation may be identified as an environmentally
responsive mode of urban planning, from the 1970s through to the early 1980s those
applying consolidation principles within Canberra demonstrated little interest in, or
regard for, the perceived environmental benefits. It was a similar situation in Perth. As
demonstrated in chapters four and five, low density urban development was promoted in
the Perth metropolitan region by the planning system in which the power to determine
residential densities was vested in (generally conservative) local authorities. Although
there is some evidence of a decrease in the average lot size of single detached houses
132
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between the 1950s and mid-1980s,137 neither the strategic Corridor Plan nor the
statutory Metropolitan Town Planning Scheme (in force from 1963), made any major
attempts to encourage consolidated development.138
For much of the early twentieth century, Perth’s urban landscape was
characterised by an urban form dominated by low-density suburban districts.
Stephenson and Hepburn, in their 1955 report, believed that ‘for a long time to come the
majority of families will expect to live in a single house with its own garden’.139 Yet
from the early 1970s onwards, such orthodoxy was tempered with the emergence of
new trends and ideas. Throughout the 1970s there were several experiments with
smaller lot sizes. According to Hedgcock and Hibbs ‘this was first trialled in Perth by a
public sector developer, the Urban Lands Council’, which was set up in Western
Australia by the Whitlam Labor government.140 Under the operations of the Urban Land
Council, lots of approximately 500 square metres were sold throughout the metropolitan
region.141 Although the release of such lots had little impact on the character of Perth’s
suburban landscape, the move by the Lands Council to release such lots, in conjunction
with its development of housing specifically designed to accommodate the limitations
of the lot area, led to the adoption of such initiatives by private building companies.142
Yet despite such initiatives, for most of the 1970s and early 1980s, Perth’s overall
planning frameworks catered principally for the predominant desires of its conservative
residents for the low density single residential environment.
By the mid-1980s, however, with an increased government concern over the
costs associated with servicing the low-density nature of Australia’s urban form,143 a
strong impetus for more widespread changes to the character of Perth’s suburban design
appeared.144 Driven largely by economic pressures to decrease lot sizes, to reduce the
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costs being placed on State public utilities to service the outer suburbs,145 the fivemember group led by Max Neutze to review the Corridor Plan, argued for more
consolidated forms of urban development. The premise of their 1987 report - Planning
for the Future of the Perth Metropolitan Region – was that
[s]uch development can have significant social, economic and life-style benefits
by increasing housing choice, making better use of existing services and
facilities, achieving public sector savings in infrastructure and services and
minimizing the amount of land taken for urban expansion.146
Significantly, this argument for the advantages of urban consolidation lacks any direct
references to the previously discussed environmental benefits. Whilst minimising the
amount of land resumed for urban expansion would go some way towards the
prevention of habitat loss and possibly improve the efficiency of public transport, thus
decreasing emissions, such arguments were not used in support of consolidated
development. In reviewing the transport implications of the Corridor Plan, the Review
Group stated that concern about ‘energy management… and the environment, combined
with continued policies of low-density expansion…’ focused attention on reviewing the
transport proposals contained in the Corridor Plan.147 Furthermore, ‘more consolidated
development coupled with a greater range of housing densities’ would, according to the
Review Group ‘result in more concentrated journey patterns and [thus] encourage a
greater use of public transport’.148 Notably, in the Planning for the Future of the Perth
Metropolitan Region document, the only mention of environmental aspects associated
with more consolidated development related specifically to transport. The imaginaries
evident in this rhetoric concerning consolidated development thus centred
predominantly on economic and social benefits rather than environmental ones.
In a similar vein to the NCDC’s approach to urban consolidation, Planning for
the Future of the Perth Metropolitan Region promoted the ‘infill’ of several inner and
middle suburbs throughout Perth. Taking into account development of remaining large
areas of undeveloped land; the subdivision and infill of large sites and under-utilised
145
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lots; redevelopment at higher densities; and conversion of non-residential zoned land to
residential use, it was estimated that it was possible to accommodate a further 63,000
dwellings within the metropolitan region.149 As the previous discussion of the move
towards consolidated development in Canberra shows, the experience of urban
consolidation and community reaction is varied. Whilst government initiatives set the
framework for urban consolidation policies, local communities and local authorities
were left to implement and live with the results of such policies. A range of
environmental imaginaries can thus be observed: a case in point is the experiences of
urban consolidation within the City of Gosnells where, from as early as the mid-1960s,
there were attempts to increase housing density.
In a survey of submissions regarding rezoning proposals within the City of
Gosnells in 1968,150 it was shown that there were 65 amendments (out of a total of 450)
which related to rezoning land for residential purposes at a medium density coding as
defined in the Residential Planning Codes (otherwise referred to as the R-Codes).151
According to these codes, R 30, which equated to thirty dwellings per hectare or one
dwelling for every 333.33m2 of lot area, was adopted as medium density.152 Under the
Town Planning and Development Act of 1928, any amendments to town planning
schemes (including rezoning) required an advertising period during which a sign had to
be placed on the site advising of the proposal, adjacent landowners were to be advised
directly in writing and a notice was to be placed in the West Australian newspaper. In
doing this, opportunity was given to local residents and community organizations to
comment on planning proposals. In his study of community attitudes to urban
consolidation throughout the Gosnells area, David Ritchings, writing in the early 1990s,
suggested that of the 65 amendments relating to medium density residential
development within the Gosnells municipality, 27 were passed without any comment.153
Of the remaining 38 there were a number of objections covering a variety of issues
including traffic, property value, character, privacy and open space.154
In 1968 a proposal was put forth as part of a larger town planning scheme
amendment for a multiple housing development on lot 1 Odell Street, Thornlie, which
was then a 5,357m2 site. At the time of development this area was characterized by
1960s houses on lots in the order of 800m2 to 900m2. The proposal was advertised for
149
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public comment in September 1969 and attracted many objections from nearby
landowners. Of these responses a number of comments related to increased traffic
levels, disruption of the quiet, ‘garden city’ character of the area, lack of privacy and
concerns over the development of a slum-type atmosphere.155 Similar responses were
raised in the late 1980s when an application was made to rezone lot 11 Fremantle Road,
Gosnells to Residential at the R 30 density to accommodate a ‘medium density villa unit
development’.156 An area characterised predominantly by 1970s and early 1980s single
residences on 700m2 average lots, the proposal to rezone the area for medium density
development of units ranging between 270m2 and 333m2 attracted significant resident
opposition. This opposition centred principally around the additional traffic it would
create and also the amenity of the area, the safety of children playing in the street and,
to a degree, privacy.157 Ian Alexander has revealed similar resident opposition in the
areas of Inglewood, Victoria Park and Wembley. He argues that in each of these areas,
all of which developed in the inter-war or earlier years as single family houses on large
lots, there was evidence of ‘strong feelings against medium-density development’, with
residents opposing such development on the grounds that it would ‘lead to lowering of
the suburban amenity of the area’.158
According to Ritchings, it was a combination of economic, social and
environmental (namely ecological) pressures which underpinned the State government’s
urban consolidation projects.159 In the case of Gosnells, Ritchings argues that the move
towards such development was indeed driven by a desire to cater for a greater variety of
housing preferences and a belief that medium-density development is a more
economically feasible form of urban development, however, there is little evidence to
suggest that such a move was directed by ecological sensibilities. Moreover, as the
resident responses discussed above indicate, there is very little evidence to suggest that
such sensibilities played any part in the consolidation debate. In fact, the Gosnells case
study demonstrates a fairly limited interest in the benefits of consolidation argued for by
its planner-advocates, including transport efficiencies, enhanced sociability or an
improved quality of environment. This limited interest may be a matter of limited
knowledge surrounding the consolidation issue, but it may also be representative of a
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desire of Gosnells residents specifically, and Perth residents more generally, for the
standard low-density suburban environment.160
Evidence thus suggests that, despite a growth in environmental awareness
throughout this period, efforts directed towards urban consolidation lacked the
environmental considerations that those such as Ritchings and others have suggested
formed part of the push towards the development and implementation of urban
consolidation planning policies.161 Whilst the following discussion will show that such
factors did indeed drive later urban consolidation polices, early policies such as those
emerging throughout the 1970s and early 1980s were primarily driven by economic and
social imperatives.

Canberra and Perth 1983-1996:
Green Street Joint Venture & Building Better Cities
The 1980s was an important period for Government evaluation of the standard lowdensity suburban form that dominated the Australian landscape. It was also an important
time for Federal involvement in urban and regional affairs. Approaches to urban
consolidation broadened and diversified throughout the 1980s, and by the early 1990s
there were a range of policies and programmes which loosely constituted the
Commonwealth urban consolidation programme. The most widespread and effective of
these were the Green Street Joint Venture, The Australian Model Code for Residential
Development and Building Better Cities. In the remainder of this chapter I briefly
examine the impact of the Green Street Joint Venture and the Building Better Cities
programme on Canberra and Perth specifically and Australia more generally.162 By
bringing the discussion up to 1996, I demonstrate the degree to which suburban
planning and development throughout the late 1980s and early 1990s responded to a
heightened ecological awareness and how, through the Building Better Cities
programme, the notion of sustainable development came to be a significant influence on
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those responsible for the planning and development of Australian cities and their
suburbs.
The Green Street programme had its beginnings in the early 1980s under the
then Department of Industry and Commerce, followed by the Department of Health,
Housing and Community Services (DHH&CS). Originally labelled the Joint Venture for
More Affordable Housing (JVMAH) and renamed in the late 1980s as The Green Street
Joint Venture, this programme was a co-operative effort of local, State and Federal
governments, service authorities and the private housing industry.163 Its principal aims
were to
bring together and then to disseminate information on approaches to residential
development which … [could] provide more choice to home-buyers, more
variety in residential environments and lower total house-building costs.164
These objectives were centred around the notion of smaller lot sizes, common trenching
of services, constricted road widths, and housing built to the edge of lot boundaries
(‘zero lot lining’).165 Importantly, its policy of ‘zero lot lining’ established that ‘there
were ways to achieve greater efficiencies in the delivery of housing which could still
meet consumer demands for privacy and personal space’.166 Through not building
footpaths – and thus not having nature strips – in front of residences, decreasing lot
sizes, narrower streets and avoiding through traffic, JVMAH sought to demonstrate that
consolidated housing could be cost effective, whilst also maintaining the amenity,
health and safety aspects of each housing estate or suburb.167 At the forefront of its
public promotion were economic benefits of urban consolidation. As a 1987 review of
the initial programme made abundantly clear, the innovation in the Joint Venture was its
ability to provide cost-effective housing, decreasing material and infrastructure costs,
thus allowing for ‘significant and immediate costs savings’.168 For example, in 1983 the
NCDC agreed with the JVMAH Secretariat to incorporate two demonstration estates
within its land development programme. The first of these was the Isabella Plains Estate
in the town of Tuggeranong. Lying three kilometres east of the Tuggeranong town
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centre this, estate included 278 blocks. A 1987 discussion of this development by Neil
Wilson, Project Planner, and Peter Leech, a Senior Town Planner with the NCDC,
stated that its primary objective was ‘to illustrate methods in both design and the use of
materials which reduce costs without loss of amenity’.169 Wilson and Leech argue that
cost savings were made on the planning, design and construction of the estate, of
anywhere between 9 and 20 percent.170 Significantly they do not mention the possible
environmental benefits. Like earlier approaches to consolidation, such as those seen in
the proposal for Section-100 Yarralumla, the driving force of the JVMAH’s approach to
urban consolidation centred around economic efficiency.171
However, as the JVMAH morphed into the Green Street Joint Venture in the late
1980s, the programme’s scope appeared to change. In a Green Street publication, Green
Street—Better Housing Choices for the Nineties and Beyond, it is stated that,
[a]s the name suggests, Green Street developments also reflect environmental
concerns and include open space, landscaping and vegetation. By promoting a
variety of allotment sizes, Green Street is helping to reduce urban sprawl,
conserve energy and save farm land and native bush.172
The same publication further suggested that that the Green Street venture was seeking to
create ‘carefully planned community space’ which ‘enhances the environment and
provides safe areas for leisure and play’.173 Here then we can see the degree to which
the environmental imaginary evident in the Green Street programme sought to couple
environmental issues with ideas of comfort, leisure and recreation. Whilst earlier efforts
directed at urban consolidation centred predominantly on the notion of decreasing lot
sizes so to reduce costs and increase transport and infrastructure efficiency, by the early
1990s a much clearer concern for the environmental benefits of urban consolidation –
including a decrease in land consumption, emissions and increasing energy efficiency –
appeared in planning and policy literature.
In Perth, there were several developments undertaken as a part of the Green
Street Initiative. Here, in the interest of brevity, attention will be drawn to only one.
Poplar Grove, located in Godetia Gardens, Mt Claremont, was a Homeswest/Green
Street project developed on 5.065 hectares of what used to be the Graylands Teachers’
College. There were three R40 sites totalling 13,150m2 and 71 single lots, the sizing of
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which varied from between 300-655m2, with the average being 405m2.174 On each of
the three R40 sites there was a range of dwellings developed ranging in size from
between 50-95m2 for aged persons and family dwelling units, to 110-175m2 for single
dwellings.175 Significantly, under the Australian Model Code for Residential
Development established by the Green Street programme in 1989, specific attention was
given to ensuring that Green Street objectives were incorporated into local town
planning schemes, and that statutory instruments and policy, including local
environmental planning initiatives were incorporated into Green Street development
plans, outline development plans and open space plans. Figure 7.5 shows the potential
relationship of the Model Code with these statutory instruments and policy. Moreover,
lot orientation, as well as house orientation, was an essential element of Green Street’s
efforts towards ecologically based consolidated development. It was suggested that,
where practicable, all lots be ‘orientated to enable… microclimate management,
including the application of energy conservation principles’ (Fig. 7.6).176 In temperate
climates the Green Street initiative aimed to facilitate energy conservation through the
ability to heat/cool the dwelling with the minimum use of energy – using solar access to
heat and sea breezes to help cool.177 In Poplar Grove, houses were situated with a northsouth or east-west orientation and zero lot lines were designated on the western or
southern boundaries, so as to enable energy efficiency.178 In the process of planning and
developing the estate, careful attention was given to the retention of existing vegetation,
including peppermint trees, poplars and eucalypts. There was a total of 6,758m2 (13%)
public open space provided which, at the time, was three percent over the required
provision. There was a belief that this provision would help to preserve native trees.179
In the planning and development of Poplar Grove and other suburbs throughout the
metropolitan region – from its layout to its housing design – the Green Street initiative
thus sought to create residential environments which maintained the privacy and
amenity of standard suburban subdivisions, whilst also increasing housing density and
the environmental quality of its housing through house orientation, energy conservation
and the conservation of native vegetation. While this marks a significant shift in the
degree to which environmental concern underpinned government programmes and
174
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policies directed towards urban consolidation, there was also an overriding desire to
balance this increase in environmental concern with both economic concerns and the
housing preferences of the Australian community.

Fig. 7.5: Relationship between
Model Code and statutory instruments/policy.

Fig 7.6: Housing orientation.180
180

Figs. 6.5 and 6.6, Australian Model Code For Residential Development, p.10, p.16.
- 262 -

Like its predecessor – JVMAH – the promotion of affordable alternative housing
styles was at the forefront of the Green Street programme. While in theory, the
programme did reflect some increase in environmental awareness, the practical
applicability of this awareness was limited. For example, while an increase in open
space was promoted by the programme as an environmental benefit, generally, open
space is linked to the idea of improving ‘quality of life’ through providing community
space for recreation and relaxation rather than increasing ‘environmental’ quality.181
What is more, a three percent increase on the standard 10 percent open space, was
hardly extravagant – Crestwood offered 18 percent. Also, Green Street housing did
provide more attention to orientation and to climatic features, but this was hardly a
‘new’ initiative – Swinger Hill, built in the late 1960s, paid attention to such details, as
did the NCDC in its later planning initiatives. It is perhaps more correct then, to suggest
that Green Street was more about ‘green washing’ than practical ecological design.
Despite a popular increase in environmental concern, such concern was not at the
forefront of the Green Street initiative, but was one of a number of benefits which could
be publically promoted as a positive outcome of urban consolidation. In essence, the
Green Street programme was a public campaign aimed at finding popular acceptance for
consolidation. As argued by Troy, Green Street ‘public relations programmes were
devised to educate the public to accept and even desire the kind of housing resulting
from the policy’.182
However, by 1992 Federal campaigns centred around urban planning and
development in general and urban consolidation in particular, demonstrated a marked
increase in ecologically-based environmental sensitivity. As the environment movement
developed a growing interest in urban issues, including industrial pollution, freeways,
pesticides and sprawl,183 and community-based environmental concern over such issues
also increased,184 the Hawke Labor government sought to develop a Commonwealth
response to the increased social, environmental and economic cost of poorly planned
and managed cities.185 In 1992 the Commonwealth Government, in partnership with the
States, launched the Building Better Cities programme, which came at a time when
181
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‘public awareness of environmental and urban issues was rapidly increasing’.186 In
retrospect, the Better Cities programme sought to ‘further stimulate and focus that
awareness’.187 Seeking to encourage a more integrated planning approach to urban
development, the Building Better cities programme provided federal funds (up to $816
million over five years) to back proposals coming from the States for urban
consolidation, improved transport and urban environmental quality.188 The programme
aimed to provide a greater choice in housing to suit the changing structure of the
population; generate an urban form integrated by more effective transport systems;
reduce urban impacts on the physical environment; and utilise infrastructure more
efficiently.189 Brian Howe, the then federal Minister responsible for Building Better
Cities, suggested that the programme was
not about funding projects. It’s changing the processes of urban management.
We fund area strategies in which a whole range of initiatives are integrated.
With transport, for example, transport nodes will be developed along with
denser and more varied housing, so that people can walk to public transport to
their local shops and community facilities [sic].190
To improve urban environmental quality and create more ecologically sustainable cities
the programme sought to make better use of under-utilised infrastructure and land
through increasing population densities in all suburbs and using infrastructure more
efficiently by way of urban infill. It also sought the rejuvenation of derelict sites and
their use for housing or mixed development.191 Further efforts were directed towards
decreasing emissions and reducing sprawl by improving public transport through
extending rail and bus routes and developing new interchanges.192
In Perth, the Building Better Cities programme helped to develop a new public
transport interchange in Stirling, providing easy access to the city and assisting
commercial and residential development in the area. In Fremantle, a range of public
housing was upgraded and septic systems were replaced with sewerage services, helping
to facilitate housing redevelopment.
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Perhaps the most extensive impact of the

programme came with the redevelopment of the East Perth industrial area, which
received $32 million through the programme. In 1991 the East Perth Redevelopment
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Authority (EPRA) was created under the East Perth Redevelopment Act, to undertake,
promote and coordinate the redevelopment of Claisebrook Cove. Covering
approximately 146 hectares, the Claisebrook Cove project was (and still is) the biggest
inner-city urban renewal project in the State. With approximately 1,450 new homes to
house some 2,500 new residents, Claisebrook Cove was to be one of Perth’s first
sustainable ‘urban villages’.194 The ‘urban village’ concept sought to integrate
residential housing, retail shops, commercial buildings, education facilities and some 22
hectares of recreational parks, open spaces and other public facilities.195 Furthermore,
the urban village concept sought to be more environmentally sustainable in terms of
energy, transport, land use and residential and housing design.196 Public transport was a
key feature of the re-development, which was to be serviced by the free Central Area
Transport (CAT) system. On the former East Perth Gasworks area much consideration
was given to environmental rehabilitation. When the EPRA first commenced its
redevelopment project, ‘the remediation of the Gasworks site was the largest
contaminated site remediation project of its type in Australia’.197 The rehabilitation
programme helped to improve stormwater and groundwater quality, and transformed the
riverside land into recreational land and public open space. Since the mid-1990s,
according to the EPRA, environmentally sustainable building policies have ensured that
all new development in the area is conscious of planning for the future.198
With such attention given to environmental rehabilitation and planning to
improve local environmental quality it is not surprising that the Building Better Cities
programme has often been linked to the sustainability agenda. As McManus suggests,
the programme became ‘associated with sustainability’ because of the 1992 ‘Earth
Summit’.199 The latter part of the programme, particularly in the urban consolidation
cases of East Perth and Pyrmont in Sydney, sought, through the adoption of ‘sustainable
land management practices’, to provide examples of an ‘environmentally sound
physical planning and land-use system’.200 Whilst McManus questions the extent to
which the sustainability agenda influenced the Better Cities Programme by suggesting
194
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that, despite its links to sustainability, ‘the programme was… largely about
infrastructure development … and securing urban votes for the Australian Labor
Party’,201 I would argue that Building Better Cities did also manage to help to raise the
understanding and general level of debate surrounding the notion of urban sustainable
development: the environmental imaginary evident in the Building Better Cities
programme did indeed seek the development of ecologically sustainable cities. Through
the process of urban consolidation, the Better Cities Programme sought to maintain
many of the ideals and values of the standard suburban environment – including single
storey houses with gardens providing privacy and stability – whilst also improving
urban environments, increasing choice in housing style and location and improving
public transport facilities. As a Federal government programme, Building Better Cities
demonstrated the increasing importance of urban environmental issues and helped to
promote such awareness within the broader public.202 Providing funding and guidance
for State initiatives aimed at reurbanising Australian cities and increasing their
sustainability, the Better Cities programme, as the East Perth case-study demonstrates,
helped to turn previously derelict under-utilised land into a thriving community.203
Building Better Cities marked a substantial shift in the degree to which urban
development initiatives were driven by environmental concerns and considerations, and
the degree to which efforts were made to curb the standard suburban sprawl that
dominated each Australian city, whilst also seeking to maintain the key suburban values
desired by so many Australian families. Significantly, however, with the election of the
Howard Coalition Government in 1996, the Building Better Cities programme came to
an abrupt end. The election of the Liberal-National Coalition Government saw the
ascendancy of neo-liberalism and the decline of sustainability as a primary issue of
Federal concern. Moreover, there was a steady withdrawal of Federal involvement in
urban programmes.

The period between 1972 and 1996 was marked by two clear shifts in the environmental
imaginaries of those shaping the suburban landscapes of Canberra and Perth. Between
201
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1972 and 1983, there was an increase in the ecological awareness of those involved in
suburban planning and development. Although in Canberra the NCDC developed its
own ‘environmental planning’ policy, environmental planning in Perth was limited in
its scope and application. The environmental imaginaries evident in the Corridor Plan
did seek to enhance the urban environment, preserve the essential character of the nonurban areas and improve public transport, but economic and social imperatives appear
to have been the principal motivators. Whilst in Canberra, an ecologically-based
approach to suburban planning was developed and in many respects applied, in Perth
there was very little evidence of such application. Moreover, although the NCDC’s
‘environmental planning’ policy responded to the new environmentalism that emerged
in Australia in the 1970s, the impact of this new environmentalism on Perth’s suburban
planning was once again limited. While some evidence suggests that urban
consolidation programmes were influenced by this new environmentalism, such
influence was minimal at best. The environmental imaginaries evident in the policies
directed towards consolidation were once again largely influenced by social, economic
and aesthetic imperatives. Whilst

government

programmes promoted urban

consolidation on the basis of decreasing housing and infrastructure costs, residents and
homeowners opposed such development for aesthetic and amenity-driven reasons,
favouring instead the standard low-density suburban house and garden. Accordingly,
although 1972 to 1983 was a period characterised by an increase in ecological
awareness, and a period in which environmental issues found expression in legislation
and through various government departments, with regard to the imaginaries of those
influencing the shape and development of the suburban landscapes of Canberra and
Perth, this heightened environmental awareness was limited – thus Canberra’s planning,
for example, sought to incorporate this new awareness, whilst Perth’s did not.
Between 1983 and 1996, Government initiatives directed towards urban
consolidation and to reviewing the standard low-density suburban form of Australian
cities, were clearly located in a broader context of environmentalism. As urban
consolidation programmes broadened and diversified, environmental imperatives were
situated at the forefront. Whilst the Green Street Joint Venture was in part a ‘green
wash’ programme rather than a concrete effort to create ecologically-responsive
suburbs, it did implement a number of environmentally-sensitive design principles,
including site orientation and energy conservation features. More significantly, in
helping to fund a range of State initiatives aimed at improving the efficiency of
transport systems, reducing the impact of the built environment on the ‘natural’
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environment and utilising infrastructure more efficiently, the Building Better Cities
programme capitalised on the emerging concept of sustainability and helped to further
stimulate interest in, and focus environmental awareness on, the urban environment.
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Conclusion
Extending Our Environmental Imagining:
A Sustainable Future for Australian Suburbs
This study of the planning and development of Canberra’s and Perth’s suburban
landscapes provides insights into the ways in which suburban planning practices of the
past were shaped not only by the dominant economic, social and political interests of
the day, but also by dominant imaginings of the environment. What follows is a brief
summary of the principal environmental imaginaries involved in Canberra’s and Perth’s
suburban planning from the late 1940s through to the mid-1990s. This offers a brief
examination of shifting environmental sensibilities and the contexts within which such
sensibilities arose. These differing environmental sensibilities are then situated within
three historical phases, each characterised by the differing, dominant imaginings of
‘environment’.1 This provides a nuanced history of the environmental sensibilities
shaping Canberra’s and Perth’s suburban landscapes, offering insight into conceptual
continuities and emergent alternative understandings of the environment in Australian
suburbia.
In Canberra between the early 1900s and early 1970s there was a range of often
competing environmental imaginaries. Some of these were transient in nature, whilst
others had a lasting impact on the city’s planning. For example, between 1908 and the
early 1920s, picturesque values of those such as Hugh Mahon and Marion Mahony, and
the more aesthetic and marginally ecological values of Walter Burley Griffin,
dominated understandings of the environment. For much of the early twentieth century,
these picturesque and aesthetic sensibilities accentuated the landscape features of the
Canberra region and incorporated them into the city’s physical design. Throughout this
period ‘garden city’ ideals were also influential. For those such as Sulman, the Federal
Capital Advisory Committee (FCAC) and the Federal Capital Planning Committee
(FCPC), emphasis was placed on orderly development and residential design as it
related to the creation of both a healthy and picturesque urban environment. For the
National Capital Development Commission (NCDC), there was a strong desire to
maintain the ‘garden city’ character of the city as established under Sulman. By the
1960s, the NCDC looked to the suburbs (based on ‘garden city’ design principles) in an
effort to promote stability and produce contented citizens.
1
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A ‘landscape rationale’ also figured prominently in the environmental imaginary
of the NCDC. Adopting a holistic approach to the planning of the urban environment,
the NCDC sought to integrate landscape and architecture so as to achieve a suburban
environment harmoniously situated in relation to its immediate surrounds. Whilst much
of Canberra’s suburban planning was centrally administered – through planning
committees and organisations such as the FCPC and the NCDC – private architectural
and design firms were often employed to undertake specific development projects: Ian
McKay and Partners, for example, were employed to undertake Canberra’s first
substantial medium-density development. Ian McKay’s environmental imaginary
exhibited an emerging ecological awareness concerned principally with matters of
topography and housing orientation. Not only were houses oriented with regard to the
climatic conditions of the Woden Valley, but design elements, such as louvered
windows, were incorporated as a means of controlling thermal comfort.
Significantly, prior to the 1970s picturesque visions of the landscape, coupled
with an overriding concern for the development of a garden city-style national capital,
dominated the planning of the city’s suburban landscapes. Whilst the specific
imaginaries of those such as Mahon, Sulman and McKay were shaped by their own
cultural and intellectual contexts, similar environmental sensibilities were reflected in
Canberra’s later suburban planning. Throughout the 1970s and 1980s the NCDC
remained committed to its national capital philosophy and to its desire to create a
picturesque ‘garden city’. The NCDC’s landscape rationale also gained greater
prominence throughout this period as it was thrust to the forefront of the Commission’s
‘environmental planning’ policy. The NCDC’s planning throughout this period also
drew quite heavily on Griffin’s. For example, Griffin’s early work on the capital sought
to create a city suited to its climate and ‘natural’ surrounds. The NCDC’s
‘environmental planning’ policy demonstrated a more refined and comprehensive
concern with such matters. It would be accurate then to suggest that throughout the
1970s and 1980s much of the NCDC’s planning demonstrated a refinement of not only
its own earlier ideas and environmental values, but also those of Griffin, Sulman and the
FCPC.
Similar imaginaries and a similar progression can be seen in the planning of
Perth. Throughout the early twentieth century, Perth’s suburban planning reflected the
environmental imaginaries of a range of actors, including industry, government and
private planners. In the planning for Kwinana, industrial ideology, economics and
modernist town planning influenced the environmental imaginaries of those seeking to
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produce a new well-planned suburb situated near Cockburn Sound. Whilst the AngloIranian Oil Company, influenced by industrial paternalism, and the State Housing
Commission, influenced by environmental determinism, imagined a clean and orderly
residential suburb conducive to the productivity of the company employees, Margaret
Feilman, coupling the best techniques of post-war planning (based on the
neighbourhood unit) with local landscape features, imagined the development of a
healthy, safe and aesthetically pleasing suburban environment.
Throughout the 1960s deterministic sensibilities continued to influence Perth’s
suburban planning. Ron Sloan’s planning of Crestwood for example, adhered to the
earlier deterministic visions of the environment seen in the ‘garden city’ planning of
Canberra and the even earlier planning for Radburn New Jersey (USA). There were also
a number of similarities between Sloan’s desire to create a well-planned, non-orthodox
suburb in a bush setting, and the work of Margaret Feilman. Both Feilman (operating
some 20 years earlier) and Sloan saw the opportunity to retain generous open spaces as
a means of providing a pleasant living environment, whilst also retaining much of the
area’s native vegetation. Whilst their motivations may have differed slightly, both were
influenced by aesthetic and deterministic sensibilities. Yet whilst these examples
demonstrate the durability of environmentally deterministic and aesthetic planning
ideas, it is important to note that there were also divergences.
On paper, Perth’s suburban planning between the early 1970s and mid-1980s
responded to an emerging environmentalist agenda. The Corridor Plan established in
1970 was, in theory, underpinned by an environmental imaginary in which sprawl was
reduced, public transport was increased and natural resources were protected. However,
in reality the Corridor Plan was primarily driven by economics, the perceived need to
manage future growth and a desire to create an effective transportation system based
principally on the private automobile. Thus evidence of an emerging ecological
awareness was an unintended outcome rather than a result of deliberate actions.
Compared to Canberra’s planning, where the NCDC consciously sought to develop a
more ecologically minded planning system, in Perth, prior to the late 1980s, planning
continued to centre on the traditional focus of managing future growth and
development.2 Much of the suburban planning that occurred throughout this period
reflected similar deterministic and aesthetically aware environmental imaginaries of
earlier eras. It also reflected the emergence of an amenity driven approach. For example,
2
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the Corridor Plan sought to enhance the urban environment whilst preserving the
essential character of the non-urban areas.3 In theory, this was directed towards
ecological and conservation ends, such as preventing urban sprawl and protecting water
resources and areas of agriculture. However, the overriding concern with providing
access to ‘open countryside’ and preserving the Perth landscape for community
enjoyment, demonstrate the degree to which the concept of amenity influenced the
environmental imaginaries of those shaping Perth, as well as the degree to which
deterministic and aesthetic-based thinking of one planning era may persist in another.
By the late 1980s, with an increased focus on urban consolidation policies,
environmental concern for Australia’s suburbs took on a decidedly more ecological
tone. Although early efforts directed towards urban consolidation lacked concrete
concern for matters of energy efficiency, resource depletion, air pollution or greenhouse
gas emissions,4 with the development of State and Federal Government programmes,
such as the Green Street Joint Venture and Building Better Cities, there was a clear shift
towards planning policies seeking, at least in theory, to balance ecological concern with
economics and residential amenity. The Green Street programme for example, claimed
its intention was to ‘reduce urban sprawl, conserve energy and save farm and native
bush’5 whilst also creating residential environments which maintained the privacy and
amenity of standard suburbs. Although the Green Street Joint Venture essentially sought
to promote the idea of urban consolidation as an economically and socially acceptable
alternative to standard suburban living,6 it did, in part, also provide insights into the
ways in which good urban design could provide more ecologically responsive housing.
Of more significance to the ecological agenda, however, was the Building Better
Cities programme, which helped to ‘stimulate and focus’ public awareness of urban
environmental issues.7 Over a five year period this programme sought to encourage
State proposals for urban consolidation projects, improve transport and improve urban
environmental quality.8 At the macro level the Building Better Cities programme
imagined the development of ecologically sustainable cities. At the micro level, urban
3
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consolidation projects were the imagined means of improving the urban environment,
increasing housing choice and style while maintaining many of the ideals of the
standard suburban environment, including privacy and stability.
Between the late 1940s and mid-1990s, there were a range of environmental
imaginaries, acting in contingent and complex ways, which together shaped the
suburban landscapes of Canberra and Perth. It is possible to situate these varying
imaginaries within three phases of environmental understanding. The first of these is
characterised by deterministic understandings of the environment, the second is
concerned principally with amenity, whilst the third sees environmental understandings
shaped by ecological and sustainable awareness. Significantly, these three phases do not
neatly succeed each other. Rather they coexist: older ideas persist as new ideas are
brought into play.9

Late 1940s – mid-1970s: the heyday of determinism.
Throughout the early twentieth century a belief that the environment shapes people
dominated ‘environmental’ concern. For practical environmentalists, including many
reformers and planners, there was a strong belief that the environment could have a
beneficial effect on individuals and societies. The problems these environmental
determinists sought to address were brought into focus in an urban setting: the city itself
was long viewed as the cause of physical and moral degeneration. In Britain, destitution
and squalor were seen as negative by-products of the increasing urbanisation of the midto-late nineteenth century and many reformers and planners looked to the environment
of rural England as a source of health and goodness.10 Planners, politicians and
developers alike imagined housing society in relation to ‘nature’ as a means of creating
healthy, morally respectable people.
In Canberra, the ‘garden city’ principles espoused by Sulman and the FCAC
sought to improve amenity and provide for orderly suburban development. Prior to the
1970s, aesthetics, social and moral health were expressed as key environmental issues to
be addressed in suburban planning and development. In the planning for Swinger Hill,
there were strong remnants of the earlier deterministic thinking, which coupled
suburban houses and gardens with the behaviour, values and experiences of those who
9
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inhabit them. Although Swinger Hill was the first substantial move away from the
standard low-density suburban developments that dotted the Canberra landscape, the
NCDC’s planning for Woden itself sought to retain the ‘garden city’ principles seen in
Canberra’s earlier planning and placed emphasis on orderly development, substantial
open space and providing three bedroom houses and private gardens. Likewise, the
planning of Crestwood reflected strong deterministic sensibilities. Despite the
emergence of an increasing ecological concern throughout the 1970s, Sloan’s Radburnstyle development echoed earlier deterministic planning ideologies, in seeking to
increase community engagement (as well as fostering comfort and convenience)
through a pleasing suburban environment.
Importantly, an aesthetic appreciation of the landscape underpinned much of
these deterministic sensibilities. In the planning for Yarralumla, for example, an
overriding association with rural imagery and an attempt to create a picturesque
environment as an imagined means of establishing a well balanced community, was
reflected in the environmental imaginaries of those responsible for the suburb’s layout
and landscaping. Although the work of A.V. Jennings was largely devoid of any such
environmental concern, the planning of Canberra itself was long shaped by aesthetic
and deterministic sensibilities, and it was these sensibilities that proved the most
dominant in the planning of Yarralumla. An aesthetic appreciation of the environment
was also a dominant force in the shaping of Crestwood. Ron Sloan exhibited a clear
belief in the ameliorative powers of situating society in an aesthetically pleasing
suburban environment. By situating all houses facing onto landscaped parks, Sloan
sought to provide, via a well planned suburban environment, a refuge from work and
modern life.
The environmental imaginaries of those shaping the suburban planning and
development of Canberra and Perth throughout this period were thus influenced by a
general understanding of the environment specifically linked to an aesthetic
appreciation of local landscapes and a belief that both physical and moral benefits could
be derived from situating new suburban developments in relation to ‘nature’. Whilst the
expression of such understandings differed in each of the four case studies according to
their social and political, not to mention spatial and temporal, contexts, aesthetics and
public health and comfort were at the forefront of environmental concern.
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1970s – mid-1980s: amenity and an emerging environmentalist agenda
By the early 1970s, with a strong emphasis on managing growth and guiding future
urban expansion, the environment was linked principally to the idea of amenity –
imagining the environment as a utility for deriving comfort and pleasure, and also as an
economic resource. Despite the emergence of an international environment movement
and the escalation in Australia of various environmental campaigns, the environment
was treated primarily in functional terms: it was both an amenity to be protected, and a
resource. In Perth’s corridor planning for example, certain areas were preserved for
economic advantage, whilst others were preserved for the greater enjoyment of society.
Moreover, in a functional way, the ‘natural’ landscape was used to dictate the shape and
direction of future urban form. Whilst the corridors themselves were structured in
relation to geographical features, including the coastal belt, the Darling Escarpment and
the Mundaring hills, the non-urban wedges were an imagined means of providing
contact with ‘nature’ and limiting sprawl.11 The environment, as imagined in the
Corridor Plan, was thus linked principally to the idea of landscape as a functional and
amenable setting for future urban growth.
By the mid-to-late 1970s, in Canberra at least, there was a shift towards a vision
of the environment which reflected changes in professional thought and popular concern
in response to the growth of the environmentalist agenda. Whilst aesthetic sensibilities,
including an appreciation of ‘natural’ beauty and pleasing landscapes (derived from
understandings of the picturesque), continued to influence the environmental imaginary
of the NCDC, there appeared a greater open-mindedness to the impact of development
on the ‘natural’ environment,12 and an active environmental care, seeking to work with
the ‘natural’ environment and preserve natural resources. While the NCDC’s earlier
residential planning process demonstrated some concern for topography and vegetation,
throughout the 1970s the NCDC’s ecological and physiographic surveys attributed
greater significance to such elements, actively incorporating ecological knowledge into
the processes of suburban planning. Throughout the 1970s the NCDC’s environmental
imaginary responded to the emerging environmentalist agenda, placing greater emphasis
on the ecological, rather than the aesthetic, elements of Canberra’s landscapes.
A further area for consideration of the shifting nature of environmental
sensibilities throughout this period is that of urban consolidation. As argued in chapter
seven, there is little evidence that the potential environmental advantages of urban
11
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consolidation, including minimising land for urban expansion, protecting agricultural
land and reducing emissions, were, throughout this period, significant factors in the
push towards more dense development. As the spectre of urban consolidation rose, with
initiatives such as that seen in the planning for Swinger Hill (ACT) and the early
attempts in Gosnells (WA), suburban residents in both Canberra and Perth demonstrated
clear opposition to the idea. In Canberra, residents were keen to retain their public parks
and open spaces in order to maintain the low-density, picturesque ‘garden city’
atmosphere, whilst in Perth, suburban residents were more concerned with retaining
their privacy, safety and pleasant surrounds. Although NIMBY values may have had
some part to play in this resistance to consolidation initiatives, the threat to the longheld cultural tradition, which has seen ideas of the good life situated in the suburban
house and garden, may also have driven public opposition. Despite an increase in
environmental awareness throughout the 1970s, consolidation initiatives were pursued
by government and planners for their (perceived) economic and social qualities, while
residents opposed such initiatives on amenity grounds.
Throughout the 1970s the emergence of ecologically sensitive suburban design
was spatially, economically and politically contextual. In Perth, emphasis was placed on
managing future growth and development.13 Economic imperatives and a focus on
transport planning largely precluded any deliberate focus on ecological issues. In
Canberra, the NCDC sought to balance its concern for the amenity issues outlined above
with a broader concern for the impact of urban development on the environment.
Significantly, in both Canberra and Perth, suburban planning, including efforts directed
towards urban consolidation, embodied a mixture of aesthetic and amenity
considerations inherited from earlier periods.

Late 1980s – mid-1990s: towards ecological suburbia
Prior to the 1980s wilderness and forestry issues tended to dominate the Australian
environmentalist agenda. Urban issues found clear expression in European and
American movements, however Australian environmental activists tended to adopt ‘a
preservationist rather than a conservationist ideological stance’, waging campaigns over
the woodchipping, mining and damming of wilderness areas.14 From the late 1980s
13
14
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onwards, however, there appeared an increase in concern over urban issues. As argued
by Hutton and Connors, throughout the 1980s, within the environmental movement
specifically and wider community more generally, there appeared a more
‘comprehensive approach to sustainable development’, with a focus on ‘energy use,
industrial pollution, waste management strategies, agricultural pesticide use, and
reduction of car dependence in cities’.15
As already suggested, the 1980s was an important era in the critical evaluation
of the low-density suburban form of Australian cities. As argued by Collins, the
evolution in urban planning that began in the late 1980s represented the first serious
challenge to the suburban status quo.16 For many planners, politicians and intellectuals,
urban consolidation was an imagined solution to the perceived problems of Australia’s
low-density ‘sprawling’ cities. The following quotation from a 1993 ABC radio series
on urban consolidation and sustainability provides a pertinent insight into the way in
which urban consolidation, in an era of growing dismay over the future of our cities,
was looked to as a beacon of light:
Australian cities have reached a mid life crisis. Two hundred years after
European invasion and the beginnings of urban development in this country, we
are looking down at the sprawling belly of our cities and exclaiming, ‘Oh my
God, how did that happen?’ We are full of regret for our gluttonous consumption
of space and now we are questioning the ideology on which our lifestyle has
been based. This middle-aged spread has been bugging us for quite some time
… At the moment you could say as a nation we are in therapy, slowly coming to
terms with the consequences of our overindulgence while developing a new
philosophy to get on with our life. We know it won’t solve all our problems, but
one of the cornerstones of that new outlook is urban consolidation.17
By the early 1990s there was fairly wide agreement that urban densities would have to
be increased and ‘urban growth contained for a variety of social, economic and
environmental reasons.’18 The health of the country was at stake and urban
consolidation was the (perceived) saviour.
With the emergence of broad sweeping Federal Government schemes aimed at
promoting urban consolidation, and a growing popular concern for the environmental
impact of sprawling cities, throughout the late 1980s and early 1990s ecological
concerns coalesced with amenity issues in the environmental imaginaries of those
responsible for shaping suburban development. Whilst a utility-driven approach to
part of a world-wide phenomenon to protect the historic and environmental heritage of Sydney and was one of the
first large-scale urban environmental campaigns within Australia.
15
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landscape persisted, by the late 1980s planners throughout the world were seeking to
‘green’ their developments.19 With the widespread adoption of Environmental Impact
Statements (EIS) and government legislation aimed at regulating environmental
planning controls, the planning profession developed its own environmental agenda,
much of which centred on the environmental benefits of urban consolidation. The
Building Better Cities programme in particular, demonstrated how governments were,
to some degree, willing and indeed actively taking on the agenda of environmental
sustainability.
In Australia, where there exists a growing literature criticising the energy
inefficiency, waste and pollution of our low-density, suburbanised cities,20 the
sustainability agenda, as promoted most prominently through the Brundtland Report,
has found a receptive audience. As discussed in chapter two, from at least the early
1980s there was lively debate over the form of Australian cities centred predominantly
on the social, economic and environmental advantages and disadvantages of high versus
low density housing. This debate is now strongly linked to the sustainability agenda.21
As argued by Davison, ‘[t]he 1990s, not surprisingly, saw urban consolidation presented
as a technical strategy capable of realising sustainable development objectives’.22
Whether or not this was the case is debatable. As Davison himself has suggested, the
impact of urban consolidation policies on the ‘ecological sustainability of Australian
cities appears to have been both limited and mixed’.23 While some studies have
demonstrated much lower per capita road provisions and lower water use per capita in
higher density residential areas,24 others have demonstrated that higher density housing
19
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is often no more sustainable than its low density counterpart, due to inefficient public
transport, increased noise pollution and poor energy efficiency.25 The possible
sustainability derived from urban consolidation is, however, an ongoing discussion and
one which is beyond the scope of this thesis. What I wish to consider here are the
environmental imaginaries driving this debate.
From the late 1980s through to the mid-1990s, the environmental sensibilities
associated with the shape and form of Australia’s suburban landscapes demonstrated a
marked shift towards ecological sustainability. Planning policies and initiatives – as far
as economic imperatives would allow – sought to provide alternative structural models
that would reduce energy consumption, water use and pollution levels.26 That said,
earlier understandings of the environment persisted. As planners and developers
attempted to increase density whilst also maintaining suburban amenity, homeowners
continued to associate the environment with the creation and preservation of
aesthetically pleasing suburbs. Moreover, in both Canberra and Perth, an aesthetic
appreciation of the local landscape was reflected in a range of planning policies. Yet, in
general, it appears that within the dominant suburban planning paradigms,
environmental issues were conceived largely in ecological and sustainable terms.

‘Environment’ and suburbs: continuity and change
Between the late 1940s and mid-1990s, as demonstrated here, there were three phases
within which the environment was imagined. These three phases are reflected in the
planning and development of Canberra’s and Perth’s suburban landscapes. For much of
the post-war period environmentally deterministic sensibilities influenced the
imaginaries of planners, developers and politicians alike. By the early 1970s there was a
shift towards an understanding of the environment principally linked to amenity.
Although there was a hint of an emerging ecological sensibility, this period largely
positioned concern for the environment as it related to an aesthetic and utilitarian
appreciation of the landscape as a setting for future urban growth. By the mid-1980s this
amenity-driven understanding of the environment shifted towards the contemporary
environmental agenda, and urban planning became concerned (in part) with creating
ecologically sustainable cities. Whilst debate over the shape and form that such cities
would take dominated public opinion and concern, throughout this era the environment
was generally understood in terms of a broader sustainability agenda.

25
26
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As this study has demonstrated, there are diverse ways of imagining the
environment. We should not be surprised by this. Environmental sensibilities are shaped
by their differing social, economic and political contexts. For example, in Canberra in
the late 1940s and early 1950s, pressures of an immense housing shortage and the
political demands of creating a national capital that the country could look to with pride
influenced not only the processes of constructing a new suburb, but also the imaginaries
of those responsible for such processes. In Western Australia, economic development
and industrial expansion (as well as population expansion) were the motivators for
suburban development. In an era of heightened economic awareness, the development
of a ‘new town’ such as Kwinana was perceived as catalyst for substantial economic
growth. While understandings of environment change over time, it is important to
recognise that such change is in fact a gradual process – older ideas do not simply
subside as new ways of thinking emerge.
In tracing the lineage of the shifting nature of environmental concern, we can see
that a similar approach to the treatment and understanding of the environment run
throughout the periods and places under examination here, and predate debates over the
sustainability of Australian cities. There is a continuity in thinking that suggests that,
despite the emergence of ecology, the reshaping of the environmentalist agenda in the
1970s and 1980s and the emergence of the ideology of sustainability, individual
preferences for a suburban house and garden, for a private automobile and a desire to
live in aesthetically pleasing surrounds have long influenced the environmental
imaginaries of those residing in and shaping the suburbs. Although some environmental
imaginaries, particularly those of planners, responded to the rise of environmentalism
and the later emergence of sustainability, the dominance of the suburban way of life,
based on low-density, private, individual homes and gardens, has long overshadowed
concerns for the environmental impact that such forms of residential living may – or
indeed are likely to – have on the environment. In this sense, in the absence of
mechanisms to compel people (other than public housing tenants) to live in particular
places and in particular styles of housing, planners, architects and developers are only
able to realise their imagined environments to the extent that they match those of
prospective residents.

Final Words
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This thesis provides an example of ways in which environmental history may be
relevant to contemporary debate about sustainability. In 2006 Phil McManus argued for
the importance of understanding past decisions and actions that have led to the ‘current
scenario of cities that are unsustainable’ so as to learn from previous attempts and to
‘develop a sense of humility about … current endeavours’.27 If in Australia we are to
move towards sustainable cities, as McManus suggests we must first understand the past
decisions and actions, and the diversity of environmental understandings that have led
to the current shape of Australian cities including, as this thesis has demonstrated, their
suburbs. In so doing, we can identify the ways in which suburban planning has, in the
past, identified or ignored environmental considerations, and gain a greater
understanding of the ways in which changing understandings of the environment have
impacted on the planning and development of suburban landscapes. Awareness of and
research into the environmental history of Australia’s suburban landscapes can help to
inform and enrich present moves to recast Australia’s urban landscapes as sustainable.
This thesis has endeavoured to show how the post-war suburban landscapes of
Canberra and Perth were influenced by a range of factors, including political and
economic circumstances, individual desires and personal aspirations, and importantly,
differing understandings of the environment. In the late 1940s, the post-war housing
shortage, modernist building techniques, ‘garden city’ ideals and a longstanding
picturesque tradition shaped the development of Yarralumla. In the early 1950s,
industrialisation, economics and post-war planning ideology were coupled with
environmental determinism and an aesthetic appreciation of the south west’s native
flora to shape the suburban development of Kwinana. By the late 1960s, ‘garden city’
ideals, aesthetics – still largely based on the picturesque – and a desire to provide
greater housing choice for Canberra residents, led to the first medium density
development in Canberra: Swinger Hill marked the beginnings of more dense
development in Canberra and the first movement towards more ecologically-oriented
suburban design. In the early 1970s, Ron Sloan began development on Crestwood, in
which environmental determinism, aesthetics and a vision for a superior, communityoriented residential environment were coupled with Radburn design principles to
produce a unique suburb within Western Australia. In tracing the often complex, opaque
system of collective (if unequal) decision-making that allows, planners, architects,
landscape designers, builders, residents and government to shape (in varying degrees)
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the landscape in their own manner, as demonstrated here, it is possible to discern the
degree to which suburban landscapes in the past have been shaped by and have
responded to differing understandings of the environment, which themselves are the
product of changing social, political and economic concerns.
Although environmental debate over the form of Australian cities was thrust to
prominence in the late 1980s and early 1990s, at different times and in different social
and institutional contexts, the work of those concerned with the physical shape and
layout of the suburbs has responded to shifting environmental sensibilities. Aesthetics,
determinism, amenity, ecology and sustainability are a few of the ways in which the
environment is understood. In one era or another, such understandings influenced the
environmental imaginaries of those shaping Canberra’s and Perth’s suburban
landscapes. Significantly, however, in many instances these imaginaries were translated
into reality only so far as they adhered to the dominant housing preferences of
Australian society.
This thesis adds to the history of the development of an Australian
environmental consciousness. It enhances our understanding of the ways in which those
shaping suburban spaces and those residing in such spaces have imagined the
environment and have sought to reshape it. Within Australia’s suburban landscapes
there is diversity in and coexistence of understandings of the environment. The
changing nature of environmental concern, coupled with changing spatial and temporal
contexts, produce different suburban spaces, and yet similarities exist within each of
these spaces. This is significant as it helps to explain present suburban landscapes and
inform visions of future suburban development.
A work such as this cannot help but raise as many questions as it answers. One
is hopeful that an opportunity will arise for further research in the area. While this thesis
has uncovered a range of environmental imaginaries and ways of understanding the
environment, it would be helpful to know more, provided source materials are available,
about gendered environmental imaginaries. While this study revealed only similarities
in gendered understandings of the environment,28 it has been argued that women and
men often exhibit different environmental sensibilities.29 There exists room for such an
assertion to be considered within the context of suburban planning and development. It
28
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would also be beneficial to further consider class dimensions within such a context. For
example, a more detailed examination of class and shifting environmental sensibilities
would further enhance our understandings of the social contexts in which environmental
imaginaries exist and evolve. Moreover, while much work has been done on the
political, economic and, to some degree, environmental context of suburban
development within each of Australia’s capital cities, little has been done on the history
of suburban development in our tropical north. Such work would form an important
point of comparison with urbanisation in Australia’s southern temperate environment,
leading to a better understanding of the role of the environment itself in suburban
planning.
In Australia, sustainable cities will not be based on a new visionary planning
ideology. They will not be based on urban villages nor will they be based solely on
highly urbanised centres. Sustainable cities will not be built anew. In Australia, future
sustainable cities will be based on the fundamental building blocks of our urban
landscapes: they will be based on our suburbs. The suburbs are the dominant residential
preference of numerous Australian homeowners and tenants – it is unlikely that this will
change. Throughout the last 50 years, ideas of the environment and what is deemed to
be an ‘environmental good’ have played a part in shaping suburbia. Now, in this era of
sustainability, we need to find new ways of making such places, existing and new,
sustainable. In understanding the diverse factors that have, throughout history, shaped
suburban landscapes, it is possible to develop an information base from which to make
informed decisions regarding suburban futures.
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