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PO Box 233 

MILSONS POINT 

 NSW 1565 

20 April 2019 

 

Standing Committee on Environment  

and Transport and City Services,  

Legislative Assembly for the ACT,  

GPO Box 1020  

Canberra ACT 2601 

 

Dear Committee Members 

 

COAT OF ARMS FOR THE ACT  

- OR IS A BRAND MARK BETTER? 
 

The observations in this submission are numbered for ease of any future reference.  

 

QUESTION 1 
 

DOES THE ACT NEED ITS OWN COAT OF ARMS AS DISTINCT FROM THE PRESENT COAT 

OF ARMS OF THE CITY? 

 

1.1 IN FAVOUR OF A NEW COAT OF ARMS FOR THE TERRITORY  

 

1.2 The city of Canberra is not coterminous with the territory created for 

it.  But the ACT Government is, and it is in this sense that the ACT 

lacks the insignia in the full heraldic and somewhat cluttered 

Achievement that five States and two other Territories have (Northern 

Territory and Norfolk Island (right). [South Australia replaced its 

1936 arms in 1984]. 

 

1.3 The Arms of the city of Canberra are of this kind, cluttered and 

redolent of foreign, albeit historical, symbolism, saying little for or 

about local symbolism.   

 

1.4 This quaintness has been foisted onto the blue and gold flag which 

does double duty for both city and the Territory – an aspect not 

carefully thought through in 1993. 

 

 

1.4 AGAINST CHANGE 

 

That other Australian territories do have, or have to have, emblems of this cluttered kind is 

immaterial for the ACT unless as camouflage for intended or desired political changes prompted 

from republican sentiments.  An Australian republic is not the foregone conclusion many think it is 

or ought to be – nor are other options unthinkable.  Our recent history should not be dismissed 

cavalierly, while the whole Indigenous issue has not been resolved, and will take more than symbolic 

gestures to do so. That is not a reason however to ignore appropriate symbolism. 

 

 

 FLAGS 
AUSTRALIA 
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QUESTION 2  
 
APPROPRIATE SYMBOLS 

 

2.1 In its original intent and context, “The People” refers of course not only to the people of one place 

(the ACT) but to all Australians – the whole nation.  Once dismissed as “good sheep paddocks ruined”, since 

its foundation in 1913, and especially in the past 50 years, Australia’s “Bush Capital” has evolved.  Canberra 

has yet to fill its entire allocated territory and, fitting for a city where real people 

live, never will. n a new emblem or brandmark, the olive-green Australian 

eucalyptus might be rescued from its obscurity behind the quaint portcullis.  The 

original bucolic setting remains through the careful allocation and reservation of 

what this writer will call Wattleland – green spaces for golden lives, suggesting 

part of a revised colour palette. Nor to forget the luminous Bluebell, in the past 

suggested to replace the heraldic Arms on the Territory flag. (However, literal 

floral emblems seldom work on flags – see Vexillogistics: An Illustrated and Practical Guide to Flag 

Design (Flags Australia 2015) and this example: the flag of Brussels Capital Region, Belgium purporting to 

depict an Iris. 

 

2.2 Symbolism Wattle 

Golden Dawn as the symbol of Federation – and a Federal Capital 

Royal Bluebell – floral emblem 

Ngunnawal people  

Federal star 

Burley Griffin’s vision  

Parliamentary triangle 

Snow on the Brindabella Range 

Brush-Tailed Rock Wallaby (the long tail will challenge heraldic symmetry)  
 

Colours Blue, gold (heraldic colours of the Commonwealth), green and gold 

 

3.0  THE OTHER ISSUE 
 

A supplementary question arises:  

Should focus be (first) on the flag rather than the Arms?   Or attend to both? 

Flags and Coats of Arms are analogously related but quite distinct artefacts.   

The States and Territories have Arms and flags – none of the flags replicate the Coats of Arms.   

Fixing the Arms does not necessarily fix the flag – as elaborated below. 

 

3.2 Not quite a Banner of Arms, the current flag is a heraldic logotype of dense detail difficult to 

discern, and as noted by many, with little relevance or resonance to the people who actually live in 

Canberra and make it the increasingly interesting place it is.  Does the ACT need a brandmark? 

 

3.3 ANALOGOUS EMBLEMS 
 
3.4 The distinction within the Australian Capital Territory between a purpose-built  

Capital and its real estate and the real people who keep it functioning will 

determine what symbol is appropriate to either.   
 
3.5 In that context it can be noted that the device (and its derivative flag) for 

Washington DC relates to both the city and the Federal Territory (The District of 

Columbia) that contains it.  The full Arms (of George Washington’s family) are 

usually cut back to just the shield. That in turn provided the design for the flag, 

which represents the territory, Washington DC. The symbolism is not obvious,  

but the flag is instantly recognised for what it is.  

And flags are symbols, not literal landscapes. 
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3.6 The parallel with the ACT is relevant. This submission recommends a 

similar simplicity as more likely to be taken up in advertising and 

promotion, as has proven the case also in Chicago.  Especially in its form as 

a flag, the symbols of bars and stars has evolved from its original in 1917 to 

be accepted as the brandmark of the entire city, displayed on both joyful 

and sombre occasions.  Again, the symbolism is not obvious, but usage has 

created familiarity and familiarity has entrenched it. 

 

4.0 HERALDRY AND VEXILLOGRAPHICS 

 

4.1 Coats of Arms - as distinct from flags - require at least minimal heraldic input.  Unlike Canada and 

South Africa, Australia does not (yet) have its own Bureau of Heraldry, relying still on the College 

of Arms in London. The Coat of Arms of Canberra, archaic and foreign as it may seem, was 

carefully constructed by such heraldic expertise. Ideas and designs were invited from the public in 

1993 for the design of the ACT flag, with some suggesting a Royal Bluebell, to be of more local 

significance than medieval castles.   

 

4.2 Terry Fewtrell’s observations reported in The Canberra Times 26 March 2019 seem to accept that 

any different flag for the ACT would or should still have a Coat of Arms.  It is not clear why. 

 

4.3 If the ACT flag were to be based on any Coat of Arms, it does not have to be a literal transposition.  

Flags can be based on Arms using just the colours of the Arms, that of Mauritius a case in point. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
4.4 Coats of Arms are designed for hard flat surfaces, allowing for sometimes quite intricate detail.   

This is not how flags work.  Flags are mobiles. Less is more. Avoid clutter. Complex designs are 

distorted when the flag flies outdoors. Flags are not static graphics.   As mobiles, flags tend to lose 

anything appearing in the free end, as the flag wears in the wind.  The focal point of flags lies in their 

centre or closer to the hoist.  This is one of the reasons why the Union Jack is so prominent in the 

Australian flag, still there even when stars of the Southern Cross have been lost to wear. 

 

4.5 Perhaps both Canberra as a city and the ACT as a Territory both need an emblem that ordinary 

citizens can relate to without descending into the banality of “badgery” and failure of imagination. 

The Coat of Arms presently used both as a civic badge and a lazy transfer onto the flag is a complex 

symbol for a community that arguably has outgrown it.  

 

I am happy to be further involved in this process as it progresses. 

 

Tony Burton 
Tony Burton 

Vice-President, Flags Australia 

Editor, Crux Australis  

Journal of the Flag Society of Australia 

 

CONTACT:  

 

 

  

 



 4 of  4 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
INTERPRETATION OF CONCEPT DESIGNS 

 
Canberra and the Territory made for it will always have connection with government and its three-
fold separation of powers.  This reference to governance should be retained, and for this reason 
the Federal Star (presently of 7 points) and the equilateral triangle are features in designs above.  
 
The triangular A shape represents the name, Australian Capital Territory and also the 
Parliamentary Triangle, Burley Griffin’s vision, Brindabella Peak, the separation of powers in 
Government. 
 
The Federal star is to denote the national Capital; 
 
Green and gold (PMS 123c) represents wattle, evoking bushland and natural environment. 
Blue evokes the Territory’s floral emblem, the Royal Bluebell (Wahlenbergia gloriosa) 
 

 

 




