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ACT Legislative Assembly Inquiry into Nature and the City 

The Deakin Residents’ Association (DRA) welcomes the opportunity to provide comments on the 

Inquiry by the Legislative Assembly’s Standing Committee on the Environment, Transport and City 

Services into Nature and the City. This Inquiry is examining, inter alia, matters affecting the value of 

the natural environment to an urbanising Canberra with particular focus on such things as managing 

the balance between urban development and open urban space and bushland reserve, social 

amenity, economic development, biodiversity and climate resilience. It is also looking at the policy 

and regulatory settings that impede the integration of the natural environment within optimal urban 

development and design.   

The DRA submission covers some issues of general concern to the ACT as a whole as well as issues of 

particular relevance to Deakin.  

The objects and principles of the Deakin Residents’ Association are to: 

“enhance the residential, social and environment of Deakin consistent with garden city 

planning principles through participation in community discussion on,  and input to, 

planning and land management in the ACT as it impacts on Deakin residents through 

advocacy to the ACT and Commonwealth Governments and advocacy to, and 

representation before, tribunals and courts”. 

Our Association believes that this “unreferred” Inquiry provides a timely opportunity for the 

Assembly to examine the interface between the environment and increasing urban development in 

a genuine multi-partisan way.  The foundation and development of Canberra is based on promoting 

the principles and values of the “Garden City” concept as well as its status as the “Bush Capital”.  

These principles and values continue to underpin its future development and were reaffirmed in the 

2008 ACTPLA Report “Garden City Values and Principles”.  This document also provides a useful 

description of changes that have occurred in the make-up of Canberra’s planning and design over 

the years, including since the introduction of self-government.  

The pressures being faced by a rapidly growing population and the need for the ACT Government to 

fund its costly infrastructure projects such as Light Rail, have increased significantly over the last 

decade and will to continue to do so. DRA also notes the relatively smaller revenue base, principally 

rates, land sales and property development, available to the ACT Government compared with larger 

jurisdictions.  
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The ACT Government has announced its stated policy of infill and densification to help meet these 

demands. In this regard, inner suburban areas such as Deakin, are particularly affected.  Some of the 

trends being observed which are impacting negatively on the interface between the environment 

and sustainable urban development are discussed below.  

The rapid expansion of multiple high-rise developments, particularly near existing Town Centres 

such as Woden, Belconnen and Tuggeranong are a prime example.  While these developments are 

largely supported by DRA given their proximity to employment hubs and existing infrastructure and 

services, DRA questions their scope and magnitude as well as the apparent lack of attention being 

given in these areas to promotion and maintenance of adequate green space and availability of 

public and community land for use by residents and the wider community.   

Once green space is lost in a city, it is lost for ever. Parking lots may, very rarely, be pulled out and 

reverted to such things as playgrounds etc. but this is very unlikely to occur in a densifying city.  

Green space is a precious resource to the city and the people who live in it. There is a tendency for 

government to regards people as a development opportunity. 

DRA is concerned that the needs and interests of developers are taking precedence over those of the 

wider community and that the ACT Government is powerless, or unwilling, to stand up to these 

vested interests.  Clearly developers wish to maximise their returns on investments.  The view put by 

the building industry is that development of high rise structures less than 6 stories is not viable.  As 

residents do not have access to, or information about, building industry costs and relative profit 

margins, the validity of the developer’s view is difficult to assess.    

The concentration on high rise developments raises concerns about a glut of apartments. It also flies 

in the face of the Government’s own research announced in it Housing Choices Discussion Paper 

which showed that the vast majority of people would prefer to live in stand-alone dwellings. 

The scope of proposed densification is substantial.  For example, the ACT Government announced in 

its recent budget that in Woden a considerable amount of land could be opened up for 

development.  This would include 601,300 sqm of residential land, enough for 4040 dwellings, 

697,000 sqm of commercial land, 49,200 sqm of retail land and 7,500 (sic) metres of community 

land.   

Other related issues of concern to DRA include: 

  A loss of access by the community to public land as a consequence of fencing-off of areas 

around government schools, presumably for security reasons.   It is unclear what the 

Government has in mind, if anything, for future use of these areas; our earlier comments on 

removal of green space refer.   

 A steady encroachment on green space and removal of access to, and use by the public of 

community land and it conversion to residential and commercial development.   

o There have been a number of instances in Deakin in which lease variation has 

enabled the proponent organisations to benefit financially rather than the benfit 

accruing to the whole community. Examples are land and open space originally 
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gazetted to organisations for community purposes such as bowling, golf, football, 

and church services.  

 Conversion of nature strips to off-street parking.  

 Proposals for a large multi-storey development on public land bordering Lake Burley 

Griffin, for example at West Basin. 

In newly established suburbs such as those in the Molonglo Valley, limited attention appears to be 

being paid to garden city principles and values. It is generally accepted that future housing 

development and design will be based on smaller blocks with a greater mix of stand-alone dwellings 

and multi-storey apartments such as duplexes and town houses. It is depressing, however, to 

witness row after row of cheek by jowl dwellings with barely a tree in sight, with increased hard 

scape and decreased soft landscaping.  This is visually unattractive and unhelpful, given Canberra’s 

extreme climate, to reducing such things as the heat island effect in urban areas.   

DRA was pleased, however, to note that in its recent Budget the ACT Government has allocated 

funds for enhancement of public parks and places with a focus on urban renewal as well as funds to 

provide replacement of 1330 trees in Canberra’s residential streets.   

It is unclear to what extent new households are aware of and/or are availing themselves of the long 

standing and successful Plant Allocation Scheme operated by the Yarralumla Nursery which provides 

a selection of free trees and shrubs to encourage and assist with the establishment of gardens in 

new areas.  

A notable exception to new development is the recently established suburb, Crace, in Gunghalin.  

Houses in this area comprise a mix of terrace housing and stand-alone villas.  Housing offered 

provides a range of interesting and innovative styles, built in such a way as to ensure harmonious 

streetscapes and built form.  A carbon funding agreement was established with Greening Australia 

to offset emissions during the construction phase, making the land development activities carbon 

neutral through extensive planting of trees; landscapes are based on leading edge water sensitive 

design to reduce potable water use.  Private gardens are small and the Master Plan allocates 23% 

more open land than in normal suburbs.       

Issues relevant to Deakin 

The residential parts of Deakin were established very much according to garden city concepts and 

principles.  Key historical sites, parks and other green space, including the natural flow of Red Hill 

into its surrounds, are an integral part of its landscape. As an older suburb, Deakin is prized for its 

residential amenities, wide tree-lined verges and mature gardens and proximity to employment 

hubs. Because of its age and location Deakin has been the subject of ongoing redevelopment and 

regeneration; this has led to an increase in multi-dwelling units such as duplexes and townhouses.  

Construction of multi-storey apartments has been minimal.  New and renovated dwellings are 

typically larger with increased hardscape and decreased soft landscaping. The Deakin also has 

several schools, a commercial area, national institutions including the Mint and the Lodge and 

embassies. 
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Nature Strips 

Vibrant nature strips and their trees are a quintessential component of the garden city and one of its 

strongest natural assets.   Traffic flows through Deakin are increasing, particularly on Kent Street and 

Hopetoun Circuit.  Some increases are locally generated due to more car driving residents in shared 

and family houses and to increased office and hospital development in West Deakin. On street 

parking is difficult on these transit roads so residents park on the nature strip.  Death of vegetation, 

soil compaction and soil erosion follow.  Except where paid parking and other restrictions are in 

place, the ACT Government derogates its responsibilities to enforce the regulations which are 

designed to protect nature strips and their trees. Tradesmen working on the many renovations in 

the suburb add to this process.     

A recent on line survey conducted by DRA to assess support for Light Rail through the suburb and 

adjacent areas revealed a wide breadth of vision for Canberra and Deakin. While there was support 

for Stage 2 of Light Rail as well as associated densification of the area, in particular relating to the 

Curtin Horse Paddocks, the strongest response was for further consideration of electric powered 

public transport and recognition of a need for a cost-benefit analysis.  Respondents were also in 

favour of protecting trees in Commonwealth Avenue and maintaining overhead free wires in Deakin. 

Further details of the survey can be viewed at the DRA Website – www.deakinresidents.asn.au.    

Red Hill Nature Reserve.   

Deakin is home to the northern portion of the Red Hill Nature Reserve.  It is part of the Canberra 

Nature Park and is one of the iconic jewels in the crown of the Canberra landscape. Through 

collaboration between the ACT Parks and Conservation Service and the Red Hill Regeneration Group, 

it provides a classic example of successful management of the interface between urban 

development, open urban space and bushland reserve.  The Reserve is of significant historical value 

and provides a source of recreational enjoyment for Deakin and Canberra residents.  It is also a 

major tourist attraction for visitors to the National Capital. It is a prominent wooded back-drop to 

the Parliamentary Triangle and contains historic red-flowering plantings, which Walter Burley Griffin 

directed to be planted to enhance Red Hill’s landscape value.   

Red Hill reserve contains one of the largest remaining remnants of Yellow-Box Red Gum woodland a 

habitat that has been highly fragmented and generally exists as isolated patches smaller than 5ha in 

area. It supports one of the highest diversities of woodland plants recorded in South-eastern 

Australia, and is habitat for 32 threatened, rare or regionally uncommon plant, bird, bat, lizard or 

grasshopper species. It supports large populations of 13 of the threatened or uncommon species.  

The nationally endangered Butter Wrinklewort is found on several separate locations on Red Hill as 

is the rare Swanson’s Silky Pea, listed as vulnerable in New South Wales along with many other rare 

or regionally uncommon species. 

Another feature is important populations of many uncommon, rare and threatened species of fauna 

are found close to homes and schools. These include the only two confirmed breeding locations in 

the ACT of the ACT Faunal Emblem the Gang-Gang cockatoo listed which is listed as a vulnerable 

http://www.deakinresidents.asn.au/
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species in New South Wales.  It is the regular hunting ground of the threatened Little Eagle and is the 

home or seasonal habitat of several other iconic rare or regionally uncommon birds including Scarlet 

and Rose Robins, Speckled Warblers, White Winged Trillers and Firetail Finders.  It is also home to an 

amazing eight different species of parrots.  It is a foraging site for the nationally endangered grey-

headed Flying Fox and supports four different macropods, echidnas and many reptiles, including the 

vulnerable Pink-Tailed Worm Lizard and healthy populations of Cunningham Skinks and Easter 

Bearded Dragons.  Red Hill is home to the Perunga Grasshopper and many rare and uncommon 

butterflies and moths. 

Further details are available on the Red Hill Regeneration Website- www.redhillregenerators.org.au    

Deakin residents and the ACT are fortunate in having access to several environmental specialists 

who can provide advice on these matters.  The Territory also benefits greatly from work undertaken 

by dedicated volunteer and environmental groups such as the Red Hill Regeneration Group who 

regularly monitor the state of the Reserve and engage in a range of activities such as weed removal 

to protect and help maintain its fragile status.  

DRA welcomes the ACT legislative Assembly decision to call for a moratorium on future development 

of the Red Hill Nature Reserve and its surrounds, pending the development of an Integrated Strategy 

for the area.  We have been concerned at the possible piecemeal and uncoordinated development 

of the Reserve which would threaten its iconic status.  

Parks and Other Green Space 

Deakin residents value greatly the gazetted smaller parks and other green spaces in their suburb.  

These include Latrobe Park, the Lodge Park, Rosemary Dobson Park as well as the small park area 

surrounding the geological formation behind the Deakin shops as well as the sporting ovals near the 

Mint.  The latter are well maintained and are used extensively throughout the year by a range of 

school and adult groups covering a range of sporting codes as well as for recreational purposes by 

local residents, eg walking dogs.  DRA members would resist removing these ovals. Members of 

sporting groups who use the ovals would also have similar views.   

Latrobe Park is one of the original gazetted parks in Canberra.  It provides a sweep of grassland and 

green space extending from the Scout Hall in the north to the revamped Preschool in the south. It is 

widely used for recreational purposes by residents and the wider community.  The trunks of dead 

gums in the park are also used for nesting by various bird and mammal species. 

Residents have expressed concern at the removal of electric barbecues and seating from the Park 

which have not been replaced. This appears to have occurred without any reference to the local 

community.  Also, the public toilets which were established a few years ago to replace the unsightly 

and ageing concrete toilet block have been decommissioned, once again without any reference to 

the community.  This has seriously inconvenienced a number of older residents who walk regularly in 

the Park area.  

http://www.redhillregenerators.org.au/
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DRA is concerned that this apparent downgrading of Latrobe Park could be a deliberate measure to 

reduce park usage as justification for subsequently making it available for other development 

purposes. 

Renovation and Redevelopment 

Reference has been made earlier to the substantial renovation and redevelopment occurring in 

Deakin.   lt represents a response to meeting changing demographic trends and life styles.  Many 

Deakin residents who have invested heavily and have lived and raised families for decades in the 

suburb are keen to down size to more manageable single level structures.  They are loath to relocate 

to outer areas of Canberra where they know no one and are removed from a familiar community 

environment and friends. 

Much of this development is beneficial and in keeping with maintaining garden city principles and 

values.  However, there are some disturbing signs of developments which do not fall into this 

category.  Some single dwellings have been knocked down and replaced with houses that are wall to 

wall on the block.   Other dwellings have been converted to dual occupancies which also are wall to 

wall on the block with removal of practically all vegetation and soft landscaping and a significant 

increase in hard landscaping, features which are visually unattractive and not conducive to 

combatting the effects of climate change or reducing carbon emissions.      

DRA considers this may be due to an erosion, downgrade or lack of enforcement of existing plot 

ratios in recent years.  If this is not the case, then consideration should be given to establishing 

mandatory limits on plot to planting ratios, including an indicative amount of land that should be 

retained for landscaping purposes. 

Emissions’ Targets 

The ACT Government is to be commended for its commitment to the use of renewables and its 

ambitious targets for reducing its net greenhouse emissions to zero by the middle of this century– 

the first Australian jurisdiction to do so.  Proposals to conserve and maximise green space are 

consistent with these principles and will make a major contribution to meeting the emissions’ 

targets.  By contrast, unfettered development and densification involving construction of multi-

storey high rise apartments, removal/destruction of open parkland and green space as well as 

unsuitable densification on existing blocks resulting in loss of vegetation and soft landscaping will 

not.  

DRA supports a properly and respectfully designed public transport infrastructure and bikeways, 

lane-separated where possible from other vehicle traffic, that is fully compatible with garden city 

values, in fact more so than the inevitable traffic jams and pollution and carbon emissions of ever-

increasing motor traffic. As mentioned above, respondents to the DRA light rail survey strongly 

supported examination of alternative electric rubber-wheeled transport. 
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Regulatory Frameworks 

DRA considers that there would be merit in examining the range of current legislative and regulatory 

frameworks to see whether they are consistent with Government policy and the integration of the 

natural environment within optimal urban development and design and  whether they need 

strengthening or changing.  Our recent experience with the Development Application put forward by 

Hindmarsh Constructions to build a large storage facility on Section 66 Deakin, adjacent to the Red 

Hill Nature reserve, exposed some serious deficiencies in this regard.    It seemed extraordinary that, 

notwithstanding the motion passed by the Legislative Assembly calling for a moratorium on future 

activity on Red Hill Nature Reserve and surrounds pending the development of an Integrated 

Strategy for this area, it was still technically and legally possible under existing rules, for Hindmarsh 

Constructions to submit a Development Application for future construction of a large scale storage 

facility.  This seemed to fly in the face of the terms of the Legislative Assembly Resolution and 

caused angst among the community as well as raising concerns about the real motives of the ACT 

Government. 

To avert such problems in the future, consideration might be given to inserting a clause in relevant 

legislative and regulatory frameworks allowing for Ministerial discretion to be exercised to deal with 

any unintended consequences of this sort. 

DRA is aware of, and has provided comment on, the Legislative Assembly Inquiry into the adequacy 

of Development application processes.  Perhaps that matter could also be considered as part of that 

exercise.  DRA would also like to reaffirm its support, expressed in its submission to the Housing 

Choices Discussion Paper, for the proposal put forward by the Inner South Canberra Community 

Council (ISCCC) to establish an Independent Planning Authority that would report directly to the 

Legislative Assembly.  That body would include suitably qualified professionals with expertise and 

experience of town planning matters.  Enforcement of ACT planning and building rules would be 

transferred to that body. 

Other Inquiries 

DRA is aware of a number of other Inquiries currently being conducted by the Legislative Assembly 

and ACT Government Agencies where a number of issues overlap with those being considered under 

the Nature and the City Inquiry. They include the Housing Choices Inquiry being undertaken by 

Minister Gentleman’s Department as well as the Better Suburbs for Canberra Statement being 

developed by Minister FitzHarris’ portfolio.  The development of the Integrated Strategy for Red Hill 

and the Legislative Assembly Inquiry into Engagement with Development Application Processes are 

also relevant.   These Inquiries appear to be being conducted independently of each other and it 

might be preferable for their outcomes to be brought together in some coordinated fashion. 

Minister Gentleman has recently announced that his Department will conduct a Planning Strategy 

and Refresher Discussion Series to guide the future planning of the city. The Strategy will build on  

major policies developed in 2012, many of which he says still remain relevant, and provide updates 

on recent developments the city is undergoing such as light rail, the Government’s commitment to 

climate change and sustainability and ongoing urban renewal.  It is suggested that any changes 
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would be reflected in changes to the Territory Plan.  It would seem sensible for relevant aspects of 

the outcomes of the Inquiries referred to above to be incorporated into this exercise.       

Conclusion 

In summary, DRA believes that people in other Australian cities and in other parts of the world envy 

much of what we have in Canberra and the ACT.  The aim should be to safeguard the special and 

unique features of Canberra, in particular its garden city values and principles as well as its status as 

“the bush capital”.  These features should be protected, maintained and enhanced not destroyed.  

We trust that with proper and balanced planning and management, this can be achieved.   

The last thing we want is for Canberra to become just like everywhere else. 

 

George Wilson 

President 

  

June 2018 
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