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Local context 
The ACT Government’s overarching strategic document is The 
Canberra Plan. First released in 2004, The Canberra Plan was 
updated with a renewed vision and strategic themes in 2008  
as The Canberra Plan: Towards Our Second Century. 

The ACT Government uses a range of mechanisms to ensure 
alignment with the Plan’s unifying goals, including annual 
whole-of-government reporting through Measuring Our 
Progress.

The Canberra Plan provides unifying goals and objectives 
across government through a cascade of more focused sub-
plans. These supporting plans articulate the strategic direction 
required to achieve the broader societal outcomes. The ACT 
Government’s key policies5 linked to this draft Strategy are:

•	 People Place Prosperity released in 2003, revised in 2009 

•	 Triple Bottom Line Assessment Framework 2011 recognises 
the importance of social, economic and environmental facets 
of sustainability

•	 Weathering the Change—Action Plan 1, 2009 and Action 
Plan 2, 2011, provide responses to climate change

•	 Social Plan released in 2004 and revised 2011, re-affirms the 
ACT Government’s commitment to the people of Canberra 
on the themes of connection, belonging and collaboration

•	 Capital Development, 2008 update of Economic White 
Paper 2004

•	 Infrastructure Plan 2011–2021 links the infrastructure 
priorities detailed in the annual budget with long term 
objectives

•	 Transport for Canberra 2011 revises the 2004 Sustainable 
Transport Plan and the Sustainable Transport Action Plan  
of 2008.
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CONFIRMING THE VISION
The Canberra Plan 
The vision of the 2004 Canberra Plan was: 	

Canberra will be recognised throughout the world—not only 
as the beautiful city, uniquely designed in harmony with 
the environment, the seat of Australia’s government and 
the home of its preeminent national institutions—but also 
as a place that represents the best in Australian creativity, 
community living and sustainable development.

Underpinning this vision is the concept of sustainability and 
that innovation and creativity must be encouraged in order 
to continue strong economic growth, that the causes of 
disadvantage and social exclusion must be addressed if all 
citizens are to share in the city’s good fortune, and that our 
natural and built environment must be kept healthy so that  
all the community can enjoy the recreational and spiritual 
benefits they offer.

The Canberra Plan: Towards Our Second Century embraces 
the concept of social inclusion and sustainability, with the 
statement that Canberra will be recognised as: 

•	 a truly sustainable and creative city 

•	 an inclusive community that supports its most vulnerable 
people, enabling all to reach their potential 

•	 a centre of economic growth and innovation 

•	 the proud capital of the nation and home of its pre-eminent 
cultural institutions

•	 a place of natural beauty.
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The future scenario for Canberra 2030

The Time to Talk: Canberra 2030 conversations have given form to an emerging picture of the way Canberrans want to 
address the challenges faced by the community. This desired future scenario, as summarised in the Outcomes Report, 
reflects the complexity of issues raised. 

Canberra will maintain its reputation 
as a ‘Capital in the bush’ and as a city 
known for clean air, open space and 
convenience. Canberra will be at the 
centre of a region offering stimulating, 
highly skilled jobs in a clean, green 
economy. 

Canberra’s open spaces will be leafy 
places for people to enjoy and to 
socialise in with friends and neighbours. 
With infill development there will be 
community gardens and play spaces 
increasing opportunities for people to 
connect and feel a sense of belonging. 
These spaces will form a network of 
meeting places connected by walking 
and cycling links. 

To lower Canberra’s carbon emissions, 
the community will invest in sustainable 
transport and buildings. There will be 
a shift from its current dependency on 
the motor vehicle to more sustainable 
options. Electric cars, walking and 

cycling and the newly built light rail/
sustainable public transport system will 
make Canberra a city less dependent 
on motor vehicles. Incentives and 
planning codes that reduce energy and 
water use in new and old houses will 
conserve resources. Older houses will 
have been retrofitted to improve their 
environmental performance. 

By 2030 new development will create 
a more compact city. Broad and early 
community engagement will be led 
by government who will take a more 
‘open government’ approach to the 
future planning of the city. Infill sites 
for increased density will have been 
identified for new housing. Increased 
density will help support more efficient 
public transport as well as vibrant 
neighbourhood centres. There will be 
more opportunity to work close to 
home and to access community services 
and amenities.

There will be more choice in housing. 
Infill opportunities will establish 
greater social mix and richness of 
neighbourhoods. As well as homes that 
are appropriately sited and designed 
there will be ‘green’ work places. 
Universal design will ensure buildings 
enable aging in place, have a long life 
and are appropriate for the young, 
older people and those Canberrans 
with disabilities. 

Canberra’s past as a planned community 
will also guide its future. New jobs 
will come through employment 
opportunities in green, clean 
knowledge and service industries, 
including opportunities from the 
national broadband network. The 
community will build a sustainable 
long-term economy not only as a 
national capital but as a regional hub. 
This strong economy will be based on 
government, policy research, education, 
science, culture, sport, tourism and the 
provision of regional services. 

Supporting this will be an education 
system that will attract families to 
Canberra and offer excellent education, 
from early childhood through to 
tertiary education. This will help build 
Canberrans’ skills and bring more 
people into the local economy of 
Canberra.

In 2030, policies for the continuous 
improvement in Canberra’s social and 
economic sustainability will be co-
ordinated across government and all 
sectors of the community. Leadership 
and collaborative partnerships across 
and between government, business, 
non-government organisations and the 
wider community will be highly valued. 
The innovation that shaped Canberra’s 
past will be inherent in guiding its future 
to make a Canberra that meets our 
needs in 2030.
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Towards 2030, Looking to 2060
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THE CHALLENGES AHEAD
The global environmental, economic and social challenges 
that include population growth, climate change, energy and 
food security are complex and interrelated. There are no easy 
solutions to these issues and as a community we will have to 
make some difficult decisions. Communities across Australia, 
indeed the world, are already taking action to adapt and 
manage their cities, towns and regions to deal with the effects 
of these issues. 

Research, evaluation, stakeholder consultation and broad 
public engagement have been important to better understand 
what the implications of these issues are for Canberra and 
where change must happen. This work and engagement has 
been pivotal to informing this draft Strategy and the directions 
it sets out.

From this analysis, Canberra and its surrounding region are 
well placed to meet the challenges but it is clear we must 
avoid being complacent. We currently enjoy a good quality of 
living and Canberra has been placed in the top 50 of liveable 
cities, but it would be easy to lose this if we do not address our 
consumption of natural resources and ensure everyone has 
good access to services, jobs and a safe place to live. 

As we move toward 2030 and beyond to 2060, we must plan  
to address the challenges ahead. 
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A growing population and a changing 
demographic
Canberra’s population and that of the region is both growing 
and ageing. The implications of this demographic pattern 
means:  

•	 we have to increase the amount and variety of housing  
as well as more affordable housing

•	 people will be seeking different lifestyle choices 

•	 there will be an increasing demand for health and  
aged care services

•	 education and social service needs will change 

•	 we can expect an overall decline in people’s general  
mobility as the population ages.

If we want to retain what we value in the territory—easy access 
and social equity—then we have to consider how far we want to 
spread our suburbs, the transport options we provide and the 
design of our city buildings and public spaces. Without carefully 
weighing up our options we can inadvertently discourage older 
people from continuing to participate in the community. 

It will also be important to plan our suburbs and create a wider 
choice in housing to encourage social diversity and a spread in 
age groups in each of Canberra’s districts. This can minimise the 
demographic swings that occur over time in the districts and, in 
turn, make the planning, distribution and long term investment 
in our social infrastructure such as health and education 
facilities more effective. Stabilising the demographic profile  
can help to keep community services in the district.

Demographic projections: age structure of Canberra 
residents 2001–2059.
ACTPLA 2011, Data from Chief Minister and Cabinet Directorate

Demographic projections: age trends of Canberra 
residents 2009–2059. 
ACTPLA 2011, Data from Chief Minister and Cabinet Directorate

Most Australian regional communities are responding to the 
needs of a growing and ageing population. Attracting people to 
live in the regions and maintain an economic resilience is a key 
national issue. The ACT, compared to many other regions, has 
a relatively more youthful population but we cannot afford to 
be complacent in considering how we keep and attract people 
to continue to participate in the workforce. This is critical to our 
economic resilience.
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The implications of climate change  
Scientists are warning7 that a rise of 2 degrees celsius in the 
Earth’s temperature this century might be conservative. 
Predictive modelling using this increase indicates that 
Canberra’s climate would be more like that of Mildura’s,  
at the confluence of the Murray and Darling Rivers. 

The ACT and NSW Governments8 have accepted that in our 
region it is likely that there would be more heat waves, days 
of temperatures over 35 degrees celsius, less useful and more 
variable rain and more severe  storms. With these changes it 
is predicted that the Canberra region will be more at risk from 
extreme bushfire weather, flash flooding and drought. Clearly 
there are implications for the well-being and safety of our 
community. 

•	 Maintaining and investing in the improvement of 
utilities, including power, water supply, stormwater and 
communications. Canberra’s civil infrastructure is well 
engineered but much of it is getting older and it may not 
perform as effectively given a different climate pattern. 
Upgrading these assets so that people can access good 
communication, a clean water source or power that is not 
reliant on a single source from the grid, can significantly 
improve a local community’s capacity to cope with disaster. 

•	 Designing and building our city to moderate the effects of 
climate change. Canberra’s open space system and treed 
landscape is significant in the shelter it provides from strong 
winds and negating any heat build up from urban areas. 
Continuing to invest in good shade trees in our streets 
provides shade and shelter for houses and reduces the  
need to turn on air conditioners. 

Even if the Territory does not experience more extreme climate 
conditions, these actions will improve social equity.

Across the region, the effects of climate change have the 
potential to damage our buildings and infrastructure, and 
disrupt our access to food and other resources. It also has 
implications for our local ecosystems. Alpine and sub-alpine 
ecosystems are perhaps the most fragile, but lowland areas  
and river corridors with reduced environmental flows are also 
at risk.

Canberra’s urban structure provides an excellent basis on which 
to improve our resilience to the potential impacts of climate 
change. Our key strength is the separation of our ‘towns’ 
with their town centres. As a consequence, no one socially 
vulnerable group is concentrated at the urban edge. Canberra 
has an urban structure that allows our community to ‘evacuate 
inwards’ and to contain the impacts of extreme events. This 
has been a key principle in the rebuilding of New Orleans after 
Hurricane Katrina.

Climate modelling of predictive heat waves (2 different models). 
AECOM report for ACTPLA 20106

Impact of urban form (heat island) on ambient temperature. 
AECOM report for ACTPLA 2010
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ACT Government green house gas inventory 20109

However, we can plan for these risks and undertake some 
precautionary actions by the following means.

•	 Ensuring affordable, community housing or retirement 
villages are not primarily located at the urban edge or 
isolated from services. The groups most at risk to climate 
change are those that are already more socially vulnerable  
in our community—the elderly, young children, those on  
low incomes or in poor health. Locating these groups where 
they cannot easily access services and help will exacerbate 
their risk. 
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Where people will live
We all need a place to live. The 2010 Canberra growth rate 
was 2%, the ten year average is 1.3%. By 2030 the Territory will 
have to provide approximately 61,000 more homes given our 
projected population. Where we put these extra homes will 
affect the efficiency of our city and how sustainably we can live. 

Canberra’s urban area includes a lot of our highly valued 
landscape setting. The urban infrastructure (open space, roads, 
sewers, water supply, energy reticulation and communication 
systems) that is required to be built and maintained to 
support our community spreads over a large area. Compared 
to most other places, we could be using our land and urban 
infrastructure more efficiently. 

People’s lifestyles are changing. It is important to provide  
a greater diversity of housing types in a variety of locations 
so people have more options to match their household and 
lifestyle needs with what they can afford. In Canberra this is 
significant for it is projected that by 2030 there will 56,100 
people aged 70 years and over looking to ‘age in place’ 
compared to 25,100 in 2010. Establishing greater housing 
diversity can help to meet people’s preference to move 
into a dwelling more suitable to their needs in a familiar 
neighbourhood.

Providing more choice of housing in our existing urban areas 
without compromising existing residential amenity is a key 
issue. Urban intensification can help to widen housing choices 
for all stages of life within each district, and therefore the range 
of community services, so building a more resilient community. 
It can help make public transport systems more efficient and 
consequently improve their convenience. However, it is critical 
that urban intensification occurs in locations that support 
services and provides housing choices at many price points.

With the development of new residential areas we can plan 
and design for a diversity of housing at the outset. However, 
greenfield development presents a different range of issues.  

This diagram indicates the area of land taken by 50,000 dwellings at different densities.  
The areas do not include roads, open space or other community facilities.
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It takes many years before these areas gain the population that 
supports a range of services and amenities. More importantly, 
the areas in the ACT that are considered most suitable for 
urban development are also areas that contain endangered 
habitat. 

In the region,10 the areas where our towns and cities are looking 
to grow are also some of the most productive agricultural 
areas. In considering where people will live we should take a 
regional perspective. This means we should weigh up all the 
tradeoffs we have to make about using existing services and 
infrastructure effectively and ensuring land is used sustainably.

Retaining Canberra as an easy place  
for everyone to get around 
The ‘ease of getting around’ is considered one of Canberra’s 
best and most desirable features for ‘liveability’, but we must 
recognise this is due to very good road infrastructure and high 
levels of car ownership. However, the use and ownership of 
the car is set to change as they become more costly to run and 
many more people, for age, health or lifestyle reasons, find 
themselves not driving. But being able to get to services, shops 
and work conveniently and safely is important. 

Quick, convenient travel to work is desirable and necessary for 
an efficient, productive city. It is estimated the average travel 
distance for Canberrans to get to City is around 15kms and to 
their town centre is around 6km. With over 50% of Canberra’s 
work places located in central Canberra, many people are 
travelling a lot further than 15kms. For many households 
cars are the only practical transport option to overcome this 
‘tyranny of distance’. 

Providing more choice in transport is critical to our community’s 
social equity. For those Canberrans who don’t own a car or 
can’t afford to live close to work or services, it can be onerous 
and expensive to get around and participate in the community. 

Providing good accessibility via the private motor vehicle is 
expensive for the community. Cars are not the most efficient 
means of mass transport as they have a much lower people 
moving capacity and need more road space and fuel. 

Currently, 23% of the Territory’s greenhouse gas emissions are 
from our travel behaviour. Electric and hybrid motor vehicles 
using low emissions fuel sources, offer one form of more 
sustainable transport and their uptake will help reduce these 
emissions. However, these can only be one of many sustainable 
transport options as private vehicles will not meet everyone’s 
needs. 

Canberra’s metropolitan structure was originally predicated 
on implementing rapid, public transport between the town 
centres. The parkway systems were overlaid on this structure 
when the car provided an affordable and convenient means of 
commuting. Because of this planning and layering, Canberra 
has the opportunity to introduce a rapid public transport 
system between the town centres and offer an alternative  
to the car for commuting. 

Research shows that car ownership is becoming more 
expensive and households include the cost of owning and 
running car(s) as one factor in the decision on where to live. 
Many are choosing to live closer to work and services so they 
can spend more on their home and lifestyle activities. Where 
there is a convenient alternative, people are prepared to make 
a change, as evidenced by the increased patronage of the Red 
Rapid Bus down Northbourne Avenue between Gungahlin to 
Fyshwick. If urban intensification is situated along the inter-
town public transport corridors, more people will have the 
opportunity to use fast, convenient public transport to work, 
services and social activities. And, making it easier to walk or 
cycle by improving the infrastructure and reducing the distance 
to travel will make not taking a car an easier option. 
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Canberrans lead the nation in commuter cycling. Evidence 
shows that where Canberrans live close to work, they will walk 
or cycle. Between 2001 and 2006 the number of people in 
Turner walking to work increased from 6% to 24%. Making it 
easier to walk or cycle, by not only improving the infrastructure 
but reducing the distance, will make it easier for more people 
to incorporate this activity in their routinie journeys.

To keep Canberra a clean and easy, safe place for people to get 
around, we must reconsider how we plan and design our city. 
Cars will always have a role but a convenient public transport 
system, good walking and cycling networks can offer some 
practical alternatives for many of our weekday trips. 

It is estimated that the total cost of car travel to the Territory 
in the year 2003, which includes the road and parking 
infrastructure, costs from congestion, accidents  
and administration was $1,852m. 

Data from unpublished research 2011 Environment  
and Sustainable Development Directorate

Working in Canberra and a resilient  
regional economy 
It is said the world is moving into the ‘conceptual age’ where 
the contribution of creativity, innovation and design skills are 
significant to economic competitiveness. This is occurring as the 
traditional values and accepted forms of economic success are 
being transformed by the internet and the globalisation  
of resources and production. 

Canberra’s economy is already strongly based around 
knowledge and services. This means our educational 
institutions will need to emphasise. It also means we must 
attract and retain young people, people with families, people 
with different cultural backgrounds and keep older people 
in the workforce. Building upon this diversity is the key to 
creativity and innovation. 

Place of work

Place of residence North 
Canberra

South 
Canberra Belconnen Woden Weston 

Creek Tuggernong Gungahlin Other Queanbeyan

North Canberra 56.1 27.1 29.4 23.3 23.2 19.3 34.5 21.9 20.2

South Canberra 19.5 47.6 17.5 26.4 23.7 23.8 17.0 17.5 27.6

Belconnen 8.2 5.0 31.9 4.9 6.1 4.2 16.1 6.8 3.4

Woden 5.0 8.4 5.6 29.4 16.9 14.5 4.7 8.2 7.6

Weston Creek 0.9 1.2 1.0 2.0 14.7 1.9 0.9 2.4 1.2

Tuggernong 1.5 2.4 2.0 5.7 5.7 23.8 1.5 18.3 4.3

Gung’n 2.1 0.8 4.3 0.9 1.1 1.1 15.7 3.2 1.3

Other ACT 3.1 2.6 5.0 3.2 4.4 5.5 4.8 14.1 1.3

Majura 2.3 2.6 1.8 2.2 2.1 2.4 3.3 5.2 3.2

Queanbeyan 1.2 2.2 1.4 1.9 2.1 3.5 1.6 2.4 29.9

Source: ABS Population and Housing Survey, Journey to Work

WORK LOCATION BY DISTRICT OF RESIDENCE 2006
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Growth of job types 1996-2006.  
ACTPLA 2010, data from ABS census 2006

Employment in the ACT has been increasing, which is significant 
for the region. It provides job opportunities and an expanding 
market for those families and businesses engaged in primary 
production, services and trades. And while there are gains from 
building on the Territory’s knowledge based economy, there are 
also employment benefits to be derived from the region with 
tourism and in freight. 

Canberra Airport, the rail infrastructure at Goulburn and the 
national highways into and out of the ACT provide a good basis 
for the distribution of freight. This network has the potential 
to reach both national and international markets. The role 
Canberra airport can play in the economic prosperity of the 
region is significant and its capacity to operate over 24 hours 
should be supported. It can provide regional advantages in the 
distribution of produce and freight. It allows the airport to act 
as an overflow to Sydney’s air freight. With improved, very fast 
rail connections to Sydney and Melbourne, the airport could 
also pick up more passenger services. 

Location Employment 
no of jobs

Employment 
% of total

North Canberra 61,460 30.0

South Canberra 46,030 22.5

Woden-Weston 26,660 13.0

Belconnen 26,590 12.5

Tuggeranong 17,400 8.5

Gungahlin 6,940 3.4

Other ACT * 10,360 5.1

ACT 195,440 95.3

Queanbeyan 9,560 4.7

ACT/Queanbeyan 205,000 100

Distribution of employment by district.  
ABS Population and Housing Survey, Journey to Work 2006

*Other ACT includes Majura, Kowen, Hume, Oaks Estate, Harman, 
Symonston, Pialligo and Jerrabomberra

To attract and keep people we must strive to make sure 
Canberra is an affordable, safe and attractive place to 
live. Canberra’s planning around its town centres gives 
us an excellent base on which to do this. The dispersal of 
employment to the town centres was a fundamental planning 
objective that is still relevant. The transport, lifestyle and 
commercial benefits that accrue from this include:

•	 the opportunity to live close to work

•	 increased ‘active travel’ and use of public transport 

•	 reduced congestion and less time spent in travel

•	 more multi-purpose trips as people can combine  
work and shopping

•	 lower fuel costs

•	 less parking and transport infrastructure costs

•	 business and service opportunities to cater for those  
working at the centre.

The issue for Canberra is how to retain employment in the 
town centres and encourage additional opportunities for 
employment in group centres and along the inter-town 
transport corridors. Between 2001 and 2006 the growth of 
employment in central Canberra was over 40%. Employment in 
the inner north and south of Canberra now makes up over 50% 
of the ACT’s total employment.11 The reason for this increase 
is largely due to Australian Government departments choosing 
accommodation close to Parliament House. 

More flexible work practices, investment in broadband and 
telecommunications and direct rapid public transport will 
have an effect on employment location. These factors offer 
convenience, reduced travel and parking costs and, most 
importantly, opportunities for people to maximise their free 
time. This will be significant in where offices choose to locate 
and where people want to work. 

Public administration

Professional

Health & social

Construction

Retail

45%

21%

14%

10.5%

9.5%

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

Po
pu

la
ti

on
 (t

ho
us

an
ds

) Australia

Canberra

Ag
ric

ul
tu

re
, f

or
es

tr
y 

&
 fi

sh
in

g
M

in
in

g
M

an
uf

ac
tu

rin
g

El
ec

tr
ic

ity
, g

as
, w

at
er

 &
 w

as
te

 se
rv

ic
es

Co
ns

tr
uc

tio
n

W
ho

le
sa

le
 tr

ad
e

Re
ta

il 
tr

ad
e

Ac
co

m
m

od
ati

on
 &

 fo
od

 se
rv

ic
es

Tr
an

sp
or

t, 
po

st
al

 &
 w

ar
eh

ou
sin

g
In

fo
rm

ati
on

 m
ed

ia
 &

 te
le

co
m

m
un

ic
ati

on
s

Fi
na

nc
ia

l &
 in

su
ra

nc
e 

se
rv

ic
es

Re
nt

al
, h

iri
ng

 &
 re

al
 e

st
at

e 
se

rv
ic

es
Pr

of
es

sio
na

l, 
sc

ie
nti

fic
 &

 te
ch

ni
ca

l s
er

vi
ce

s
Ad

m
in

ist
ra

tiv
e 

&
 su

pp
or

t s
er

vi
ce

s
Pu

bl
ic

 a
dm

in
ist

ra
tio

n 
&

 sa
fe

ty
Ed

uc
ati

on
 &

 tr
ai

ni
ng

H
ea

lth
 c

ar
e 

&
 so

ci
al

 a
ss

ist
an

ce
Ar

ts
 &

 re
cr

ea
tio

n 
se

rv
ic

es
O

th
er

 se
rv

ic
es

Employment sectors: Canberra has the highest percentage  
of workers in public administration, information, education  
and professional fields across Australia.  
Data from ABS census 2006
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Median house purchase prices in 2010 for a unit or house  
(and land) was $420,000 (approximately $100,000 above  
the ACT Government’s affordability benchmark).
Data from AllHomes 2011

It is good planning for people to live close to where they work 
and play. Of concern is the extent of commercial development 
at the Canberra Airport that is not associated with passenger 
aviation and so competes with the town centres and 
Queanbeyan business district. 

Arresting the burgeoning expansion of our cities and stopping 
the drain of human capital from our regions is now a national 
planning issue. However, the problem is not one that can 
be solved by simply investing more money in regional 
infrastructure. Regions must provide affordable living,  and 
good job and lifestyle opportunities. Research indicates that 
for regions to prosper they must provide job opportunities in 
the knowledge, service and creative industries. Regions need 
to embrace the ‘conceptual economy’. This will attract those 
people in the higher disposable income brackets. If the region 
can also provide a range of lifestyle opportunities to attract 
young families, there is a significant value add to the region’s 
prosperity. It is this cohort that spends most on education, 
goods and services. 

Canberra, and its surrounding region, is well positioned to 
offer affordable living, a range of lifestyles and excellent 
job prospects. To ensure the ACT and region prospers, it is 
vital that we plan, design and invest in transport networks, 
communication systems, urban environments and public spaces 
that allow people to manage their time and expenditure. 
Canberra and the region must support our workforce with 
flexible work practices and embrace technological advances 
and innovation. 

More affordable living
Like other cities, the median price for a home in Canberra has 
more than doubled over the last ten years. Making housing 
more affordable is a complex issue. While it is an important 
factor, it is only part of the equation to make living in Canberra 
more affordable and attractive. Understanding the costs and 
windfalls that Canberra’s planning has created for households 
in their decisions on where and how to live is important to 
addressing how best to make both housing and living more 
affordable. 

Canberra has the potential to become a global city and 
compete for a share of world markets, particularly given 
its strengths in education and technology and research 
institutions. 

This report recommends the ACT invest more in renewable 
energy technology and training, to make the most of growing 
demand. The Territory’s education sector is internationally 
competitive and it is important to build on that success. 

Regional Development Australia’s (RDA) Strategic Regional 
Plan 2011–2012 

Generally, house and unit prices in the ACT and region are 
lower the further they are away from central Canberra. This 
pattern is consistent with other Australian cities and reflects 
the premium that people are prepared to pay to reduce their 
costs and time in travelling to work and the attractions provided 
by city centres. The density of dwellings does not appreciably 
increase the value of a home in Canberra. This is in contrast 
to other cities where dwelling prices are higher as increased 
density brings better access to services and urban amenity. 
Canberra’s spatial planning based on ‘towns’ with their own 
town centres, has created a range of densities, dispersed 
through the metropolitan area and hence the opportunities  
for more people to enjoy good amenity and access to services. 

While housing developed further from central Canberra will 
attract a lower price, households will have to weigh up the 
time and costs they spend in commuting to work and accessing 
services. Opening up more greenfield areas and increasing the 
supply of house and land packages can bring house prices into 
an affordable price range. There are, however, a number of 
trade-offs households and the community must consider. 

One trade-off is a community less resilient to both climate 
and demographic change. Providing lower cost housing at the 
urban edge places people on low incomes and young families, 
some of our more vulnerable groups, in areas most at risk from 
bushfire, a risk that is increasing with climate change. We have 
to invest in new social and community infrastructure to serve 
these areas, but at the same time similar facilities in older areas 
go under-utilised. 

There is also a risk that just increasing the supply of blocks 
of land will reduce house values overall. For the household 
this means their investment is devalued. For the community, 
increasing supply to reduce the cost of land also means less 
return on that land in the long term.

The Territory is reaching a point where the land that is most 
cost effective to develop is already taken up, that is the land is 
already subdivided or is planned to be. Most of the remaining 
urban capable land has either high environmental value, 
or the terrain and its location makes the cost of providing 
infrastructure difficult and expensive. This presents another 
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2006 ACT Annual household expenditure by housing type.
Data from ABS 2006

dilemma for the community. As we build more infrastructure 
we have to make our maintenance dollars go further. With 
a substantial amount of our infrastructure provided in the 
1960s and 1970s, including our parks and street trees, how we 
refurbish these assets is a significant issue, particularly as they 
have been designed for different climate/water regimes.

How we choose to live—in a detached house, townhouse or 
apartment—is another key factor in affordability. Research 
indicates that per person we use less energy and emit 
less greenhouse gas emissions in townhouses and villas, 
with detached housing not far behind. Per dwelling type, 
townhouses and villas again are more efficient with detached 
housing similar to medium rise. Clearly the source and cost 
of energy plays a factor but generally townhouses are the 
most affordable for people to run. Given that the household 
occupancy rate is falling it would seem that townhouses and 
villas could provide us with an attractive, affordable option to 
our large, detached houses. 

House prices are influenced by a number of factors, including 
taxation policies, the level of household income, the level of 
employment and unemployment as well as issues associated 
with housing supply. Policies for affordable housing must work 
with these and other policies that make living in Canberra 
affordable. If urban intensification is encouraged in strategic 
locations, for example where people can access public 
transport, we can significantly improve Canberra’s overall 
affordability. What is important is to develop strategies that will 
create a range of dwellings at different price points in a range 
of locations. This helps to make it easier for people to move to 
a dwelling in the same neighbourhood that suits their changing 
lifestyle needs. It can help to create churn in the market which 
also adds to our community’s revenue. 

Making Canberra more affordable will help to retain and 
attract people to the city, which is critical to our economic 
sustrainability as well as being able to afford the social services 
and civil infrastructure. 

Independent research for the HIA estimates that the 
ACT’s recent higher rate of home building has exceeded 
demographic demand and reduced the lag from the first  
half of the last decade. 

In 2010–11 there were an estimated 3,800 new homes  
which is 45% above average for last 5 years. 

Housing Industry Association  

A healthy city
A healthy city is one that meets our physical, emotional and 
social needs. It is a city where everyone can easily participate in 
all aspects of daily life, enjoy a sense of well-being and benefit 
from a clean, safe environment. 

There are many aspects to making a city healthy and an 
attractive place to live. These include the quality and amenity 
of the public spaces, the choice and variety of lifestyle 
opportunities, how easy it is to get around, and good access to 
information and services. Fundamental to a healthy city is the 
attention placed on meeting the needs of the more vulnerable 
groups in our community, such as children, the elderly, low 
income households, people with disabilities and cultural 
minorities.

In 2009 in the ACT, 42.1% people over 18 were classified 
overweight and 25.6% obese. A sedentary community is 
prone to other critical health issues such as heart disease and 
diabetes. We can invest in preventative health care through 
the design of our city. A big gain would be to make it easier for 
people to incorporate walking or cycling in their daily travel 
patterns. This requires providing good paths and direct routes 
that link a number of destinations in the journey, such as shops 
and schools on the way to a bus stop. 

The Mercer index rates Canberra at 26 in the top 50 liveable 
cities in the world. However, the rising cost of owning a car, 
our ageing population and our capacity, as a community, to 
pay for the necessary social services and urban infrastructure, 
threatens this ranking. 
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