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Garden City Values and Principles

Foreword
This purpose of this publication is to provide advice to developers, and to the community, on how 
redevelopment, in the Residential Core Areas of Canberra’s older suburbs, can be designed to be 
complementary to the residential character and amenity of these suburbs.  

When preparing the Neighbourhood Plans for Canberra’s inner north and south suburbs, considerable 
concern was expressed in regard to the form and appropriateness of the redevelopment occurring.  
In approving these Neighbourhood Plans the then Minister for Planning Mr Simon Corbell, recognized 
that there was a need to articulate what established the Garden City character of these areas and 
how the new developments could be designed to respect this character.  The Minister instructed the 
ACT Planning and Land Authority to prepare a document that would help to inform proponents of 
redevelopment and residents of how ‘complimentary and sympathetic design’ could be achieved.  

The older inner north and south suburbs of Canberra are perhaps the best examples of how the 
principles of the Garden City movement were applied in Australia.  Clearly, it is important to retain 
the essential quality of these suburbs, however, it is simply not feasible to ‘freeze’ or preserve these 
suburbs.  The change has to be managed.  To effectively achieve this it is necessary to understand 
what issues and reasoning informed the early design of the street, the block and dwelling, in order to 
identify how the pattern can be reinterpreted to resolve contemporary issues. 

This publication cannot address all of the issues associated with managing change but does identify 
how well considered site and architectural design can, not only create sympathetic redevelopment, but 
also contribute to our understanding of our Garden City heritage. 

Neil Savery  
Chief Planning Executive 
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Introduction
Canberra’s inner north and south suburbs were set out at time when the planners and architects for 
the new Australian Capital considered it important to establish an aesthetic of balance, light and space 
– an aesthetic that evoked a desirable lifestyle.  To create this, they turned to the design theory current 
at the time and that was guiding the new town developments in America and Europe – the Garden City 
Movement.    

Borne out of the need to establish safe, healthy living environments for the expanding working class of 
the late 19th and early 20th Centuries, the Garden City movement aspired to combine the best elements 
of town and country life.  Clearly, this aligned with the objectives of Canberra’s early planners in regard 
to creating a spacious city and so they embraced the principles, setting out broad streets, more 
generous house blocks and ensuring that the vistas to parks and hills were maintained. 

The result of this early planning is that today, Canberra’s older suburbs are prized for the residential 
amenity they offer with their wide, tree-lined verges, mature gardens and proximity to Civic.  Of course, 
it is precisely because of this amenity, that they are subject to the pressure of redevelopment and a fresh 
set of challenges arising from our aging population, differing lifestyle choices and climate change.   

In 2003 the ACT Government introduced the Garden City provisions as a variation to The Territory Plan.  
Xliwi tvszmwmsrw vigskrmwih Ăvwxp}0 xlex kmzir xli glerkiw mr syv tstypexmsr erh pmjiwx}pi0 xlivi mw e 
demand for an alternative dwelling that is still in a suburban setting but is not a single house with its larger 
attendant garden, and secondly; that if redevelopment continued to be allowed to occur extensively 
through a suburb, then the character and amenity of the whole suburb could be compromised.   

While the Garden City provisions have ensured that multi-unit redevelopment, is restricted to the 
residential core areas, it is still important that in the older Canberra suburbs, this redevelopment is 
designed in a manner that respects the essential character of these suburbs, while responding to 
contemporary values, building technologies and more sustainable environmental design.  

Because the residential character of a suburb must change over time – as trees grow, as architectural 
tastes and styles change – this publication sets out the spatial relationships between

The Street; 
The Block; and 
The Dwelling;

that have been underpinned by the values of the Garden City movement.   By articulating these values 
and relationships in a set of objectives and principles there is an opportunity for contemporary design 
to reinterpret these and so retain the essential qualities of our older Garden City suburbs.
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The Garden City Movement

... by so laying out a Garden City that, as it grows, the free gifts of Nature - fresh air, sunlight, 
breathing room and playing room - shall be still retained in all needed abundance.  (Ebenezer 
Howard 1902)

The Garden City movement had its origins in 19th Century 
England where movement of people from the country 
to the cities placed pressure on the urban environment 
particularly in the industrial areas where living conditions 
were bleak and unhealthy.  

At the time Ebenezer Howard, English town planner and 
Ăkyvilieh sj xli Kevhir Gmx} qsziqirx0 wxevxih xs 
formulate his Garden City ideal. 

The Garden City ideal sought to raise the standard of 
health and comfort for factory workers, through providing 
a living environment that combined the best elements of 
town and country life. In ‘The Three Magnets’ diagram 
Ls{evh mhirxmĂih xli firiĂgmep ipiqirxw sj fsxl gsyrxv} 
and town lifestyles and sought to replicate them in his 
Garden City ideal.

The key values underpinning the Garden City ideal can be summarised as follows:

Country lifestyle

Appreciation of the beauty of nature and a high level of residential amenity. 

Commerce and trade

Access to services, facilities and commerce. 

Town lifestyle

Access to safe, pleasant housing as well as the opportunity for social interaction and the opportunity to 
participate in the community. 

Three Magnets DiagramThree Magnets Diagram
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The Canberra Garden City Experience
Gerfivve0 {livi xli kevhir gmx} mrăyirgi figeqi qswx ettevirx mr xli 5=64w0 {ew hiwxmrih xs fi 
Australia’s best expression of the garden city ideal …  (Freestone 1989:115)

Howard’s Garden City Ideal was not as relevant in Australia in the early 20th Century given the smaller 
population, the space and in general a better living standard.  Never the less, Australian planners were 
mrăyirgih f} Irkpmwl mhiew erh0 xs e piwwiv i|xirx Eqivmger tperrmrk xlsyklx erh xli} ehetxih xli 
Garden City principles to suit the local conditions.  The Australian experience was more about the idea of 
the garden suburb, rather than the garden city.

Mr Eywxvepme0 xli tvmrgmtpiw erh zepyiw sj xli Kevhir Gmx} qsziqirx evi qswx gpswip} mhirxmĂih {mxl 
Gerfivve2  [lmpwx xli hizipstqirx sj Gerfivve lew fiir mrăyirgih f} xli tperrmrk mqtivexmziw sj xli 
day, planners have always had regard to the fundamental values of the Garden City Movement. 

5=55 KvmjĂrùw Gerfivve

[epxiv Fyvpi} KvmjĂrùw 5=56 tper jsv Gerfivve ywih xli Kevhir Gmx} tperrmrk tvmrgmtpiw xs yrhivtmr xli 
hiwmkr sj xli viwmhirxmep eview2  Xli KvmjĂrw fipmizih xlex xliwi tvmrgmtpiw0 {mxl xli iqtlewmw sr tistpi 
participating in society, having good access to parks and to the workplace were fundamental to an 
iqivkmrk hiqsgvexmg rexmsr2  Eggsvhmrkp} xli KvmjĂrùw pemh syx xivvegi lsywiw xlex jvsrxih tevow erh 
residential streets that allowed people to walk to ‘trolley buses’ that would be running up and down the 
main avenues. This concept built on the American experience and development of Garden City planning.

1921 The Federal Capital

John Sulman, who as chairman of the Federal Capital Advisory 
Gsqqmxxii {ew viwtsrwmfpi jsv mqtpiqirxmrk KvmjĂrùw tper0 xsso 
an approach to the garden suburbs of Canberra that was more 
Irkpmwl mr mxw svmkmr2  Wypqer pevkip} mkrsvih KvmjĂrùw wyfhmzmwmsr 
pattern with its smaller allotments and emphasis on the public 
realm – the parks and streets.  Despite being advised from many 
quarters that the large number of single storey cottages he was 
building in Canberra were wasteful and should be balanced with 
two-storey attached and semi-detached houses, Sulman held to 
providing individual cottages on generous blocks of land.  In his 
view, trees and gardens were to dominate and there should be 
no back lanes or front fences.  

1927 Parliament moves to Canberra

Permanent housing was needed for the public servants and their 
families.  The government housing developed was of differing 
sizes to suit various incomes.  They were designed on ‘modern, 
aesthetic and economic lines’ that evoked a ‘desirable lifestyle’ 
with plenty of sunshine and ‘relaxed outdoor living’.  The earliest 
Gerfivve h{ippmrkw leh hixempw erh i|xivrep Ărmwliw xlex {ivi 
consciously decorative.  The dwellings are visually attractive, 
cohesive and well-executed examples of traditional architectural 
styles.
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1945 Post World War II development

In the post war years development of Canberra’s suburbs 
continued the housing types proposed by Sulman.  Large blocks 
{mxl wxsrk hiĂrmxmsr sj xli wxviix erh pevki tvmzexi stir wtegiw 
at the front and back of blocks.  Shortages of materials and 
labour after the Second World War brought a wide range of more 
austere house types to Canberra.  The dwellings of the National 
Capital Development Commission were much more modest, and 
are best referred to as ‘background’ buildings to the principle 
activities of living, working and relaxing in a pleasant landscaped 
environment.  

1958 Suburban Planning by NCDC

From the late 1950’s Canberras planners developed 
neighbourhoods based on Radburn planning principles.  
Suburbs featured large blocks with street access for cars and 
open space corridors providing pedestrian links to community 
facilities such as local centres and schools.  The urban woodland 
glevegxiv sj xli wxviixw hmtpe}ih piww hiĂrmxmsr fix{iir tyfpmg 
realm and open space on blocks.  Existing mature native 
xviiw {ivi vixemrih ew wmkrmĂgerx ipiqirxw sj xli wxviixwgeti2  
Medium density housing was characterised by the large areas of 
landscaped open space on blocks for communal recreation.  

5=:4ùw erh 5=;4ùw Gerfivveùw Ri{ Xs{rw

Houses were no longer sited for street effect but for economy of 
excavation on sloping sites so that the streetscapes were more 
broken up.  Streets were narrowed and laid out in curvilinear 
jsvqw0 {mxl vspp1fego oivfw erh rs jssxtexlw2  Jsv xli Ăvwx xmqi 
in the national capital, it was fashionable to plant mainly native 
trees and plants, and lawns disappeared almost completely 
from front gardens.  The changing street character, together with 
the emergence of walls of concrete bricks or blocks and lower 
roof pitches, meant that the image of the streets was no longer 
English but was clearly Australian.

5=<4ùw erh 5==4ùw Yvfer MrxirwmĂgexmsr

Development of new suburbs focused on sustainable use of land 
and energy with greater attention to issues of orientation and 
solar access.  Block sizes were reduced and landscape was 
predominantly in the street and open space realm of the suburbs.  
Piww hiĂrmxmsr xli fsyrhev} fix{iir tyfpmg erh tvmzexi wtegi 
was a continuing character of the streetscape and pedestrian 
paths were associated with the roadway rather than the front 
boundary of blocks.  Planning controls for older suburbs closer to 
City and town centres provided for medium density housing and 
apartments. 
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Garden City Values – 
Gsrxiqtsvev} WmkrmĂgergi
The values that underpinned Ebenezer Howard’s Garden City model are still as relevant to our community as 
they were over 100 years ago.  Access to light and fresh air, to land for growing plants, keeping animals and 
jsv vigviexmsr evi wxmpp wmkrmĂgerx2 Wmqmpevp}0 mx mw wxmpp mqtsvxerx mr syv gsrxiqtsvev} wsgmix}0 xlex mrhmzmhyepw 
can enjoy a level of prosperity, have access to healthy, safe housing, to services and employment and have 
a variety of opportunities for socialising and participating in the community.  

Because these values are fundamental to an egalitarian society, they have remained at the ‘core’ of 
tperrmrk tspmg} erh wxvexikmiw erh lezi gsrxmryih xs mrăyirgi xli wxvygxyvi erh pe}syx sj Gerfivveùw yvfer 
environment.  What have changed over time are people’s aspirations and the exponential development of 
new technologies.  The result is that as our lifestyles, tastes and use of new building designs and materials 
lezi glerkih ws lew xli zmwyep glevegxiv sj xli wyfyvfw2   Vimh0 KvmjĂxl erh xli sxliv ievp} wyfyvfw sj 
Canberra have a very different character to the suburbs developed after the mid 1960s but the structure of 
street, block and dwelling are essentially the same.

Contemporary planning policies and strategies now have to deal with challenges resulting from an ageing 
fyx egxmzi tstypexmsr0 e lmklp} qsfmpi {svojsvgi xlex epws hiqerhw ăi|mfmpmx} mr xli {svomrk vikmqiw0 kviexiv 
personal liquidity and of course the environmental costs that accrue with climate change - high energy costs, 
tvspsrkih hvsyklx0 fywlĂviw erh ăsshw2  Gpievp}0 mr viwtsrhmrk xs xliwi gleppirkiw erh syv gsqqyrmx}ùw 
differing expectations there will be a further change in the form and character of Canberra’s urban areas.  
Nevertheless, the Garden City values and the emphasis they place on social and environmental well being 
will still underpin how any new development recognises the essential layout and quality of Canberra’s older 
suburban areas.

Applying the Values
The Garden City values can be encapsulated in objectives and expressed in design principles to guide 
redevelopment.  This ensures that there is congruency with the existing character of the Canberra’s inner 
suburbs but allows the new development to respond to contemporary challenges.   As it is the layout and 
spatial structure of the suburb that is critical to achieving social and environmental amenity, these objectives 
and principles identify the spatial relationships between street, block and dwelling.  

These principles are intended to provide practical guidance for those people interested in the design 
sj vihizipstqirx erh qshivexi mrxirwmĂgexmsr jsv wmrkpi h{ippmrkw0 hyep sggytergmiw erh wqepp1wgepi 
residential unit developments in the Residential Core areas in Canberra’ inner north and south suburbs  
– those areas that most epitomise the early Garden City planning models.

New development can offer contemporary living choices as well as being complementary and sympathetic 
to the character of the early Garden City suburbs by recognising and incorporating the original values that 
sought to promote human well-being in a visually pleasing landscape.


