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Minister’s foreword
A diversity of great places with distinct local character can be found across our
regions, cities and local communities. They offer existing and future populations
unique places to live and work. The essence of a place enriches our lives, fosters
a sense of community and will continue to shape our understanding of planned
growth.
This book, The Local Character and Place Collection, highlights the importance
of local character and place through a selection of thought leadership pieces and
case studies that examine the many facets of character and place. Alongside the
Local Character and Place Guideline, it responds to calls from the community, local
government and development professionals for insights into the current thinking on
different elements of local character.
In 2018, to build on existing programs, the Department of Planning and Environment
undertook a year-long exploration of the importance of local character, commencing
with the first of four public lectures in February. The lecture series concluded in
November and gathered together a diversity of leaders to examine influences on
local character from their unique backgrounds and experience.
The Exploring Local Character Symposium was held in May 2018 and focused on
three key themes: people, place and future character. The symposium brought
together community, industry and government in a discussion on the influences that
shape, enrich or create local character. Following the success of the Symposium, the
Department collaborated with interested local government, consultants and other
built environment professionals to inform the drafting of the Local Character and
Place Guideline.
It is critical that the NSW Government continues to foster discussion regarding local
character and place. It is also essential that future discourse continues to hold people
– their values and connection to place, as the foundation upon which future character
is built. In doing so, we can ensure that local character will continue to recognise and
celebrate the unique qualities of communities across NSW.
The Hon. Anthony Roberts MP
Minister for Planning

4

Introduction
New South Wales is a network of diverse places,
people and needs. Across the state, communities
are being shaped by demographic changes, as
our population grows towards 9.9 million by
2036. Environmental impacts are changing the
way people experience place, as well as how we
conceptualise future development of the built and
natural environments. Investment in transport,
health, education and green infrastructure is in turn
responding to the pressures of growth and change.
How we respond to social, environmental and economic
change will shape the future character of communities,
neighbourhoods and cities across NSW. By working with
communities, we will learn how to respond in a manner
that enriches people’s experience of place, ensuring
future character is both resilient and unique. People are
intrinsic to character, and great places cannot evolve
without people.
The Local Character and Place Collection (the Collection)
captures thought-leadership from the Department’s
year-long exploration into local character and place.
The Collection is separated into two sections, the first
exploring the diverse perspectives of advocates of
local character and place, the second detailing the
Department’s journey of exploring local character.

Part One explores what we heard at the Local Character
Lecture Series and Exploring Local Character Symposium,
which were both held throughout 2018. This section
includes practitioner opinion pieces on the value of local
character and place. It will also explore case studies
which exemplify aspects of local character as well as
thought-provoking examples of collaboration embedded
to co-create future character.
Part Two is the Department’s journey of exploring local
character and includes summaries of the Department’s
Local Character Planning Circular, Local Character Lecture
Series and Exploring Local Character Symposium. This
section also includes elements of what the Department
heard during community consultation, ‘the wiki based
collaboration and summaries of the Local Character and
Place Guideline and Discussion Paper - Local Character
Overlay’.
The Collection is by no means conclusive. It is
deliberately catalytic and it is offered with the intent of
contributing to public discourse about local character
and place. As the Department has learnt, character is a
fluid, shared vision, informed by people’s experience of
place and their connection to each other. As we continue
to explore the places we value, the parts of our local
communities with significant meaning and the things we
would like to see change, the Collection will continue
to be a reference guide to how we can shape future
character together.
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Part One

Reflections,
learnings
and case studies
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Part One
What is local character?
Character is what makes a neighbourhood distinctive and
it is the identity of a place. It encompasses the way a place
looks and feels. It is created by a combination of land,
people, built environment, history, culture and tradition,
both Indigenous and non-indigenous, and it looks at how
they interact to create an area’s character.
Local character is distinctive, it differentiates one area
apart from another. It includes the sense of belonging a
person feels to that place, the way people respond to
the atmosphere, how it impacts their mood, what their
emotional response is to that place and the stories that
come out of peoples’ relationship with that place.

What is place?
Place is the layout, division and form of environments –
its patterns, landscape, density, development, land use
and mix - these aspects set the groundwork for places to
flourish.
Places are multi-layered and diverse environments within
the broader context of society. Individual places can be
described or understood by people in different ways and
at different scales. This is because they are made up of
many interrelated layers and elements which are generally
understood through the physical form and activity
occurring in the location. Places have a clear and strong
identity and character.
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Reflections of
local character
and place
Local character practitioners from Government,
private enterprise and academia were asked to share their
thoughts on the different elements of local character and place.
The works in this publication do not necessarily reflect the
views of the Department of Planning and Environment.
This publication is an acknowledgment of the different
perspectives of reflection and a recognition of the breadth
and variety of opinions in this area. The opinion pieces cover a
range of topics relating to local character and place including
social value, public spaces, design, strategic planning,
tradition, culture and arts, technology and community
engagement.
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The value of connecting
people and place
By Alison Frame, Deputy Secretary,
Department of Planning and Environment

A community with high
social capital is more
resilient, inclusive and
cohesive
Places with unique character are complex social
environments built upon shared experience and understood
through an evolving narrative of connections, values and
memories. Great places have a system of reciprocity, where
the built and natural environments support the social fabric,
and social connectivity reinforces the value and use of the
physical environment. This ecosystem must be respected
in the creation of future character – enhancing social capital
and supporting resilient communities by investing in social
infrastructure.
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Social capital is the network of connections amongst
individuals, drawn from the relationships, institutions,
traditions and values that facilitate cohesion and
cooperation throughout society. Put simply, social
capital is “a measure of how closely tied we are to our
communities and to one another.”1
A community with high social capital is more resilient,
inclusive and cohesive – the essential building blocks of
places with great local character. If we understand how
social capital manifests within place, then future character
can benefit from increasing social connectors, enriching
the social fabric of places.

investing in social capital will address issues associated
with this change.
Social isolation is a symptom of low social capital and an
outcome of lifestyle change. Places that do not evolve
to provide enhanced communal spaces, public domain,
or the opportunity for social interaction can create stress
and social isolation. They are not simply bland, stagnant
or characterless, but can lead to public health issues by

increasing isolation, the risk of cardiovascular disease and
mental health issues3. By investing in social capital and
creating socially connected places – we can contribute to
addressing these problems within our community.
The ongoing public discourse surrounding future
character is a timely opportunity to elevate the
importance of social capital. By changing, enhancing
or maintaining local character, we can assess the

To a degree, social capital is a concept that can help
identify the intangible elements of local character. It
explains why people are linked together within a certain
place and can also provide insight into the health of a
community. Attempts to map social capital in Australia
and internationally have assessed metrics such as
economic mobility, crime and drug abuse, participation
in community groups and access to social and shared
infrastructure. Measuring social capital can reveal much
the health of civil society: what we do together, how
connected we are and how much we trust each other.
Single person households are expected to increase
by 81% by 2036, with single-parent and couple-only
households also expected to increase2. Changing the
way we live will also influence the character of place and

1 Michael Hendrix, June 2018. ‘The Surprising Geography of Social Capital in America’, Manhattan
Institute, Online. Available at: https://www.manhattan-institute.org/html/surprising-geographysocial-capital-america-11330.html
2 Greater Sydney Commission, March 2018. ‘Central City District Plan’, Online. Available at: https://
gsc-public-1.s3-ap-southeast-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/central-district-plan-0318_0.pdf
3 Julie Dixson, 2019. ‘SESLHD partners with council to tackle social isolation & loneliness’, South
Eastern Sydney Local Health District. Online. Available at: https://www.seslhd.health.nsw.gov.au/
news/seslhd-partners-council-to-tackle-social-isolation-loneliness
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performance of social infrastructure and where
appropriate, support the development of public realm,
enhance street life or introduce a diversity of activity that
will create social capital.
The Department of Planning and Environment has
recognised this in its focus on local character and its
importance in planning for the future of communities. The
importance of connection between people, and creating
great places that facilitate this, is also a foundation for
place making.
As more people choose to live in larger urban areas,
proximity does not ensure our connectivity. We will need
to work collectively to maintain our social fabric, embed
social sustainability and respond to the challenges of
isolation and social disconnection. Creating places that
enhance the social fabric of our cities, towns and streets
is vital. Investing in social capital ensures we support
the people that make places unique and value their
contribution to future local character.

“The ongoing public
discourse surrounding
future character is a timely
opportunity to elevate
the importance of social
capital”
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Local strategic planning
– it’s your story
By Gary White, Chief Planner of
Department of Planning and Environment

Local character
distinguishes one
place from another
Understanding the layers of complexity and richness
between the people and places we are planning for, and
their collective aspirations, must be the starting point of
any planning conversation for the future. Local Strategic
Planning Statements (LSPS) present the opportunity to
strengthen the expression of local character in the planning
system. As the strategic plan for a local area, the LSPS
provides guidance for future land uses. Local character
should be a core element of the LSPS.
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“Where are we now? Where do
we want to be? And how do we
get there?”
Local character distinguishes one place from another, for
example its unique heritage. It is the way a place looks
and feels. All places have an individual character which
has evolved and will continue to evolve over time in the
context of broader economic and societal shifts. The
challenge for planning systems is to be responsive to
change and move toward a preferred future – somewhere
where we want to be. This is the essence of strategic
planning. Robust community engagement will help us
choose a preferred option.
People are inextricably linked to places and the
elements of place that they value. The built environment

is one element of character, but it also includes the
less tangible notions that contribute to a place’s
atmosphere. Strategic planning is about telling a story
by answering the questions: where are we now? where
do we want to be? how do we get there? This upfront
strategic planning framework can help us incorporate
into planning decisions the elements of change which
meet our collective aspirations for the future.
An example of a simple technique that can be used
to explore character is to encourage people to write
a postcard of a future place’s character as if they were
there visiting that place in the future. This postcard

should identify the elements of character that should be
pursued and protected into the future and how they will
be experienced. Through these descriptions of place, we
can get a sense of the layering of social, natural and built
elements that make that place distinct from any other. It is
this layering of elements that creates a place’s individual
local character.
Expressions of local character through purposefully
descriptive statements can enable us to bridge the
gap between broader strategic intent and statutory
development controls (which so often fail to communicate
the principles on which they were founded), so we can
express why we might need to do planning in a particular
way. Articulation of local character creates context
beyond floor space ratio, maximum height, and setback
controls; and starts to convey a richer understanding of
a place’s valued characteristics and the aspirations for its
future. Through this narrative, or story of place, councils
and communities can encourage development that’s
better aligned to the strategic intent for a locality and
send clear signals about the sort of development which
might offend.
A strategic planning narrative, such as that provided by
the LSPS, has a better capacity to describe and address
the local character of a place, ensuring its consideration in
planning decisions into the future.
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Public space
By Ben Hewett, Deputy Government Architect,
GANSW

Public space is for
everyone
Public space plays a crucial role in ensuring quality of life
in our cities, towns, and regions. It helps create healthy,
happy, and prosperous communities by providing places for
people to spend time in together and move freely between
their homes, jobs, and places of learning and leisure.
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“Public space shapes our built environment and
provides the framework for private development
to function, which in turn enables successful public
spaces and places.”
Public space shapes our built environment and provides
the framework for private development to function, which
in turn enables successful public spaces and places.
Public space is the connective tissue that brings people
together to help them make a place. It is the foundation
of a well-designed built environment. Shaping public
space is essential. Rather than seeing urban conditions
as made up of buildings and the absence of buildings,
urban design recognises built form as stemming from the
structured, coordinated consideration of public space.

Understanding large-scale issues
Government Architect NSW (GANSW) believes urban
design can help tackle our largest social, environmental,
and economic challenges.
Processes that determine the configuration and quality
of the built environment often focus too much on the
small scale: the project site or specific places. Rather
than a narrow focus on individual places, is researching
public space as the basis for reducing inequality,
improving everyday life, and providing a platform for

future generations. We consider the physical, overall
built environment and strategically outline how quality
outcomes can be delivered as intended.
Built environment professionals – such as planners,
engineers, and architects – will be better equipped to
design and deliver high-quality built environments if they
are more aware of the broader, external factors of how
resources, activities, demographics, and attributes of
the landscape are arranged across places, spaces, and
precincts – the ‘spatial geography’.

Our growing population means that our cities and towns
need to become denser, but at the same time they need
to provide equitable access to a variety of quality public
spaces and places. There is significant opportunity to
understand, improve, enhance, and expand our network
of public space across our cities, towns, and regions.
Public spaces include streets, plazas, libraries, parks,
museums, and public transport. They are the spaces
of gathering, culture, history, and movement. Public
spaces sustain the productivity and prosperity of places,
precincts, and regions. They provide greater levels of
social cohesion and inclusion, civic identity, and quality
of life.
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What is public space?
We consider pubic space as the combination of public
land any publicly accessible building.
Public space is made of:
• public domain: land owned and controlled by the
local, state, or federal government
• public realm: any publicly owned streets, pathways,
parks, open space and any public or civic buildings
Public spaces are:
• open environments: streets, pavements, squares,
landscapes, parks
• sheltered spaces: public libraries, museums, religious
institutions, public facilities
• public critical infrastructure: “green” and “blue”
infrastructure, and infrastructure related to transport,
energy, and utilities
Public space shapes our built environment and provides
the framework for private development to function. Welldesigned private development, in turn, supports and
enhances public space.

An example of establishing a network of public space
is the Sydney Green Grid. This project maps the green
and natural spaces across Sydney to understand how
to connect, integrate, and improve green space. The
Sydney Green Grid informed ’s Greener Places: an urban
green infrastructure policy for NSW, which highlights the
need for networked green infrastructure to help create a
healthier, more liveable, and resilient place to live.
Public space is the backbone to urban life
Urban design is essential to shaping places. It is an
integrative and responsive process that operates in
tandem with urban planning. Urban design involves a
two-pronged approach:
A strategic approach
An inclusive problem-solving method that brings
together all stakeholder needs and influences decisionmaking. It embeds good design and creates frameworks
for better built outcomes.
Urban design actions
The practical work of the urban designer, who sets the
conditions and shapes places and spaces to allow people
to create places.

A network of public space

Public space shapes our built environment; people
create places

All public spaces should benefit everyone and be of high
quality, offering amenity and safety for citizens. In different
contexts, public spaces require different strategies.
Some public spaces need extending, or renewing, or
densifying, or connecting areas; some need entirely
different ways of working.

The design, planning, and ongoing management of
public space is carried out by many people, including
those in government, built environment professionals,
and communities. Public spaces and places are
understood by the people that use them and shaped
by those involved in their production. Public space

aggregates the other components of the city to help to
create places. People make a place and people create
places together. Places and spaces evolve over time.
Improving public spaces
We can improve existing places by measuring and
evaluating people’s satisfaction with public space, and
drawing on data to establish the extent of public space
and how it performs. Bringing these inputs together can
give an overview of what makes an existing space a good
place. In creating new spaces, we can learn from the
evidence base and outline the needs or challenges to
ensure our built environment is made of great places.
Public spaces contribute to defining cultural,
social, environmental, and economic functions
In the UN-Habitat Global Public Space Toolkit4, public
space is described as:
• the physical web and support for the movement and
the stationing of people and means of transport, on
which the vitality of the city depends
• hosts for market and accessible commercial activities
in fixed premises, public venues and other services
(collective and not, public and private), in which
the socio-economic dimension of the city is always
expressed
• offering precious opportunities for recreation, physical
exercise, and regeneration for all such as parks,
gardens, public sports facilities
• promoting education and culture such as museums,
public libraries
4 Global Public Space Toolkit: From Global Principles to Local Policies and Practice, United Nations
Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat) 2015
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• places of individual and collective memory, in which
the identity of the people is mirrored and finds
sustenance, growing in the knowledge that they are a
community

Analysing and measuring existing public
space

Determining improvements to public space

Quantity

• Identifying unused or underused spaces and outlining
new uses.

Creating a generous provision of good-quality public
spaces for the people of NSW.

• Ensuring NSW Government agencies and local
governments adopt a strategy for public space

• integral and meaningful parts of the urban architecture
and landscape, with a determinant role in the overall
image of the city.

Analysing the average share of the built-up area of a town
or city that is open public space; using the amount of
public space (as a percentage of total urban space) as the
first, most basic, planning level indicator.

• Measuring and collecting data on the number of
improvements required and monitoring the delivery

GANSW is researching public space,
focusing on:

Access

• promoting conviviality, encounter and freedom of
expression

Understanding and supporting public space
The performance of a public space can be measured.
This can establish an evidence base. By understanding
the quantity, access to, and safety of existing public
spaces we can improve the built environment and plan
for the future.
Public space should be managed and delivered to a high
quality. It should be accessible to all and well-used,
supporting the public good.
The provision of services and facilities should advocate
safe, inclusive, diverse, and welcoming public spaces.
With a network of well-designed public spaces, we can
ensure the delivery and management of high-quality
spaces, places, and precincts.

• Understanding access to public spaces and setting
targets to reduce travel times and car dependency,
and improve walkability

Making public space readily accessible by all members
of the community. Analysing distance to (or area per
person of) public space that is green, and using this as a
management-level indicator of quality of life.

• Developing and monitoring clear participatory
processes when beginning the design process for
new or upgraded public spaces

Safety

• Measuring the social value created by the
improvements as a return on investment

Understanding real and perceived safety to make our
places safer. Analysing safety as a measure of what
happens within a space, as a highest-level behavioural
indicator.
Understanding community satisfaction with public space.
Surveys can measure community and business satisfaction
on an annual basis. This data can be used as an index to
help determine how NSW Government agencies can put
feedback into action.

• Using metrics based on crime statistics, vacancy rates
or turnover to evaluate spaces annually
• Using environmental factors, such as air quality, to
assess environmental conditions

Listening to the public. As a priority, our public spaces
and places should provide a positive user experience for
communities, individuals, and businesses.
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Walking Hurstville
By Elise Wood, Policy and Advocacy Officer,
Committee for Sydney

Familiarity of place is
at the heart of local
character
The population was growing, the first high-rise apartment
buildings were being built, and the already multicultural
suburb was embracing a new wave of Chinese migration.
While the form of the suburb changed, as did the sights and
smells of the shopfronts along Forest Road, my experience
of living there was remarkably familiar throughout.
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Walking the streets to and from school, I became
accustomed to the eclectic houses and walk-ups that
were unified by their generous eaves and hip and gable
tile roofs. Sprawling street trees were abundant, with red
wattle and palm trees weaving in and out. And, when I
walked to school with my sisters, we could always walk
in a three-deep row, making use of the oversized nature
strips that lined the suburban streets. I certainly saw
Hurstville grow, and saw its commercial centre become
busier. But when it came to knowing where I was, the
character of Hurstville and the experience I felt walking its
streets was always familiar.
This familiarity of place is at the heart of local character.
When something is familiar, we naturally become
attached to it, and desire to see it endure. The
characteristics of place that locals know so well, are
also marks of distinctiveness. Physical, environmental
and cultural features that combine to distinguish the
‘feel’ of one location from another. But it’s important
to remember that local character is not fixed – it’s fluid.
Over time new groups of people, new technologies and
new influences become embedded in a neighbourhood
and necessitate a reframing of character. Some features
that once contributed to a sense of place may not be as
valued, while others that have become familiar with time
are perceived as important.

Cities are hubs of people and activity and their form
must evolve to meet changing needs. If we preserve
the past at the expense of meeting needs, cities and the
places within them run the risk of becoming stagnant and
irrelevant. The places we live must cater and respond to
a range of demographics – young, old, singles, families,
locals and migrants – to be resilient. The perils of defining
character too narrowly and designing for only one
demographic can be seen in the masterplanned fairways
built in 1980s. Many of these residential developments
that were built around a golf course and its associated
lifestyle in Australia and the United States are now in
decline, with their target demographic ageing and a
new generation less interested in its offering. While an

extreme example, residential fairways are a caution for
defining local character, asking communities to reflect on
what enhances place and for who.
I don’t live in Hurstville anymore, and haven’t now for
over a decade, but when I visit and walk its streets today,
I can see a neighbourhood that is full of people and
life. I can see an evolution of a suburb, with parts that
I connect deeply with and others that are less familiar.
It has continued to grow and iterate, and is a better
more resilient place because of that. Like any area, there
are opportunities to improve design and enhance its
distinctive qualities, and I look forward to seeing how
its local character is defined and shaped in the years to
come.

“This familiarity of place is at the heart of local
character. When something is familiar, we naturally
become attached to it...”

The creation of Local Character Statements in New South
Wales is a real opportunity to enhance place. Through
the process of defining and redefining the essence of
a neighbourhood, local communities and planners can
shape the design and use of areas for the benefit of
current and future residents. Of course, there is a fine line
between enhancing and preserving place. Preserving
is an intentional act to maintain the status quo, and in
dynamic cities like Sydney that simply is not feasible, nor
is it desirable.
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Local character and the
Western Sydney Aerotropolis
By Geoff Roberts, Deputy Chief Commissioner,
Economic Commissioner, Greater Sydney
Commission

The future character of the
Aerotropolis will leverage
the unique natural
features of existing
waterways and parklands
The economic component of local character is the change
we see in population driven by investment in employment,
health and infrastructure. It is the movement of people and
how they move, whether on public or active transport,
or via private cars and motorways. And it is the equity of
opportunity we create across our communities, providing
access to amenity, open space, education and the
knowledge-based workforce.
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The places we find unique or desirable across the Greater
Sydney Region have not developed equitably. The story
of this inequality is illustrated in the movement of Sydney’s
workforce. Whilst 91% of the Eastern Harbour City live
and work on the coast, only 49% of the Western Parkland
City’s population works and lives in the region.
Every day, almost one third of the workers from Penrith,
Blacktown, Campbelltown and Liverpool are required
to travel to the Parramatta region and almost a quarter
are forced to commute – often by private vehicle – to the
Eastern City.
Local character is shaped by the time people spend
experiencing the places they value. It is simply impossible
for great places to evolve with unique character if we
spend more time commuting than enjoying local places
with family, friends or colleagues.
The introduction of major infrastructure is an important
platform for engaging community in the creation of
future character. It should provide an opportunity to
engage early with current and future populations to
shape potential land use, built form and public amenity,
building upon people’s connection to place and desired
future character. For example, the Western Parkland City
airport is an enabler for the Parkland City’s wellspring of
talent – but our understanding of the Aerotropolis’ future
character must evolve from the needs and values of its
future workforce.
The future character of the Aerotropolis will be shaped by
whether we create a connected, transit-based network
of local places across the Western Parkland City. It will
also be influenced by how successfully we can achieve
equality of opportunity across the Western Parkland City.
A concentration of Sydney’s business parks, technology
and knowledge precincts are located within the eastern

“The future character of the Aerotropolis will be
shaped by whether we create a connected, transitbased network of local places across the Western
Parkland City.”
half of the Greater Sydney Region. It is no coincidence
that this part of Sydney also has a larger share of urban
canopy and investment in public transportation. The
same opportunities must be cultivated in Sydney’s West,
the catalyst of which will be the Western City Airport.
Unless we achieve equality of opportunity, we will not
have quality local places.

5 Green Infrastructure is defined by Government Architect NSW as “the network of green spaces,
natural systems and semi-natural systems including parks, rivers, bushland and private gardens
that are strategically planned, designed and managed to support a good quality of life in an urban
environment.”

The economic component of character can make or
break a place and relies on identifying shared interests.
A vibrant night time economy, public transportation,
great public domain, access to retail, and the right mix
of housing – these are the factors that will determine
whether businesses will move to the Aerotropolis. They
are also the influences that shape places of most concern
to local communities. The interests of what may seem like
competing stakeholders are mutual and the benefits of
great local places can be shared.
Open space and green infrastructure5 are also vital
environmental characteristics of great places. However,
they also serve the dual purpose of addressing climate
impacts in Western Sydney, such as reducing the Urban
Heat Island effect. Climate impacts in Western Sydney
have serious health implications, as well as an economic
and environmental cost, and indicate the inequality of
growth. Western Sydney currently experiences 17 days
per year over 35 degrees, with temperatures and extreme
weather days continuing to grow.
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The future character of the Aerotropolis will leverage
the unique natural features of existing waterways
and parklands. The Western Sydney Parklands, a
legacy for a century to come, will shape the active
lifestyles of future residents, support urban resilience
and increase liveability. Liveable places are more
desirable and in turn, shape future character. It
is simply impossible to have local character in an
Australian city without tree canopy, and investment in
green infrastructure will improve the lives and health
of the Western Parkland City’s population and draw a
diversity of people to the region.
Improving liveability, connectivity, resilience and
equality of opportunity is critical to shaping the
future character of the Western City Aerotropolis.
They are the issues that drive the economics of
place and cultivate future character. This process is
a challenging balance, but it is not a dichotomy of
community values and industry interests. The right
mix of employment, education and infrastructure will
create new life and character in the existing urban
centres that make the Western Parkland City unique.
A thriving and diverse Aerotropolis will enhance the
identity of the Western Parkland City and continue
the region’s momentum toward becoming a
connected network of great places to live and work.
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Investing in local character
By Marcus Spiller, Principal and Partner
at SGS Economics and Planning

Local character has come
to be recognised as a key
economic asset
Taking an economics perspective, cities are ultimately
about culture and connectivity. Connectivity relates to
the density of business interactions in the daily life of the
city. The big advantage of cities lies in what economists
call ‘agglomeration’.
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The larger and deeper the pool of businesses and
households that any given enterprise can trade with,
the more productive it will be. This is partly because
of economies of scale and better access to skills. In
addition, these businesses are likely to be more
innovative due to the informal knowledge transfers that
occur in big, well connected cities. These transfers arise
in a variety of ways including new ideas brought in by
recruits from other organisations in the sector and the
formation of trust-based relationships with key customers.
Connectivity, and the economic benefits that go with it,
can be boosted through better transport links and the
curation of industry clusters.
Meanwhile, culture is what differentiates cities and
neighbourhoods from their peers. In prosperous cities,
culture – both contemporary and historic – is embedded
in built form. In other words, it is expressed in local
character and place quality.
While the commercial benefits of connectivity have been
well documented for more than a century, the connection
between local character and business vitality is a more
recent discovery in the economic literature. Taking a cue
from Jane Jacobs, the famous mid-20th century American
urbanist, leading economists, including Nobel Prize
winner, Robert Lucas, came to understand that place
character and social capital can augment the underlying
advantages of scale offered in cities.

of the public realm, the vibrancy of village and town
centres, heritage conservation and a rich tree cover. They
understand that while these attributes are important in
their own right, they are vital factors in the attraction and
retention of mobile capital and skills in the knowledge
economy.
Local character has come to be recognised as a key
economic asset. Its strategic value lies in the fact that
genuine local character cannot be replicated. While
motivated cities can relatively easily boost the economic
advantage brought by connectivity – through investment
in, say, high speed public transport, for example – it is
difficult to manufacture culture and local character. So,
cities need to be careful about the degradation and loss
of local character.
Identifying, conserving and leveraging local character is a
nuanced challenge requiring sophisticated collaboration
with host communities. Significant investment is
required, but strong dividends across all dimensions –
economic, social and environmental – can be anticipated
in the modern, knowledge based, economy.

Cities around the world aspiring to sustainable prosperity
are now investing heavily in place quality and continuity
of culture. They see that culture is driven by people and
is reflected in excellent architecture, inclusive treatment

24

Part One

Place-as-a-service: applying
lean business methods to
placemaking
By Nick Williamson, Chief Civic Hacker

Understanding what
people identify with and
value about their place
If a community was a business, what is it selling? It’s people?
It’s climate? It’s geography? It’s productive potential?
Who is it selling to? Who are its most valued customers?
Who are the early adopters? What is the pathway to those
customers?
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What is the user experience of the place-as-a-service
through the eyes of those customers? What is the value
proposition? How does the community compete with
other places for the attention and investment of their
customers?
In 2014, by applying the lean and agile methodologies
used by tech start-up companies, the community of Kamo
successfully developed a prototype town plan in just five
days. The project had high levels of engagement with the
community, and the resulting town plan received almost
unanimous support.
The era of design & rapid prototyping
Everything works in ‘idea land’. Sure, you can spend
lots of time developing plans and strategies, theorising
and talking about how to find the perfect solution for
anything. But, you will never know if your idea works
until you try it. This is especially true for ideas that are
developed by people working in groups. It is usually
not until you start ‘showing’ what your idea looks like,
that you realise that words can mean different things
to different people. This is why it is important to start
‘building’ prototypes of what your idea looks like, as
soon as possible.

Bite sized content & the ‘on-demand’ generation

To be continued ...

Most government planning processes are about as
exciting as watching paint dry. And yet a large number
of people will spend hours doing just that ... most likely
by watching ‘The Block’, ‘Changing Rooms’ or ‘Dream
Home’ on TV. So what makes watching paint dry so
exciting that thousands of people tune in week upon
week to watch house renovations? The formula for
making it highly compelling is to compress the action
over a very short timeframe, and build up the anticipation
so that everyone wants to see the ‘big reveal’ before
getting bored and tuning out. Understanding how to
capture and maintain people’s attention in the digital age
is big business. In the context of local character, it largely
boils down to understanding what people identify with
and value about their place.

To be agile is to learn from experience, and apply that
learning to the next iteration of your product. A vast
amount of learning has been gained from the Kamo Place
Race, and the exercise has given valuable insights into
how the process could be refined and improved.

Adopting a ‘citizen-centric’ approach was the key factor
that led to transforming the relationship between the
council and the Kamo community. Changing the council’s
role from arbitrator to facilitator enabled the citizens and
residents to feel that the culture and character of the
community was recognised and valued as an integral part
of place.

There are great opportunities in the future for planning
practitioners to be involved in the process of codesigning and testing the ‘product’ that they will
ultimately be users of.
There has been a significant amount of interest in
the Kamo Place Race project from urban planning,
community engagement, and open government
professionals both in New Zealand and abroad.
Following on from its success, we have continued
to explore the opportunities to apply ‘agile open
government’ approaches and continue to measure the
overall impact and value that it achieves. The question
that keeps being put to me is, where will it be done next?

In the context of placemaking, this might be a sketch
layout of a land development, a visual ‘mock-up’ of
photos, or a screen capture of some GIS data. The
Kamo Place Race project used all of these techniques
via Facebook, and even posted links to the draft district
plan chapter on the cloud as it was being typed. It was
an opportunity to illustrate how the policy changes might
look on the ground.
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The role of tradition in
building local character
By Justin Hewitt, Director Sustainable
Communities, Prince’s Trust Australia

Tradition plays an
important role in
developing and
maintaining local
character
Local character plays a critical role in the way we develop
our built environment, manage our heritage and shape our
communities. Local character also influences our experience
of a place. It creates place identity and familiarity but also
diversity between our neighbourhoods, towns and cities.
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Local character provides the opportunity to develop
shared memories across generations, strengthening
society and supporting our communities to thrive.
Tradition plays an important role in developing and
maintaining local character. The notion of tradition
itself can of course mean many different things to many
different people, yet it plays a critical role in our everyday
lives. It provides the foundations of social structure,
the basis of and practice of law, and cultural processes.
Tradition allows society to recognise the lessons of
history, enrich our lives and offer an inheritance to the
future.

Similarly, the way we manage heritage plays a key role in
understanding how to maintain local traditions and place
identity. Heritage and local character are often intrinsically
linked, and individual places can be heavily influenced
by their existing built or natural environment, creating a
rich tapestry from which to build upon. Rather than create
a distinction between past and present, heritage can be
used as the foundation stone of local character.
There is no coincidence then that many of the world’s

“Local, regional and
national built traditions
provide the opportunity
for communities to retain
their individuality in an
ever changing global
world.”

In the built environment, tradition links community
through a shared sense of place identity. Local, regional
and national built traditions provide the opportunity
for communities to retain their individuality in an ever
changing global world. Through built traditions we are
able to preserve local identity and character. Individuals
and communities should always have the freedom to
express the diversity of their built traditions and be
encouraged to celebrate them.
Traditional approaches to building, architecture and
urbanism offer a useful and positive pathway towards
building and maintaining local character. In Australia,
the practice of traditional design and construction is
underutilised. Often misunderstood as being outdated
or irrelevant, the sensitive integration of architectural
style, building form, scale and use of local and natural
materials responsive to the local context, all enhances
local character.
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most famous cities or holiday destinations, such as Paris
or Amsterdam to name just two, all share in common a
strong sense of place, identity and local character. The
use of traditional design, construction techniques and
local materials creates places of timelessness and beauty.
With little need for major redevelopment, communities
are able to experience shared memories of a place.
Through the practice of sustainable urbanism, Prince’s
Trust Australia specialises in creating places that celebrate
local character. Drawing on the experience of The Prince’s
Foundation in the United Kingdom, and the success of
projects such as Poundbury, the Trust understands the
importance of embracing the future while listening to and
responding to tradition. The principle outcome of this
approach is to benefit communities by creating better
places to live.
Opened in 2017, The Prince’s Terrace Adelaide was a
project developed in partnership with Defence Housing
Australia and Prince’s Trust Australia and is a successful
example of local character in practice. Using traditional
design, the terraces take their cue from the traditional
Adelaide terrace design and with reinvented construction
methods and layout allow for contemporary Australian
living. The Prince’s Terrace is ground-breaking as
Australia’s first 6 Green Star residential development in its
category.
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One place, multiple
voices
By Ekin Arin, Architect and Urban
Designer and Rasmus Frisk CEO and
Partner, arki_lab

Users as the experts of
their lived environments
When trying to explain the notion of “local character”, one
quickly realises that there’s not a set definition. The local
character typically isn’t a uniform and polished concept.
On the contrary, it almost always presents conflicts and
disagreements between diﬀerent groups or individuals. The
complexity in identifying local character is directly related to
the diversity of our communities and settlements.
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Thus, healthy and liveable cities don’t mean establishing
a monoculture, catering only to a specific group, but it
entails creating spaces that reflect the variety of diﬀerent
groups. In order to fully understand the unique local
character of a specific place, one has to engage with all
the diﬀerent users and groups, recognising the inherent
social dynamics. This practice could be conducted using
a variety of methods, but must strive to take everyone into
account.
arki_lab, an interdisciplinary urban design studio,
takes on the intricate task of activating all users and
citizens to discover the myriad of identities that exist
in all communities. Rasmus Frisk, partner at arki_lab,
strongly believes in the value and power of co-creating
urban spaces for liveable and sustainable communities.
arki_lab develops and applies the right set of tools for a
project, in order to empower citizens to become a part
of their city’s future, as they uncover the local knowledge
that’s essential to the success of a project. They focus
on translating citizens’ needs and dreams into reality,
activating unused spaces and giving places new life
through local knowledge.

“users as the experts of their lived environments”. Their
collective local knowledge becomes the main driver of
the design process, resulting in new spaces that reflect
the local character.
In several newly developed regions one loses this
connection to local identity due to generic development,
but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist. So, one really
needs to investigate the roots and the past (not just
current/new residents) to see if anything has been lost
due to recent transformations. Sometimes creating
this density could mean losing the local identity. It’s
an intricate issue that needs to be addressed with a
comprehensive approach through integrating local
actors and citizens.

“Empower citizens
to become a part of
their city’s future, as
they uncover the local
knowledge that’s
essential to the success
of a project.”

In Asnaes, a small city in Denmark, arki_lab has been
working with the local community, on a two-year-long
project, to transform diﬀerent public spaces to better
reflect the local identity and also to cater to diﬀerent
age groups. A great part of the project was devoted to
facilitating diﬀerent workshops, events and meetings with
local students and other inhabitants, aimed at enabling
local knowledge to create a common language. Their
wishes, dreams and needs were later translated into
temporary installations around the city, ensuring that they
reflect what’s been said and discovered. After multiple
rounds of feedback and comments from the community,
arki_lab is now developing permanent designs on certain
identified sites. The project builds on the concept of
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The unique challenges and potentials of each place
should be addressed through a tailor-made process, to
get a complete understanding of the unique values and
dynamics in communities. Tools and methods utilised
throughout the process should be designed to facilitate
dialogue to address these challenges and ensure that
everyone’s voice is heard. For example, arki_nopoly, an
interactive board game, enables diﬀerent stakeholders
to share their opinions and generate solutions on design
problems. It serves as a ground for critical as well as
empathetic thinking and includes everyone in the
process to create a holistic process.
The unique local character of any community is a
constellation of diﬀerent individuals and groups.
Therefore, uncovering the embedded knowledge isn’t
a linear process but a circular one, where feedback
mechanisms should be integrated to ensure an unbiased
and democratic understanding of the community or
neighbourhood. arki_lab specialises in uncovering the
local knowledge within communities through numerous
unique engagement methods. Our innovative tools and
methods go beyond the traditional engagement surveys
and questionnaires. They allow us to curate the process
according to particular groups, in order to collect more
accurate information about the community’s values,
structure and dynamics. The local character is embedded
in the social structure as much as in the physical
characteristics of a neighbourhood. Therefore, it’s vital to
uncover existing economic, social and political rapport
through context-specific engagement strategies.
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Creating local character:
people, place, culture
By Deborah Stevenson, Institute for Culture and
Society Western Sydney University, Australia

Cultural planning puts
place and the quality of
the built environment
at its centre
Urban cultural planning has a central role to play in building
local character and shaping places that are valued and
meaningful to local communities. To achieve these aims,
it is necessary to understand the interplay of the three
ingredients which, in varying combinations, underpin
successful cultural planning – people, place and culture.
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Successful spaces attract people – families, workers,
and holiday-makers, people of different ages and from
different ethnic and racial backgrounds. Successful
urban spaces, are those that offer facilities for a range of
people. They are places where everyone feels welcome,
safe, and included. They foster, and cater for, diversity.
It is only by encouraging people to a place that a range
of social and cultural goals will be achieved. The idea
of social inclusion has become relevant in this context,
emerging as a key dimension of cultural planning. Vibrant

and interesting places are often also home to artists
and cultural workers. Cultural plans and strategies must
be informed by an understanding of who these local
‘creatives’ are, what they do, and how and where, they
work. It is local artists who support local cultural initiatives
and organizations. They participate in a range of
community activities and many engage in arts facilitation
at a grass roots level. But local artists are increasingly
moving away from the major cities to find homes and
studio spaces in cheaper regions. In response, urban

cultural planners must develop strategies that will support
local cultural production and consumption, and provide
incentives to ensure artists remain in the locality.
Successful cultural planning is concerned with place.
Creating cultural precincts, revitalising and animating
urban space, and nurturing a sense of place and local
character. Place is the realm of the symbolic and the
meaningful. It is also about belonging, community, and
identity, the emotive and representational. Again, and
again, cultural planning comes back to place. Many
schemes are designed to establish environments for the
development of local cultural or creative industries. They
may involve creating long-term or temporary spaces
for creative workers – incubators for the development
of successful business and the production of art. From
public art, the ‘pop-up’ cultural spaces that have become
ubiquitous, and initiatives focused on the temporary
occupation of abandoned industrial buildings, to
cultural precincts which are organised to support high
profile cultural institutions, the arts and culture can be
mechanisms for animating and making place in ways that
are attractive to business, tourists, and locals.
The concern with place is underpinned by three factors.
First, it provides a way for cultural planning to engage
everyday life and meaning. It is a technique for moving
beyond objects and activities.
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Second, cultural planning puts place and the quality of
the built environment at its centre. Third, developing
the creative industries through cultural planning means
also making spaces for innovation, creativity and,
by extension, creative businesses, to flourish. The
production of cultural clusters, quarters and incubators
can also serve to animate and rehabilitate space to create
‘place’.

the focus away from a subsidy approach to cultural
provision, to emphasise entrepreneurship, industry
development, and incubation. The task for cultural
planning is to understand the contribution creativity and
talent make to wealth and economic growth, at the same
time as recognising that the cultural sector also fosters
community cultural development, social inclusion, and
local cultural democracy.

The notion of culture is at the heart of cultural planning.
Culture includes the arts, but also embraces a broader
suite of activities and products including the popular
and technological, the everyday and the local. Along
with expanding the definition of what counts as culture,
cultural planning is also concerned with creativity.
Creativity is about particular qualities – of (creative) place,
(creative) people and (creative) ways of thinking. It also
relates to innovation and imagination.

In order to effectively support local character, cultural
planning must probe the culture/creativity/art triad as
a matter of urgency. It must nail down what each means
and understand how to deal with them as the objects of
policy and planning. Culture is not creativity although
clearly there is a relationship. But it is also not just art.

Expanding what counts as culture to include creativity
and popular cultural forms and commodities, often also
means highlighting the economic value and positive
contribution of the arts and cultural sector to local
economies. This focus has made it possible to shift

Culture can be ‘big business’, but it is also profoundly
enmeshed in everyday life and the concerns of
communities and localities. It can play a role in the
expression and celebration of local identity and character,
and create places that are lively, valued, and productive.
The challenge for cultural planning is to be calibrated to
prioritise local people, their places and cultures.

“The task for cultural planning is to understand
the contribution creativity and talent make to
wealth and economic growth, at the same time
as recognizing that the cultural sector also fosters
community cultural development, social inclusion,
and local cultural democracy.”
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Sense of place
By Dr Nigel Helyer, Artist and
Adjunct Professor at Macquarie University

Our “sense of place” is
a product of the deep
neuronal structures in
our brain
This short illustrated essay aims to raise a series of
fundamental issues around how we experience a sense of
place and how these experiences develop in both individual
and public memory. This exploration will be built around
a series of my creative works which address relationships
between site, cultural identity and memory, through the
combination of sculpture and soundscape.
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modified, or are replaced in a relatively short period of
time, farmland is overwritten by suburban development
– the physical referents vanish – re-writing and in many
cases replacing or blocking memories. How then do we
as individuals build and maintain a feeling of place and
how collectively do we establish a cultural memory that
fixes the evolving history of a site into an identity that we
think of as Place?

At the nub of the issue is the distinction between
Space, defined geographically and architecturally, and
Place characterised as a location invested with human
experience, memory and meaning.
Our memories are structured around associative triggers,
often sensory experiences, odours, sounds and music,
but also physical structures, buildings and landscapes.
Location is a central feature in the processing of memory
which is managed by the Hippocampus which activates
a complex network of Place cells; Grid cells and Border
cells to establish spatial memories (generally whilst
we sleep). It may well be that our “sense of place” is a
product of the deep neuronal structures in our brain.
Urban spaces, and individual built structures, even
entire landscapes, are in reality quite fluid, buildings are

Dual Nature stands on the site of the former Fig Tree
Baths, a bathhouse used by the working class residents
of loomooloo. The work is situated between the
military/industrial landscape of Garden Island and the
Europeanised landscape of the Domain – the site has
a deep but unrevealed history. Dual Nature takes on
the role of quietly speaking of the rich web of historical
events that have flowed through and formed this
place. The four steel carapaces are based on delicate
microscopic marine forms, but are fabricated at an
industrial scale, designed to resonate with the cranes and
warships across the bay – the landward hulls containing
hundreds of sound files created during an extensive oral
history project that attempts to reinsert the intangible
cultural history of the area.
Sometimes there are things that we would prefer to
forget! Ship to Shore (a pre-cursor to Dual Nature) was
specifically designed as a sonic intervention in the
Royal Albert Dock in Liverpool. The work consisted of
a large marine buoy equipped with a speaker array,
moored adjacent to the Tate North, which is now
housed in a wharfage with a terrible history of slavery.
The soundscape drifted a series of dark narratives
across the waters – simultaneously a series of twelve
short radio-works were broadcast daily by the BBC as
a complimented to the installation. Whilst the careful
restoration of the docks to their former glory emphasises
the grandeur and ambition of the 1840’s it is easy to

overlook that it was the trade in human flesh which made
Liverpool wealthy. Once again, the sculptural presence
acts as a conduit for voices and memories that recall the
lives that the walls imprisoned - lives so easily forgotten.
We are surrounded by monuments and memorials –
for the most part institutional responses to history that
has perched statues of dead white men on pedestals
– or which preserve the outward appearance of a
small percentage of worthy buildings. The impetus
to memorialise the past works to focus and fix ideas
of history and a limited truth in a narrow and often
uncontested manner – after all there can be no dialogue
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with a bronze statue of Captain Cook. What is omitted
in these fossilisations is any form of real memory, any
lived experience and indeed any possibility of emotional
engagement. But it is not impossible to bring to the fore
the intangible cultural heritage of a site – here are two
examples.
The Wireless House is a small brick structure built in
Foley Rest Park in Glebe in 1934. It was equipped with
a wireless set and launched in 1935 as a social provision

for the unemployed poor of the area who would gather
around the Wireless House listening to radio dramas and
news items from 10am until 10pm each day. Although
it was vehemently opposed by both the Church and
the local Betting shops (who were obviously vying for
souls) the Wireless House operated for several decades.
In 2007 I was commissioned to re-sound the derelict
structure and set about the project on several fronts. Over
a two-year period I developed a community oral-history
project which included community workshops in digital

storytelling and media production. Simultaneously a
collaboration with the National Film and Sound Archive
was initiated which curated a collection of three decades
of radio. When combined these two sources of audio
formed a massive sound archive.
On-site work proceeded to refurbish the physical
structure, modifying the interior to house the interactive
audio delivery system and installing a wireless network
available to all park visitors. A period 1930’s radio was
installed on the original stand and a sculptural facade
was applied to the exterior of the building. The project
generated huge interest within the community in the form
of a collective remembering of this forgotten structure
and of the unique social experiment that it represented.
During the two years of project development the
community re-discovered a powerful source of collective
experience and memory – the characteristics of a real
place.
Wireless House was a textbook example of how a
community can participate directly in a creative public
project and still maintain the integrity of the Artists
creative intentions.
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Sometimes history stares you in the face and it is not
pretty – and sometimes history has lied for decades
creating false cultural memories. Simply put, the recently
completed Two Islands project is the first public artwork
in Tasmania to intertwine the narratives of colonisation
from both an Aboriginal and Settler perspective. Two
Islands claims a space for a broad spectrum of voices,
musics and texts that float out of the sleek stainlesssteel interpretation of an Aboriginal Stringy-bark canoe.
Reimagining a transient indigenous canoe as a permanent
and contemporary form places it in a strong contrast to
the skeletal wooden ribs of Franklin’s wrecked ship the
Erebus. Curving out of the lawn the bare ribs remind
us of both Franklin’s tragic fate as well as the terrible
consequences of the colonial war in Tasmania, generally
overlooked for decades. Franklin stands with his back to
the new sculpture, immobile on his tall stone pedestal at
the centre of an ornamental fountain – a sea bird perched
on his head!
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Questions to a
live sketch artist
with Devon Bunce, Visual Scribe,
Digital Storytellers

Impressions from the
Symposium
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Devon was tasked with sketching the Local Character
Symposium in May 2018. Here are a few questions we
asked her:

What did you learn as a non-built
environmental professional on local
character?

What do you think are the largest influencers
on local character and the identity of a
place?

Was there a pivotal moment during the
symposium which stuck out to me?

The deep sense of importance that place plays in
people’s lives for different reasons. It is more than just a
utility. I also learnt about transparency and user-centred
design – where cities are designed and built with the user
in mind.

The building and architecture – I really like the older
building styles because they feel cosy to me. Places
where people can meet each other and be creative and
have creative freedom and trust. You can take ownership
of your community, and you trust your council to do pop
up events. A focus on art, music and farmers markets is
really important to me.

There are a few moments which stuck out to me
including:
•

Future streets – demonstration projects
illustrating to the community how things
can look different in the future

•

Green space creates character

•

Designing future heritage buildings

•

Challenge between having housing
affordability and character

Can you tell us about the process for
undertaking a live sketch?
I do not have any background on the topic prior to
undertaking the live sketch as it should be as improvised
as possible. My process is to listen and draw as I hear
things, pulling key content and highlighting big subject
areas. I listen out for concepts that resonate in the room,
challenging questions and try to draw and colour all of
this as I go.

What aspect of the sketch did you find the
most memorable?
The most memorable aspect of the sketch for me was
meeting people at the station, exploring how we connect
memory and history to place. The speaker was discussing
how Central Station meant a lot to him because he would
go and meet his aunt there which created warm and fuzzy
feelings.

Where is your favourite place to visit in NSW
to appreciate local character?
The first would be Carriageworks because it is a multiuse space. It has a lot of room for art and there are wide
open spaces in it. It has a great mix of old and modern
where they have kept the character of the building and
remodelled it to make it functional.

Copenhagen is a city I felt had a strong sense of
character. They had trust in their residents, where you can
hang out in the parks and freely play music. They trust
that people will take care of public spaces. You can install
pop up features easily without requiring a permit. I loved
all the bike lanes in the city as well.

The second would be Two Chaps – a restaurant in
Marrickville on a leafy suburban street built in an old
garage. The food is all organic, and it is small, quaint and
has a simple nice character. I like that it is in a suburban
area, in an interesting spot that pops out of nowhere.

What are the characteristics of your local
area that you value?
My local area offers charm and local character. I can walk
to places and meet people I know. It feels like I can do
everything within the high street that I live near. There
is interesting art, nice murals, and a rock-climbing gym
which is an interesting activity to partake in.
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What we heard and learned from local
character practitioners

Putting people at the
centre of local character
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1. People and their experiences of place
equals local character
People are at the centre of what makes a place special.
A place without people is one without public life. The
result is a place without character. Each community
possesses its own identity perceived through their food,
music, culture, housing, street life, social connections
and stories6. In combination, these characteristics shape
a place and create a distinctive local character.
The planning system seeks to support the characteristics
of ‘place’, from the land use mix to how buildings interact
with the street, protection of public space and even
the operation hours of local businesses. We need to be
conscious that planning decisions can have a profound
and unintended impact on the way people interact with
the urban environment.
Character, and all the elements that contribute to it,
should be at the forefront of planning and decision
making. Genuine engagement with the community to
inform thinking, shape decisions, and understand the
community’s perspective is an important part of getting
this right. Those who take this approach enhance local
character by placing emphasis on the role of people.
Engaging with different community views, expectations
and ideas should result in strategies that improve aspects
of the built and natural environment, such as connectivity,
access to services and entertainment, street furniture,
and urban canopy. Improving such aspects of the natural

and built environments enables social connections and
contributes to people’s experience of local character.
The aim is to provide places that cater to a wide and
representative demographic, whether they are young or

old, children or parents, have a disability, or are ethnically
diverse7. In return, such places will create and sustain
diverse communities of people connected through that
place.

Case Study: Wollongong City Council – Finding
a common language

range of health and lifestyle benefits and promotes
confidence in economic growth.

In 2014, Wollongong City Council partnered with Gehl
Architects to review the Vision for the Wollongong
City Centre8. Gehl Architects strives to put public life
at the top of the agenda. By doing so, cities and towns
are able to create stronger coherence between the
lives of people in the community and built form. The
collaboration took the Council on a learning curve,
and tested the traditional way of doing things. The
study started with an analysis of how people used and
interacted with the City, data the Council had never
before collected. This data was able to inform decision
making and establish a benchmark from which to
measure change.

The old City Vision described character in terms of land
use and did not speak to the unique physical, visual and
cultural value of precincts or its people. So, in 2014,
Council flipped the thought process of design and
planning to start with life, then public space, and then
buildings. The public realm should be just that, for the
public and a space for communities to continue to come
together, promoting belonging, inclusion and trust.

A liveable city puts public life at the centre of its
planning, strengthened by an overall focus on liveliness,
health, attractiveness, sustainability and safety.
Establishing a high-quality city for people delivers a

Informed by intensive engagement throughout the
project, the process listened to and integrated comments
received from the community resulting in overwhelming
support of the Vision. Putting people at the centre of
local character by undertaking genuine engagement,
prioritising people and public life we create places
that are needed, valued and enrich the lives of our
communities.

6 Sarah Reilly (CRED Consulting), May 2018. ‘“What a character” The role of people in defining
local character’, Presentation. Exploring Local Character Symposium, Department of Planning &
Environment: Sydney, Australia.
7 Kylee Anastasi, 2017. ‘Better cities: people at the heart of good urban planning’, Online. Accessed:
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/news/inquirer/better-cities-people-at-the-heart-of-good-urbanplanning/news-story/79db2946bb4a891eaaca6dd49b86b163
8 Bridget Jarvis & Jerah Fox (Wollongong Council), May 2018.’Wollongong’s Journey Toward A
City for People’, Presentation. Exploring Local Character Symposium, Department of Planning &
Environment: Sydney, Australia.
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2. The story of a place reveals its character
The character of place is formed when people connect,
share experiences and find meaning in the collective
memory, history and culture of that place. How people
envision their lives in a place, as well as the stories of past
and present, all contribute to the urban fabric of place.
This is the narrative that people identify and remember
about a place.
In this sense, all places have a social and psychological
reality, and stories have a fundamental role in how people
assign this value to a place9. Whether they are stories that
are shared, or individual experiences and perceptions, all
the stories of a place come together to create its unique
character.
Stories can draw people to a place, they can create a
sense of belonging and community cohesion, or they
can completely reinvent a place10. Places are ‘works in
progress’ and constantly evolve around the people that
use them. As custodians of place, we inherit the work of
previous generations, passing it onto the next generation
when we conclude our role as temporary stewards of an
existing collection of neighbourhoods with distinct local
character11.
This sense of character is fluid, but stories have the
unique ability to reveal past and present character and
to explore the collective desires of future character.

“...strategic planning
is storytelling”

However, storytelling must be genuine, community
driven, and grounded in the traditions and culture of the
local community.
“I’m very, very concerned about the
construction of history as somehow
divided from the present, there is
continuity, there always will be, it suits
certain interests to construct the past as a
foreign country, and then be commodified
for exploitation, be it cultural tourism,
redevelopment to the site, to make them
appear unique.” Professor Lucy Taksa,
Macquarie University
Places are invested with human experience, meaning
and memory, which cannot be disregarded as places
evolve over time12. Storytelling is a highly effective
way of preserving a place’s culture and history which
holds people at the centre. Places are comprised of
many communities of different values, aspirations and
emotional connections to a place. Storytelling is also a
useful way for people to relate to a place and to each
other. It communicates how different people confer
value and experience of a place. The character of a place
cannot truly be appreciated without understanding the
stories of the people who inhabit it.
Stories naturally capture the imagination of people.
In the same way that they can be used to understand
the existing character of a place, stories can also be
utilised to illustrate a community’s vision of future local
character. As stated by NSW Chief Planner Gary White
strategic planning is storytelling. It tells the journey of
where a place began, the challenges it faces, socially,
economically and environmentally, and accounts for its
past and desired future.13

Storytelling can be used as a valuable communication
tool, where decision makers can begin understanding
the community and their personal experiences of a
place. It creates a level playing field, removing perceived
barriers between planning, design professionals and
the community. Storytelling empowers people to find
their voice in a more empathetic manner.14 In a world
where we have never been more connected, there
is an increasing level of anxiety and isolation within
communities, resulting in a breakdown of trust and lack
of belonging15. Encouraging social connections through
storytelling provides an opportunity to build energy,
creativity and community, enabling relationships that
enrich places and build a stronger attachment to place.
Ultimately, storytelling is a powerful tool through which
people can articulate the local character they value.
Place is not just made up of physical elements, but it is
also intrinsically linked to culture, memory, experience,
and deep engagement of both current and past
communities16. Encouraging communities to reflect on
the specific elements that define their places: each other,
their environment and landscape is critical in community9 Wim Timmermans, Frans van den Goorbergh, Jimmie Slijkhuis, Juanee Cilliers, 2012. Planning
by Surprise: The story behind the place – Placemaking and storytelling. Netherlands: Van Hall
Larenstein.
10 Social Streets, 2018. Why does narrative of place matter? United Kingdom. Available at: http://
socialstreets.co/services/place-promotion/place-narrative/
11 Peter Bishop, May 2018. ‘Reworking the city through design strategies’, Keynote address.
Exploring Local Character Symposium, Department of Planning & Environment: Sydney, Australia.
12 Nigel Helyer, September 2018. Exploring Local Character, Arts and Culture: Conversation
with Deborah Stevenson, Nigel Helyer and Elizabeth W. Scott. Local Character Lecture evening,
Department of Planning & Environment: Sydney, Australia.
13 Gary White, May 2018. Panel discussion. Exploring Local Character Symposium, Department of
Planning & Environment: Sydney, Australia.
14 James Rojas, February 2018. ‘Let me tell you a story! Storytelling to enhance Urban Planning
Management’, Planetizen. Available at: https://www.planetizen.com/features/97224-let-me-tellyou-story-storytelling-enhance-urban-planning-engagement
15 Stephen Moore, May 2018. Quantifying Great Places: The Seven Essential Elements Exploring,
Presentation. Exploring Local Character Symposium, Department of Planning & Environment:
Sydney, Australia.
16 Deborah Stevenson, September 2018. Exploring Local Character, Arts and Culture: Conversation
with Deborah Stevenson, Nigel Helyer and Elizabeth W. Scott. Local Character Lecture evening,
Department of Planning & Environment: Sydney, Australia.
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led strategic planning and place promotion. Through
engagement, the stories of place materialise in the built
form, reinforcing connection to place for current and
future generations.

and the contributions they have made to constructing
the identity of a place. This is one way in which we
can collectively enhance unique places and increase
liveability.

3.Places with character are distinctive and
distinctive places are more liveable

What makes a place unique and what a community
identifies with may not be obvious or clear from an
external perspective. There are places that have broken
the mould of the “international manual of best practice”
and are creating their own unique look and feel20. With
this distinctiveness comes increased happiness, health
and productivity. Placing people at the centre of design
will cultivate places that people love – where people can
form attachments and deeper meaning, with that comes
distinct places that have character21. As the Government
Architect New South Wales explains, when “people
make places… they develop a sense of civic pride and
belonging”22.

The experiences and opportunities available to people
living in different types of communities are what
distinguishes one place from another – they influence
how people experience a place, and how they perceive
its character. Not only can the place be experienced
through its look and feel, but also by the level of activity
that it attracts both day and night17.
Activity is enabled by the built form, but the level and
intensity of activity will influence the evolution of the
built form in return. As we have become more globally
connected, and as we refer to international best practice
for inspiration on great places with character, it can be
easy to overlook the everyday influences our actions and
behaviours have on the built environment.
It is not just the built characteristics that create the unique
character of a place, it is how people use and inhabit the
place – how people live18. Distinctive places will directly
impact behaviour and influence the liveability of a place.
For this reason, concepts from international best practice
cannot simply be picked up and applied to a place and
be expected to have the same impact. Standardisation of
character and identity attributed to global best practice
models is a potential risk to local identity and character.
The homogenisation of design based on international
standards may lead every city to ‘feel like home’ 19.
Instead, we should strive to achieve a unique local
identity that resonates with people, strongly considers
the context of place, and engages with community values

The challenges of managing population growth,
investment in infrastructure and economic transition
are pressuring Sydney’s traditionally high quality of life.
Sydney ranks amongst the ten fastest growing places
in both jobs and population, growing by over 100,000
people annually. Handling this growth is essential, as
places need to be able to “manage and optimise the
demand”23. As places continue to morph and change

in this process, growth must be managed in a way that
does not come at the expense of amenity, health, safety,
culture and the natural environment. The management
of growth reveals how places maintain their sense of
character and therefore their liveability24.
According to a Committee for Sydney’s report into
benchmarking, Sydney’s performance in liveability
rankings shows the city is beginning to lose its liveability
edge25. Global benchmarks shift to measuring liveability
based on resident experience. Focus on natural
elements, Sydney’s nightlife, walkability (ranked 10
out of 12 Australian cities), access to lifestyle amenities
(including variety of restaurants and retail shops), and
quality of place have declined since 201726. Such
elements contribute to ‘active’ places and impact
character. These indicators, among others, equate to
declining liveability in Sydney, which not only impacts
current residents, but can negatively impact Sydney’s
competitiveness to attract young talent, innovation
and international investment into the future. This shows
how creating good places that promote liveability has
ongoing economic advantages.

17 John O’Callaghan, May 2018. ‘Activating Place from Day to Night’, Presentation. Exploring Local
Character Symposium, Department of Planning & Environment: Sydney, Australia.
18 Stephen Moore, May 2018. Quantifying Great Places: The Seven Essential Elements Exploring,
Presentation. Exploring Local Character Symposium, Department of Planning & Environment:
Sydney, Australia.
19, 20, 21 Tim Williams, May 2018. Panel Discussion. Exploring Local Character Symposium,
Department of Planning & Environment: Sydney, Australia.
22 Government Architect NSW. July 2018. ‘Good Urban Design: Strategies for realising
Better Placed objectives in the design of the built environment’. Available at: https://www.
governmentarchitect.nsw.gov.au/resources/ga/media/files/ga/discussion-papers/draft-goodurban-design-better-placed-2018-07-05.pdf
23, 24, 25, 26 Committee for Sydney, September 2018. Sustaining the Advantage: Benchmarking
Sydney’s Performance 2018. Available at: https://www.sydney.org.au/wp-content/
uploads/2015/10/CfS_Benchmarking-paper2018_web.pdf
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4. Future character must be a shared
vision
A vision for the future character of a neighbourhood
should be unique and socially authentic27, it can’t be
copied and pasted between areas. For a vision to be
effective it must be local to the place and the people who
live there. A generic vision such as ‘creating places where
people live work and play’, is unlikely to have come from
the people of that neighbourhood, and if they can recall
it, they are unlikely to relate to it28. The most effective way
to create a shared, socially authentic vision is to listen to
communities about what is unique and special about the
people of that place. If the vision comes from the people,
it becomes a community endorsed blueprint for how a
community wants to accommodate change.

When we plan with our communities and not for them,
greater insight is gained into what will and won’t work.
As noted by Peter Bishop31:
“bring your planning team into the
community, drink together, debate, go
out, walk around, argue, and at the
end of it you begin to understand and
then you can draw what the community
understands to be local character. Then
figure out what is missing and fill the gaps,
make cities work!”

Such an approach can increase the chance of successfully
enabling great places. Fundamentally, people care
most about how change will impact their lifestyles and
experiences within their suburb, neighbourhood and
street. Once decision-makers have established what is
special to the community of that place, then planning can
consider how to deliver a shared vision.

Good urban design is contextual. That’s why there
is an overlap between good urban design and local
character29. With inclusive urban design, cities should
be constantly shaped and transformed by people.
When designing urban spaces, the focus should be put
on engaging people in all stages of design, including
setting the future character for an area. The attention of
the decision makers needs to shift towards the process
of urban formation instead of being focused on the
outcome. Future character should be adaptable and
responsive to the changing needs of communities30.
27 Sarah Reilly (CRED Consulting), May 2018. ‘“What a character” The role of people in defining
local character’, Presentation. Exploring Local Character Symposium, Department of Planning &
Environment: Sydney, Australia.
28 Stephen Moore, May 2018. Quantifying Great Places: The Seven Essential Elements Exploring,
Presentation. Exploring Local Character Symposium, Department of Planning & Environment:
Sydney, Australia.
29 Peter Bishop, May 2018. ‘Reworking the city through design strategies’, Keynote address.
Exploring Local Character Symposium, Department of Planning & Environment: Sydney, Australia.
30 Rasmus Frisk, May 2018. ‘Designing Cities with People’. Exploring Local Character Symposium,
Department of Planning & Environment: Sydney, Australia.
31 Peter Bishop is a Professor in Urban Design at the Bartlett School of Architecture , University
College London, and Director at the London-based firm, Allies and Morrison. Peter was previously
the Deputy Chief Executive at the London Development Agency and delivered the Keynote Address
at the Local Character and Place Symposium.
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5. Local character is dynamic and
evolves
A consistent theme throughout all the learnings is that
character is a constant work in progress, the evolution of
which is influenced by numerous sources, both physical
and intangible. Planning for local character is about
calibrating development to its context to enrich people’s
connection and sense of belonging to place32. In this
way, planning can make a positive contribution to the
evolution of character.
A key concern of community and local character advocates
is relieving the tension between character and change,
often described as a change in the density and level of
activity of a place. Much of this tension comes about when
local character is interpreted as something that is static,
unable to accommodate change with lower activity levels.
This interpretation of character is restrictive and doesn’t
reflect the character-rich places we identify with.
Local character – much like people’s experiences of
place is dynamic and fluid. The changing nature of
character can be seen at the micro-level in the different
ways people experience a place either because of their
life-stage, the time they spend in a particular place, or
preference for specific activities. A place can change
markedly across different times of day or night and even
between seasons. Some people enjoy late night activity,
others dislike the noise it generates. Some locations
experience an influx of population during the summer or
when specific events are held nearby.
When planning for local character, expectations and
individual preferences for how an area may evolve in
the future and the extent that individual preferences will
prevail, need to be managed33. Diversity of experience
and intensity of activity needs to be recognised,

acknowledged and accommodated when an area is
being planned for change. Designers must understand
that interventions within a city have cause and effect.
Changes to the urban fabric that create benefits for one
group of people may disadvantages others34. Design
therefore, needs to comprehend its own agency and
respond to the context, both people and place, in which
it operates.
32 Deborah Stevenson September 2018. Exploring Local Character, Arts and Culture: Conversation
with Deborah Stevenson, Nigel Helyer and Elizabeth W. Scott. Local Character Lecture evening,
Department of Planning & Environment: Sydney, Australia.
33 John O’Callaghan, May 2018. ‘Activating Place from Day to Night’, Presentation. Exploring Local
Character Symposium, Department of Planning & Environment: Sydney, Australia.
34 Peter Bishop, May 2018. ‘Reworking the city through design strategies’, Keynote address.
Exploring Local Character Symposium, Department of Planning & Environment: Sydney, Australia.
35 Steven Ames, November 2010. ‘The New Oregon Model: Envision →Plan →Achieve.’ Journal of
Future Studies, 15(2), p.163 – 166. Available at: http://www.jfs.tku.edu.tw/15-2/S05.pdf

Case Study: Bayswater, Perth – community-led
visioning
In Bayswater, an inner-city suburb a short distance
north-east of Perth, the community are at the forefront
of planning for the future of place. There has been a
significant change in the role of community in shaping
the outcomes of growth. This was not always the case.
Over a forty-year period Bayswater missed out on
investment, both economically and through structure
planning. This left the town’s main street in decline, with
only very low density areas within a short distance by
train from the centre of Perth.
State and Federal governments have invested
significantly in new train infrastructure that will run
through Bayswater. Understanding the importance of this
investment, the community have self-initiated a strategic
planning process to ensure the structure planning of their
suburb will benefit from this investment.
The community formed Future Bayswater to address
planning for the future and to create a unique, authentic

place together. The process has included collaboratively
identifying the place’s assets, agreed character, and
green spaces, establishing a shared vision with local
residents, co-authoring a ‘Creating a Place Activation
Plan’, and implementing the vision together through
a network. Based on the Oregon Visioning model,
which was one of the first American cities to pioneer
community-based visioning35, Future Bayswater have
created a conversation within the community, this has
become a shared blueprint for how the community want
to change.
This community group are working with a broad range
of people within the local area who may otherwise
have not engaged in the planning process to develop
their shared vision, mission and outcomes and seeking
public permission for the function and character of their
future town centre. This type of ‘bottom up’ planning
is not common place, but Future Bayswater’s approach
of seeking public permission is simple, effective and
transferable.
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At the macro level, once the character of place is
understood and appropriately planned for, an area
becomes quite resilient to the level of change it can
accommodate. Key to creating resilience of place is
understanding people’s attachment and what gives
the place meaning. In understanding the evolution of a
place’s character, people are the greatest asset.

“At the macro level, once the character of place is
understood and appropriately planned for, an area
becomes quite resilient to the level of change it can
accommodate.”

Local character isn’t heritage conservation. The role of
placemakers is to deliver loveable places rich in local
character where people have a sense of ownership.
People may love heritage places and they can certainly
contribute to the character of a place. However, it is not
appropriate to conserve all loved places as it limits the
evolution of that place and it is often how a place evolves
over time that will make it richer in character and build
place-based connection36. The role of a placemaker
or population is that of a temporary steward of place.
Rather than having rigid design strategies, we can create
opportunities for the next generation to do something
even better37.
When correctly balanced, layers of activity and their
relationship to built form, the physical environment,
infrastructure and the aesthetics of place become
attractive elements to people38. It is important to allow
movement and scope to change, accommodate
fluctuations in the natural environment, the economy and
population. Such an approach will assist in maintaining
balance, enabling places to remain viable and vibrant.

36 Deborah Stevenson September 2018. Exploring Local Character, Arts and Culture: Conversation
with Deborah Stevenson, Nigel Helyer and Elizabeth W. Scott. Local Character Lecture evening,
Department of Planning & Environment: Sydney, Australia.
37 Peter Bishop, May 2018. ‘Reworking the city through design strategies’, Keynote address.
Exploring Local Character Symposium, Department of Planning & Environment: Sydney, Australia.
38 John O’Callaghan, May 2018. ‘Activating Place from Day to Night’, Presentation. Exploring Local
Character Symposium, Department of Planning & Environment: Sydney, Australia.
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Case Study – Smart Cities Week 2018
‘Future Street’
Traditional planning tools restrict community-led design
processes and do not easily facilitate neighbourhoods
to trial the next iteration of place making. Communityled design processes can be achieved through the use
of urban renewal prototyping, pop ups and temporary
installations to test new urban experiences, help debunk
myths, institutionalized prejudices and shift reluctance to
change.
This approach was exemplified by ‘Future Street’, a
week-long demonstration of the ‘street of the future’. In
October 2017, Sydney’s Alfred Street in Circular Quay
was transformed into a real-life experience of a street from
the future39. An installation project invited community,
government and industry professionals on a journey
through where our streets are now to where they could
be if we removed cars from streets, prioritising people
and nature to reclaim and enjoy our public spaces.

Future Street raises interesting questions for all place
makers, at the heart of which is how to create a mix of
people and uses. The byproduct of neglecting the role
of placemaking are sterile urban spaces where additional
investment is required to give the veneer of good design.
Great urban design provides places where people can
gather and connect. And, through such connections,
evolve and grow the local character.

39 Place Design Group, October 2017. ‘Future Street: a showcase for NSW government’, Online.
Available at: http://placedesigngroup.com/projects/future-street/

The 50-metre-long street installation included 30
mature street trees, 100 tonnes of soil and numerous
technologies from Tesla cars, autonomous shuttles to
smart poles and vertical farming. The pop-up Future
Street attracted a crowd of thousands, passively
engaging people going about their daily lives to interact
with ideas, infrastructure and technologies from a
potential street of the future. The built ‘Future Street’
showcased innovative ideas around how landscape,
infrastructure and technology will advance our cities,
suburbs and towns to become more liveable, productive
and sustainable. Future Street delivered a physical
street from the future, but at its core was a social place
that brought diverse people together and encouraged
discussion on how to make Future Street a reality.
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Case studies

Case studies provide
insight and spark
discussion
Places with unique local character can be found across
the cities and regions of NSW. There are also significant
learnings to be extracted from the processes and outcomes
of international case studies. Lessons learnt from success
and failure can inform future approaches to character and
place.
The examples below provide insight from a diversity of experiences and projects.
There are places which demonstrate exceptional local character, processes that
identify existing character, or capture the aspirations of community for future
character. We can and should learn from such experiences and aspire to exceed
them in fostering new places with exemplary local character.
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Case study - The Ponds,
New South Wales
The Ponds is a Landcom40 development completed
in 2015 and culminating in the delivery of 4,000 new
homes for an estimated 12,400 residents. Delivered
in partnership with Australand, it is arguably the most
successful masterplanned project in NSW. The project
encompasses 390 hectares of Western Sydney and
represented a significant change to the area’s character,
building on the unique natural habitat and elevating the
importance of place, landscape and identity.
The award-winning project responded to key built
form elements of local character, ensuring a diversity
of housing types and densities, including affordable
housing, aged care and varied lot sizes. The
masterplanned community development responded
to the needs of a diverse community, purposefully
embedding design that understood how such a
community would share spaces, facilitating connections
through social public spaces.
The Ponds included over 70 hectares of bushland and
recreation areas, an estimated 2 million new plants
and trees, four kilometres of cycle and walkways, two
community hubs and a retail precinct. Such a design
helped to establish a new character for the community,
based around active lifestyles in a woodland setting.
Active transport facilitated connectivity and movement
across the community, providing the opportunity for
people to experience and shape the character of the new
development.
Open space was an early feature of the development,
which provided amenity, access to green infrastructure
and enhanced liveability. The design of open spaces

focused on facilitating access to to existing natural
features, creating memorable experiences around
the natural environment, and providing places to play
through public parks and new waterfronts with seating
walls and sloped lawns.
Social and environmental sustainability initiatives further
enhanced the character of the new community. Welldesigned waterways serve a dual purpose. Energyefficient design was embedded through the Ponds
Design Guidelines, and water sensitive urban design
managed flow and conservation of water, continuing
to minimise pollution and encourage revegetation of
the local area’s native species. The Ponds prioritised
rehabilitation of creek and bushland in a residential
context, introducing community-focused public
recreation facilities.
Placemaking has also been at the centre of the Pond’s
new identity through initiatives such as the Public Art
Strategy. A series of contemporary art installations
throughout the community have fostered the area’s
unique identity, added to the local culture, celebrated
the history and heritage of the area and embraced
future character. Artwork by Indigenous artists reflects
Indigenous history and culture at local playgrounds,
adding an additional layer of local character. A
community development program to welcome new
residents and foster the development of relationships
in the neighbourhood has also been vital to the new
suburb’s growth and character.
The Ponds set a benchmark for liveable community
development based on shared values, community
consultation and cooperation with the local council.

40 Landcom is the NSW Government’s land and property development organisation with a role to
develop, enable and demonstrate new homes and neighbourhoods across the state.
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Case study – The Goods
Line Sydney, New South
Wales
The culmination of a two-decade vision to connect
Central Station to Darling Harbour via a pedestrian
network, the Goods Line opened in 2015 and has already
contributed significantly to the character of Ultimo.
Delivered and managed by Property NSW, The Goods
Line is an elevated city park and active transport network
along a former disused rail corridor in one of the most
densely populated areas of Sydney. The adapative resuse
of Sydney’s old goods line has created what has called “a
lively public thoroughfare and linear park that connects
a forgotten space in the city with its densely populated
surroundings.”
From 1855 the corridor was a key rail freight connection
until 1984, when it became a disused and neglected
space. To make sure the development application

responded to the needs of the community and added
to the area’s local character, extensive consultation
and engagement was held with community and
key stakeholders including the City of Sydney, the
Powerhouse Museum and the University of Technology
Sydney.
Responding to the history of the site was critical, with
many of the unique features of the site, such as the old
rail tracks, machinery from the Ultimo signal box or the
Mary Ann Street Culvert, providing a link to the past.
The project’s design has enhanced the local identity of
the area’s creative, education and innovation industries,
enhancing the local character and transforming what an
industrial identity means in a 21st century city.
The NSW Government’s vision for the Goods Line was
to transform a disused and isolated city space into
a connected, active and creative public space. The
project brings together what were once disconnected
neighbourhoods, as well as important cultural, education
and employment institutions, such as the ABC head
office, University of Technology Sydney and Sydney TAFE.

Connectivity was central to the success of the Goods
Line. The wide pedestrian thoroughfare serves the
purpose of aiding mobility, but also provides additional
space for picnic tables, benches and lawn, encouraging
rest and recreation.
Through a design-led approach, the Goods Line
responds to the needs of a diversity of people, including
residents, tourists, workers and students. The space
provides visitors with a place to socialise, exercise, make
use of study pods, or for children to enjoy purposebuilt play areas. The Goods Line is also used as an area
for pop-up events and other temporary uses, with
performances and outdoor movies often taking place.
Participation in the design process was critical to ensuring
the built form and natural environment complemented
each other, providing an opportunity for pedestrians
to experience the Goods Line and shape its identity.
Ultimately, the Goods Line is a multifunctional place
with a distinct character, enabling mobility and passive
influence of character.
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Case study – Liverpool,
New South Wales
Technology has a role to play in the creation of future
character or enhancement of existing character. The
growing prevalence of smart city approaches to urban
design and development will give employers and
decision makers new tools and sources of information
regarding how communities move, engage and respond
to the build environment. This data illustrates the
behaviours people exhibit which shape the character of
places: the areas they visit, how they move, what affects
their movement and what interventions could enhance
character or improve experience of place.

Community experience formed the basis upon which
sensors could be deployed to inform future urban
transformation.
Liverpool is experiencing significant levels of
development including Council’s Civic Place
redevelopment which could result in an additional

30,000 pedestrian movements a day. Using a data-driven
evidence base to inform planning and decision making
will assist in accommodating for population growth’s
impacts on mobility. Liverpool City Council will use this
data to design a city that focuses on people and place,
improving walkability and enhancing liveability.

The Smart Pedestrian Project, led by Liverpool
City Council in partnership with the University of
Wollongong, is an example of smart city approaches
empowering data-driven urban design. The Project used
non-intrusive methods of data collection to track real time
pedestrian and traffic movement across the city centre.
The thousands of people who currently move through
Liverpool’s City Centre daily will play a significant role in
shaping the city’s future mobility and built form, leading
to interventions that could improve character such as
improved pedestrian networks and wayfinding.
Community engagement has been a core part of the
project with a series of workshops bringing together
stakeholders from local students to the Council’s
engineers. During workshops, community members
shared insights about how they moved around the city,
the relationship between mobility, activity and public
safety. The process of capturing people’s vision for the
future of Liverpool has exposed a desire for increased
walkability, and opportunities to enjoy the public realm.
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Case Study – Tamworth,
New South Wales
Tamworth is a major centre for both local residents and
the surrounding rural population, making the city a critical
part of the New England region in NSW. Tamworth’s local
character is built upon its unique landscape – numerous
National Parks – as well as being the capital of country
music in Australia. Tamworth is a social city, informed by
the traditions of music, culture and connections formed in
the public domain.

for public comment and the final concept was refined
and amended further to incorporate public feedback.
The result of community input has created a new shared
zone for pedestrians and cars, a public plaza with oneway traffic, the removal of street kerbs for continuous
paved surfaces as these are better suited for future public
events and opportunities for public art. Council has also
installed WiFi, power supply for market stalls and festival
lighting via smart poles.

Much like its character, the redevelopment of Fitzroy
street continues to evolve. Community and Council have
both recognised the need for more street furniture and
trees to provide shade and cooling during the summer.
Importantly, the future vision for great public spaces is
shared and shaped primarily by community aspirations.
Continuing this approach ensures that Tamworth’s
future character will evolve around shared spaces, social
connections and entertainment.

To provide great public spaces for the city, Tamworth
Regional Council established a number of revitalisation
projects for its main streets and public spaces. The Fitzroy
Street and Bicentennial Park Upgrade, led by Council,
focused on public realm improvements. The Project site
includes street upgrades of approximately 3,000 square
metres, and park upgrades of 5,500 square metres.
To capture the values of the local population, Council led
a broad engagement and public participation program,
which achieved high levels of community involvement.
The shared vision for the upgrade of Fitzroy Street
imagined the urban design as a ‘blank canvas’, ensuring
that the final result could accommodate the diversity of
events and activities desired by community. Potential
future uses incluse jazz concerts, outdoor cinema
evenings, noodle markets and a variety of activities to be
held during the Tamworth Country Music Festival.
The initial design ideas for Fitzroy Street were collected
through public consultation and tested through a daylong pop up festival where the Tamworth Community
were involved in the redesign of their public spaces.
Residents were encouraged to vote for their preferred
design. The design options were later exhibited online
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Part One

Case study – Asheville
River Arts District, North
Carolina (USA)

value of the River Arts District has grown significantly,
putting pressure on existing tenants through proposed
development and rental increases. In response, city
officials introduced a form-based code to guide future
development within the district.

Asheville is a small city with a population of
approximately 90,000 people at the base of Blue Ridge
Mountain Region of North Carolina. The city has a unique
identity influenced by a strong community of local
artists, a concentration of craft breweries and a vibrant
restaurant culture. Asheville’s downtown character is
further enhanced by historic architecture, independent
and small businesses and a noticeable absence of larger
retailers.

A form-based code is a type of planning tool that focuses
on the look and placement of the built environment,
helping to enhance the character and identity of place
through cohesive design and physical form, producing
a specific type of place. In the River Arts District, formbased code is being utilised to enhance pedestrian
experience, existing character and address the issue of
artist displacement.

On the banks of the French Broad River only a short
distance from the downtown central business district
is Asheville’s River Arts District. The district, or RAD as
it’s commonly known, was one of Asheville’s original
industrial areas, home to textile factories. Due primarily
to flooding, which still constrains the site, industry left
the area which allowed a community of artists to take up
residency. The area is now home to approximately 180
of the city’s artists, with working studios and galleries
showcasing a number of art forms.
Over the past few decades, the community has evolved
and been enriched by the inclusion of craft breweries,
restaurants and residential development, the local
affordable housing developer, and organisations that
lead the economic and environmental sustainability
of the river’s ecosystem. The character of the area has
largely been left to grow organically, shaped by the artist
community, with limited intervention from government.

Throughout the consultation phase the City established
an online presence and held meetings with a variety of
key stakeholders, including local artists. The City also
held a Charrette Week, facilitating design workshops and
open design studios, meetings, lunch and learns, open
houses and tours.
A diversity of engagement activities provided a mix of
impressions from stakeholders, including issues related
to disconnected pedestrian networks, barriers to
accessibility, and the presence of artist installations which
provided character. A clear desire emerged amongst the
community of stakeholders that the River Arts District’s
new form-based code maintain the existing local
character, predicated on the tenancy of artists and access
to public spaces such as the river.
This case study shows that the district’s future character
relies on the development of a built environment that
enhances the agency of artists and their patrons and the
unique connection that the people have to their place.

As a result of the area’s popularity amongst tourists,
the community, and local businesses, the commercial
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Part Two

Our journey with
local character and place
How the Department of Planning and
Environment approaches local character and
place
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Part Two

Our journey with local
character and place
In early 2018 the Department of Planning and
Environment focused the conversation on integrating
local character and place in the planning system. This
involved setting the scene by releasing a planning circular
which provided guidance on the tools available to
integrate local character into the planning process.
The next phase was hosting an Exploring Local Character
Symposium in May, and through the year holding
four evening lectures where participants heard the
perspectives of practitioners in the field on different

elements of local character including design, economics,
future character, people, arts and culture, place and
innovative engagement techniques. To capture the
enthusiasm of local character practitioners at the
symposium and lecture series, the Department invited
them to contribute to the Local Character and Place
Collection (the Collection). Accompanying this Collection
is the Local Character and Place Guideline and Discussion
Paper – Local Character Overlay.

Local character and place coming into
focus with a Planning Circular

The Guideline provides direction to local and state
government on recognising existing character and setting
a desired future character. The Paper outlines an option
to Government to support local character within the
Standard Instrument Local Environmental Plan.

The circular offers guidance to councils, state agencies
and communities about the tools available to help them
incorporate local character into strategic planning and
detailed planning for places.

On 16 January 2018, the Department released Planning
System Circular PS 18–001 which aims to respect and
enhance local character in the planning system. The
Circular defines what local character and recognises the
important role it plays in planning for development that is
both of its place and meets NSW’s growing needs.
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Part Two
Our local character journey

Planning Circular

The first of four evening lectures
on local character.

Symposium

February

Following the enthusiasm and
energy at the symposium, the
Department collaborated with
local character experts using
a cloud-based wiki tool to
collaborate on the draft Local
Character and Place Guideline.

Guideline and
Collection

October

January 2018

May

February 2019

The planning circular Stepping up
planning and designing for better
places: respecting and enhancing
local character was released.
The circular explains how the
NSW planning system will deliver
development that meets the
growing needs of NSW, which
is contextual, local, of its place,
and which makes better places for
everyone.

On 30 May, we held the Exploring
Local Character Symposium which
focused on the three themes of
people, place and future character.
It was attended by 200 people.

Following the wiki collaboration,
The Local Character and Place
Guideline and the Local Character
Overlay Discussion Paper were
drafted. Our journey into local
character were also collated into
this Local Character and Place
Collection and published.

Lecture Series

Wiki
Collaboration
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Part Two
Thought provoking practitioners at the
Exploring Local Character Symposium
On 30 May 2018, the Department held the Exploring
Local Character Symposium. National and international
speakers were invited to present their experiences and
views on local character. The symposium was moderated
by architect Peter Maddison, host of Grand Designs
Australia. The keynote address was given by Professor
Peter Bishop from the Bartlett School of Architecture,
University College London.
The speakers were grouped into the three themes of
“people”, “place” and “future character”. Two panels,
one of industry representatives and the other community
leaders, explored perceptions, experiences and ideas for
supporting local character within the planning system.
The symposium elevated the conversation on local
character and provided a platform for thought-provoking
discussion of leading practice in the field.
A key message from the symposium was planners need
to position communities at the centre of conversations
on uniqueness of place. Our neighbourhoods are
constantly changing and people want to keep the soul
and sense of connectedness to places that manifests as
local character. If we get character right, we will nurture
the connection of people and place, and communities
will be more willing to embrace change which responds
to the identity of a local area and enhances it character.

What defines placemakng and local character?
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Part Two
Enthusiastic practitioners at the local
character evening lecture series
The Department hosted a series of lectures throughout
2018 to discuss the important role local character plays in
successful planning our regions, cities and suburbs. The
lecture series included:
•

celebrating local character: Dominic Richards

•

exploring local character and the role of community:
James Best and Lucy Cole-Edelstein

•

exploring local character, arts and cultur: Professor
Deborah Stevenson, Adjunct Professor Nigel Helyer
and Elizabeth W. Scott in conversation

•

exploring the economic benefits of local character:
Geoff Roberts in conversation with Marcus Spiller

The lecture series provided stimulating discussion on
different aspects of local character and place. The format
of the lectures provided an in-depth understanding of
the topic and allowed collaboration with audiences
in real-time using Slido. Slido is an online interactive
platform which allows the audience to submit questions
to speakers and participate in surveys with live results.
This innovative tool allowed the Department to hear the
audience’s view and collaborate in real-time.

Exploring local character with James Best
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Part Two
Wiki-based practitioner collaboration
with Local Character and Place
Guideline
Following the Local Character Symposium, the
Department prepared a Local Character and Place
Guideline that was shared through cloud-based
collaborative software to allow comments and edits to
be made by 22 local character practitioners such as built
environment industry professionals, industry peak bodies
and councils.
This process aimed at allowing practitioners to contribute
to the development of the guideline and improve its
quality. This innovative process allowed edits to occur
quickly and provided a forum for discussion between
participants and the Department. The content that was
developed collaboratively shaped the Local Character
and Place Guideline.
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Part Two
What we have heard?
The Department consulted with councils, industry and
other stakeholders and heard:
•

The primary driver of local character and
place is people.

•

Decision makers need to measure the social
component of local character and place.

•

Significant work is already underway on
local character.

•

A tool is required to help guide local
character and place.

•

Councils, industry and stakeholders need
case studies of places with great character
and engagement processes.

•

Local character is important even in times of
little change.

•

Local character should also focus on the
natural environment.

•

Density is a driver of how people experience
space.

•

There is a relationship between local
character and good design.

•

It is important to consider how our
Indigenous culture and heritage shape
places.

•

Tourism changes the character of a place.

•

It is important to understand the distinction
between heritage and character.

•

Local character is always evolving.

•

Mapping local character helps with
communicating the character of an area.

During the symposium and lecture series, stakeholders
were asked various questions associated with local
character and place. The word cloud below is a visual
representation of the answers.
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Part Two

Results of our journey so far
Local Character and Place
Guideline

Discussion Paper – Local
Character Overlay

The Guideline outlines what local character
and place is, why it is important, and how
it fits into the planning system. It provides
the tools and assistance to empower local
and state governments to establish what is
important in a local context and determine
the identity of a community’s spaces and
places. It will enable communities and local
and state governments to understand and
define existing valued elements of character,
and to set a desired future character that
aligns with the strategic direction for an area.
The Guideline aims to support a stronger
consideration of local character regardless
of the type of change that an area is planning
for.

The Department’s work on local character is
based on the sentiment that every place has
its own character and that change should
be managed to maintain or enhance that
character. The introduction of local character
overlays could be integrated into the broader
suite of initiatives for managing change and
growth to ensure it occurs in the context of
how a neighbourhood looks and feels.
This paper outlines an option for supporting
local character through a map layer and
associated clause within the Standard
Instrument Local Environmental Plan.

The Guideline aims to support the work
that councils are doing to bring about the
benefits of change in neighbourhoods, cities
and regions to meet the aspirations people
have for their places.

63

For more information about local character visit
www.planning.nsw.gov.au/Policy-and-Legislation/Local-character

