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Opinion    
Do we really need a new Act – a bit of rambling from a bold old planner...? 
Richard Smyth, Smyth Planning

The original Act was ideal in a lot of ways, that is, for nearly 
20 years. It was the changes or additions by two Ministers 
who wanted to “simplify” it and  thought they knew better, 
that screwed the planning system. If that rubbish was 
stripped from the original Act  and it was modified to bring it 
into the electronic age little other change would be needed, 
in my opinion.. 

My comments cover the proposed act and the other evil, the 
Standard Plan.

So now we are getting a revival of Regional Plans even though 
the original provisions have been removed from the Act.  When 
the original EP&A Act was put together it included provisions for 
Regional Plans. There was no publicity about Regional Plans, we 
simply and quietly had the provisions put in the Act.   

After the Act was passed I worked out that if we were going to do 
effective and timely Regional Plans to guide local planning we 
immediately needed an extra 300 staff over and above the existing 
number. When I approached the then Premier’s Advisers, the 
idea of Regional Plans was vetoed not only because of the extra 
resources required but also and more alarming to them, because 
of the unaffordable expectations they would create in many country 
areas. The then Labor Government did not need them.

Then we had the “Plan First” idea that covered Regional Plans, but 
it was dropped when the time scale and costs was determined, 
even after some Councils had spent a lot on preparation. 

The proposal now is to have some levels of overriding or 
overarching plans prepared on a State, Regional and sub-Regional 
scale to feed into or guide local planning, but whether they are 
going to have a statutory position is unclear.  Has there been any 
calculation of the resources required to prepare such plans, State 
wide and in a timely manner and for that matter has there been a 
cost benefit analysis of such a scheme?

The provisions for standard plans and the idea of reducing the 
number and types of zones to just 13 (is that the Minister’s 
lucky number?) shows a lack of appreciation of the practical 
difficulties of making plans that are reflective of local geographic 
and community conditions that will have some credibility in the 
community. . 

The time taken to prepare and make Local Environmental Plans 
for spot rezonings has increased exponentially since the Act was 
proclaimed in 1980. In the good old days before the Act, Interim 
Development Orders to change a zone or stop a development could 
be done over night. After the Act the best LEP I can recall was 
for the East Gardens Shopping Centre and it took 8 weeks. Other 
urgent changes now have to be done with a State Policy.      

In the first years of the Act when New South Wales was a thriving 
State we used to process about 800 to 900 LEPs in a year with 
most done under delegation by Councils in liaison with the 
Department. I took the view that Councils knew their area best 
and if they made a mess it was their own fault. On average it took 
about 7 – 8 months to process the LEPs. Many were initiated by 
opportunistic developers, so most spot rezonings that were passed 
led to development and that was good for the State’s economy and 
the economy of the locality. 

Now the delegations have been removed and the Department 
has taken control, (just like in the days of the old State Planning 
Authority of the 1960’s) the average processing time for an LEP is 
about 2 years and only about 250 are processed in a year and NSW 
has been in the economic doldrums. The making of LEPs should 

be delegated to Councils especially now that a right of appeal has 
recently been given to applicants. The dreaded Gateway is just a 
bureaucratic control leading to delay and has no place in a modern 
planning system.

On the more positive side the Government has recently legislated 
to try to reduce the dreaded Development Control Plans back to 
be the guidelines they were always intended to be. The problem 
arose because over the years the Court and particularly the Court 
of Appeal have given the DCPs a status similar to that of a LEP 
and thus made decisions in the context of the DCP as if it was a 
statutory instrument. If only the lawyers involved knew something 
about planning and the assessment of projects.  

The most alarming provision in the proposed legislation as far as 
ordinary residents are concerned will be the intention to do away 
with neighbour notification of proposed development and the quick 
approval system. For those living in a modern home, with solar 
panels, the worst that can happen is when their neighbour to the 
north side decides to add a storey. Under the proposed legislation 
the neighbour to the south will find out about the proposal when 
the builder arrives and starts work next door. This will be a great 
issue for the next elections.   

Given that a number of provisions in the proposed new legislation 
have been taken from the existing Act and a number look 
remarkably similar to those in the existing Act one has to question 
if a new Act is really needed n

PlannerTech Top 5 Urban Apps Revisited
By John O’Callaghan

In March, I looked at 6 urban apps to add 
to your digital library. These apps included 
Blockbrief, Monocle and the Sydney 
Foodtrucks app. As we move closer to an 
ever connected world, based on smarter 
cities and eplanning, I bring you 6 more apps 
making waves in and outside of Sydney.
Arrivo like a local!
A great local example of smarter transport 
communication is TripView, TripGo or Arrivo 
Sydney. These three apps cater for different 
platforms but function to inform the user of 
their next available transport service and also 
provide a full transport timetable for their 
convenience. If you’re waiting for a bus, train 
or ferry, open the app to view your waiting 
time and get directions to your nearest stop.  
www.grofsoft.com

See. Click. Fix.
If you have a problem, report it! This app from 
See Click Fix highlights further innovation 
towards a smarter city and is a great tool for 
residents, government organisations and 
developers. While similar examples, such 
as the myRandwick app are already proving 
effective in NSW, other global case studies, 
like See Click Fix, highlight the potential 
future application of online communication. 
www.seeclickfix.com

Global best practice at the touch of 
your fingertips!
Designed as a tablet experience, the Ecological 
Urbanism app is the latest project from Second 
Story and the Harvard School of Design. With 
a focus on sustainability and best practice, the 
app provides an interactive map to showcase 
projects from around the world and easily 
explore hubs of innovation. If you’re interested 
in reading about the latest city trends this app is 
for you. www.secondstory.com

Find my iphone bike.
Another great product of a KickStarter 
campaign, the BikeSpike app locates your lost 
bike and using GPS, informs local police of its 
location. Safe and secure bicycle storage is 

becoming an urban priority and the BikeSpike 
answers the call, providing a ‘discreet stealth 
tracking system’ to locate your bike.  
www.bikespike.com
Unlocking your inner Poet.
In 2012, The Red Room Company, with 
headquarters in Redfern, designed an 
app to explore local poetry and place. The 
Disappearing app allows users to upload 
their own poems and by doing so, create a 
poetic map of our nation. The free app also 
includes interviews with emerging and well 
established poets and exclusive videos of 
readings. www.redroomcompany.org
Travel in Style.
Want to get somewhere but sick of taxis? The 
Uber app connects users with an idle hire car 
located around the city. Once selected, the 
app informs you of the cars arrival time via 
a map and text message on approach. While 
this is an app for better using private services 
in our cities, imagine if we did the same for 
public services, something along the lines of 
a public LiquidSpace. www.uber.com.
John is a freelance urban planner specialising in 
design, community engagement and new media. 
He is passionate about liveability, culture and 
urban trends. More details: www.john-ocal.com
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Planning Ingenuity is a highly skilled specialist town planning 
consultancy, committed to delivering reliable value adding services 
in relation to all aspects of the development process throughout 
New South Wales.

Our Core Services: 

>     Applications for Development
>      Planning Advice & Feasibility
>      Appeals and Expert Witnesses
>      Development and Environmental Impact Assessment
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Richard Sharp |  Management 
richard.sharp@arup.com

Penny Hall |  Landscape  Architecture
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Andrew Hulse  |  Transport Planning 
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Ove Arup 

“ There is no need to stress functional and 
technological effi ciency. Needs are needs and will 
assert themselves. And money we know talks. But 
beauty, character, poetry or environment, what shall 
I call it - is something which has to be fought for.
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