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The Urban Taskforce represents Australia's most prominent property 

developers and equity financiers. We provide a forum for people involved 

in the development and planning of the urban environments to engage in 

constructive dialogue with government and the community. 

 

10 July 2020 
 

Strategic Engagement and Community Relations 
City of Sydney 
Town Hall House 
Level 7, 456 Kent St 
SYDNEY NSW 2000 

 

Reference: S064204.204 - Central Sydney Planning Strategy 
 

I write in relation to the Draft Central Sydney Planning Strategy Central Sydney Planning Strategy 
2016-2036 (CSPS) framework comprising Central Sydney Planning Strategy 2016-2036 Overview. 
It is important to note the fundamental change to the economy and working arrangements which 
prevail in new COVID-19 world. This change requires an urgent reassessment of many of the 
assumptions which have underpinned the draft strategy. Our recommendations reflect this new 
reality. 

 
The Tower Cluster zone limit on FSR is arbitrary 

 

The City of Sydney’s CSPS proposes the limiting of FSR in the tower cluster zones to a 50% uplift 
(for a commercial tower the maximum FSR would be 18.75:1). Although the previous CSPS 
required a Planning Proposal to unlock uplift, the quantum of floorspace was not limited in such an 
arbitrary way. 

 

The opportunity to deliver employment floor space within these clusters is actually extremely 
limited and therefore the unconstrained sites should be considered on site-specific merit basis and 
not be restricted by this arbitrary limit. 

 

Whilst the best outcome would be for Council to remove this FSR limit in the cluster areas (density 
is controlled by the numerous other requirements for cluster sites), Urban Taskforce 
recommends that as a minimum, there is a need to acknowledge that some (or many) sites are 
capable of delivering floorspace significantly in excess of 18:1 and should not be benchmarked 
back to this number. 

 
Tower Clusters 

 

The CSPS relies heavily on super towers for increasing the supply of floor space across Central 
Sydney and facilitating its expansion. 

 
We note that within the Tower Cluster areas, in order to achieve the uplift bonus, a site must, 
among other things, have a minimum site area of 2,000sqm is required to qualify (double the 
previous minimum site area of 1,000sqm), and must exclude the area of any heritage item. 

 
There is little evidence nor analysis to justify the minimum site threshold of 2,000sqm subclause 
6.21(7A). The requirement to exclude heritage items from the calculation of the 2,000sqm 
minimum site area under subclause 6.21(7A) is onerous and unnecessary limits sites from 
accessing the uplift. The limitations associated with Procedure B, Schedule 11 of the Draft DCP 
significantly constrains the development potential of sites containing heritage which, in turn, 
require setback variations to achieve design excellence. 
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Urban Taskforce recommends that the CSPS: 

 
• Introduce a streamlined approval process for sites sized above 1,000sqm in recognition 

that slender towers (including those occupying heritage sites) can deliver much needed 
floor space and provide high quality design outcomes 

• Undertake a capacity analysis that accounts for additional constraints, including the road 
network and site configuration, and the associated implications for site amalgamation 

• Remove the minimum site area threshold of 2,000sqm to allow smaller sites over 1,000sqm 
to be redeveloped in accordance with subclause 6.21(7A) 

• Increase the ‘base’ LEP height and FSR development standards applying to the site and 

associated Tower Cluster area 

• Amend Procedure B of Schedule 11 to remove the requirement to exclude areas over 
heritage 

• Remove the heritage exclusion from subclause 6.21(7A) to facilitate the redevelopment of 
heritage items in accordance with subclause 6.21(7A). 

 
The restriction of building heights on sites less than 1,000sqm will have several negative impacts 
including: 

 
• Reducing the value of sites 

• Reducing any development potential of some sites as no commercial space will be 
developed on sites with an area of less than 1,000sqm 

• Distorting skyline with potential to create bands of short squat buildings that are out of 
character with the city skyline and surrounds 

• Reducing employment opportunities through lack of residential development 

• Sites with rear laneways, whereby services can be removed from primary streetscapes, 
have not been considered 

• There will be many instances throughout the city where tower cluster zones with 250m tall 
towers will adjoin sites less than 1000 sqm. The proposed capped heights on these smaller 
sites will create height transitions that will be ill conceived and out of place. 

 
While the move to allow greater building height is generally supported, the proposed height 
restrictions fail to consider that often the buildings with the most innovative and interesting 
designs are those on constrained (and smaller) sites. 

 

Savings and Transitional Provisions for Stage 1 & 2 Development Applications 
 

There is some degree of uncertainty regarding the ongoing status of entitlements to bonus 
provisions contained within Stage 1 and Stage 2 Development Application approvals by the City of 
Sydney, due to a lack of ‘savings and transitional provisions’ in the planning proposals 
implemented by the CSPS. 

 
The Central Sydney Planning Proposal proposes to amend the Sydney Local Environmental Plan 
2012 (LEP), by creating “Tower Cluster Areas”. 

 
The current floor space ratio incentives of the Tower Cluster Areas are proposed to be replaced by 
floor space ratio bonuses for commercial uses for sites over 2,000m2. 

 
The grounds for the approval of existing Stage 1 concept development consents should be 
preserved. Without such savings provisions, if a Stage 2 DA is lodged after the LEP is amended, 
the floor space ratio incentives may not be applicable to the Land. 
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It appears that the savings and transitions provisions in clause 1.8A of the LEP would have no 
application to the Stage 2 DA, because clause 1.8A only refers to the commencement of the LEP in 
2012. The savings and transitional provisions that may be contained in the amending local 
environmental plan are currently unknown. 

 

Given the timeframe expected for the completion of the City of Sydney Local Environmental Plan 
and associated planning approvals, and the size and value of the investments made on these 
projects, certainty regarding the preservation of rights under the existing local environmental plan 
and Stage 1 DA approvals is critical. To encourage the progress of DAs currently at Stage 1 
approval, Urban Taskforce recommends that it is essential that the relevant provisions are saved 
such that they prevail post publication of the new LEP. 

 

Importantly, given that the new LEP is likely to be in effect in early 2021, there is not enough time 
for those with Stage 1 approvals to proceed with a design competition and prepare documents 
associated with a Stage 2 DA for submission prior to the new LEP coming into effect. Accordingly, 
Urban Taskforce recommends that the savings provisions are drafted sufficiently broadly to take 
into consideration the delays COVID-19 has had on the industry. 

 
Urban Taskforce also recommends that a further 6-12 month ‘honeymoon’ period be applied 
whereby sites can still be determined based on current LEP provisions, thus providing an effective 
transition. 

 

Removal of the Residential Height Bonus is opposed 
 

Urban Taskforce notes that the residential accommodation height bonus has been removed from 
the final package to encourage the development of more office, hotel and cultural space. 

 
Given the current economic downturn caused by COVID-19, the removal of this incentive is not 
supported. At the very time when flexibility is needed, these provisions shift the pendulum of 
decision making strongly in favour of commercial and office accommodation. Planning restrictions 
on residential development in the CBD of Sydney were central to the long period of property 
development stagnation which blighted the City of Sydney in the period post the 1991 recession. 
This was only overcome with the “Living Sydney” philosophy promoted by former City of Sydney 
Lord Mayors Frank Sartor and Lucy Turnbull. 

 

Urban Taskforce recommends that the City of Sydney Council defer the removal of the 
residential height bonus. Particularly at this time when flexibility will be critical to post COVID-19 
recovery, the proposed approach is a step in precisely the wrong direction. 

 

The removal of the incentive for additional floor space will have a number of negative impacts 
including: 

 
• Increased pressure on housing affordability and rents, with the likely outcome of an 

undersupply of new housing stock in the next few years 

• Reduced diversity and compromised vibrancy of the 24-hour nature of the city of Sydney, 
without additional residents within the city to support retail and night-time venues 

• The proposed shift to provided additional commercial space without increasing residential 
space does not address the strong demand for a live/work/play environment. High quality, 
high cost commercial property is filled with the best and brightest of the workforce. 
Sydney attracts a highly skilled workforce from around the world. Increasingly, these new 
younger workers demand housing and an entertainment lifestyle located close to their 
workplace. Driving commercial floorspace at the expense of residential floorspace risks 
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shifting the nature of our city back towards the bad-old “closed after 5pm” days of the 
past. This, in turn, places at risk the attractiveness of our city. 

 

There is already a significant amount of office supply in planning or under construction. 

Upcoming commercial developments include: 

• CQT 

• Quay Quarter 
• 39 Martin Place 

• Cockle Bay Wharf 

• Wynyard Place 

• Redevelopment of the entire Central Station Precinct. 

 

The recent compulsory “work from home” experience has increased the workforce and employer 
appreciation for flexible working arrangements. A possible consequence is a decrease in the total 
amount of CBD office space required by large organisations. 

 
Excessive affordable housing levies will deter investment and employment 

 

The Planning Proposal will expand the operation of the current affordable housing contribution 
schemes to other land within the City of Sydney Local Government Area, as well as increase the 
equivalent affordable housing monetary contribution rates in Green Square and provide a 
framework for additional affordable housing, ranging from 12-24% for site specific planning 
proposals where the proposal increases density. 

 
The provision of social housing has historically been a role fulfilled by the State 

Government and funded through consolidated revenue. Government has, over the past three 
decades, progressively vacated the space of keeping up with demand for social and affordable 
housing. 

 
The Communities Plus scheme in NSW was the start of a partnership approach which was a 
welcome though protracted shift in thinking. However, there is no economic logic at all behind the 
affordable housing levies being placed on new housing developments. 

 
The Urban Taskforce is concerned that the current economic environment is not a suitable time to 
introduce additional financial impediments which will only serve to erode the commercial viability 
of new developments and add further funding obstacles. At this time of COVID-19 induced 
recession, adding costs to development is counter intuitive. 

 
In addition, the introduction of affordable housing requirements (where there is a proposal for 

increased density) which are greater than the State Government’s target of 5-10% (identified in 
the Greater Sydney Commission’s A Metropolis of Three Cities, and subsequent Eastern District 
Plan), will remove incentives for developers to seek increased density where there is genuine site 
specific and strategic merit. 

 
Lack of supply has been the primary driver of housing costs. That a lack of supply; over regulation 
by the Department of Planning and the City of Sydney Council; and the slowness of the planning 
system generally, all add to costs. If these factors are combined with economically inefficient levies 
such as that proposed, the problem of housing affordability will be exacerbated, not relieved. 
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In short, Government intervention and policy failure to plan for increased demand has caused the 
problem of under-supply of housing. This, in turn, has driven up housing prices. Why should new 
home buyers bear the burden and be required to fund the solution? 

 
Urban Taskforce believes incentive-based approaches to the delivery of affordable housing is a 
more suitable given the exceptional economic circumstances Sydney is experiencing due to 
COVID-19. These include additional floor space, height or expedited planning approvals, or 
waiving of certain fees and charges. Incentives that encourage investment will support the 
creation of jobs and growth in the building and development industry when the economy is on the 
brink of recession will help support Sydney during this difficult time. 

 

The Urban Taskforce recommends the deferral the introduction of any expansion of increase in 
the City of Sydney’s affordable housing levy provisions, until such time as the NSW Productivity 
Commissioner has completed his review of levies, taxes and charges. As a minimum, these 
provisions should be deferred until such time as the property development industry has recovered 
from the ramifications of COVID-19 and consumer confidence has returned to the housing market. 

 
Ventilation Requirements for Residential Units are onerous 

 

The Urban Taskforce is concerned with a number of aspects of the City of Sydney’s Draft 
Alternative Natural Ventilation of Apartments in Noisy Environments – Performance Pathway 
Guideline (the draft Guideline), a draft policy document produced by the City of Sydney Council in 
September 2018. 

A number of Urban Taskforce members have approached us to raise concerns regarding the 
content and application of the draft Guideline. These include: 

• Concerns that the requirements of the draft Guideline are unintentionally costly and 
onerous upon developers 

• The policy is applied in a rigid and inflexible manner 

• The property industry and other stakeholders were not provided the opportunity to give 
feedback and input into the development of the draft Guideline. 

We understand that the City of Sydney is of the view that they are applying the NSW 
Government’s State Environmental Planning Policy 65 as it is prescribed and that the draft 

Guideline is a necessity to address an undefined performance requirement within the policy. 

Urban Taskforce supports the City of Sydney’s objective to establish a robust approach to 
evaluating natural ventilation in noise-affected areas but we feel that the draft Guideline would 
benefit from stakeholder and industry feedback and input, in particular, the financial impact on the 
cost of development. 

Although this issue is outside of the remit of the Central Sydney Planning Strategy, this is another 
issue which will ultimately impact upon the effective implementation of the objectives of the 
strategy and as such as we would like this particular guideline to be abolished as it will ultimately 
hinder the delivery of the Central Sydney Planning Strategy. 

 
Apartment Design Guideline continues to be applied rigidly 

 

Aspects of State Environmental Planning Policy No.65 – Apartment Design Guideline continued to 
be applied rigidly, with no flexibility by City of Sydney Council. This leads to additional costs and 
formulaic design outcomes, with no room for creativity or innovation, and will ultimately hamper 
the delivery of the Central Sydney Planning Strategy. The Urban Taskforce urges Council to adopt 
a less rigid approach to the application of the ADG. 
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Additional Infrastructure Charges - 3% levy is too much 
 

Increased contributions should only apply to those developments in the tower cluster zones where 
favourable heights and FSR bonuses are achieved. The proposed increase to 3% for smaller 
developments will be damaging to the viability of sites with an area of less than 2,000 sqm within 
the city. 

 

The CSPS should give consideration to the cumulative impacts of the many fees, levies, charges 
and taxes levied by state, local and federal government authorities, and how this will impact the 
financial feasibility of development in the LGA. 

 

The current design competition process is appropriate and should not be changed 
 

We note that the CSPS proposes to the change the City’s Design Competition Policy for sites 
located within a Tower Cluster where proponents wish to seek the 50 percent Floor Space Ratio 
bonus. Our comments on the changes are outlined below: 

 

Under the proposed process, the jury must comprise six members, including four nominated by 
the consent authority. The Urban Taskforce does not support the increase in number of jury 
members, and, in particular, does not support the change to allow the consent authority to 
nominate the majority of the members (4 out of 6 members). 

This profoundly changes the composition of the jury to favour the consent authority, effectively 

‘rigging’ the jury. An objective and balanced jury is what is required. 

Urban Taskforce notes the proposal to pay competitors at least $150,000 in fees, which is a 
substantial increase from the existing policy. 

The quality of design has been high under the existing arrangements. This is not the time to be 
paying more for something that already works. 

We note the City’s desire for high quality urban outcomes and the State Government’s focus on 
quality design. However, this cost should not be borne alone by the developer (and therefore be 
passed onto the buyer). Given the downturn in the industry due to COVID-19, this is not a time to 
be adding additional costs upon development. 

The minimum cost of a competition process under this scenario is likely to be in excess of $1 
million due to the cost of competitors, technical advisors and jury members1. There has been no 
shortage of architects prepared to work with developers in this space. There is no need for 
change. 

 
Should you believe that an increase in fees is necessary, Urban Taskforce recommends that the 
State Government or Council contribute towards this increase in fees. Alternatively, Urban 
Taskforce proposes that the City of Sydney defers the introduction of the increased fees until a 
time when the industry has recovered from the impacts of the pandemic. 

We also note the requirements around the characteristics of the architects selected to compete. 
These are: 

• Competitors must have received an Australian Institute of Architects commendation or 
award in the past five years, or international equivalent. 

• A minimum of 50 per cent of competitors must be Australian based. 

• At least one competitor must be an emerging architect, or all competitors must partner 
with emerging architects. 

 

1 Urbis, Central Sydney Planning Strategy’s Sky-High Towers- Solving the Planning Puzzle for a Global 
Sydney, 5 May 2020 

https://urbis.com.au/insights-news/central-sydney-planning-strategys-sky-high-towers-solving-the-planning-puzzle-for-a-global-sydney/
https://urbis.com.au/insights-news/central-sydney-planning-strategys-sky-high-towers-solving-the-planning-puzzle-for-a-global-sydney/
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• Competitors must demonstrate both a high level of skill in sustainable design and a 
minimum 50 per cent female representation, both in their design team and leadership. 

Our members have advised us that it would be difficult to find 6 architecture teams that meet all 
these specific requirements. Adhering strictly to these requirements may also rule out other 
suitable and talented architecture teams from participating in the competition. Urban Taskforce 
recommends that of these 4 requirements, proponents should be able to select 2 to fulfill. 

Build-To-Rent should be supported and encouraged 

Build-To-Rent is a new form of housing which if encouraged and supported could contribute 
significant additional supply to Sydney’s overheated housing market. 

The CSPS could be used to encourage this form of housing with incentives, such as the following: 

• Expedited planning approvals 

• Floor Space Ratio bonuses 

• Land Tax relief 
• Permitting this use in Commercial Zones (as a single landowner, not strata subdivided). 

We recommend the City of Sydney make amendments to the CSPS to facilitate the development 
of more BTR housing throughout the LGA. 

The Urban Taskforce is always willing to work closely with the City of Sydney to provide a 
development industry perspective on these issues. We thank the City for this opportunity. 

 

Yours sincerely 
 

Tom Forrest 
Chief Executive Officer 


