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Across Australia, planning systems 
face mounting pressure to deliver more 
housing, better infrastructure, and 
sustainable communities. In New South 
Wales (NSW), bipartisan commitment to 
reforming the Environmental Planning and 
Assessment Act 1979 signals recognition 
that change is needed. However, focusing 
solely on legal frameworks without 
addressing the complex ecosystem in 
which they operate risks achieving only 
superficial improvements.

The planning context:  
five years of the unexpected
In the recent past, NSW has operated 
with a suite of yet to be updated 
planning strategies, during a period of 
unprecedented disruption. Bushfires, 
floods, COVID-19, closed borders, followed 
by record migration have fundamentally 
changed our planning needs. 
Simultaneously, changes to construction 
codes and escalating material, labour, 
energy, and finance costs have 
transformed development economics. 

The system is under enormous stress.

These disruptions have occurred 
alongside deeper structural shifts. The 
maturing superannuation system has 
created enormous pools of investment 
capital seeking returns, including in 
property markets. This has amplified 
housing access inequalities— some 
older Australians and beneficiaries of 
inheritance can deploy substantial capital 
to real estate, directly competing with 
first-time buyers.

This volatile context demands planning 
approaches that can adapt rapidly. 
Tactical interventions, however must 
be underpinned by a coherent vision 
for managing these demographic, 
environmental, social and economic 
realities.

The planning ecosystem
Planning systems comprise 
interdependent elements including 
legislative frameworks, institutions, 
technology platforms, practitioners, 
organisational cultures, and community 
expectations (politics). These elements 
form a dynamic system where changes to 

one component inevitably affect others.

The digitisation of analogue systems 
illustrates this interdependency. Simply 
transferring complex processes to digital 
platforms hardwires that complexity, 
often worsened by rigid workflows. The 
initially failed e-ticketing deployment in 
NSW public transport provides a telling 
example—the first version collapsed and 
required rebooting. Fare reform was a 
necessary prerequisite for successful 
transformation, demonstrating how 
simplified underlying processes must 
precede digital implementation.

Similarly, when e-planning platforms 
were introduced across NSW, successful 
implementation required shifts in 
organisational processes and staff 
capabilities beyond the technology 
itself. We are not convinced we have 
a digital-first planning system, yet we 
have a mandated common operating 
environment—the Planning Portal.

Legislative changes may also fall 
short if organisational cultures view 
requirements like community engagement 
as compliance exercises rather than 
valuable inputs. Early engagement is 
critical in shaping spatial directions for 
growth and change; however, engagement 
at later, technical assessment stages of 
development assessment may create 
confusion and unrealistic expectations 
of overly shaping development that is 
consistent with controls.

Beyond housing supply
Current discussions of planning reform 
often centre on increasing housing 
supply through expedited approvals. 
While necessary, housing supply alone is 
insufficient for comprehensive planning. 
Successful communities also require 
urban services, social infrastructure, 
transport networks, public spaces, 

The current push for planning reform presents a critical opportunity to look beyond legal 
instruments alone. While legislative change is necessary, true reform must recognise how people, 
technology, finance, risk and organisational cultures interact within the planning system to create 
outcomes. This holistic approach is essential for meaningful improvement.
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Beyond legislation: 
acknowledging the tactical 
approach to planning reform

Figure 1: Factors causing 
pressure on housing supply 
delivery, Astrolabe Group (2024)
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and specialised services for our 
population cohorts including our ageing 
communities.

Reforms accelerating housing delivery 
without addressing these supporting 
elements, risk creating dormitory suburbs 
lacking essential services. 

Tactical interventions in the NSW 
planning system
The NSW Government has introduced 
several tactical interventions addressing 
housing supply and affordability 
challenges:

Housing Delivery Authority streamlines 
development through a new State 
Significant Development pathway and 
concurrent rezoning process for major 
residential developments, emphasising 
well-located developments with enabling 
infrastructure.

Transport Oriented Development 
Program leverages Sydney's metro 
system and rail infrastructure to shape 
the Six Cities Region. By focusing 
development around stations, it enables 
more people to live close to transport, 
jobs, and services.

Artificial Intelligence (AI) initiatives, 
supported by a $5.6 million investment, 
aim to transform the Planning Portal. 
These include technology solutions to 
improve Development Application quality 
and assessment times. As Planning 
Minister Paul Scully noted, “AI can assist 
planners to determine DAs much faster.”

NSW Housing Pattern Book offers 
customised building designs and 
principles, providing a common design 
language that reduces time in planning 
stages while helping create high-quality, 
context-sensitive housing adaptable to 
different needs.

Low and mid-rise housing reforms fill 
the gap between detached homes and 
high-rise apartments, promoting ‘building 
up, rather than out’ in well-located areas, 
improving access to amenities while 
increasing housing supply.

Adapting strategic frameworks
While these tactical interventions offer 
promising pathways, their success 
depends on integration with broader 
frameworks. Infrastructure programming 
must become more responsive, moving 
beyond rigid plans toward approaches that 
respond to emerging opportunities. Tools 
such as planning agreements and works-
in-kind agreements enable agility. Similarly, 
Local Strategic Planning Statements 
should evolve as adaptive frameworks 
rather than five-yearly static documents.

Delivery, finance, risk and trade-offs
The Housing Accord is a commitment to 
produce housing not a commitment to 
have a planning system that may produce 
housing. We are struggling to create 
an environment where it is feasible to 
develop new stock across NSW, not just 
in high value coastal markets that can 
generate premium sale prices.

Our current approach to housing quality 
and design standards raises critical 
questions about accessibility. When 
apartments built to Apartment Design 
Guide standards are priced beyond the 
reach of first home buyers, we face a 
troubling reality—are we creating housing 
only accessible to downsizers and 
beneficiaries of inheritance? The cost, 
complexity and governance of managing 
more elaborate internal and external 
common areas through strata is another 
item worth discussion.

The demographic shift toward an ageing 
population further complicates these 
trade-offs. Meeting older Australians' 
needs requires housing diversity and 
accessible facilities. Meanwhile, younger 
people increasingly struggle to find 
housing near employment and social 
opportunities that previous generations 
took for granted. Planning reform must 
acknowledge these intergenerational 
tensions.

A call to action for the  
planning profession
As planning professionals, we must 
embrace our role in bridging tactical 
interventions with strategic frameworks by:
1.	 �Developing expertise in both tactical 

and strategic approaches;

2.	� Advocating for frameworks that 
accommodate tactical opportunities;

3.	 �Building organisational cultures valuing 
adaptability;

4.	� Engaging authentically with 
communities about trade-offs; and

5.	 �Monitoring outcomes to ensure 
broader community benefits.

Negotiating outcomes and managing risk
The tactical interventions introduced 
provide a social licence for planners to 
work differently. Rather than applying 
rigid controls, planners must develop 
skills in negotiating outcomes that 
balance multiple objectives. This 
requires shifting from risk avoidance 
to risk management—identifying and 
assessing risks rather than defaulting 
to conservative positions that stifle 
innovation.

Tools for efficient decision-making
To support this shift, we need tools 
enabling planners to make decisions 
efficiently, including rapid assessment 
frameworks focusing on critical issues, 
decision support systems drawing on 
precedents, and data analytics providing 
real-time evidence.

Most importantly, planning reform 
is about transforming how we work 
within the planning ecosystem. 
This means developing new skills, 
embracing technologies, and fostering 
organisational cultures that navigate 
complexity and change.

This expanded view, coupled with honest 
acknowledgment of trade-offs, offers 
the best path toward a planning system 
that truly serves present and future 
generations.  n

Michael Comninos MPIA has over twenty years of experience developing and 
implementing strategy, policy and regulatory reform in public administration, planning 
and infrastructure. His unique skills have enabled him to work effectively across all 
levels of government and industry to develop tangible benefits for citizens.

Amanda Yeung MPIA has fifteen years of experience working across the government 
and private sectors in planning strategy, policy and infrastructure coordination. At 
Astrolabe Group she leads projects involving data-driven insights for government and 
stakeholders.

Figure 2: Tactical interventions in the NSW Planning System, Astrolabe Group (2025)
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SIMON KUESTENMACHER Demographer
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The Demographics Group discusses the 
findings from the 2021 Census and what they 
mean for Australia. The data from the census 
can play a huge role in how we plan our cities 
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DANIELLE MATE Artist
Danielle is a Sydney-based Aboriginal artist
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has worked on and gives an insight into the role 
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