
1 

 

Comments on Urban Activation Precincts 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

The fantasy of affordable housing 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Prepared by Matt Mushalik (MIEAust, CPEng)       

July 2012                      mushalik@tpg.com.au  

 

mailto:mushalik@tpg.com.au


2 

 

Summary:  

ñUrban consolidationò, ñTransport Oriented Developmentò and now ñUrban Activation 

Precinctsò. The names change all the time but itôs basically the same thing: whack in more 

people into Sydney which has long ago exceeded its limits to growth. 

 

In year #8 of peak oil it is unwise to pro-

actively increase the population of Sydney (half 

of the growth is driven by an ambitious 

immigration program). The larger the 

population, the longer the petrol lines at the 

filling stations when peak oil turns into a 

physical problem.  Australian crude oil is 

depleted by a whopping 83%. Once motorists 

are forced to take public transport for long-

distance commuting from outer suburbs the 

trains will already be full at many stations now 

developed or proposed to be developed as so-called ñtransit oriented developmentò.  

 

Diesel shortages mean food shortages and high rise residents without a garden will be 

particularly hard hit. These shortages are almost guaranteed as the only viable alternative 

transport fuel, natural gas, is set to be exported in energy quantities equivalent to the whole  

Australian petrol and diesel consumption. So when the time comes to convert vehicles to gas 

itôs all committed for exports. Clever country exports itself energy poor. 

 

Due to the global debt problem which was triggered by peak oil, the size of the housing 

sector including associated infrastructure will be limited. And all this in the context of ever 

increasing fees and charges pocketed by consultants, architects, project promoters, financial 

advisers, contractors and real estate agents. Precincts are particularly expensive as a lot of 

lollies have to be included to make the project acceptable by local population. Trying to 

achieve affordable housing in this way is a pure fantasy, only existing in government papers. 

 

There will also be power shortages as the NSW and other governments fail to replace 

outdated coal fired power plants with renewable energies (e.g. thermal solar plants) at a speed 

commensurate with the urgency to reduce CO2 emissions. In 2010, NASA climatologist 

James Hansen gave Australian coal just 10 years before global warming events become so 

severe (turn on your TV now and what you see will only get worse) that everyone will 

understand that not only will we have to reduce CO2 emissions but also extract CO2 from the 

atmosphere to bring concentrations down to 350 ppm.  

 

There will also be huge storms  impacting on highrises. The energy unleashed grows with the 

square of wind gust speeds. In other words, life in highrises will become very uncomfortable. 

These flats will become the slums of the future. 

 

There is only one solution: decentralization, decentralization, decentralization to areas outside 

the commuting distance of Sydney. This can only be done with a job creation program in 

regional towns, preferably in renewable energies, biofuels etc. that means energy producing, 

not energy consuming economic activities. Sustainable, that is energy frugal cities will not 

have a higher population than 150 ï 200 k and only when properly designed from scratch. No 

matter what planning strategies the NSW government now adopts or implements, Sydney 

will disintegrate into whatever subcentres can survive.  
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This is an optimistic assessment from BITRE completed in March 2009. Peak oil is a process 

which started in 2005. It would have taken 10-20 years to prepare for peak oil. That period 

has now passed. Governments hate peak oil so the public is not informed properly. That 

guarantees  no preparations will ever be made before the system collapses one day when a set 

of underlying problems converges.  Free-wheeling long distance commuting by car will come 

to an end in this decade. That will be the beginning of Sydneyôs disintegration.  Provided 

nothing happens in the Middle East. Just in from todayôs news 3/7/2012 

 

 
6/1/2012   Iran playing war games but not in video arcades 

http://crudeoilpeak.info/iran-playing-war-games-but-not-in-video-arcades  

 

When that happens, planning luxurious precincts will be the least of Sydneyôs worries 

 

http://crudeoilpeak.info/iran-playing-war-games-but-not-in-video-arcades
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Detailed comments on: 

  

Activation precincts guideline 

http://www.planning.nsw.gov.au/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=VaCeKwk-

oDk%3d&tabid=205&mid=1081&language=en-US 

 

 

Quote: ñNSW State Government policy is to substantially increase the supply of housing and 

employment, improve housing choice and housing affordability.ò 

 

Comment: Employment in which sectors of the economy? And where will this employment 

be located? In order to minimize transport requirements employment and housing have to be 

close together, preferably in walking or cycling distance. Therefore, the employment strategy 

must come first. 

 

Quote: ñé..it is important that land supply is located not just in urban areas but in key 

regional locations.ò 

 

Comment: This is just a lip service. The NSW State planning bureaucracy is Sydney centric 

and worse, CBD centric. Both planning capacity and flow of money is concentrated in and 

for Sydney. The latest example is the $ 6bn Barangaroo project. How much infrastructure 

could you build in regional centres for this sort of money? 

 

Quote: ñéé.. local government will play a key role in the development, implementation and 

delivery of these important precincts.ò 

 

Comment: This sentence is already outdated. 

 

Residents to lose objection rights in new planning laws 

26/6/2012 

http://www.smh.com.au/business/property/residents-to-lose-objection-rights-in-new-

planning-laws-20120626-210mx.html  

 

Councils to lose approval rights over developments 

28/6/2012 

http://www.smh.com.au/nsw/councils-to-lose-approval-rights-over-developments-20120627-

212w8.html  

 

Quote: ñThe updated Sydney Metropolitan plan, regional, subregional strategies and the 

transport master plan will provide strategic guidance and a framework for the identification 

of precincts.ò 

 

Comment: I have written a submission on the Metropolitan Strategy which is available on my 

website 

 

http://crudeoilpeak.info/wp-content/uploads/2012/07/Big_Sydney_big_problem.pdf 

 

The plan is NOT updated. It has no energy, let alone emission calculations over the 

projection period and is therefore not much different from previous versions.  

 

 

 

http://www.planning.nsw.gov.au/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=VaCeKwk-oDk%3d&tabid=205&mid=1081&language=en-US
http://www.planning.nsw.gov.au/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=VaCeKwk-oDk%3d&tabid=205&mid=1081&language=en-US
http://www.smh.com.au/business/property/residents-to-lose-objection-rights-in-new-planning-laws-20120626-210mx.html
http://www.smh.com.au/business/property/residents-to-lose-objection-rights-in-new-planning-laws-20120626-210mx.html
http://www.smh.com.au/nsw/councils-to-lose-approval-rights-over-developments-20120627-212w8.html
http://www.smh.com.au/nsw/councils-to-lose-approval-rights-over-developments-20120627-212w8.html
http://crudeoilpeak.info/wp-content/uploads/2012/07/Big_Sydney_big_problem.pdf
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I first mentioned the lack of energy calculations when the Metropolitan Strategy was 

presented at a 2005 seminar in the University of New South Wales, which used this document 

 

http://sydney.edu.au/architecture/documents/prc/prc_may18_jenniferwestacott.pdf 

 

The work was done under DIPNR. 

http://sydney.edu.au/architecture/documents/prc/prc_may18_jenniferwestacott.pdf


6 

 

5 years later, at a Sunset seminar in the University of Sydney 

 

Planning for Sustainable Growth - Issues and Directions 

http://sydney.edu.au/news/architecture/295.html?eventid=5893  

 

I asked the Director General of Planning: ñHow many millions barrels of oil, how many 

millions m3 of gas and how many millions tons of coal to you need to implement the 

Metropolitan Strategy for the next, say, 10 years? And what is the absorption capacity of the 

atmosphere when burning these fossil fuels?ò Answer: ñThat question is too hardò 

 

This energy ignorance, if not illiteracy will have severe consequences for Sydney. 

 

Quote: ñNominations for potential precincts may come from a number of sources, such as 

Department of Planning and Infrastructure research and empirical data, and nominations from 

Councils, State agencies and the private sector.ò 

 

Comment: No voluntary nominations from Councils which are forced by the State 

government to approve housing strategies. The example for Epping is this: 

 

 
 

http://www.hornsby.nsw.gov.au/planning-and-building/epping-town-centre-study 

 

This promotion material from developers was put on a website funded by ratepayers. 

Unbelievable. This is how you destroy a suburb. No one wants these Mini Hongkongs. When 

the land is sold or auctioned off, land values go up and Council rates increase. For genuine 

residents this is bad news. 

 

On page 7 we find an image depicting the CBD with the Barangaroo development 

 

 

http://sydney.edu.au/news/architecture/295.html?eventid=5893
http://www.hornsby.nsw.gov.au/planning-and-building/epping-town-centre-study
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I want to remind planners that this place will be flooded by sea level rises, estimated at up to 

2 m by 2100 (Prof. Tad Pfeffer, INSTAAR), including the melting of the Greenland ice sheet 

 

http://crudeoilpeak.info/sea-level-rises  

 

More details are in my previous articles: 

 

18/11/2010    Sydney builds huge "sustainable" basement car park in Darling Harbour 

prone to flooding by sea level rise 

 

 
 

http://crudeoilpeak.info/sydney-builds-huge-sustainable-basement-car-park-in-darling-

harbour-prone-to-flooding-by-sea-level-rise  

 

 
Work on this basement car park has started 

 

13/9/2010    Barangaroo will not make existing Sydney sustainable 

http://www.crudeoilpeak.com/?p=1859  

 

Future generations will ask: ñwho allowed this to happen? All the calculations were available 

to the decision makers at the time.ò They will enter history books on the wrong side of the 

ledger. 

http://crudeoilpeak.info/sea-level-rises
http://crudeoilpeak.info/sydney-builds-huge-sustainable-basement-car-park-in-darling-harbour-prone-to-flooding-by-sea-level-rise
http://crudeoilpeak.info/sydney-builds-huge-sustainable-basement-car-park-in-darling-harbour-prone-to-flooding-by-sea-level-rise
http://www.crudeoilpeak.com/?p=1859
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The same applies to other developments, e.g. at Rhodes. 

 

 
 

 

 
http://flood.firetree.net/?ll=-27.8390,138.1640&z=13&m=2 

 

As an update to how much the Greenland ice sheet is in danger, this is the latest research: 

 

Greenland Ice Sheet Melt Nearing Critical óTipping Pointô 

June 2012 

http://www.climatecentral.org/news/greenland-ice-sheet-reflectivity-near-record-low-

research-shows/  

 

Needless to say that Planning Minister Sartorôs approval of the 3
rd

 coal loader in Newcastle 

pro-actively contributes to these sea level rises. If cumulative emissions since 2007, the 4
th
 

IPCC report, are taken as a basis including half of the emissions from coal exports Australia 

is in there with 4%.  

 

So much on the coordination between departments and the selection of sustainable precincts. 

 

http://flood.firetree.net/?ll=-27.8390,138.1640&z=13&m=2
http://www.climatecentral.org/news/greenland-ice-sheet-reflectivity-near-record-low-research-shows/
http://www.climatecentral.org/news/greenland-ice-sheet-reflectivity-near-record-low-research-shows/
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Quote: ñDetailed planning studies and investigations will generally be required for Urban 

Activation Precincts.ò 

 

Comment: The examples on page 8  demonstrate the employment deficiencies in the plans: 

 

 

<< What is the employment creation in this 

area? We have large sports facilities and a 

sort of exhibition centre. Not many 

permanent jobs in there. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

<<< What is the idea behind this plan? Are 

these office blocks with residential towers in 

between? Or just flats and residents work 

somewhere else? 

 

Are we going to have an ever growing 

service industry while energy supplies are 

declining? 

 

Where are the CO2 calculations for all the 

concrete needed in these massive 

developments? Can no one connect the dots? 

 

  

 

We just heard about the increasing coal use at 

a Boral cement plant: Coal war rages in NSW 

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2012-06-

22/coal-war-rages-in-nsw/4087540  

 


