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The ACT Government is committed to making its information, 
services, events and venues accessible to as many people as 
possible.

If you have difficulty reading a standard printed document and 
would like to receive this publication in an alternative format  
— such as large print or audio please telephone (02) 6207 7307.

If English is not your first language and you require the translating 
and interpreting service please telephone 131 450.

If you are deaf or hearing impaired and require the TTY typewriter 
service please telephone (02) 6207 2622.
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Abbreviations and acronyms

ACT    Australian Capital Territory

ACTPLA   ACT Planning and Land Authority

The framework report  The Dickson Centre Urban Planning and Design Framework Report

The planning project  The Dickson Centre Planning Project

Master plan   The Dickson Centre Master Plan
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The Dickson centre vision

Dickson centre will be a multicultural, progressive and safe hub with a diversity of services and 
amenities for the local and wider community, a place where people live, work and play.

Executive summary

The Dickson centre master plan presents a framework which will guide development and redevelopment of 
the centre in the coming decades in a manner consistent with the desires of the community and stakeholders 
as expressed during the consultation process and captured in the vision shown below.

The Dickson centre master plan is presented on pages 11 to 22.

The master plan has been informed by the Dickson Centre Planning Project (August 2009 to September 2010).

Key actions to achieve the master plan include:

•  Preparation of a precinct code (introduced through a Territory Plan variation) which specifies land use, 
height and design details which will encourage development and redevelopment and ensure that the 
principles outlined in the master plan are achieved.

•  Undertaking investigation and documentation to allow the release of key sites for new development,  
  including Block 19 Section 30, for Block 20 Section 34, part Block 20 Section 30 and Block 21  
Section 30 for release for new development including retail anchors.

• Allowing, through a precinct code, development on Section 32, 34 and 31 to go to six storeys.
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Introduction

Purpose of the master plan

The purpose of the master plan is:

• to present a framework which will guide development and redevelopment of the centre in the coming  
 decades in a manner consistent with the desires of the community and stakeholders as expressed  
 during the consultation process

•  to ensure what works in the centre is retained and enhanced and to seize and create opportunities to 
further improve the centre, and

• to provide certainty for the community, lessees and tenants about how the centre can develop and  
 redevelop.

 
The Dickson Centre Planning Project

The master plan has been informed by the Dickson Centre Planning Project which started in August 2009 
and finished in September 2010. It included extensive background research and consultation with the 
community, lessees and other stakeholders and culminated in the creation of the Dickson Centre Urban 
Planning and Design Framework (the framework). The framework presented a vision and a way forward for 
the Dickson centre in light of background research and consultation.

The planning project was undertaken in response to the changes in population, demographics, development 
pressures in the centre and findings from current research that identified additional supermarket space was 
required in inner north Canberra.

The ACT Planning and Land Authority initiated and led the planning project. A planning consultant was 
engaged to complete background research, consultation and the framework report.

The diagram on the following page outlines the key stages of the development of the framework report, its 
relationship to the master plan and what happens next. All publicly available documents can be found on the 
planning project webpage at: http://www.actpla.act.gov.au/dickson

A full description of the planning project’s methodology can be found in Appendix A.

Dickson Square
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What makes Dickson special?

Dickson yesterday

In the late 1950s and early 1960s, following the establishment of the National Capital Development 
Commission, detailed planning and design commenced for a centre at Dickson.

Notwithstanding that Dickson was to be a retail centre, much of the centre was developed as a service 
trades area.

 

Dickson centre – 1968
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Woolley Street precinct

Dickson today

The place – urban character

The Dickson centre consists of four precincts as shown in the diagram below. Each precinct has its own 
distinct built form and public realm which makes it unique. Each precinct is described over the following 
pages, with relevant comments from consultation shown in the boxes.

Northbourne Avenue precinct

•  Primarily large freestanding office buildings set 
within landscaping and surface parking areas.

•  Generates much of the centre’s daytime 
population and activity.

•  Large areas of unused space around the 
buildings.

Woolley Street precinct

•  The scale of development is larger than 
the retail core precinct which reflects the 
subdivision pattern.

•  The road and pedestrian networks run north to 
south and east to west which clashes with the 
road and pedestrian network of the retail core 
which runs on an angle.

•  Blocks are large and typically square with a 
similar depth to frontage ratio.

•  Parking is on-street either as angled or parallel 
parking.

Northbourne  
Ave precinct

Woolley St 
precinct

Recreational, 
community and 
cultural precinct

Retail, community  
and entertainment  

precinct
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Retail core precinct

•  Physical character is virtually unchanged; in 
forty years, there has been no major upgrade to 
the buildings.

•  Typically low scale development with two storey 
buildings dominant and a few single or three 
storey buildings.

• Strip shopping, not a shopping mall.

•  Set within a pedestrian precinct that consists of 
courtyards and connecting walkways.

•  Buildings are built to all boundaries and shops 
typically address courtyards. Consequently 
frontages are generally active.

•  Blocks are typically rectangular. Most blocks 
have been developed with smaller shops 
creating the fine grained built form and scale 
that is typical of the retail core.

•  Roads are located on the edges and provide 
access to the parking areas.

 

Recreation and community precinct

•  This precinct is characterised by freestanding 
buildings of varying scale and design within a   
landscape setting.

•  Apart from the open space within the swimming 
pool complex, the public realm consists mainly 
of parking and left over spaces between the 
parking areas and buildings. In general these 
spaces do not relate to the adjacent buildings 
and sense of place is limited. Retail core precinct

Recreation and community precinct

“Like that it is open [i.e. not a mall].”
“Large pedestrian areas are fantastic.”
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The people – community and business

In addition to the distinct built form and public realm 
that is found in each precinct, each also has a 
character which is a result of the people who use the 
centre, being the business owners and community.

Northbourne Avenue precinct

•  The office uses generate much of the centre’s 
daytime population and activity which supports   
entertainment and retail functions in the centre.

Woolley Street precinct

•  Composed mostly of entertainment venues 
such as restaurants and bars with some retail 
and office space.

•  Generates much of the centre’s night time 
activity.

• Relaxed feel.

• Diverse, lots of variety.

• Good on street car parking.

• Wide streets.

Retail core precinct

• Small traders with large supermarket at core.

• Friendly feel amongst businesses.

•  Comfortable and familiar, home away from 
home.

•  Small community – see people you know, 
familiarity.

• Community feel and support.

•  Variety of businesses means it is a multi trip 
centre.

•  Generates much of the centre’s day time 
activity.

Recreation and community precinct

• Provides convenient facilities for community.

•  Facilities such as the swimming pool and child 
care attract much day time activity.

“Dickson is the logical location to develop retail and 
commercial premises as an alternative to Civic.”

Woolley Street precinct

Retail core precinct

“The character relates to its ‘Chinatown’ status in 
Canberra and the alternative nature of the area.”

“The character of Dickson as a restaurant hub is 
very valuable.”

“The best thing about Dickson group centre is the 
lively atmosphere that has developed over recent 
years ... and the ‘humble jumble’ feeling of all the 
businesses especially in Woolley Street.”
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The Dickson centre master plan

Master plan area

The aerial photograph below shows the expanded area considered as part of the planning project. However, 
the key area affected by this master plan is outlined in orange.
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Dickson centre will be a multicultural, progressive and safe hub with a diversity of services and 
amenities for the local and wider community, a place where people live, work and play.

Dickson centre vision

To enable the vision to be achieved, eight planning and design principles will be applied to the centre. These 
principles and how they will be applied to the centre are described on pages 13 to 20. The processes to 
achieve the desired planning outcomes are explained here:

Territory Plan variation – precinct code

Development in the ACT is regulated through the Territory Plan, which shows where development can go and 
what type of development we and our neighbours can build.

The Territory Plan can be changed through a process called a Territory Plan variation. This is a statutory 
process which includes consultation and when complete can alter the range of land uses permissible on a 
site and/or changes the development controls applicable to a site.

Specific changes for an area (or precinct) can be introduced into the Territory Plan through a precinct code.

It is proposed to establish a precinct code for the Dickson centre to ensure a number of the principles are 
achieved. 

Land release

A number of blocks within the Dickson centre, mainly surface car parks, are owned by the ACT Government. 
This land can be released to interested parties through an auction, tender/expression of interest or direct sale 
process. A deed of agreement will be placed on any land to be released which may include off site works 
requirements such as paving and landscaping and replacement car parking that contributes to the public 
realm of the centre.

Capital works

Improvements to the public realm or community assets and infrastructure can be implemented through 
capital works undertaken by the government.
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Planning and design principle: permeable

Centres depend on the ability of people to move around easily, safely and comfortably. 
Permeable centres offer a choice of routes and facilitate social interaction. Walkability 
will be maximised when route choices occur frequently.

Applying the principle

•  The proposed precinct code will include provisions for the ‘new pedestrian connections’ shown in   
the diagram below by increasing development rights for affected blocks and requiring the pedestrian   
connection as part of redevelopment.

• Release Block 19 Section 30 (existing car park between library and church) for the purposes of retail  
 development (including supermarket). Conditions of release will require the development to address  
 the east-west pedestrian connection.

• The proposed precinct code will allow for residential development on sections adjoining the   
 pedestrian route to encourage passive surveillance.

• The proposed precinct code will require that any redevelopment/development fronting the northern  
 east to west pedestrian connection shown in the diagram below will have active uses on the ground  
 floor i.e. retail and entertainment.

• The proposed precinct code will allow for additional residential development overlooking the public  
 realm through the centre, again increasing passive surveillance.
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Planning and design principle: connected

Successful centres are well linked to the surrounding area and accessible from their catchment.

The quality of connections both through the centre and to the surrounding area need to be of 
high quality.

 
Applying the principle

• Capital works projects will be required to improve the quality of pedestrian connections as shown on  
 the diagram below. At each connection pedestrians should have priority.
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Planning and design principle: character

The clashing grid street pattern is distinctive to the Dickson centre and maximises frontage 
opportunities and access. This geometry is to be retained.

The contrasting scale, grain and pedestrian environments of the Dickson centre are to 
be reinforced. The fine grain and low scale of the retail core precinct is to be retained, 
the ‘Chinatown’ experience of Woolley Street promoted and new development along 
Northbourne Avenue will reflect the larger commercial/office development. 

 
Applying the principle

• The proposed precinct code will ensure all new development respects the centre’s geometry.

• The proposed precinct code will only allow three storeys for most of the retail core precinct and six  
 storeys for the Woolley Street precinct to ensure the scale and grain of each precinct is maintained.
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Planning and design principle: building height

Buildings will transition in height from the Northbourne Avenue corridor, as a major 
approach route, through the centre and down to the adjacent suburban areas. 

The building heights will reflect the types of uses envisaged for the different precincts.  

Applying the principle

• The proposed precinct code will include provisions to increase heights to six storeys for the blocks  
 and sections shown in the diagram below.

•  The proposed precinct code will allow only three storeys in the retail core precinct to ensure the   
character of the area is maintained.
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Planning and design principle: anchors

Large scale and specialist retailers are important anchors as they can attract large 
numbers of people to and through a centre.

Anchors should be located to maximise pedestrian movement past specialty/small scale 
retailing.

 
Applying the principle

• Allow for Block 19 Section 30 to be released for major retail development (including a supermarket)  
 with basement car parking.

•  Consider the release of Block 21 Section 30 for major retail development with potential residential   
development along Antill Street. 

• Encourage contiguous development with the ‘Tradies Club’ on Block 20 Section 34 to be released for  
 mixed use development, including major retail, to add to the activation of the centre.

•  Investigate the potential to consolidate part Block 20 Section 30 with Block 10 Section 30 (Harris   
Scarfe store) to allow for establishment of a major retail anchor.
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Planning and design principle: views and vistas

Views and vistas along recognisable routes promote legibility, ease of movement and a 
sense of connection. Defining vistas into and out of the centre will reinforce the ‘sense of 
place’ and the role the centre plays as a meeting place for the community. 

Aligning buildings along routes facilitates safety and reinforces the vista.

Applying the principle

• The proposed precinct code will require that development/redevelopment along the view lines shown  
 in the diagram below are setback and oriented so that views are not obstructed.
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Planning and design principle: reinforce precincts

The Dickson centre has quite discernable precincts that are derived from the land uses 
and the consequent building footprints and scales. These distinctive precincts are to 
be enhanced by introducing a range of land uses compatible with the character of the 
precinct.

Reinforcing the precincts with compatible uses creates greater diversity while minimising 
conflicts between uses. 

Applying the principle

• Land release will focus on allowing retail anchors in the retail core precinct which will add to its vibrancy. 

•  The proposed precinct code will require that blocks facing Woolley Street have active uses on the   
ground floor such as restaurants and entertainment.

•  Residential uses are proposed to be included in redevelopment in the service trades area. These   
developments are to consider design/construction techniques and the incorporation of  
office/commercial uses at the first floor level to minimise the conflict between residential and 
entertainment uses. 

•  Development of the ACT Government owned car parks provide the potential to add to the mix of uses 
and vibrancy of the Dickson centre.  
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Planning and design principle: circulation

To help keep the Dickson centre permeable for pedestrians and generally more 
accessible, public transport stops and interchanges are to be improved, and through 
traffic minimised.

Applying the principle

•  By keeping streets narrow, allowing on street car parking and giving pedestrians priority at  intersections, 
through traffic will be discouraged. 

•  Off street car parking should be in basements and short term car parking should be located on street. 

• Service and delivery vehicles are to be discouraged from accessing the centre during peak times.

• Public transport facilities will be enhanced and provided to both east and west sides of the centre to  
 improve access while minimising the introduction of further traffic in the centre.

•  The main cyclist route to the centre will be kept adjacent to the storm water channel, however, improving 
the permeability of the centre will make the centre more accessible for cyclists from this route.

•  The proposed precinct code will require that the proposed roads shown in the diagram below are 
required as blocks and sections develop/redevelop. These roads maintain the centre’s geometry while 
increasing permeability and connectivity.
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Master plan
The Dickson centre master plan intends to enhance the essential characteristics of the centre, including the 
café area in Dickson Place and the multicultural area around Woolley Street. It will also revitalise the centre 
with a range of other opportunities for new services and facilities.
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Next steps

The key actions which need to be undertaken to commence implementation of the master plan are:

•  Prepare precinct code which specifies land use, height and design details which will encourage   
development and redevelopment and ensure that it achieves the principles outlined in the master plan.

•  Undertake investigation and documentation to allow the release of key sites for new development,   
 including Block 19 Section 30, for Block 20 Section 34, part Block 20 Section 30 and Block 21   
Section 30 for release for new development including retail anchors.

•  Identify and prepare capital works proposals for public realm and infrastructure improvements for   
consideration of the Government in subsequent budgets.
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Appendix A - methodology

Pivotal in producing this master plan were the project team, consultation and background research.

Project team

ACTPLA was the agency tasked with initiating and leading the Dickson centre planning project.

ACTPLA engaged a planning consultant to coordinate the initial phases of the Dickson centre These initial 
phases included consultation, research and production of the framework report.

ACTPLA then released the framework report out to the public for comment and completed the consultation 
report and the master plan.

Dickson Centre Planning Project

1 Dickson centre planning project launched August 2009

2 Consultation August – October 2009

3 Research August – December 2009

4 Dickson Centre Urban Planning and Design Framework completed March 2010

5 Dickson Centre Urban Planning and Design Framework to Government May-July 2010

6
Dickson Centre Urban Planning and Design Framework released for 
public comment

September – October 
2010

7 Consultation report completed November 2010

8 Master plan completed February 2011

9 Master plan to Government for approval March 2011



25                                     

Dickson centre master plan

Consultation

The views received through the consultation and submission processes have been considered in finalising the 
master plan. As part of consultation the project team engaged:

• the community (including lessees, business owners, local residents and community organisations)

• key government stakeholders

• lessees/tenants of major parcels of land in the Dickson centre.

Details of how each of these groups was engaged can be found in the Dickson Centre Consultation Report 
which is on the planning project webpage at: http://www.actpla.act.gov.au/dickson

 
Background research

The following research was undertaken by the planning consultant:

• background research about the history of the centre and the way it currently operates

• broad market assessment of development opportunities

• review of current retail assessments

• traffic and parking assessment

• urban design assessment

•  review of previous planning studies and other policies affecting the centre (details of studies and policies 
reviewed can be found in Appendix B).



26                                     

ACT Planning and Land Authority

Appendix B – documents reviewed

Studies and policies reviewed as part of planning project background research:

Document Produced by Date

ACT Commercial Centres and Industrial Areas Floorspace – 
summary report

Barbara Davis and 
Associates and ACTPLA

July 2007

ACT Retail Study – extracts IBECON 2007

ACT Supermarkets ACT Commercial Centres and Industrial 
Areas Floorspace Inventory

ACTPLA July 2007

Community Consultation and Cultural Profile Report Susan Conroy April 1998

Dickson Neighbourhood Plan ACTPLA July 2003

Dickson Section Master Plan ACTPLA August 2003

Dickson Urban Design Capacity Study SKCM 2003

Traffic and Parking Assessment – Part of Dickson Urban 
Design Capacity Study

Maunsell Australia Pty Ltd 
(Canberra office)

October 2003

Draft Dickson Central Area Planning Study (to inform Dickson 
Central Area Planning Study and Urban Design Code)

ACTPLA October 2005

Draft Dickson Central Area Planning Study and Master Plan, 
Precinct Code

ACTPLA
10 February 
2006

Mixed use in Canberra: Dickson - presentation to policy 
committee

ACTPLA 7 July 2005

Retail Capacity Assessment – Dickson Town Centre Urban 
Design Study

SKCM and SGS 
Economics & Planning

6 November 
2003

Reflecting Dickson: a summary – Moving towards the 
Dickson Neighbourhood Plan

ACT Planning and Land 
Management (PALM)

November 
2002

Revealing Dickson – Moving closer towards the Dickson 
Neighbourhood Plan

ACT Planning and Land 
Management (PALM)

January 2003

Safe Routes Community Plan Bell Planning Associates Prior to 2000

Street tree planting ACT Government None provided

Survey – Dickson – Business and Employee Survey
Forbes Mason & 
Associates Pty Ltd

2002
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