
Part 2: Background 



4. Describing Dickson Centre
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4.1 Planning and policy context 

4.1.1 National Capital Plan

The National Capital Plan (NCP) provides the 
overarching policy framework for land use and 
planning in the Territory and guides the planning, 
design and development of areas that have been 
identifi ed as having national capital importance 
(Designated Areas). 

Several provisions of the NCP are relevant to the 
Dickson Centre (Figure 12).

The NCP outlines the hierarchy of centres for 
Canberra. The hierarchy includes Civic, town centres, 
group centres and local centres. Dickson is a group 
centre. Centres at each level in the hierarchy include a 
mix of retail, commercial and community facilities and 
services to meet the needs of their catchment area. 
The catchment areas range in scale from individual 
suburbs served by local centres to the metropolitan 
area served by Civic. Group centres serve several 
suburbs.

The NCP notes that integrity of the hierarchy of 
centres has broadly been maintained with the levels 
fulfi lling distinct but complementary functions.

Even in 1990, the NCP identifi ed that “pressures 
are now being felt for major redevelopment in some 
centres such as Dickson, Kingston and Manuka. This 
would be undesirable if major changes to the three 
centres went counter to the purpose of the hierarchy 
of established centres”.

The NCP also sets the framework for the distribution 
of offi ce employment. The NCP permits offi ces to be 
located in group centres provided that they are of a 
scale appropriate to the centre. As a general guide 
offi ce fl oor space should not exceed retail fl oor space.

Northbourne Avenue, to the west of the centre, is 
a ‘Designated Area’ under the NCP. Land fronting 
Northbourne Avenue is subject to the Main Avenues and 
Approach Routes provisions of the NCP. 

Development fronting Northbourne Avenue is required 
to make provision for national uses, offi ces for national 
associations, tourist accommodation and residential 
development. Buildings are to achieve high standards of 
design and fi nish.

4.1.2 The Canberra Spatial Plan 

The Canberra Spatial Plan is the key strategic planning 
document for managing urban growth and change in 
Canberra. It outlines a strategic direction to achieve 
social, environmental and economic sustainability.

Key principles of the Spatial Plan relevant to Dickson are:

•  contain growth within 15kms of the Civic to reduce 
sprawl and protect biodiversity

•  encourage residential intensifi cation within a 7.5 
kilometre radius of the Civic to provide a range of 
housing close to employment and services, and

•  locate new residential areas close to employment 
and public transport routes.

It is proposed that up to 50 per cent of future 
urban growth will be located close to existing major 
employment areas and existing services and facilities.

The Spatial Plan implementation framework of (Figure 13) 
identifi es the Dickson Centre as an area for short term 
residential intensifi cation.
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Figure 12: National Capital Plan Figure 13: Spatial Plan
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4.1.3 Territory Plan

Land use zoning

The Territory Plan provides the detailed policy 
framework for planning, land use change and 
development in Canberra.

The Territory Plan identifi es Dickson as a group 
centre. It defi nes group centres as larger shopping 
centres that service groups of nearby suburbs. They 
incorporate a wide range of shopping, community, 
recreation and business facilities. As well as 
providing for major retailing, group centres also 
offer opportunities for speciality shops, non-retail 
commercial uses such as banks, and residential 
development.

The Dickson Centre includes a number of commercial 
zones (Figure 14).

CZ1 Core Zone – is the main business core and the 
primary location of shops, non-retail commercial uses, 
restaurants, commercial accommodation, and indoor 
entertainment facilities. Residential and community 
uses are also permissible, subject to design and siting 
to minimise incompatibility with primary uses.

CZ2 Business Zone  is intended primarily for non-
retail commercial uses, commercial accommodation 
and restaurants and indoor entertainment and 
recreation facilities. 

CZ3 Services Zone  is intended for fringe retailing, 
which includes bulky goods, light industry, service 
trades, service stations, restaurants and indoor 
entertainment and recreation facilities. Residential, 
non-retail commercial and community uses are also 
permitted subject to compatibility with predominant 
land uses.

CZ5 Mixed Use Zone  provides for high-density 
residential uses in highly accessible locations (such 
as major avenues) in conjunction with non-retail 
commercial uses, commercial accommodation, and 
limited shops, restaurants and community uses.

(Note: The CZ5 zone is within the Northbourne 
Avenue Territory Plan Precinct, not the Group Centre 
precinct)

CZ6 Leisure and Accommodation Zone  is intended 
for leisure, entertainment and visitor accommodation 
uses.  A mix of uses are permissible including 
commercial accommodation, indoor and outdoor 
recreation facilities, drink establishment, restaurant, 
indoor entertainment facility, community use and 
shops.  Residential uses are not permissible.

Group Centre Development Code

Table 2 summarises the key provisions of the Territory 
Plan Group Centres Development Code 

The Group Centre Development Code designates 
the main public car parks as ‘designated’ car parks 
(Figure 15). Parking in these areas has to be replaced 
if they are developed for other uses. 
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LEGEND

 Designated Areas 

 Residential - RZ1 – Suburban 

 Residential - RZ2 - Suburban Core 

 Residential - RZ3 - Urban Residential 

 Residential - RZ4 - Medium Density Residential 

 Residential - RZ5 - High Density Residential 

 Community Facilities 

 Transport and Services - TSZ1 - Transport 

 Commercial - CZ1 – Core 

 Commercial - CZ2 – Business 

 Commercial - CZ3 – Services 

 Commercial - CZ4 - Local Centre 

 Commercial - CZ5 - Mixed Use 

 Commercial - CZ6 - Leisure and Accommodation 

 Urban Parks and Recreation - PRZ1 - Urban Open Spaces 

 Urban Parks and Recreation - PRZ2 - Restricted Access Recreation 

Figure 14: Territory Plan Figure 15: Designated parking areasg g p g
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4.1.4 Policies and studies

Neighbourhood Plan

During 2002, the former Planning and Land 
Management (PALM) worked with members of 
the Dickson community to prepare the Dickson 
Neighbourhood Plan. 

The plan developed a vision to guide the future of 
the suburb. 

“Dickson should enhance its cohesive community 
where people of mixed age, income and cultural 
backgrounds will value its history and will be safe 
and settled. Dickson will provide a range of quality, 
environmentally sustainable residential areas that 
will retain a tranquil leafy ambience. The business, 

government and community sectors will be vibrant 
and progressive, providing a variety of employment, 
education, shopping and leisure choices, serving 
as a hub, both for locals and people from the 
surrounding region.”

The Dickson Neighbourhood Plan was incorporated 
into the Territory Plan.

Sustainable Transport Plan 

The Sustainable Transport Plan (2004) makes 
several key recommendations in relation to transport 
planning. It confi rms the establishment of an inter-
town public transport corridor along Northbourne 
Avenue providing fast and frequent services.

In 2009 the Public Transport Strategic Network Plan 
was prepared to further review and implement the 
recommendations of the Sustainable Transport Plan. 
The plan recommends the establishment of a new bus 
station at Dickson located on-street in Challis Street. 
This Station is intended to allow inner north Canberra 
and Bruce routes to connect with the Gungahlin-
Civic rapid routes. The implications for Dickson are 
considered in 5.2

Other studies

Numerous other studies and reviews of the centre 
have been undertaken and have informed this project. 
The key documents are listed at the end of this report.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2: Key provisions in the group centre development code
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4.2 Trends in the catchment  

4.2.1 Catchment area

The Dickson Centre attracts people from a wide area 
beyond north Canberra but its primary catchment is 
the suburbs of:

• Dickson

• Downer

• Hackett

• Watson

• Lyneham

• north Ainslie, and

• north O’Connor

The centre’s primary catchment is generally residential 
but also includes employment areas, schools, 
community facilities and open space. Local centres 
were established in most suburbs in the catchment 
and are now operational in Hackett, Watson, Lyneham 
and Ainslie.

Residential development was and is predominantly 
low density and medium density was located adjacent 
to the centres. More recently, medium density 
redevelopment has been more widely distributed.

The Dickson Centre is surrounded by low density 
residential development in a mix of detached single 
dwellings and two (2) storey duplexes sited on larger 
blocks. Medium density housing is located to the west 
and south along Northbourne Avenue. The net density 
of these units is very low compared with more recent 
inner city multi-unit developments.

 

4.2.2 Population trends

In 2006 about 23,000 people lived in the catchment 
area. In addition nearly 8000 people worked there, 
including 3400 who worked in Dickson.

Demographic trends will infl uence the development 
and role of the centre (Table 3).

•  The catchment population is increasing (Table 1). 
Since 1996 the population has increased by 5% 
with growth in all suburbs but Dickson (-5%) and 
Hackett (-1%).

•  The catchment population is projected to 
increase to 34,000 (13% or 1.1% per annum) by 
2019. It is anticipated that growth will be highest 
in Watson and Dickson.

•  Since 1996 the number of households in the 
catchment has increased by about 10% including 
an increase of 13% in the number of couple 
households and an increase of nearly 30% in the 
number of group households. The number of 
families increased by 6%.

•  Household median incomes in north Canberra 
are 20% higher than in Canberra and over 75% 
higher than the Australian equivalent incomes.

p p ( )

Suburb 1996 2001 2006 %
Change

96 06

Ainslie  4,444 4,500 4,774 7%

Dickson 2,037 1,896 1,942 5%

Downer 3,247 3,270 3,374 4%

Hackett 2,907 2,787 2,884 1%

Lyneham 4,097 4,168 4,323 6%

O'Connor  4,916 4,743 5,271 7%

Watson 3,748 4,111 4,189 12%

Total 25,396 25,475 26,757 5%
SOURCE: ABS Census 1996, 2001, 2006 

Table 3: Dickson catchment population (1996-2006)
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4.3 Dickson yesterday

The Dickson area was beyond the boundaries 
of Griffi n’s plan for Civic and was identifi ed as 
an industrial area. In 1950 the Federal Capital 
Commission altered Griffi n’s plans and Canberra’s 
industrial activity was concentrated in Fyshwick.

In the late 1950s and early 1960s, following the 
establishment of the National Capital Development 
Commission, detailed planning and design 
commenced for a retail centre at Dickson based on 
the recently introduced group centre concept. 

Notwithstanding that Dickson was to be a retail 
centre, much of the centre was developed as a 
service trades area. Until the 1980s Woolley Street 
was predominantly occupied by motor vehicle 
repairers. 

In recent years the centre has undergone extensive 
redevelopment. As the demand for vehicle repairs 
declined and depots were closed the service trades 
precinct has become a ‘mixed use precinct’. 

4.3.1 Heritage

The Dickson Library is the only registered heritage 
item in the Dickson Centre. It was designed by Enrico 
Taglietti in 1968.

Taglietti designed Dickson Health Centre in 1981 as 
a ‘companion’ building for the library, although this 
building is not listed or nominated as a heritage item.

 
Dickson Centre looking westward – early 1970’s 
Photo courtesy ACT Heritage Library, Department of Capital Territory Collection  

 
Dickson Library in the 1970’s 
Photo courtesy ACT Heritage Library, Department of Capital Territory Collection  

 
Dickson Health Centre 



 
 

Roundabout at intersection of Antill Street and Northbourne 
Avenue 

Motel on south-east side of Antill Street / Northbourne Avenue 
intersection 

 
Motor registry  

 
 
 
 
 

Roundabout at intersection of Murdoch Street and Northbourne 
Avenue 

 
 
 
 
 

Traffic lights at intersection of Antill Street and Northbourne 
Avenue 

 
Motel on south-west side of Antill Street / Northbourne Avenue 

intersection 
 

Office building on south-east side of Antill Street / Northbourne 
Avenue intersection 

 
TransACT building 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ACTTAB buildings 
 

Multi-storey car park 
 

ACTPLA building 
 

Coventry mixed-use development 

 
Dickson Centre - 1968 

 
 
 
 
Dickson Centre - 1989 

 
 
 
 
Dickson Centre - 2002 

 
Source: ACTLIC & Digital Globe 
 

 
 
 
 
Dickson Hotel on Badham Street 
 
Pool, tennis courts and Baptist church  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dickson Hotel demolished 
 

Library and health centre  
 
Community centre construction commenced 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Main car park extended 
 
Community centre  
 
 
Caltex/Woolworth Service Station  
 
Motel adjacent to Tradies Club  

 

Key items to note
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4.4 The Dickson Centre today 

4.4.1 Structure of the centre

The Dickson Centre consists of four distinct 
precincts, each with a different character (Figure 
16). The scale of the built form and the dominant 
uses vary between precincts, although uses in each 
precinct are generally mixed. 

Retail core precinct  centred around Dickson 
Square and including the Woolworths supermarket, 
specialty shops, services and cafes. The core also 
includes community facilities (library, church and 
health centre) and is pedestrianised.

Woolley Street precinct  bounded by Challis Street 
and Badham Street and including the area to the 
south of Dickson Place. 

Northbourne Avenue precinct  is to the west of the 
study area but functionally part of the centre. The 
precinct includes large scale offi ce buildings.  

Recreational and community precinct  is located 
to the east of the retail core and Cowper Street 
but forms an integral part of the overall function of 
the Dickson Centre. The area includes the Majura 
Community Centre, arts facilities, swimming pool 
and tennis courts.

The centre is bounded by major roads to the north 
and west and by the Dickson Drain to the south. 
These elements physically isolate the centre from the 
surrounding residential areas.

Community voices

Dickson is a great place for cafes and 
restaurants and has he potential to be a 
good grocery shopping destination.

The character relates to its China town
 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.

Please retain the multi-purpose =, mixed 
use character of the Dickson Centre. This 
is essential for its vitality.

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

Figure 16: Precincts
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Table 4: Floor space

Activity Retail 
core 

Woolley 
Street 

Northbourn
e Avenue 

Community 1240 0  
Food retail 3383 1815  
Non-food retail 2689 3206  
Services 3417 5952  
Office 450 10076  
Hospitality 846 10980  
Service Trades 0 2161  
Accommodatio
n 0 3960  

Vacant 677 2316  
Total 12702 40466 23000 

Source: Barbara Davis & Associates, 2007. Commercial and 
Industrial Floor space Inventory; Property Council of Australia, 
Office Floor space Inventory 2007 

Retailing

Within the commercial centre (excluding Northbourne 
Avenue) retailing is the second largest function based 
on fl oor space. Retailing occupies about 21% of 
total fl oor space (11,100m2). This space is almost 
evenly divided between food (5,200m2) and non-food 
retailing (5,900m2). 

The major retail anchors are the Woolworths 
supermarket and the Harris Scarfe department store. 
Several other food stores and especially Asian grocery 
shops are located in the centre and contribute to its 
multicultural character.

The retail mix varies from that of the ACT as a whole. 
Dickson has a higher proportion of food retailing and 
other retailing (much of which is convenience goods) 
and the proportion of space used for the retailing of 
household goods is lower (Table 5).

About 55% of retail space is concentrated in the retail 
core, including nearly two thirds of food retailing and 
about 45% of non-food retailing. The balance of the 
retail space is located in the Woolley Street precinct.

4.5 How the centre works

4.5.1 Function and fl oorspace

Excluding Civic/Braddon, Dickson is the major 
commercial centre in north Canberra and is the largest 
group centre in Canberra. Refl ecting its sub-regional 
role, about 15% of land in the suburb is allocated to 
commercial and entertainment, accommodation and 
leisure uses. 

Floor space

Based on the 2007 Commercial and Industrial 
Floorspace Inventory prepared for ACTPLA by 
Barbara Davis and Associates, it is estimated that 
there is over 52,200m2 of space within the areas 
zoned CZ1, CZ2 and CZ3 in the centre. In addition, 
based on the Property Council of Australia Offi ce Floor 
space Inventory it is estimated that about 23,000m2 
of offi ce space is located in the Northbourne Avenue 
precinct.

The major roles of the centre are retailing, 
eating out/entertainment and offi ce uses and services.

Table 5: Retail functions

Dickson Retail activity 
m2 % ACT 

Supermarket 5,198 47% 30% 

Clothing/shoes 523 5% 10% 

Household 317 3% 17% 

Department/variety 1,682 15% 23% 

Other  3,373 30% 20% 

Total 11,093 100% 100% 
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Entertainment

The major role of the centre, based on fl oor space, is 
as an entertainment centre. The Woolley Street area 
is known for being Canberra’s ‘Chinatown’, due to 
the dominance of Asian restaurants (albeit not only 
Chinese).

Dickson is a major entertainment destination of 
district and metropolitan signifi cance. About 17% of 
the north Canberra eating out/entertainment fl oor 
space is located in Dickson compared with 11% 
of retail space. Similarly 5% of metropolitan eating 
out/entertainment fl oor space is located at Dickson 
compared with 2% of retail space.

Over 90% of this space is located in the Woolley 
Street precinct and especially Section 34 and to a 
lesser extent Section 32. 

Outdoor eating areas are concentrated in two 
locations: in the retail core and the northern part of the 
Woolley Street precinct (Figure 17).

Apart from defi ning an important element of the 
character of the centre, the entertainment role extends 
the period during which the centre is active and 
attracts people from a wider area than do the shops. 

Offi ces

It is estimated there is approximately 10,500m2 of 
offi ce space primarily located in the Woolley Street 
precinct and an additional 23,000m2 of offi ce space 
in the Northbourne Avenue precinct. 

Most of the offi ce activities do not have a direct 
connection with the centre and serve a wider, 
usually metropolitan function. The offi ces include 
major government agencies, private sector 
organisations and other organisations. Offi ce 
employment supports other daytime functions in the 
centre. It also provides a base for after hours eating 
out/entertainment activities.

Services

The other major role of the centre is as a service 
centre. In 2007, this function occupied just under 
20% of total fl oorspace. The service functions 
include personal services, fi nancial and business 
services and health services (Table 6).

Service trades

The service trades function is a relatively minor 
function in the centre and occupies about 4% of 
total fl oorspace. The function is concentrated in the 
Woolley Street precinct.

As the centre redevelops, it is probable that these 
activities will progressively close or relocate.

Residential

The Coventry mixed use development is the only 
site that includes residential units in the Dickson 
Centre within two (2), to four (4) storey buildings.

Figure 17: Outdoor eating areas

Table 6: Types of services

Service type m2 % 

Personal 4,292 44% 

Health 2,003 20% 

Financial 1,849 19% 

Business 1,663 17% 

Total 9,807 100% 
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4.5.2 Property market

Dickson has been evolving since the 1980s, partly 
brought about by the changed motor vehicle 
registration requirements and the relocation of 
mechanical trades from the area. This resulted in a 
short- term economic decline in the Woolley Street 
precinct which was followed by the growth of the area 
as a multicultural and especially Asian precinct. With 
the establishment of Gungahlin trade in the retail core 
also increased.

Dickson has experienced a period with a tight leasing 
market that continues today. Several factors support 
the property market including:

•  the shift in Woolley Street from services and 
trades to food/entertainment activities

•  the establishment of ACT Government offi ces in 
Challis Street

• the continued expansion of Gungahlin

•  increased residential redevelopment within the 
catchment area 

•  the availability of parking in the Dickson Centre 
compared with the access and parking diffi culties 
in Civic 

•  the diversity of community and health facilities 
collocated in the centre 

•  maturing of the surrounding population, and 

•  simple and direct connectivity to Civic along the 
Northbourne Avenue corridor.

The growth in the retail core and the Woolley Street 
precinct has been for different reasons but they 
complement each other.

Woolley Street precinct

The availability of this area is allowing the centre to 
evolve without signifi cant constraints. The availability 
of lower cost (and large fl oor plate) space in this area 
fostered the development of food/entertainment 
activities in the area.

Rental values in Woolley Street range between $350 
and $550 per square metre per annum. Street front 
premises with a depth of up to 20 metres (the depth 
of the original two storey buildings) are around the 
upper level of this range. Depending on the street 
frontage, the demand falls so signifi cantly as the 
depth increases that the added value of the rear 
space is in some cases negligible.

Recent upgrades and redevelopments are 
contributing to increasing rental values in the area.

Notwithstanding the successes of the Woolley Street 
precinct, the lack of accessible parking and the 
depth of blocks could constrain future development.

Retail core

The separation between the services trades area 
and the retail core has enabled the retail core to 
remain relatively unchanged. Redevelopment and 
changes in land use have been concentrated in the 
service trades area. 
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4.6 Built form and public realm

The mutual relationship between the built form, the 
public realm and land use infl uences how a centre 
functions.  Ideally the built form should enclose and 
defi ne the public realm and the public realm should be 
an attractive place where people want to be.

4.6.1 Edges 

The Dickson Centre is separated from the surrounding 
areas by major arterial roads, the Dickson Drain and 
surrounding open space. Changes in the street tree 
planting between residential areas and the commercial 
area reinforce the sense of separation.

The centre faces inward, creating an area that is 
closed and to some extent uninviting from the outside. 
This is especially apparent in the retail core which 
is oriented towards the pedestrian walkways and 
courtyards rather than towards the parking areas and 
surrounding roads.

The centre is not highly visible from the surrounding 
approach routes and because of the low building 
heights it is not a landmark. With the exception of the 
Northbourne Avenue precinct, the scale of existing 
development is comparable to the surrounding areas.

Built form

Buildings contribute to the public realm. Their size, 
scale and confi guration in relation to the surrounding 
area infl uence how they add to the vitality and activity 
of streets.

The scale of the built form varies between the centre’s 
four precincts. Overall the built form is characterised 
by a mix of architectural styles, the lack of a distinctive 
Dickson-specifi c architecture and a disparate scale.

Retail core precinct

The retail core is characterised by small scale 
buildings set within a pedestrian precinct that 
consists of courtyards and connecting walkways. 
The building scale is generally consistent, with two (2) 
storey buildings dominant and few single or three (3) 
storey buildings. 

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

Buildings are built to all boundaries and shops 
typically address courtyards. Consequently 
the frontages are generally active.  However in 
some places the shops back onto walkways and 
courtyards with blank walls.  

The core was developed over a relatively short period 
in the 1960s and there is an overall consistency 
of design. The physical character of retail core is 
virtually unchanged in forty years and there has been 
no major upgrade to the buildings. 

The Dickson Library, with its dominant use of 
concrete and extended low fl at roof structure is a key 
feature of the built form.

Figure 18: Existing built form

Figure 19: Active frontages
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Woolley Street precinct

The Woolley Street precinct is mostly two (2) storey 
commercial buildings at the front with single storey 
buildings at the rear. More recent developments (and 
approved developments) are up to four storeys. The 
scale of development is larger than in the retail core, 
refl ecting the pattern of subdivision. Blocks are large 
and typically square with a similar depth to frontage 
ratio. The blocks are too deep for many commercial 
uses.  Many of the original rear buildings have been 
retained and are generally occupied by low rent 
activities. 

Buildings are built to the front boundary and, typically, 
at least one side boundary. 

The ground level throughout the precinct is a 
combination of active frontages characterised by 
the use of transparent glass, street level entries and 
uses that spill into the street and inactive frontages 
with little direct relationship to the street (Figure 19). 
Awnings to the facades are typical.

Recreation and community precinct

The built form of the recreation and community 
precinct is characterised by freestanding buildings of 
varying scale and design within a landscape setting. 
The area has developed over an extended period.
 

Northbourne Avenue precinct

The Northbourne Avenue precinct consists of four 
large buildings of up to eight storeys, including ACT 
Motor Registry. The buildings are freestanding and set 
within landscaping and surface parking areas. They 
are setback from the avenue and the Challis Street 
frontage and do not have a strong address to either 
street. 

Notwithstanding the scale of these buildings, much of 
the corridor has not been developed, although this is 
likely to occur over the next 5-10 years.

Community voices

It is a bit old and dated at the moment. 

It is old, ugly and poorly maintained.

Character  wide boulevard aspect Woolley 
Street.

Residential  4 or 5 storeys residential above 
shops, all of Dickson centre, not just edges! 
With trees and gardens.

Can we have some mixed-use development, 
so that we can buy a litre of milk from a local 
shop without having to drive a kilometre each 
way and then stand in a supermarket queue.

Like that it is open.

Large pedestrian areas are fantastic.

Dickson Centre is sprawled over a fairly large 
area, with cars in the middle, not on the 
outside.

The Dickson Centre should be no more than 
3 levels. There should NOT be housing in the 
centre. It is important to separate them.
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4.6.2 Public realm

The public realm of a place is essentially the spaces 
in which public life takes place. These spaces defi ne 
the character of a place and if well designed, can 
help to improve the competitive advantage of a 
centre by providing an environment that encourages 
more people to spend more time there thus assisting 
retailers, especially smaller, independent businesses. 
A high quality public realm contributes to the social 
and economic vitality of a place and improves safety 
and amenity.

Retail core precinct

As noted previously, the public realm of the retail core 
is substantially pedestrianised with courtyards linked 
by walkways of varying width. Roads are located on 
the edges and provide access to the parking areas. 
Landscape treatments are consistent throughout the 
core and include established exotic trees, planter 
boxes, seating and paving. The courtyards are, 
however, dated and not particularly inviting. 

Within the retail core the level of interaction between 
buildings and the public realm is generally high but 
there are some areas with blank walls and poor 
sightlines that compromise shopper safety.

The retail core is essentially a daytime area with limited 
night time activity because the supermarket, which is 
located on the edge of the core is the only business 
that operates extended hours.

Woolley Street precinct

The public realm of the Woolley Street precinct varies 
throughout the area.

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

•  Surfaces are generally brick paved but there are 
numerous areas that were planted with dryland 
grass that has died in the drought and concrete 
paving.

•  Footpaths are wider on the western side of 
Woolley Street and Badham Street and the 
northern side of Badham Street than on the 
opposite sides of these roads.

•  Brick paving is continuous on some verges but 
interrupted by concrete driveway crossovers 
elsewhere in the precinct.

•  The size and continuity of street planting varies. 
Street trees are well established and continuous 
along some frontages and struggling with 
missing trees elsewhere.

Northbourne Avenue precinct

The verges are narrow along the western side 
of Challis Street and surface treatments and 
landscaping are different from those on the opposite 
side of the road. 

Recreation and community precinct

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.

   

   

   

 

 

Public realm 
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Interface between the pool and western edge of the centre 

Outlook

Mount Majura and Mount Ainslie to the east of the 
centre are prominent landscape features that provide 
a backdrop to the shopping centre. However, most 
public places within the centre have ‘enclosed’ views 
framed by the street trees and limited by the buildings. 
Consequently, there are only occasional glimpses of 
the distant views from limited parts of the centre.

Community voices

Courtyard spaces bit pokey  haven t aged 
well.

It is a bit old and dated at the moment. A new 
supermarket would be benefi cial and also a 
playground for young children.

The shopping centre area of Dickson is looking 
sad and dated. Recent work adding the sheep 
outside the post offi ce and the shadecloth 
area outside the library and the artwork on the 
eastern external wall (near the bus stop) have 
done a little to brighten up the area  but it’s 
not really enough.

General ugliness, including poorly maintained 
footpaths and poor retail waste.

Could have more trees.

I think the focal point should be near the 
caf  areas so that people can sit and spend 
time with friends.

Al Fresco dining and attractive outdoor areas 
are important, current outdoor areas such as 
near the library are dirty and ugly.

Fix up the creek out the back of the shops and 
make it an area where people can meet and 
spend time.

Use of creek spaces should be encouraged.



 
Dickson Centre ‘edge’ along Antill Street showing the interface between the centre and residential dwellings in Downer (Note: photo taken before demolitions of buildings on former ACTTAB site) 

 

 \  
Dickson Centre ‘edge’ along Northbourne Avenue showing large building masses with substantial separation between buildings 

 

  
Dickson Centre ‘edge’ along the ‘Dickson Drain’ showing the mix of land uses and their relationship to the public open space and pathway adjacent to the Drain 
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The entry points to the centre are not well defi ned 
and there are no clear ‘gateways’ from these roads. 
The lack of well defi ned entries reinforces the physical 
separation between the centre and the surrounding 
areas. Furthermore, users are not directed to different 
parts of the centre,

 

4.7 Accessing the centre

4.7.1 Surrounding road network

Vehicular access to the centre is provided at 
several points. The main access arrangements and 
characteristics of the road network around the study 
area are listed below.

•  Access from Northbourne Avenue, the major 
arterial connection to Civic is from:

 - Morphett Street to the south, and 
 - Antill Street to the north end of the centre

  Both intersections are identifi ed as ‘black-spots’ 
and the Antill Street intersection is at capacity 
during peak period.

•  Access from Antill Street, the major east-west 
sub-arterial road is from:

 - Challis Street
 - Badham Street
 - the unnamed road to the car park, and 
 - Cowper Street. 

  Traffi c volumes are approximately 2000 vehicles 
per hour in the vicinity of the centre. The 
intersections of Antill Street and access roads to 
the centre are congested as is Antill Street 
mid-block between Northbourne Avenue and 
Challis Street.

•  Cowper Street, the local distributor and local 
address road, provides a north-south link 
between Majura Avenue and Antill Street. 
Cowper Street.  Peak hour traffi c volumes are 
approximately 1000 vehicles per hour in the 
vicinity of the centre.

Figure 20: Road network
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4.7.2 Public transport

Dickson is well serviced by public transport routes 
which connect to various areas throughout Canberra. 
The routes either pass through the centre or travel 
along Northbourne Avenue and include the REDEX 
service that is operating on a trial basis as a high 
frequency, limited stop, rapid bus service between 
Gungahlin Town Centre and Kingston Railway Station.

Bus stops for routes serving the Dickson Centre are 
located on Antill Street (about 140m from the retail 
core), Cowper Street (about 250m from the retail core) 
and Northbourne Avenue (about 550m from the 
retail core). 

The Cowper Street bus stop includes a large sheltered 
area associated with the public toilets for the centre.

4.7.3 Cycle and pedestrian connections

The centre is adjacent to on and off-road trunk 
pedestrian and cycle routes (Figure 21).

The trunk off-road route linking Dickson with Civic 
travels along the Dickson Drain to the south of the 
centre. Commuter cycle lanes are provided on both 
sides of Northbourne Avenue forming part of the on 
road cycle network between Downer and Civic.

With the exception of one off-road pathway 
pedestrian connections to Downer are via the local 
road network.

Community voices

I think that the corner of Shell/McDonalds/KFC is the prime crossover point of the centre and it should be 
severely calmed.

The existing walkways are poorly designed and maintained and are diffi cult for mature citizens to use.

As part of your traffi c/roadworks planning for the Dickson Centre, could you please record our plea for 
safe pedestrian access to the Centre from surrounding suburbs.

Please include a new traffi c plan to improve the fl ow of traffi c in and around the Dickson Centre 
(particularly on Cowper Street).

Congestion at peak hour at the intersection of Northbourne Avenue and Antill Street.

High frequency buses should come into the heart of the Dickson group centre, so that it is a visible and 
viable option. A well designed, welcoming Bus Station should be part of this.

I currently don t use public transport to Dickson, but I might be encouraged by more frequent buses.

The Dickson Centre is heavily traffi cked at night when public transport generally winds down. Public 
transport to and from Dickson should increase during its peak periods.

I think the bus stops/shelters are in dire need of a renovation!

Figure 21: Trunk cycle routes Figure 22: Existing pedestrian routes
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4.8 Moving through the centre
 

4.8.1 Road network within the centre

The road network within the centre is a clashing 
grid. Within the Woolley Street precinct the grid is 
oriented 10 degrees east of north. The retail core grid 
intersects with the Woolley Street precinct grid at an 
oblique angle (107 degrees).

The road hierarchy is not well defi ned and consists of 
roads that provide both distributor and local access 
functions.

•  Challis Street is a major collector road linking 
Antill Street and Morphett Street. Peak hour 
traffi c volumes are 1100 vehicles per hour 
between Morphett Street and Cape Street and 
600 vehicles per hour between Cape Street and 
Antill Street. 

•  Cape Street is a local road (30m reservation) that 
connects Badham Street and Challis Street with 
traffi c volumes of approximately 700 vehicles 
per hour. Cape Street provides 90 degree angle 
parking on its northern side between Challis 
Street and Woolley Street and along the southern 
side between Woolley Street and Badham Street. 

•  Woolley Street is a local road that connects 
Cape Street to Badham Street and has a 30m 
reservation. 

•  Badham Street is a local road linking Antill Street 
to Cape Street and provides access to the 
centre’s primary off-street car parks. The Badham 
Street/Antill Street intersection is not signalised 
and allows full turning movements. Badham 
Street has three zebra crossings. It has a 25m 
reservation.

•  Dickson Place is a local road which 
connects Badham Street to Cowper 
Street and provides access to the surface 
car park adjacent to the Tradies Club. It 
also acts as a service road for Woolworths 
and other businesses backing onto it. 

•  Unnamed road provides access to the 
car parks and community facilities in the 
northern part of the retail core.

All local roads are single carriageway with one 
lane in either direction.

4.8.2 Pedestrian / cycle connections

The ‘courtyard’ style of the retail core area 
combined with pedestrian connections in the 
Woolley Street precinct, Northbourne Avenue 
and surrounding residential areas has resulted 
in an extensive formal and informal pedestrian 
path network but not necessarily a legible one.

Figure 22 shows the pedestrian network and 
the main north-south and east-west routes 
through the centre.

Community voices

The Dickson shops currently have many admirable 
pedestrian friendly spaces, yet lack overall cohesion 
and connectivity.

Give priority to pedestrians and cyclists within the 
shopping centre, slow down cars and encourage 
parking on the periphery.

The pedestrian crossing from the pool is dangerous – 
drivers seem to feel that they ve done their bit if they 
don’t hit you; some traffi c calming is needed.

The Sullivan s Creek community path passes right 
behind the shops but there are few access points from 
it to the shops.

Woolley Street, supposedly a restaurant zone, is far 
too busy and we could consider shutting some of it off 
to vehicle traffi c.

The access from the north (Downer) is TERRIBLE. 
The pedestrian light is extremely slow to change (and 
occasionally cars ignore it altogether).

At present it is easy to get to Dickson by bicycle – 
there are bike lanes and bike paths leading to Dickson 
 however once in the centre of Dickson it is very 

confusing for cyclists to work out how to get safely 
to where they are going. There are no clear bike-safe 
routes inside the area.

Cycling facilities in the actual centre should be 
improved with either clearly marked bike lanes on the 
roads or dedicated cycleways. Cycling to and from 
Dickson is great, but actually getting around is quite 
dangerous as you’re either on the footpath which is 
very narrow in places or on the roads with lots of cars 
pulling out backwards and nearly missing you.
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p g

 Location No. of spaces 

1 Coventry apartments 100 

2 Trinity Bar 30 

3 Service station/KFC 68 

4 BWS 12 

5 Dickson shops (west) 237 

6 Dickson shops (east) 114 

7 McDonalds 35 

8 Dickson shops (south) 134 

9 Quality Hotel/Tradies 251 

 Total 981 

4.8.3 Parking

Dickson has a range of public and private car parking 
areas most of which are surface parking. Public 
parking includes three major surface car parks under 
ACT Government control and on-street parking. 
Private parking, some of which is available for use 
by the general public is distributed across the centre 
(Figure 23).

Public parking is mostly pay parking (‘pay and display’ 
or ticketed) and time limited to 1-3 hours with some 
short-term free parking. 

There are over 1250 parking spaces in the retail core 
and the Woolley Street precinct and approximately 
150 spaces in the recreation precinct.

Existing on-street public parking

There are 270 on-street parking spaces located 
throughout the centre. On-site observations indicate 
that there is high demand for on-street parking. 
However, the rate of turnover of the parking spaces 
appears to be reasonable.

Existing off-street public parking

There are approximately 980 public off-street parking 
spaces throughout the centre (Table 7). 

In addition, several commercial developments provide 
employee and visitor parking including Dame Pattie 
Menzies House (330 spaces) and the Tradies Club 
(400 spaces). Employee and visitor parking is also 
provided as part of developments in the Northbourne 
Avenue precinct. These spaces have not been 
included in the above table.

Parking requirements

Based on the assumption that the existing public 
parking is primarily servicing the retail activities, 
provision is equivalent to about fi ve spaces per 
100m2 GFA. About 2000 spaces would be required if 
the ACT Parking and Vehicular Access General Code 
standards were applied to the centre, 

Given the mixed use character of the centre 
there is considerable potential to allow dual and 
complementary use of parking spaces.

Dual use refers to the use of one parking space 
while conducting multiple activities. This type of 
use can reduce parking demand by up to 20%. 
Complementary use refers to land uses with having 
different peak period parking demands, for example 
offi ce and entertainment uses using the same spaces.

An assessment of the extent of dual and 
complementary use could signifi cantly reduce the 
number of parking spaces required.

Onsite observations conducted on weekdays 
(morning and lunchtime periods) and Saturday 
evenings indicate that there is a surplus of parking 
spaces available at all times in the centre. Community voices

More short-term parking needed for popping into 
shops/cafes without competing with the workers 
who park there all day. More long term parking is 
needed for workers.

If there was redevelopment of parking  
something to increase longevity of time at centre, 
boom gate  better.

Parking is insuffi cient at Dickson as well  the free 
parking seems to be always taken by workers in 
the area (or who bus into Civic).

Table 7: Off-street parking
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Figure 23: Location of parking


