
 

 

 
 
 

THE LEGISLATIVE ASSEMBLY FOR THE 
AUSTRALIAN CAPITAL TERRITORY 

 
 
 
 
 

USA DELEGATION AND AMERICAN PLANNING ASSOCIATION STUDY 
TOUR - APRIL 2018 

 
 
 

Ministerial Statement 
 
 
 

JULY 2018 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mr Mick Gentleman MLA 
Minister for Planning and Land Management 



 
1 

 

 
MINISTERIAL STATEMENT ON DELEGATION TO THE UNITED STATES OF 
AMERICA - APRIL 2018 
 
 

Madam Speaker 

 

It is with great pleasure that I report back to my Assembly colleagues on the 

delegation that I led to the Unites States of America in April 2018, primarily to 

attend the American Planning Association National Congress in New Orleans, 

recognised as one of the leading gatherings of planners and allied professionals 

from across the world.  

 

The delegation consisted of myself, my Chief of Staff, Daniel Landon together 

with the ACT Chief Planner and Director-General of the Environment, Planning 

and Sustainable Development Directorate, Ben Ponton. 

 

Between 15 and 29 April this year, we visited four cities in the United States. 

This included attending the Congress in New Orleans over four days and 

learning from a range of city officials, politicians, planning and allied 

professionals about how they are addressing a variety of planning, housing and 

city growth challenges; many of the same challenges that we are facing here in 

Canberra.  

 

I find it extremely valuable to talk to others and share experiences, so that we 

can provide for the best possible outcomes for the people of Canberra.  
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Experiences such as this, allow us to share with others some of the leading 

work that we’re doing and build strategic networks so that we can continue to 

collaborate with people from across the world, as we should as a growing 

global city. 

 

Detroit 

 

We began with a visit to Detroit, which has experienced the full force of the 

global financial crisis and the loss of its major industry, car manufacturing and 

it still has a long way to go on its journey to recovery. 

 

The city’s population has gone from around 2.5 million people to just 700,000 

people over the last 10 years.  

 

What we observed was an extreme example of a city in decline, with many 

derelict buildings and clear evidence of major social decline; many hundreds of 

thousands of abandoned homes have been demolished. This has presented an 

enormous challenge, and Detroit’s local government must now work with its 

community to pull the city back from the brink, diversify its economy and 

ensure its long term sustainability. 

 

The city’s local government is focusing its efforts on some of its most derelict 

areas, acknowledging that it cannot do everything all at once. In the most 

derelict of areas, where entire neighbourhoods of homes have been 

demolished, the city is doing simple things like planting wildfowlers, putting up 

good quality residential style fences and the like, to demonstrate that areas 

are being loved and cared for.  
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The city is working genuinely with communities to build up pride in their 

neighbourhoods, noting that it may be many years before the population 

grows sufficiently to sustain the redevelopment that is now required; so these 

small, low cost interventions assist in maintaining pride, until that 

redevelopment can occur, rather than allowing large tracts of previously 

developed land to become wastelands full of weeds.  

 

They are working with industry and local communities to provide incentives for 

demonstration precincts; again, focussing their energy on a few areas so that 

success can be demonstrated before moving to the next area. The city is 

focussed on demonstrating success in areas of greatest need, and is ensuring 

the best use of its limited resources, making sure that it does not spread those 

resources too thinly. In the city centre they are linking arts and culture with 

planning and encouraging start-ups to inhabit ‘forgotten’ parts of the city. 

Micro-breweries and artists are starting to come into these formerly 

abandoned spaces, and with that bringing people and revitalising otherwise 

abandoned areas. There is a recognition that it is people that make a 

successful city. 

 

While Detroit was an extreme example, it did demonstrate the importance of 

long term planning on the social fabric of a city. 

 

In the past, decisions had been made that segregated different parts of the 

population, creating areas of social and economic divide and reduced equity. 

These past decisions, including the ‘redlining’ policy, have now come back to 

haunt the city.  
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The failure of past planning decisions was openly acknowledged by the people 

we spoke to and we were impressed with the openness and willingness of 

those people to learn from the past. 

 

We noticed a growing sense of pride in the city, so while looking over their 

shoulders to learn from past mistakes, the city and its people were clearly 

focussed on the future of the city. 

 

A key finding from out visit to Detroit was how important it is for art, history 

and planning to work together to achieve good quality city revitalisation. While 

Canberra is a relatively young city, further tapping into art, culture and history 

and linking this with our planning policy, is something that we could also do.  

 

Indeed, we already have successes in this regard, for example, our own annual 

Heritage Festival is a good example. I am excited at the opportunity to do more 

in this area. 

 

Perhaps most importantly, our visit to Detroit reinforced the importance of a 

strong and diverse economy in guaranteeing the resilience of a city in the face 

of national and global trends. Detroit’s reliance on the automotive industry 

was part of its downfall and it is a great example of why this Government is 

commitment to diversifying the ACT economy. 
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Savannah 

 

By contrast, Savannah in the State of Georgia, is a thriving and dynamic city. It 

has a diverse economy with the manufacturing, transport, military, public 

sector, higher education and tourism industries forming the basis.  

 

It has capitalised on its port, the fourth largest in the US, and has capitalised on 

the unique heritage and history of the city. 

 

Savannah is the United States’ first truly planned city, founded in 1733. Its city 

centre is based on the Oglethorpe Plan. 

 

The original plan sets out the city in 24 town squares, with sadly only 22 of 

those remaining, although plans are afoot to re-state the missing two squares. 

Each of the squares is surrounded by civic buildings and beyond that, are 

private homes.  

 

There is a strong focus on high quality public spaces and it was evident that 

people use and highly value those spaces and enjoy the environment and their 

communities. The original plan had a strong emphasis on equity, in particular 

with respect to equal access to high quality open spaces, civic buildings and all 

lots for residential use were the same size. 

 

There is strong citizen involvement in the city centre, a self-funding Foundation 

helps the community and the local government to protect and preserve this 

unique plan and the buildings within the historic core.  
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Savannah residents are very proud of their city. That It is clear however, they 

don’t want their city to become a museum. They recognise that it needs to 

move with modern times. 

 

Interestingly, there is now such great demand to live in the city centre, they 

are looking to expand, replicating its desirable characteristics.  

 

As part of that work they have reviewed the planning rules around the city 

centre and found, ironically, that those rules would in fact prevent 

development in the style of the Oglethorpe Plan, which is so strongly desired 

and valued by the community.  

 

This resonated with our Chief Planner, Ben Ponton, who recently announced a 

review of the Territory Plan due to commence in 2019, following the 

completion of the Planning Strategy Refresh later this year.  

 

Mr Ponton has made public statements, with my support, about his desire to 

get us all thinking more about the outcomes we want for our city; we need to 

think more about outcomes and be less focussed on a multitude of 

quantitative rules that may not necessarily deliver on what we all aspire to for 

our great city.  
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But to do this well, we need to make sure that we have the right tools in place 

and the Government is already doing the ‘ground work’ in this regard. I remind 

my colleagues in this place, and the broader Canberra community, Madam 

Speaker, that the Government announced funding to establish the Capital City 

Design Review Panel in the recent Budget for 2018-19. This is an important 

first step moving in building confidence as we move towards an outcomes 

based planning system. This is an exciting time for planning in the ACT. 

 

In Savannah, there was a strong recognition that new construction must allow 

for affordable options for the young people and service workers who are the 

foundation of their thriving tourism industry; that includes affordable 

accommodation close to their place of work in order to reduce travel time and 

costs.  

 

Some of our learning here will also find its way into the Government’s draft 

Housing Strategy, being led my colleague, the Minister for Housing and 

Suburban Development, Yvette Berry. 

 

This also lends weight to the focus I just mentioned, on developing an 

outcomes based planning system for the ACT, where people and their desire to 

live a sustainable, healthy and connected existence is at the heart of planning, 

rather than a rule book.  
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New Orleans – American Planning Association National Congress 

 

We then travelled to New Orleans to attend the American Planning Association 

National Congress. 

 

Sessions covered a diverse range of topics, from dynamic partnerships 

between cities and regions, a session exploring whether zoning should be 

simple – and for the record – the answer to that one is ‘yes’, affordable 

housing plans in action, designing for density, and a very useful session on 

planner - artist partnerships for creative place-making to name but a few.  

 

The opportunity to network with some of the 5,700 delegates from 22 

countries around the world was also invaluable. 

 

I also attended a session about designing for safety in my capacity as Police 

and Emergency Services Minister.   

 

This session, particularly as it related to designing public spaces for security, 

reinforced to me the importance of planning early for security requirements so 

they can be integrated, not an afterthought. The best security interventions 

are those that people do not even notice! 
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Of particular interest to us were the sessions on public participation and 

engagement in planning. We are already doing some great work in this space, 

but it was great to hear that we are on the right track and importantly, we’re 

not alone in the challenge to capture the ‘missing voices’ in community 

engagement. These sessions were often practical and shared examples of 

innovative techniques and new approaches, which were working to bring 

communities, in the broadest possible sense, into the planning space. 

 

This is a challenge for our community, one which I hope we can address 

through the current conversation on Housing Choices, the refresh of the 

Planning Strategy and the review next year of the Territory Plan. 

 

We need to engage more people in planning, to simplify the system so that it 

can focus on and support high quality planning outcomes, to create a City for 

people! 

 

I look forward to the continuing conversation with the Canberra community as 

we plan for our growing city. 

 

Another interesting learning from the Congress was the use of innovative 

funding models to support city activation projects. For example, the city of 

Lynn near Boston was showcased as an example of revitalisation and used 

crowd funding to support a 10 day arts festival called Beyond Walls.  
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The group raised $80,000 in around a month and were granted $50,000 by the 

city for the festival. This arts festival was the catalyst for significant change in 

the city. Before the festival the city was not on the ‘must visit’ list of most 

Americans, but now the city is energetic, its residents a filled with pride for 

what they have achieved. This all started with a relatively simple city 

revitalisation intervention. 

 

Following the Congress, we travelled to San Francisco where we gave a 

presentation to the City and County of San Francisco planning department on 

the great work that we are doing here in Canberra, with a strong focus on 

engaging with the community. 

  

They were keen to understand our learnings on the revitalisation of our city, 

while we took particular interest in the redevelopment of their historic Pier 70, 

a key part of the city’s industrial and military history.  

 

The area is being brought back to life in a restoration that will again see it an 

employment hub, with light industrial, technology, artisan businesses, 

residential areas and restaurants and public areas that San Franciscans and the 

city’s many visitors can enjoy – again we saw the benefits of investing in high 

quality public spaces. 

 

While in San Francisco, we took the opportunity to visit the headquarters of X 

a company formerly known as Google X, that runs Project Wing, where we met 

a number of representatives and spoke to them about the next stage of the 

project here in Canberra. I’m sure that you’ll all be aware of Project Wing, a 

drone delivery initiative being piloted here in Canberra.  
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We were chosen by X as a place to trial this technology given the ACT 

Government’s progressive approach and commitment to innovation, which is 

becoming more and more recognised around the world. 

 

We were fortunate enough to have the co-founder of Google, Sergey Brin, join 

us for our meeting at X. Mr Brin was impressed with the ACT’s strong 

commitment to innovation and our progressive attitude to change. I have since 

written to Mr Brin, offering further assistance should Google or X wish to 

establish further business in Canberra. 

 

Finally, with Canberra the ‘test ground’ for drone delivery, the team at X 

facilitated a visit to NASA to see the work that they are doing on managing air 

space for drones, similar to current air traffic control, but for what is expected 

to become very congested space as the drone delivery business continues to 

grow. 

 

This was a fascinating part of the visit and was directly relevant to our leading 

edge work with X on developing drone technology for main stream delivery. 

 

Overall, I found the visit extremely valuable and was reassured to learn that 

others are facing similar challenges to those that we are in Canberra and, 

importantly, that we are on the right track to tackling these issues. 

 

Madam Speaker, I present the following papers: 

• Ministerial statement; and 

• Report on the Canberra Urban Renewal Delegation to the United States 
of America.  
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I now move that the Assembly take note of the paper. 
 

ENDS 
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