
41

3
National policy for an urban 

nation: Establishing sustained 
Commonwealth attention to 

Australia’s cities, 2008–2021
Jago Dodson

Introduction
Within a short period after European invasion, Australia had become an 
urban nation (Freestone 2010). Yet, despite occasional periods of interest 
in urban issues, including related concerns such as housing, there has 
never been a sustained period since Federation in 1901 during which the 
Commonwealth has continuously addressed urban questions. By 2022, 
however, the Commonwealth had for more than a decade maintained a 
largely continuous interest in urban affairs, including through a ministerial 
position and portfolio. It can now be reasonably argued that cities are 
a bipartisan Commonwealth policy concern. 

This chapter adds to emerging reporting (Stace 2020) of Commonwealth 
urban policy in Australia since the late 2000s. It presents a critical narrative 
overview with four main aspects. First, historical Commonwealth attention 
to urban issues is surveyed within the context of international thinking 
on cities during the 2000s. Second, the chapter reviews the urban policy 
innovations arising from the 2007 election of the Rudd Labor Government 
and its successor Gillard Government in the period 2008–13, including 
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discussion of Infrastructure Australia, the National Urban Policy, and the 
Council of Australian Governments (COAG) reform programs. Third, 
the  chapter describes and assesses the urban policies of the Liberal-led 
Coalition Government of 2013–22, including preliminary efforts to 
establish a Liberal perspective on cities. This discussion focuses on the 
period from 2015 to the present, which has witnessed ongoing albeit 
uneven urban policy evolution. Fourth, the chapter concludes by arguing 
that urban policy is now substantially established, albeit weakly, within 
the Commonwealth suite of portfolios. This represents an advance on the 
preceding 112 years of Federation. The chapter further argues the need for 
greater attention to this changed policy diagram, including better periodic 
theorisation and stronger explanatory effort in relation to wider political 
and economic changes, alongside the need for greater empirical detail on 
policy development. 

Policy precursors
At Federation in 1901, Australia was already an urban country, with 
most Australians living in cities and towns. The concentration of urban 
development around colonial administrative centres had produced dense 
settlement patterns by the late nineteenth century. Although housing was 
often of poor quality, the latter half of the nineteenth century saw urban 
improvements through public works such as water, sewerage, and drainage 
schemes, and railways and tramways that extended residential development 
beyond walking distance from commercial cores. In the Australian 
Constitution, responsibility for urban matters is assigned to the states 
without direct Commonwealth interest. Thus, the nascent town planning 
movement focused its efforts on state jurisdictions. 

After World War II, the Commonwealth sought to restructure the Australian 
economy, financed housing construction, and encouraged urban planning 
regulation within its Keynesian national reconstruction program. Despite 
suburbanisation accelerating during the postwar period, the Commonwealth 
stepped back from active urban policy in the late 1950s, but returned 
via  the Department of Urban and Regional Development (DURD) in 
1972–75 to address suburban infrastructure backlogs, stabilising suburban 
land markets, and raising questions of population distribution imbalances 
(Lloyd and Troy 1981). 
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After 1975, the Commonwealth reverted to an uninterested stance on urban 
questions until the recession of the early 1990s motivated economic stimulus 
via the Building Better Cities Program (Neilson 2008). This scheme sought 
to enable post-industrial spatial restructuring via targeted urban renewal 
programs and infrastructure upgrades. With the recession fading in the 
late 1990s, the Commonwealth again withdrew from urban affairs, though 
intervening occasionally to support entry to homeownership. 

A federal agenda for an urban nation
In the late 1990s new understandings emerged of the role of cities under 
globalisation. The removal of international trade barriers positioned cities as 
key nodes in global flows of goods and services, finance, telecommunications, 
and labour. In turn, urban conditions were seen to shape economic prospects. 
In 2008 the United Nations (UN 2008) declared that most of the world’s 
population lived in cities and global economic agencies such as the World 
Bank and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) began to pay new attention to urbanisation. Scholarship informed 
and responded to the urban moment, producing a new urban literature on 
the role of cities in economic growth, and exhorting various policy measures 
to improve economic performance in the national interest (Brugmann 2009; 
Glaeser 2011; Hollis 2013). This ‘urbanology’, as Gleeson (2015) termed 
it, did not go unnoticed in Australia, with prominent local politicians 
reportedly communing over the new urban literature (Farrelly 2011). 

Although urban policy languished on Commonwealth agendas for more 
than a decade after the Building Better Cities Program, growth pressures 
emerged among Australia’s larger cities, as the effects of the 1990s recession 
wore off and global exchange increased. The larger globally exposed 
cities, such as Melbourne, Sydney, and those in South-East Queensland, 
faced the strongest pressures. NSW premier Bob Carr by 2000 claimed 
that ‘Sydney is full up’ (Mitchell 2000). State governments responded to 
growth with new metropolitan plans, such as the Melbourne 2030 strategy 
(Department of Infrastructure 2002), the South East Queensland Regional 
Plan (Office of Urban Management 2005), and Sydney’s City of Cities 
strategy (Department of Planning 2005). Such state concerns filtered 
into national debates and in turn into party electoral platforms with, for 
example, the 2004 federal election platform of the Australian Labor Party 
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(ALP 2004) proposing a  national infrastructure advisory council. Labor 
was elected in 2007, with Kevin Rudd as leader, on a platform promising 
action on infrastructure and urban problems with three main elements: 
the Infrastructure Australia agency, the Major Cities Unit, and the COAG 
national urban reform agenda (ALP 2007). 

Infrastructure Australia was created as a statutory Commonwealth authority 
in late 2008 with a threefold mandate to: survey Australia’s infrastructure 
needs, obtain and prioritise infrastructure project proposals presented by 
state governments, and advise on wider infrastructure and related policy, 
planning, and financing questions. As a statutory body, Infrastructure 
Australia was overseen by an independently appointed board and operated 
on a technocratic model, complementing other econocratic federal agencies 
such as the Productivity Commission, the Treasury, and the Reserve Bank 
of Australia. 

The most prominent initial output from Infrastructure Australia was the 
National Infrastructure Priorities report (2009), which sought to assess the 
condition of Australian infrastructure and advise on principles and priorities 
for future procurement. Based on its audit, the agency prepared a list of 
priority infrastructure projects proposed by other federal agencies and the 
states to identify those with the highest national benefit that most justified 
the expenditure of federal funds. The Infrastructure Australia program 
can be viewed as a genuine policy innovation that brought greater formal 
scrutiny to federal involvement in major infrastructure projects. The agency 
quickly achieved a degree of technocratic authority in the urban sphere in 
Australia, despite its formal powers being little more than advisory. 

A further institutional innovation was the Major Cities Unit (MCU). 
This small but active agency, overseen by Infrastructure Australia, was 
tasked with providing information and advice on urban and metropolitan 
issues. The MCU was prominent for its detailed State of Australian Cities 
series of reports (for example, MCU 2010) released annually between 
2010 and 2015, depicting conditions in Australian cities across economic, 
social, and environmental domains. The MCU also supported internal 
coordination mechanisms within the Australian Public Service, including 
various committees operating across portfolios, and linking with external 
stakeholders. It was also tasked with supporting the development of the 
COAG national planning system agenda. 
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Labor’s third urban policy element was national coordination of planning 
systems and urban strategies. In 2009, the Commonwealth initiated a 
process within the COAG to formulate a national perspective on cities that 
was to be agreed on by all states and territories. While the COAG had 
no formal constitutional status, it was sometimes useful as a mechanism 
for agreeing on issues of national significance. This process involved 
consultation among critical stakeholders as to what the national approach 
to urban and metropolitan planning should include. To support this 
objective, Labor promised funding to the states and territories if they 
aligned their metropolitan plans with the nationally agreed priorities. The 
COAG appointed a taskforce to review state government metropolitan 
plans to assess their alignment with the national objectives, after which it 
was anticipated that the harmonisation of state and territory urban plans 
with the COAG-agreed national objectives and criteria for future strategic 
planning of capital cities would be undertaken.

This COAG program was ambitious in both scale and scope, with the 
National Planning Systems Principles (COAG 2009) setting out a detailed 
national hierarchy of policy structures and instruments, from national urban 
policy objectives cascading down through state schemes and plans, effectively 
to the cadastral level, including building and site regulation (Figure 3.1). 
The intent was also idealistic, incorporating urban, environmental, and 
infrastructure planning, regulation, and delivery programs within a single 
national framework. That ambition deserves commendation for its 
optimism in confronting state planning system heterogeneity and differing 
electoral imperatives given the limited constitutional levers available to the 
Commonwealth to ensure compliance. 
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The 2011 National Urban Policy
In addition to the Infrastructure Australia program, establishing the MCU, 
and beginning the COAG reform program, the Australian Government 
began developing a national urban policy as an agreed national position on 
cities. This was undertaken via release of a background paper, Our Cities: 
The Challenge of Change (Australian Government 2010), and a discussion 
paper, Our Cities: Building a Productive, Sustainable and Liveable Future 
(DIT 2010), setting out options for future policy. Both documents were 
organised around three principal themes—productive cities, sustainable 
cities, and liveable cities—plus a further dimension of ‘well-managed’ 
cities (DIT 2010). The discussion paper was the more technical, assessing 
questions of productivity, sustainability, and liveability in greater detail than 
the background paper, though mainly by identifying issues and questions 
rather than specific policy proposals. 

Figure 3.2 National urban policy goals, objectives, and principles
Source: Redrawn from DIT (2011).
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The eventual policy statement, Our Cities, Our Future: A National Urban 
Policy for a Productive, Sustainable and Liveable Future (DIT 2011), was 
released on budget night in May 2011. It set out a comprehensive agenda 
for Australian cities, including the rationale for a national urban policy; the 
need for coordination of the actions, roles, and responsibilities of different 
actors; and a set of principles, goals, and objectives. The policy was positioned 
as a complement to the sustainable population strategy (DSEWPaC 2011) 
that the government had previously released, translating that strategy to the 
urban context. The overarching intent of the urban policy was to ‘guide 
policy development and public and private investment in cities’ (DIT 
2011: 18) via four goals—productivity, sustainability, liveability, and good 
governance—supported by 14 objectives, and 10 principles (Figure 3.2). 

The release of the National Urban Policy was a significant moment in 
the development of urban policy in Australia. For the first time in the 
history since Federation, the Australian Government had undertaken 
a comprehensive program of urban policy preparation and development 
and had released a major and detailed systematic statement on the challenges 
of and responses to urbanisation at the national scale. This intention 
exceeded by a considerable breadth and depth the efforts of the Hawke–
Keating governments’ Building Better Cities Program of 1991–96 and the 
DURD program undertaken by the Whitlam Government in 1972–73. 
To the extent that it offered a comprehensive perspective on questions of 
urbanisation, its most comparable predecessor in federal action arguably 
was the 1944 Commonwealth Housing Commission report, although that 
document was overwhelmingly focused on housing provision and creating 
urban planning systems, rather than an all-encompassing focus on cities.

Despite its comprehensive scope, however, the National Urban Policy did 
not set out a detailed program of interventions with an implementation 
plan and funding. In this regard, the policy was weaker than its antecedents. 
Most of the policy consisted of discussion, affirmations, intentions, and 
directions. For example, in the case of integrating planning of land use 
and infrastructure, the main activities were further strategies to be jointly 
prepared with state governments. Some of the policies were set as terms and 
conditions for future federal expenditure, often involving further strategies 
and programs already under way or in development through frameworks 
and processes outside the National Urban Policy framework. For example, 
as one of the further initiatives to integrate land use and infrastructure, 
the policy proposed requiring ‘as a condition of funding for the second 
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Nation Building Program, that each capital city has in place, by 2014, 
a 20‑year freight strategy consistent with the National Land Freight Strategy’ 
(DIT 2011: 31). 

Viewed in this way, the National Urban Policy was as much a compilation 
and synthesis of existing relevant urban sectoral and related policy programs 
as it was an encapsulating policy reflecting a systematic understanding of 
urban processes. It belies a model of formulation in which a wide array 
of sectors is asked to pitch in existing or intended programs from their 
siloed portfolio domains, rather than a more sophisticated overarching 
comprehension of cities as interconnected urban systems. The form of the 
National Urban Policy raises some theoretical questions about the nature 
of urban policy: is ‘the urban’ merely a site where other sectoral policies and 
programs are brought together, or should policy be founded on an integrated 
conception of the urban process? The latter seems a stronger foundation. 

Another way of considering the National Urban Policy is to recognise it as 
a necessary step on the path towards a more systematic federal engagement 
with urban issues, and one that occurred after nearly 15 years of near 
complete  federal inattention to and inaction on cities. Thus, the three 
years from the installation of the Rudd Government in late 2007 through 
to the budget release of the National Urban Policy in mid-2011 involved 
building internal public sector capacity to govern on urban questions. This 
included the efforts on Infrastructure Australia, the MCU, and COAG, 
but also required coordination of divisions within existing portfolios such 
as transport and environment, through new governmental mechanisms. 
This  internal public sector institutional development—perhaps more 
so than any specific policy action—is the substantive legacy of the 2011 
National Urban Policy. 

Another reason for a subdued view of the 2011 policy is its weak 
implementation. From 2011 to 2013, the government was grappling 
with the aftermath of the Global Financial Crisis, the consequences of the 
2010  change in prime minister from Rudd to Julia Gillard, including 
the 2010 loss of electoral majority, plus a reinvigorated Liberal opposition. 
Amid such diversions and policy demands, it is not surprising that substantial 
implementation of the policy by 2013 was limited. 
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Liberal responses
The election of the Abbott Liberal–National Coalition in 2013 brought 
change in the Commonwealth approach to urban policy. There were initial 
signals that the Coalition might take an active interest in urban affairs. Before 
the 2013 election, the Liberal Party had placed Greg Hunt in the shadow 
urban portfolio. Hunt (2013: 255) argued for a strong Commonwealth role 
in ‘encouraging a broadly agreed long-term vision for the basic shape and 
structure of our major metropolitan regions and in helping to create a road 
map to reach that vision’.

These roadmaps, Hunt argued, should be developed and implemented by 
integrated planning commissions over a 30-year time frame in cooperation 
with state governments. Although Hunt’s proposal was rather optimistic, 
given the history of state and federal relations on cities, the overall approach 
of national policy alignment was broadly comparable with Labor’s. While 
Labor preferred state technocratic coordination, the Liberal proposal 
emphasised a more corporatist multilevel model. 

The Abbott Coalition Government elected in late 2013 was much less 
interested in cities than its shadow minister. In accordance with Coalition 
tradition, the infrastructure and transport portfolio that had overseen 
Labor’s urban agenda was handed to the rural-oriented National Party 
under minister Warren Truss. The MCU was disbanded in 2013 (Thisleton 
2013), though not without disquiet from urban sector representatives. 
The  Planning Institute of Australia expressed its disappointment at the 
closure and urged continued policy development while the Property Council 
of Australia lamented the loss of intelligence on the urban dimensions of 
national productivity (Jewell 2013). The Grattan Institute think tank 
criticised the government for underestimating the contribution of cities to 
economic productivity (Jewell 2013). 

The effect of the Abbott Government’s actions was to slow the development 
of the content and institutions of federal urban policy. To the extent that 
urban policy continued to be developed, it was via the infrastructure agenda 
with two main streams. Principal among these was the continuation of 
Infrastructure Australia’s program of infrastructure auditing, assessment, 
and prioritisation of projects—not all of which were urban. This task was 
complicated by Abbott’s declaration that urban rail projects were not a federal 
concern, in contrast to roads, which were viewed as being of federal interest. 
This period included efforts to politicise infrastructure, as exemplified 
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by the Victorian East West Link (EWL) toll road. The EWL, proposed by 
the Victorian Liberal Government to be built under the inner suburbs of 
Melbourne, was promised Commonwealth co-funding by the Coalition. 
Yet, the project’s economic assessment produced a benefit–cost ratio of just 
0.45, indicating a loss of $0.55 on every dollar invested (VAG 2015). This 
placed Infrastructure Australia in a difficult position and produced some 
technocratic contortions in which the agency released a ‘high priority’ list 
without the EWL plus a lesser ‘priority list’ including the EWL, with the 
government relying on the latter to justify its enthusiastic support. This 
bureaucratic discomfort was resolved at the 2014 Victorian election when 
the incoming Andrews Labor Government cancelled the EWL project. 

A second prominent infrastructure feature of the Abbott era was the 
announcement of the preferred site for the second Sydney airport in 2015. 
The second airport is a large intervention in the economic geography of 
Australia’s largest city, in terms of the scale of investment and employment 
impact, given the less high-skilled jobs profile of Sydney’s western suburbs, 
where the airport will be built. This decision resolved a many-decades-long 
debate over the siting and initiating of the airport. While an airport is not 
strictly an urban policy or program, it can be reasonably understood as 
one, given the effect it will have on Sydney’s spatial development and the 
wider urban interventions to support and serve it, such as via the City Deals 
Program, as discussed below, including new heavy rail lines. 

Getting smart
In mid-2015, Abbott lost the Liberal leadership and was replaced as prime 
minister with Malcolm Turnbull, who had a background in merchant 
banking and digital entrepreneurship. Turnbull brought these interests to 
his prime ministership via a focus on economic productivity and digital 
innovation. Turnbull reshuffled the federal Cabinet, establishing a new 
Cities and Built Environment portfolio with its own minister, Jamie 
Briggs. This was the first time in the history of urban policy in Australia 
that a  federal portfolio had a dedicated cities-focused minister separate 
from regional development. Although this was a relatively modest shift in 
policy direction within the Cabinet, from a symbolic perspective, it marked 
the moment when the recognition of cities as an important federal policy 
concern became a clear bipartisan position. 
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Since 2015, the Liberal Party—the dominant party within the Coalition—
and the Labor Party have articulated policy positions on cities and urban 
development, albeit of varying coherence. This situation differs from most 
of Australia’s federal history during which interest in urban affairs was largely 
a Labor Party preserve (Dodson 2013). Previous urban ministries had only 
been within Labor Cabinets. Both major parties in federal parliament have 
since maintained cities policies within their election platforms and have 
a cities ministerial portfolio or shadow portfolio. Indeed, while differing in 
tone, both parties have articulated broadly similar positions in focusing on 
infrastructure to support productivity and liveability. 

Two main programs emerged from the 2015 Cabinet changes. The first was 
the Smart Cities Plan (PM&C 2016) and the second was the City Deals 
Program. The Smart Cities Plan was an attempt to link urban policy and 
productivity via digital transformation. The notion of smart cities had 
emerged from debates about digital technology, principally the internet, 
and urban productivity. This was reflected in the Smart Cities Plan, which 
was organised around the themes of ‘smart investment, smart policy, and 
smart technology’. Regarding smart investment, the plan proposed creating 
opportunities for urban renewal by raising private capital, as well as drawing 
on value-capture mechanisms. The Smart Cities Plan also proposed ‘city 
deals’ to ‘unlock public and private investment in key economic centres’, 
as well as collecting city performance data. Last, the plan proposed to take 
full advantage of new transport, communications, and energy technologies, 
while leveraging open-data solutions for innovation. Substantively, the plan 
included a $50 million Smart Cities and Suburbs funding program, to enable 
local governments to apply digital transformation to built environments. 
Two rounds of this scheme had been run by 2019, funding projects such as 
‘digital choice-based letting’ for public housing in Canberra and ‘smart sports 
field planning, monitoring and management’ at Wyndham City Council 
in Melbourne. A further feature of the Smart Cities Plan was the National 
Cities Performance Framework, a data dashboard that provided summary 
urban information at the city scale (PM&C 2016). The dashboard—
discontinued in 2021—offered in digital format a version of  the State of 
Australian Cities reports prepared by the MCU during 2009–13, though 
without the interpretative commentary provided by that unit. 

Although the smart cities funding directly supported projects, the City Deals 
Program is arguably the more significant policy element of the Smart Cities 
Plan, given its attempt to coordinate the governance of spatial development 
in targeted locations. The city deals title borrows from devolution schemes 
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in the United Kingdom (O’Brien and Pike 2019), in which the central 
government establishes spatial partnerships with devolved regional bodies 
and local governments. In Australia, the cognate jurisdictions are the 
states or territories and local governments. The purpose of the City Deals 
Program in Australia is to align the planning, investment, and governance of 
federal investment in urban regions. Initially, these efforts were focused on 
large regional cities, such as Townsville in Queensland, Geelong in Victoria, 
and Launceston, Tasmania. As the program has developed, it has begun to 
encompass the smaller of the major cities, such as Perth and Adelaide, and 
lately, western Sydney, South-East Queensland, and north-west Melbourne. 
By seeking to coordinate spatial development and distribute federal support, 
the City Deals Program has some resonance with the Australian Assistance 
Program undertaken as part of the Whitlam DURD program in 1972–75, 
and the urban redevelopment schemes of the 1991–96 Building Better 
Cities Program. 

The Western Sydney City Deal (WSCD) serves as a useful exemplar of the 
City Deals Program. The Commonwealth and NSW governments, together 
with eight municipalities, agreed on 38 actions combining infrastructure, 
land-use development, and economic investment activities. For example, 
the WSCD commits to the North South Rail Link serving the land-use 
activity of the new Western Sydney airport ‘Aerotropolis’, accompanied by 
an investment attraction fund targeting major research and manufacturing 
companies, and universities. The deal has bespoke governance arrangements, 
including the Western City and Aerotropolis Authority (now part of a 
subsequent Western Parkland City Authority), established to serve as master 
planner and developer of the airport, and a dedicated Aerotropolis land-
use and infrastructure plan (Department of Planning and Environment 
2018) covering the City Deals region. While some of these activities require 
funding to implement, many require governance and planning coordination 
that otherwise might not have been immediately feasible between the three 
levels of government, particularly given federal responsibility for airports. 
While at the time of writing the WSCD plan is only in its third year of 
implementation, the annual progress report for 2021 identifies 11 of 38 
commitments completed, including commencement of construction of the 
Sydney Metro–Western Sydney Airport railway line as well as land releases 
and various industrial training schemes (Australian Government 2021).

There has so far been only limited scholarly interest in the Australian City 
Deals Program, despite a growing body of UK literature on the preceding 
comparators there. Pill et al. (2020), for example, report that Australian 
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policy interviewees considered the WSCD similar to the UK model, with 
positive assessments of the opportunities it presented, but recognised 
the complexity of spatial and institutional land-use and infrastructure 
coordination. Pill et al. (2020) noted, however, that the city deals generally 
had not been well aligned with strategic planning, particularly in relation to 
community engagement. They also argued in favour of a stronger effort 
to include affordable rental housing in the deals. 

Population and parking
As the city deals were being rolled out from 2018, further debates were 
happening within the Coalition Government. Population growth had 
persisted during the 2010s because of high rates of net immigration to 
Australia. Cities such as Melbourne and Sydney grew at nearly 2 per cent 
per annum, placing pressure on urban policy, planning, and financing 
to provide infrastructure and housing. Although the Commonwealth 
Government controlled immigration levels, the pressures of accommodating 
this influx were experienced by the states, and mainly in the large cities. 
While the states were strained by this growth, they were broadly coping 
but also very welcoming of federal support. Given the increasing costs of 
servicing rapidly growing populations, a federal view developed that these 
growth pressures could in part be resolved by directing a greater proportion 
of population away from the major cities—principally Melbourne and 
Sydney—towards regional centres. Consequently, a policy agenda developed 
around population decentralisation and had, by early 2019, gathered some 
public momentum. This was initially pursued via a federal parliamentary 
inquiry that endorsed a population strategy including further investigation 
of decentralisation of population to regional cities (HoRSCIT 2018). 
By early 2019, the Commonwealth was promoting a national population 
plan, Planning for Australia’s Future Population (PM&C 2019), which would 
elaborate this agenda. The eventual document, released in late March, 
was a thin and desultory volume, rushed in advance of the looming 2019 
election, and scant of substantive policy content. Its main useful legacy has 
been to establish the national Centre for Population, which provides advice, 
evidence, and expertise on population issues and has produced a stream of 
data and discussion papers.
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The period leading up to the May 2019 federal election was also notable 
for a further venture into urban policy by the Commonwealth Government 
in the form of a $600 million ‘congestion-busting fund’. This scheme was 
intended to provide road widenings, intersection adjustments, and railway 
station carparking construction in suburban localities across Australian 
cities, though mainly in marginal seats in south-east Melbourne. The fund 
attracted official scrutiny, not least from the federal Auditor-General, who 
identified serious flaws in the scheme’s design and governance—in particular, 
the prioritisation and selection of the carpark locations appeared principally 
political, rather than based on technical criteria relating to traffic volumes 
or benefit–cost analysis, and with negligible alignment with state land-use 
or transport planning policies (ANAO 2021). The scheme has been widely 
publicly ridiculed as a ‘rort’ (Mizen 2021). This scheme demonstrates the 
risks of a federal government involving itself in urban policy through ill-
thought-out programs designed in haste remote from and with limited 
consideration of, or coordination with, state priorities, negligible technical 
or strategic guidance, and elevated electoral politicisation. Although the 
involvement of the federal government in urban policy is to be welcomed 
in general, program examples such as the congestion-busting fund offer 
a cautionary illustration of some of the potential weaknesses of policy 
developed poorly, remote from carefully determined city-level imperatives, 
and without systematic comprehension of strategic or operational 
urban needs. 

Conclusion
This chapter has presented evidence that since 2008 Australia has increasingly 
cemented urban policy as an ongoing concern of the federal government. 
This consolidation and continuation have been marked by institutional 
innovation such as the establishment of the Infrastructure Australia agency. 
There has been information-gathering and development through the State 
of Australian Cities reports and National Cities Performance Framework. 
New governance arrangements have been tested through the COAG Reform 
Council and the City Deals Program. Various funding schemes have been 
pursued, such as the Smart Cities and Suburbs funding and, lately, the 
suburban carparks fund. Major long-term infrastructure has been funded, 
including the second Sydney airport. Each of these is indicative of policy 
progress, however episodic and uneven. 
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Yet, weaknesses remain. Federal relations remain largely unmodified, 
and the Covid-19 pandemic saw new fragmentary dynamics. The Rudd 
Government’s COAG agenda and National Urban Policy, while useful, left 
little by way of permanent legacy. The longer-term benefits of the Smart 
Cities and Suburbs program are very hard to discern, while the carparking 
fund has been widely ridiculed. The Centre for Population is doing 
creditable, but mostly invisible and limited work on population including 
in cities. Infrastructure continues to be funded in a partly technocratic, 
partly political way, despite the worthy advisory efforts of its federal 
oversight agency. It is not clear whether the now defunct National Cities 
Performance Framework was actively used by decision-makers at any level 
of government, academia, or industry. 

Despite these weaknesses, Australia has sustained more than a decade of 
urban policy at the national level. Though the substance of policy remains 
inadequate to the needs of an urban nation, this change is an important 
shift in the history of the federation. Cities are now a bipartisan federal 
concern, with a minister and portfolio. Thus, we should expect that policy 
capability within the Australian Public Service and the appreciation by future 
ministers of the importance of their portfolio will grow and strengthen over 
time. Yet, urban policy remains awkwardly, perhaps tenuously, positioned 
in Australia’s constitutional relations, between the federal government, with 
the main fiscal power, and state and territory governments, with operational 
responsibility. At least the past 13 years have provided a bipartisan foundation 
for future improvements in the way this urban nation governs and manages 
its cities. Continued dedicated systematic effort involving programmatic 
structural, institutional, and fiscal innovation will be required to sustain and 
enhance Commonwealth policy on cities over the longer term. Meanwhile, 
further research is needed to understand the evolving nature of federal 
urban policy, theoretically, conceptually, and empirically, and within the 
context of wider economic, social, and environmental change. Finally, 
scholars will undoubtedly observe with interest the urban policy program of 
the Labor Government elected in mid-2022, which this chapter was unable 
to consider in detail. 
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