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INTRODUCTION: THE WORKSHOP PROCESS 
 

This report is to set down in permanent record the comments and ideas which were the 
outcome of my attendance at the series of workshops for Council staff.  
 
The workshops were designed and organised by Council's own planning staff and were 
intended to inform the wider spectrum of council staff on the objectives of the City 
Strategy process as well as to generate ideas on issues which will confront the City in its 
development over the next two decades or so. From the workshops ideas will be refined 
for presentation and discussion at the public consultation processes and events which will 
take place later in the year. 
 
There were six workshops in all, conducted under the generic title of Blue Mountains, 
Our Future : 
 

1 Transport and Access 
2 Managing and Protecting the Environment 
3 Creating Economic Opportunity 
4 Strengthening and Sustaining our Community 
5 Managing Growth and Development 
6 Shaping our Identity and Image 
 

Council officers had carefully planned the workshop process, and the participants in each 
workshop were selected to interact with each other and encourage thinking outside the 
boundaries of specific responsibilities and expertise. Most participants attended more 
than one workshop and therefore saw the issues brought up in discussion from several 
perspectives.  
 
In essence, the process, through the six workshops, was designed to open minds to 
possibilities for management of growth and development in the Blue Mountains, and 
perhaps also to confront people working in specific disciplines with the consequences of 
the prosecution of narrow management objectives. For example: an agenda for the 
strictest possible implementation of environmental protection objectives, carried out 
without an understanding of social and economic aspirations of the community, might 
lead to outcomes so politically unpalatable that such an agenda would be self-defeating. 
The long-term consequence might be a worse position, environmentally as well as 
socially and economically, than a less narrow strategy might achieve. 
 
As I saw them, the workshops were extremely well planned and conducted. The generic 
pattern for each was as follows: 
 

·  Introduction to the workshops. The Blue Mountains City Strategy was 
intended to be a relatively small, but useful document containing a very clear 
statement about what the community wanted for their city in 2020. It was to 
be a document that would usefully inform current decision making and 
provide a framework to help the community achieve that desired vision. It 
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would embrace investment and management strategies of all levels of 
government and also the private sector. 

·  Overview of the objectives of the process. These workshops were the start of 
the process of generating the broad vision. The process would be extended to 
the whole community later in the year as a result of feedback from this work 
with Council's own staff. 

·  A participant exercise establishing a 'timeline' for each participant's 
association with and understanding of the Blue Mountains environment, and 
recognition of changes that had occurred within that participant's experience. 
This exercise was also an 'ice-breaker' for subsequent discussion. 

·  Discussion: NOW. What is the current situation with respect to the workshop 
focus? While participants were mostly to focus on the appropriate topic, they 
also had the opportunity to record any ideas, not necessarily closely connected 
with that topic, that might emerge in discussion. The discussion session raised 
issues which were later prioritised by participants in the light of the 
information gained from the following part of the workshop. 

·  Overview of the following group exercises on likely future scenarios. Groups 
were counselled not necessarily to look at the most optimistic or most 
pessimistic scenarios, but the most likely future by 2020 given 
implementation of management policies currently operating and currently 
thought sensible and appropriate. 

·  Groups scenario discussion. 
·  Groups report back 
·  Summing up by myself. (See Section 2 below) 
·  Priorities. All participants then participated in an exercise to prioritise issues 

raised in discussions so far. This was done by the allocation of coloured tags. 
Each participant had nine tags, 3 blue - most urgent, 3 yellow - next level, and 
3 orange - 3rd level. As there were many possible issues to flag (and 
participants could 'write -in' issues not listed) and only nine tags per person, 
each participant was forced to choose between priorities and indeed to leave 
many of the issues unflagged. 

 
A valuable feature of the process was the way in which morning and afternoon tea 
breaks, and particularly the lunch breaks, were integrated with the workshop. Participants 
had the opportunity to talk in a less informal and less 'in-role' way about the issues that 
came up. The lunch break was organised so that participants attending the afternoon 
session met those from the morning session, allowing for an informal connectivity 
between the somewhat charged and motivated participants in the workshop just 
concluded and the perhaps rather nervous and uncertain participants in the workshop that 
was about to start. 
 
I must acknowledge here that neither I, nor the University of New England, had any 
responsibility for the planning and organisation of the workshops. My role in the process 
was specifically defined and is outlined in Section 2 below. Any intellectual property for 
original ideas involved in the design and implementation of the methods used in the 
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workshop resides with the officers of the Blue Mountains City Council who developed 
these ideas and methods. 
 
IN SUMMARY 
This report is provided as material feed-back from the workshops, conducted by and for 
Council staff, held at the Thinking Centre, Wentworth Falls, on May 8, 9, and 10, 2001. I 
was an outside observer and monitor of the process 
 

 
MY ROLE IN THE PROCESS 
 
My role in the process was that of someone coming from outside the Council's working 
environment, yet with a range of expertise and experience to offer in the field of urban, 
regional and environmental planning.  
 
I have a very long and intimate association with the Blue Mountains, dating back to 1944 
when, as a three-year-old child, I first came to live in Katoomba. I grew up and went to 
primary and secondary school in Katoomba, leaving in 1960 to study Architecture and 
Town Planning at Sydney University. In 1967 I built a house in Blaxland and returned 
there to live with my family, commuting to work with the State Planning Authority in 
Sydney, and study urban geography and economics as an evening student at Macquarie 
University.  
 
In that time I was a member of the Blaxland Bush Fire Brigade and was involved in the 
fire fighting effort for the 1968 bushfires. Having been an eyewitness to the 1944-45, 
1951-52, 1956-57, and 1957-58 bushfires, I commenced at that time my research into the 
fire history and environment of the Blue Mountains which was subsequently published 
(Cunningham 1984, 1998).  
 
After two years from 1971 to 1973 working with the Washington New Town 
Development Corporation in the United Kingdom, I returned to my home in Blaxland to 
work as an executive officer for the New South Wales Department of Industrial 
Development and Decentralisation, being particularly concerned with the growth centres 
and regional development policies of the time. My wife, a medical practitioner, 
established a general practice in Blaxland.  
 
In 1981 we left the Blue Mountains when I took up my academic position at the 
University of New England. However, I have continued to maintain my interest in the 
area. In 1997 I received the Inaugural NSW Premier's Award for Regional and 
Community History with my book, The Blue Mountains Rediscovered (1996), which 
dealt with the separation of myth from reality in recounting the stories of early European 
exploration of the Blue Mountains. 
 
Quite apart from my very long association with the Blue Mountains, extending back for 
56 years, my professional background, and my academic publications on the Blue 
Mountains, I have a deep love of the region and therefore a strong interest in the welfare 
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of the community and its environment. Apart from the residential properties that my wife 
and I still own in Blaxland, and which we have retained to give us or our children the 
prospect of returning to live in the Mountains, I have no vested interest in any particular 
aspect of the management and development of the City. In this respect I was placed as an 
informed but impartial observer of the discussion in the workshops. My role was to throw 
out relevant discussion points that I felt had not been raised, or to put those that had been 
raised into a different perspective, or 'spin', from the ones held by discussants. 
 
It was not, therefore, my part to conduct or to lead discussion in any phase of the 
workshop, but rather to listen, to absorb, to note the main points raised by discussion 
groups, and eventually to feed back in my summary session ideas and reflections arising 
from the discussion with my own personal and particular stamp on them. On a few 
occasions only I felt the need to come into the 'NOW' discussion session, either to seek 
clarification of a point under discussion, or once or twice to point out details of a factual 
nature. I did, nevertheless, at the invitation of the workshop team, participate in the 
prioritising exercises. 
 
Because of my teaching commitments on Mondays and Fridays, and the transport 
arrangements between Armidale and the Blue Mountains, I was unable to attend neither 
the first two hours of the first workshop or the last hour of the final workshop. 
Nevertheless, The workshop team made available to me the comprehensive whiteboard 
notes that had been taken at the first NOW session, and I was there for the reporting back 
of the Future Scenario groups of that session and was able to sum up for the session. For 
the last session on Shaping Our Identity and Image my role was slightly changed: I 
provided feedback on ideas from the NOW session and developed a framework for 
thinking about the overall issues from all six workshops (discussed in Section 10 below). 
This was put to the Future Scenario groups, before they carried out their tasks. 
 
IN SUMMARY 
As a long-time resident of the Blue Mountains with memories and experiences of the City 
and its environment extending back for 56 years, I was in an unusually good position to 
provide feedback to workshop participants on the history of development of the area in 
the second half of the twentieth Century. My research publications into the general 
history of the area, the bushfire history, and the community understanding of bushfire 
risk put me in a position to understand many of the issues debated in the workshops in 
some depth. My academic standing as Associate Professor of Urban and Regional 
Planning at the University of New England also gave the workshops the benefit of an 
academic understanding of the theoretical and practical planning frameworks within 
which the ideas from the workshops were placed. My role was neither to devise or direct 
to workshop sessions, but to listen, take notes and feed back ideas to participants drawn 
from these three bases of my own knowledge of planning and of the Blue Mountains in 
particular. 
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SOME GENERAL POINTS THAT EMERGED 
 
My first thoughts about the proposed Blue Mountains City Strategy was that it must be 
not so much a document that paints a vague but rosy picture of the future, but one that is 
relevant to current management practices of the Council and current aspirations of the 
community in general. It obviously should state the community's vision for the future, but 
in such a way that that vision impinges on contemporary decision making.  
 
The future is not something that happens overnight when the projected date approaches: 
it is constituted from all the little decisions, wise or unwise, that people make today about 
the way that they live, work, and play. Every development application that comes across 
the Council's planning counter today will, in some way or other, constrain the future. 
Every business investment decision made today likewise constrains what can be achieved 
in, say, twenty year's time. Even the way that individuals choose the size and orientation 
of their house, the number of bathrooms, the products they buy, the way they travel, the 
recreation pursuits they engage in, the entertainments they prefer, and many other 
everyday choices, taken in total, constrain the way the Blue Mountains can or will 
develop to and beyond the year 2020. The Blue Mountains City Strategy, to be a 
successful document must somehow make people, professionals, businesspeople, and the 
everyday citizen stop and consider the future as they make decisions about the present. 
 
If we consider an issue in ways that are currently relevant to our future vision, we must 
be able to pose four simple questions: 
 

·  Is change from current practice required? 
·  Why is change required? 
·  When can the change be effected? 
·  How can it be effected? 

 
Those questions, applied to just about any critical planning issue can help to make 
specific and tangible ideas that are otherwise often only expressed as abstract 
generalities. Take for example a critical issue that emerged from virtually all of the 
workshops: management of the urban-bushland interface in the Blue Mountains. If, 
instead of simply incorporating a dogmatic statement in a planning document about the 
interface between the urban centres and the world heritage national park, we can explore 
the issue in the light of these four questions, we will almost certainly arrive at specific 
and relevant actions that can be incorporated into current planning practice. Not only will 
we understand what we need to do, but we will also be able to justify the action in an 
articulate and logical way. 
 
Let us, for example, consider the when question. Not all planning decisions have to be 
made at the same time. With an effective vision of the future, strategic thinking is made 
easier. Some things have to be done immediately, others within a reasonably short time 
span (say five years) and others in the longer term (say, beyond five years). Perhaps a 
10+ years category could also be added). The following table sets out a pro-forma for 
sorting issues that emerge from community consultation processes: 
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Pro-Forma for Strategic Decision Making 

 
PROMOTION OF THE VISION REMOVAL OF CONSTRAINTS 
What is required now to put current 
practice in line with the 2020 vision? 

What is definitely not wanted now? 

What is not required immediately, but may 
be required soon (say, in more than one 
year but less than five) 

What aspects are tolerable today, but will 
become intolerable soon (say in more than 
one year but less than five years) 

What will be required eventually to 
achieve the vision? (say, in more than five 
years but less than the twenty year time 
frame of the strategy) 

What will emerge eventually as something 
that must be changed. 

What will never be required (at least in the 
time frame of the City Strategy) 

n.a. 

 
 
A thinking process such as that set out in Table 3.1 also helps to remove the notion of a 
static plan that long-term strategies so often become. We cannot really know the future, 
and strategy documents that purport to represent an 'ideal' future are nearly always bound 
to fail. For example, Sydney's Cumberland County Plan of 1948 was essentially a static 
document and it failed because the assumptions about the future that underpinned it were 
eventually proven false. The Sydney Region Outline Plan 1968 that replaced it was also, 
to some extent, a static document. In this case, however, the assumptions that 
underpinned it proved to be startlingly accurate. However, what was seen in 1968 as a 
noble dream for the future of Sydney, turned out in its very achievement to be rather less 
attractive. In the thirty year time frame society itself and its values had radically changed 
and, in retrospect, the original plan was seen to be deficient environmentally and socially. 
We are living with the consequences today. In thinking about now, soon and eventually 
we can break the seemingly imperative grip that our twenty-year strategic vision has on 
our thinking without having to forfeit the vision itself. The vision can be regularly 
updated as we understand current changes and processes, but it is always there, like Ben 
Chifley's 'light on the hill', to guide our thinking and current decisions. 
 
In the following sections, I will discuss ideas that I got from reviewing the points and 
issues raised at the six workshops. These are solely my own interpretations of the issues 
but as Section 2 above points out, this was indeed my role in the process. In the final 
Section (# 10) I will draw together the common threads that emerged from the workshops 
to express a personal vision for the Blue Mountains. This is not intended as an arrogant 
statement of so-called 'expertise', but as a bundle of ideas that might be useful to 'throw 
into the ring' in promoting public discussion. 
 
IN SUMMARY 
The future of development in any area is conditioned by the everyday decisions that are 
constantly being made in both the public and private sectors today rather than by any 
dramatic events somewhere in the future which must somehow be guessed at. When 
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making decisions we need to ask if there is a need to change current practices, why the 
changes are needed, when they need to be done, and how they can be done. We need also 
to decide which decisions must be made now (immediately or in the very short term), 
soon (the medium term but becoming imminent within about five years),  eventually (not 
within five years but within the time frame of our strategy (20 years) and never (outside 
the time frame). 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY OF COUNCIL STAFF WORKSHOPS 
 

Introduction: The workshop process 
This report is provided as material feed-back from the workshops, conducted by and for 
Council staff, held at the Thinking Centre, Wentworth Falls, on May 8, 9, and 10, 2001. I 
was an outside observer and monitor of the process 
 
My role in the process 
As a long-time resident of the Blue Mountains with memories and experiences of the City 
and its environment extending back for 56 years, I was in an unusually good position to 
provide feedback to workshop participants on the history of development of the area in 
the second half of the twentieth Century. My research publications into the general 
history of the area, the bushfire history, and the community understanding of bushfire 
risk put me in a position to understand many of the issues debated in the workshops in 
some depth. My academic standing as Associate Professor of Urban and Regional 
Planning at the University of New England also gave the workshops the benefit of an 
academic understanding of the theoretical and practical planning frameworks within 
which the ideas from the workshops were placed. My role was neither to devise or direct 
the workshop sessions, but to listen, take notes and feed back ideas to participants drawn 
from these three bases of my own knowledge of planning and of the Blue Mountains in 
particular. 
 
Some general points that emerged 
The future of development in any area is conditioned by the everyday decisions that are 
constantly being made in both the public and private sectors today rather than by any 
dramatic events somewhere in the future which must somehow be guessed at. When 
making decisions we need to ask if there is a need to change current practices, why the 
changes are needed, when they need to be done, and how they can be done. We need also 
to decide which decisions must be made now (immediately or in the very short term), 
soon (the medium term but becoming imminent within about five years),  eventually (not 
within five years but within the time frame of our strategy (20 years) and never (outside 
the time frame). 
 
Transport and access 
The Blue Mountains because of its topographical constraints on routing, is in an unusual 
position among Australian cities for transport planning. It is potentially possible to 
change the modal split of transport without major consequent need for change of urban 
form (which is the major difficulty in reversing the trend towards private car use in most 
other metropolitan cities). In keeping with the world heritage environmental status of the 
City's environs, the need to protect that status, and the need generally to develop more 
environmentally sustainable ways of managing city development everywhere, the City is 
very well placed as a laboratory for the western world on ways to do so. This might even 
be a selling point in tourism and the attraction of sustainable industry and employment. 
 
Managing and protecting our environment. 
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The protection of the quality of the natural environment of the Blue Mountains is, and 
should be seen as, the main driving force of the City Strategy. This will put great, and 
perhaps unusual, responsibilities on the residents of the city and their Council. In 
particular the urban-bushland interface will require specific and very careful management 
which will affect all aspects of land use planning, development control and infrastructure. 
It may be useful, in the light of that responsibility, to focus on positives rather than 
negatives. What aspects of management to date have led to improvement in the natural 
environment? (such as improving water quality of Leura Creek). The fact that the area is 
a critically important backdrop and playground for Sydney, as well as a national 
responsibility in view of its world heritage status, may be putting an unfair burden on the 
local community in undertaking this responsibility. What avenues are there to broaden 
that burden to include state and federal government. 
 
Creating economic opportunity 
The creation of economic opportunity within the rigorous environmental constraints 
imposed by the Blue Mountains will depend very heavily on the type of community that 
eventuates. The environment and climate which attracts people is already there. Whether 
the area can develop in an effective way will depend heavily upon its social capital. 
Social capital is constituted of the facilities, institutions, good will and people that bring 
the population of the City together to work well as a community. Good social capital 
creates places which are good to live in. A place that is good to live in (and which also 
has the scenic and environmental assets of the Blue Mountains) will also be attractive to 
visitors. There is also a strong relationship between social capital, cultural activity, and 
the powerful and intellectually stimulating influence of the natural environment. All these 
are in turn critically important to the formation or attraction of economic capital that 
provides employment and opportunity. 
 
Strengthening and sustaining our economy 
Change is universal and inevitable. The community, or communities, of the Blue 
Mountains will, like all communities throughout the world, change between now and 
2020. Some aspects of change will be seen by today's community as beneficial, some 
benign or neutral, and some adverse. The people of 2020 will look on the changes that we 
are trying to anticipate as history. Will they thank us for our foresight or curse us for our 
meddling (or neglect!). The relationship between protecting the natural and cultural 
environment of the Blue Mountains and promoting economic development should not be 
seen as the classical 'trade-off' (sacrificing something of one to achieve improvement in 
the other) portrayed in textbooks on environmental economics, but rather as a symbiosis 
where one aspect is dependent upon the other for protection or improvement. 
 
Managing growth and development 
Much as the community reacts against the extreme prescriptions of so-called 'rational 
economics' we are all creatures of the market. The 'market', however, embraces broader 
political as well as purely economic forces. Our political and regulatory systems that lie 
behind planning depend on satisfying the requirements of the community (as individuals, 
families and associations). If we wish to produce desirable change for environmental 
reasons then we have to engineer such change through market forces rather than 
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primarily through law and regulation. If people in the community can accept the necessity 
of change and the reasons for it, then they will accept the laws and regulations, and 
specifically planning regulations, through which change is implemented. On the other 
hand if law and regulation moves ahead of community opinion and acceptance then the 
people will simply act politically to change the laws. If the actions of state or local 
government are perceived by the business community, and indeed the wider community, 
as hostile to development, they will also be seen as 'jobs hostile'. Government in these 
circumstances will be replaced, perhaps by one that is less sensitive to environmental 
concerns. 
 
Shaping our identity and image 
Everything connected with either identity or image in the Blue Mountains is based in the 
natural environment. After a very rigorous process of submission, presentation and 
discussion to a worldly and somewhat sceptical Commission, the area has had world 
heritage status thrust upon it. There is no doubt that this is a genuine substrate of worth 
and whatever artificial infrastructure is used to promote healthy social and economic 
development in the City it must respect that environment. Nevertheless, without damage 
to that environment it is well possible to envisage measures in management of the urban 
areas which could make the community more friendly, more vital and ultimately more 
attractive to visitors and residents alike. 
 
Some final observations and comments. 
The form and function of the Blue Mountains City in the Year 2020 will depend very 
much on decisions taken within the next few years, not only at the strategic level but also 
at the operational level of the Council. For example, much of the urban fabric that will 
accommodate the population of 2020 is already in place, or will be determined by 
development consents given within the next five years. The vision of the city at 2020 is 
really a device for putting sensible planning and development policies in place for the 
present. Two scenarios are presented here: 
 

·  The first assumes a 'we like things just as they are' response from the community, 
and plots the way that such a current attitude might (one can never say 'will') 
shape the future. 

 
·  The second assumes a more relaxed attitude on the part of the community towards 

change and development consistent with environmental management as the first 
priority. This might lead to a very different Blue Mountains Community in 2020. 

 
Needless to say, these scenarios are just two out of an infinite number of possibilities, and 
should not be taken as anything more than a personal statement of the author of where 
current attitudes, translated into planning and management policy, might take the City. 
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TRANSPORT AND ACCESS 
 
The two discussion groups on transport and access returned to the workshop with quite 
different perspectives of the issues raised under this category.  
 
The first group to report (for which I use the title "Group 1"), had a largely Optimistic 
picture to paint. The group picked up on the following issues: 
 

·  Ageing of the population  
·  Limited job opportunities  
·  Ensuring sustainable tourism 
·  Issues involved in freight transport through the Blue Mountains corridor 

 
Nevertheless the group saw positives emerging from the constraints imposed by these 
issues. The constraints would give rise to positive ways of looking at change and the 
group saw the natural evolution of the following management ideas as a result of those 
constraints: 
 

·  Localisation of work and the development of mixed use zoning 
·  More vibrant town centres with improved pedestrian facilities 
·  Increasing integration of land uses in townships 
·  Increasing population density in townships 
·  Tourism managed as a sustainable industry with urban and entertainment 

facilities focussed on townships to support nature-based activities in the 
National Park. 

 
Group Two, on the other hand was far less optimistic about the impact change seen as 
likely under continuation of current trends. It identified the following issues: 
 

·  Population increase 
·  Increase in road traffic 
·  Consequent increase in pollution 
·  Employment opportunities would not increase 
·  'Improvements' to the Great Western Highway would split communities along 

the main ridge 
·  The impact of gentrification 
·  More or less static railway infrastructure and use 
·  Problems with access for elderly and other disadvantaged groups 

 
The group saw relatively little improvement or opportunities arising from these trends. 
Sealing of minor roads would reduce the problems and environmental impact of siltation 
of streams. Telecommuting might become more entrenched as a result of the increasing 
problems involved in either rail or road commuting, and while the widened and access-
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controlled highway would split communities, the necessity of grade-separated crossings 
of the facility could improve cross-town linkages. 
 
From my own point of view, the two groups generally homed in on the main issues which 
are likely to influence the future of the City and its environment. These are the impact of 
the expansion of the capacity of the great Western Highway; the effect of increasing 
motor traffic on transport habits of the community; the environmental impact of transport 
infrastructure; the inability of employment opportunities in the Blue Mountains to keep 
pace with population and the consequent impact of commuting flows on transport; and 
the relative under-use and inflexibility of public transport, particularly the railway, by 
residents and visitors alike. It needs also to be said that the hilly topography of the Blue 
Mountains mitigates against the promotion of cycling as a general means of transport 
(except at very local levels) and also to some extent against walking. 
 
Mobility (the ability to travel freely and quickly) and access (the ability to avail oneself 
of required services and facilities) are two very different concepts, yet they often become 
confused by transport planners.  I believe that in focussing on mobility those responsible 
for determination of the improvements to the Great Western Highway have significantly 
impeded access, especially to the facilities offered by the several towns and villages in 
the Blue Mountains, making it more difficult for these places to function as genuine 
communities. This distinction between mobility and access, and which is more important 
to the community should be taken into account in the City Strategy. 
 
In making that determination the claims of the local communities in the Blue Mountains 
will need to be balanced against the claims of the Sydney metropolitan, New South 
Wales, Australian and international 'communities'. The world heritage status of the Blue 
Mountains environment is critically important in deciding where that balance lies. The 
region is important to the rest of the world (and therefore for people who may never 
actually visit it) for its intrinsic values and not just for its residents and visitors. In 
addition to this, the Blue Mountains has been,  is, and always will be a major transport 
'bottleneck' between the productive rural regions of Western New South Wales and 
Sydney, its main port and administrative centre. Finally, its proximity to Sydney and 
attractive environment has made the region significant as a 'dormitory suburb' for 
commuters for more than a century. There is, and has always been, an intrinsic conflict 
between these three ways of seeing the region. 
 
The natural and urban environments of the Blue Mountains will themselves ultimately 
limit transport options. Even the currently implemented, and the proposed, 
improvements, to the Great Western Highway are compromised by that environment and 
fall far short of providing the 'state of the art' level of service that freight operators as well 
as motorists expect from modern roads. There is no prospect, at any time in the future, for 
a road system of any better quality without wholesale destruction of the environment.  
 
Unless the interior is accessed well around the Blue Mountains (from the Southern 
Highlands of the Hunter Valley for example) there are really no alternative by-pass 
routes, within the Blue Mountains properly suitable for a road of modern freeway 
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standards providing service conditions known as Level A (traffic flowing at 100 to 110 
kilometres per hour without significant impedance by the presence of other traffic). 
While the Bells Line of Road route is frequently mentioned as the preferred alternative to 
the Great Western Highway as the main through road and freight route to Western NSW, 
the environmental problems involved in anything more than modest upgrading of that 
road are at least as sensitive as those of the Great Western Highway. It is a superb scenic 
route through some of the grandest scenery in the Blue Mountains National Park, and the 
cut and fill profile of a major freeway would be a huge intrusion on the aesthetic values 
of the Park. World heritage status of the Park would militate against any proposal for 
such a road. 
 
The Necessity of locating the Main Western Railway and the Great Western Highway on 
the main Blue Mountains ridge has, therefore, always, to some extent, divided the 
communities north and south of the ridge. Until the 1980s the railway, with its visually 
intrusive stanchions for overhead wiring, and limited crossing points was the main source 
of division. The Great Western Highway was a simple two-lane facility, mostly with an 
alignment incorporating many small radius curves, which wound its way over and under 
the railway. Intersections with the highway were simple, and, while a source of 
congestion from time to time, especially at weekends, enabled easy access from the north 
and south sides of urban areas wherever the railway crossings permitted (such as at 
Blackheath, Katoomba, Leura, Wentworth Falls, Springwood and Blaxland). Furthermore 
many business centres (Blaxland, Springwood, Faulconbridge, Lawson, Katoomba 
(partially) Blackheath and Mount Victoria were located on the highway, and to some 
extent depended upon it for trade. 
 
The widening of the Great Western Highway since the 1970s, though seemingly 
necessitated by the increasing flows of traffic and by frequency of accidents caused by 
dangerous alignment, has now had a far more profound effect than the railway ever had 
on what may be termed the 'community ecology' of the Blue Mountains. I suspect that the 
community and environmental impact of the highway improvements has been 
underestimated in planning. As at Katoomba and Faulconbridge, the difficulties caused 
by the splitting of the community in the interests of the free flow of highway traffic have 
been very significant.  
 
There is a case study of that effect in the inability to find an economically viable use for 
the old Mount St Marys convent building (known more recently as the Renaissance 
Centre). Cut off as it is from the major flows of pedestrian traffic in Katoomba Street, yet 
only a few hundred metres from that traffic, this magnificent building, quite rich in social 
history, lies vacant and vandalised despite several efforts to find a viable use for it. This 
is at least partly because the site has been sterilised by the highway realignment. 
 
On the other hand, the topographic restrictions on effective transport routes in and 
through the Blue Mountains may also be seen as opportunities for sensible direction of 
future growth and development. The dendritic (branch-like) drainage pattern of the 
Lower and Central Mountains, and the canyons of the Upper Mountains have always 
restricted urban development to ridge tops. Only in Glenbrook , Katoomba-Leura, and, to 
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a limited extent, Blackheath is the plateau surface sufficiently broad and level to permit a 
traditional grid pattern of town streets. The general "fern leaf" pattern of urban areas is 
one which is unusually suitable for development of public transport, since it enforces a 
common linear travel route on all transport modes. This reduces the flexibility of routing 
that is so much of the claimed advantage of private transport. In the case of the main 
ridge this has long been seen in the evolution of what is a quite sophisticated railway 
service for the population size of the community. The potential of the subsidiary ridges, 
generally running north-south has yet to be recognised and exploited in this respect. The 
Blue Mountains, because of its topography, is one of the few communities in Australia 
where it is potentially possible for people to live at relatively low densities without 
having to rely on private motor cars. 
 
This is not to say, of course, that the Council or State Government should immediately 
impose draconian restrictions of the freedom of Blue Mountains residents to use their 
cars. Potential for changing long-established transport habits cannot be realised 
overnight. However, it may be possible, given the limited extent of improvement possible 
in the road system, especially along the Great Western Highway, and the imperatives of 
protecting the world heritage character of the environment of the City, to 'sell' 
alternatives to a greater extent than might be possible in other communities. Among 
strategies available is the prospect of 'demand management' - of accepting the congestion 
of the Highway as a means of promoting alternative ways of moving to and around the 
City. 
 
The ageing of the population may well also be a stimulus for such change as people 
themselves seek alternatives to the hassle of driving on congested roads and parking in 
congested centres. This would mean a shift of thinking from the motorist to the 
pedestrian and public transport user in the planning and management of focal points of 
activities in the towns. 
 
This does not necessarily mean closing of roads and 'pedestrianisation' of shopping 
centres. Indeed, many communities in Australia are thinking twice about 'malled' centres, 
which require complex and not always successful by-pass arrangements for traffic, which 
appear to encourage undesirable social behaviours out of shopping hours, and which 
cannot effectively compete with new out-of-town 'regional 'centres. Rather, the 
traditional shopping centre, with shopfronts facing the street, an attractive footpath 
environment, but also with motor traffic access and some kerbside parking seem to be 
coming back into vogue.  
 
What may be necessary is the limitation of availability of parking in the centre of towns. 
Retail developers like to ensure that there is a parking space for everyone even at the 
busiest times, but this leads to unfortunate voids, or 'holes' in the urban fabric which in 
turn lead to decay of business opportunities for smaller premises. A pedestrian/ public 
transport orientation to planning might require alternative ideas to be discussed with 
retailers to ensure shopping convenience, including the return of home delivery services. 
Restriction of parking, rather than requirement for it, might well be an important part of 
demand management strategies built into development control plans and codes. 
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In trying to shift the emphasis on transport from the private motor vehicle to alternatives 
such as walking, public transport and, to a limited extent, cycling, it is important to 
understand the different ways in which travel by these means is costed and accounted. 
Private car travel is in fact very expensive, but most of the expense is in the capital and 
depreciation costs of purchasing and maintaining the vehicle. The NRMA estimates that 
it costs on average $6000 to $8000 per annum to operate a family sedan. However the 
marginal cost per trip or per person-kilometre of operating a car is very low, especially if 
the car is occupied by more than one person.  
 
Public transport, on the other hand, has a potentially low total cost per person-kilometre 
but a high marginal cost per trip- kilometre. People using it are aware of that cost and are 
likely to think about it before making the trip. It is particularly costly at the margin for 
family travel. Unless we can persuade people that they are better off not buying the car in 
the first place, it is going to be particularly difficult to dissuade them from using it when 
they already own it and are therefore already paying most of the costs of motoring 
whether they use it or not. 
 
On the other hand, the hassle of road congestion, the probability that public transport will 
be used at some time for work journeys (such as commuting to Sydney) allow the 
possibility that the Blue Mountains could realistically be promoted as a place where it is 
possible to live comfortably without having to own or use the car. This, of course, would 
also be a very important contribution to ecologically sustainable forms of development 
and respect for the spectacular world heritage environment of the City. A household 
travel budget involving walking and cycling  for short local trips,  (say) two yearly passes 
on an integrated public transport system, occasional public transport for other household 
members, taxi fares for occasional special travel when public transport is unavailable, and 
even several weeks hire of a motor vehicle for holidays, could potentially be rather less 
than the cost of operating a single car, much less two or more, while still giving an 
equivalent level of mobility. 
 
There is a balance problem related to success in persuading people to use public 
transport. As public transport (as in Sydney over the Olympic period) removes people 
from the roads those roads become easier to use and thus more attractive as a transport 
option:  people readily agree that other people's cars cause all the pollution and 
congestion, and should not be on the road,  but their car is an essential convenience! The 
solution is to limit road capacity to a level that sustains an equilibrium that favours the 
'no-car' option. Ideally, perhaps, the Great Western Highway should have been retained 
as an improved two-lane facility, limiting capacity and therefore controlling demand. 
This is a straightforward example of the idea that day to day decisions affect, and 
constrain future options. The decision to upgrade the highway to four lanes has placed 
constraints on the ability to offer alternative transport options to cars, indeed, by cutting 
communities and restricting access to them, the highway has reinforced the tendency to 
choose the car. Nevertheless, as stated above, even the 'improved' highway will have a 
limited traffic capacity, and this will provide opportunities for encouraging alternative 
transport options. 
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This provokes a 'chicken and the egg' situation. If a significant proportion of the 
community (not necessarily even anything like a majority) were prepared to go without a 
car then the market for public transport would be enhanced, leading to higher frequency 
of services which would in turn tip the economic balance further in favour of more 
people giving up car use. On the other hand, it would be hard to persuade people to make 
the change while public transport service is infrequent, especially along the crucially 
important north-south ridge routes.  
 
Along the main ridge the existing railway service - an hourly service in off-peak with 
supplementary peak trains, is, as stated above, unusually sophisticated for a total 
population of less than 100,000 people, but it is nevertheless perceived by the community 
as being less than adequate. There are also perceived safety problems at railway stations 
particularly in off-peak times when the stations are not staffed. Access is also difficult to 
the station for many elderly people and adults with small children in tow. All of this 
makes it difficult to provide the first impetus for transport change. 
 
However, the community has recently had the example, during the Olympic Games 
period, of seeing how convenient a public transport service can be when it is operating 
efficiently with a high level of demand. It is my understanding that trains ran a half-
hourly service to the Blue Mountains, operated at all hours, and that people used them! 
This example should be available as a selling point for the benefits of public transport 
options. If everyone uses the services, not only will an ecologically sustainable transport 
system be possible in the Blue Mountains, but also  high levels of personal mobility can 
be achieved without prejudice to access, and at a lower level of personal cost. It is thus 
possible to envisage communities where urban form and quality of public transport are 
such as to render the car an expensive and unnecessary luxury. For their daily lives 
people can walk and use public transport, yet enjoy good access to urban facilities.  The 
savings in household transport budgets are potentially such that even if a motoring 
weekend or holiday is desired a car can be hired for the occasion. 
 
IN SUMMARY  
The Blue Mountains because of its topographical constraints on routing,  is in an unusual 
position among Australian cities for transport planning. It is potentially possible to 
change the modal split of transport without major consequent need for change of urban 
form (which is the major difficulty in reversing the trend towards private car use in most 
other metropolitan cities). In keeping with the world heritage environmental status of the 
City's environs, the need to protect that status, and the need generally to develop more 
environmentally sustainable ways of managing city development everywhere, the City is 
very well placed as a laboratory for the western world on ways to do so. This might even 
be a selling point in tourism and the attraction of sustainable industry and employment. 
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MANAGING AND PROTECTING OUR ENVIRONMENT 

 
One of the most misunderstood words in the current jargon of planning is the term 
sustainable. It seems to be used by all sides in environmental debates to prop up their 
position. The staff of Blue Mountains City Council, in preparing the materials for the 
workshop, have, in my view wisely, adopted a definition close to that of the Bruntland 
Commission which equated sustainability with living only off the 'income flow' from 
environmental capital while keeping the capital stock itself intact or increasing. I believe 
that this is an appropriate definition for the Blue Mountains and must be clearly 
distinguished from definitions of 'sustainability' often posed by economists which pose 
the idea of maintaining growth in the exploitation of resources and consequently growth 
of incomes and employment. 
 
The key question which Blue Mountains residents and managers must ask themselves is : 
What level of population or industrial growth can we maintain in living our lives in 
the Blue Mountains, and particularly in developing our urban lifestyles, while still 
leaving to our descendents an environmental legacy at least as rich as that which we 
ourselves inherited? 
 
That environmental legacy is no ordinary one. Nomination and designation of the greater 
Blue Mountains region as a world heritage area puts an unusually strict duty on the 
national, state and local government of the area to make environmental protection  the 
highest of planning priorities.  
 
The first of the two reporting groups emphasised this environmental priority in its 
presentation. The group was particularly concerned about processes - economic and 
social - working within the community which might frustrate achievement of 
environmental sustainability. They saw the strengths of the area as: 
 

·  The community's own high priority on protecting the environment 
·  The strong volunteer base that has been traditional in the Blue Mountains 

 
The group saw the threats to environmental management coming from: 

·  Pressure on service levels of infrastructure with higher costs per household 
·  Young people being pushed out by increasing unaffordability of housing and lack 

of employment 
·  Political threats as rising costs per household increase pressure for more 

population to share these costs 
·  Degradation from existing uncontrolled 'historic' subdivision patterns and conflict 

with existing user rights (particularly erosion and sedimentation from unmade 
roads). 

 
The group envisaged a future for the area with increasingly strict development controls. 
Population growth could tail off, in line with the recent dramatic decline in building 
applications as the supply of buildable land dwindles, with the area only adding 8000 to 



 20 

12000 more people than the current population of 73,000. They saw more pressure for 
economic evaluation of the costs and benefits of tourism to the City, including cost-
benefit analysis of tourism proposals. 
 
The second group was somewhat more philosophical in its approach. They also saw the 
protection of the environment as the most significant priority, but were concerned about 
how this might actually be achieved. They saw the particular threats as: 

·  There being no particular way of expressing the environmental 'bottom line' in 
an environment of rising land values and an increasingly global economy 
where government has less power to intervene in market processes. 

·  An ambiguous commitment of the community to environmental protection - 
"a good thing but not if I have to make sacrifices". 

·  Threat to biodiversity from increasing development along present patterns 
 
This group saw the future in terms of increasing difficulty in maintaining the quality 
environment against global and regional economic and political imperatives for growth in 
the area. They envisaged a community where access for poorer people would become 
more difficult and where urban requirements for the community would have to be met on 
less available land. The urban-bushland interface would become particularly critical in 
management policy. 
 
I was quite surprised that neither of the groups put much stress on bushfire management. 
The cyclical bushfire disasters are very much a part of living within the Blue Mountains. 
I attach, as Appendix A, a paper which I published with Dr S. Kelly in 1984 on results a 
longitudinal study of bushfire awareness of residents living in the most hazardous streets 
in the City (that is, the streets with records of property destroyed in more than one 
bushfire event). Clearly awareness of the significance of fire in the Blue Mountains - for 
both its ecological significance and its potential for damage to urban property, is an 
important part of management of the area. It is also a critical issue in management of the 
urban-bushland interface. 
 
The quality of the natural environment is the basic reason why people live within the 
Blue Mountains, but that environment also puts an unusual duty of care on the citizens of 
the area and constrains their lifestyle choices. That duty is highlighted by the recent 
declaration of world heritage status, but has always been present. World heritage is 
merely confirmation of what has always been true. It imposes costs on both residents and 
tourists. These costs cannot always be expressed in dollar terms. For example, it might 
mean making sacrifices (perhaps in housing choice, or in the extent that motor vehicles 
are used, or in restrictions on the way that people develop and manage their property) that 
might not ordinarily be expected of, or politically acceptable for, people in other cities. 
 
The Blue Mountains City Council and the State Government are themselves significant 
property managers in the area. They need to demonstrate leadership in the way they carry 
out their management responsibilities. 
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Effective management requires establishment of effective ways of determining how 
outcomes are achieved. Care is required here, as not all desired outcomes can be 
effectively measured in objective terms or numbers. The old management aphorism, if 
you cannot measure it you cannot manage it, can be a liability if it is taken too literally. 
There will be many occasions when environmental managers must trust holistic and 
intuitive thinking as the issues are too many and complex to suggest easily quantifiable 
standards or outcomes.  
 
This is not to say that measurement and setting standards for quantifiable outcomes are 
unimportant. Monitoring of  things such as water quality, health of particular species or 
ecosystems, degrees of sedimentation and so forth is very important in setting milestones 
towards the general goal of improved environmental quality. Simply put, achieving the 
numbers must not be confused with achievement of the goal. Such achievement requires 
complex holistic evaluation as well as conventional linear and logical thinking methods. 
It is as much art as science. 
 
This point is critical to understanding the decision making process which Council and the 
community must go through to achieve the environmental outcomes required. With the 
best of intentions there will never be enough data to fully and logically support all the 
decisions that must be made. Judgement is incredibly important. 
 
What is therefore important is change in the way that the State Government and   Blue 
Mountains City Council make decisions about management of the City and its 
environment. The Council's management strategy must itself be oriented to express the 
priority of environmental issues. The objectives and budgets of all programs must be 
framed so that programs are driven by the environmental imperatives rather than 
necessarily by social and economic priorities. In achieving social or economic objectives, 
managers of the specific programs must also demonstrate that desired and planned 
environmental outcomes have also been achieved. 
 
Nor can it be assumed that even environmental objectives will remain static within the 
time frame of the City Strategy. Perception of the environment, even by environmental 
scientists, is not necessarily something objective and unchanging. It is more a social 
construct that changes over time (in the past half century, for example, there has been a 
complete change in attitude towards the way rivers and their ecosystems are valued. If the 
Snowy Mountains Scheme had been proposed in 1995 rather than 1945 it is likely that it 
would never have been built. The same might well be said of Warragamba Dam).  While 
desired environmental outcomes should be clearly enunciated within the City Strategy to 
serve as a goal for orientation of all other aspects of the Strategy, there should be regular 
updating and review of these.  
 
Finally, it needs to be said that population per se is not necessarily a good surrogate for 
estimating environmental impact. Lifestyle itself has a more direct environmental impact: 
a small population with an extravagant and environmentally heedless lifestyle can have a 
more significant impact than a larger population living in an materially frugal and 
environmentally conscious manner. For example, 30,000 households with high levels of 
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material consumption, and reliant on car travel for transport may well be a greater threat 
to the environment than 60,000 households who are less avid consumers and who do not 
operate motor vehicles. It is almost impossible to enforce population limits, though 
scarcity of development land and zoning regulations can impose a de-facto population 
limit. What these cannot do is control the propensity of households to impact on the 
environment: that has to come from limitations which people willingly and knowingly 
put on their own consumption , and especially travel, habits.  
 
IN SUMMARY 
The protection of the quality of the natural environment of the Blue Mountains is, and 
should be seen as, the main driving force of the City Strategy. This will put great, and 
perhaps unusual responsibilities on the residents of the city and their Council. In 
particular the urban-bushland interface will require specific and very careful 
management which will affect all aspects of land use planning, development control and 
infrastructure. It may be useful, in the light of that responsibility, to focus on positives 
rather than negatives. What aspects of management to date have led to improvement in 
the natural environment? (such as improving water quality of Leura Creek). The fact that 
the area is a critically important backdrop and playground for Sydney, as well as a 
national responsibility in view of its world heritage status, may be putting an unfair 
burden on the local community in undertaking this responsibility. What avenues are there 
to broaden that burden to include state and federal government?. 
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CREATING ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITY 
 
Both the reporting groups from this workshop stressed the over-riding importance of the 
Blue Mountains environment in programs for the stimulation and promotion of economic 
activity. For me this was a heartening sign that the imperatives of environmental 
management are not necessarily seen, at least by local actors and managers, as tradable 
quantities for economic development (as they are, unfortunately, so seen in much 
economic literature and political rhetoric). The dependence of the economic base of the 
Blue Mountains City on the integrity of the natural environment was clearly recognised 
in the workshop. 
 
The first of the reporting groups tended to present an optimistic scenario for the City, but 
with some qualifications: 

·  The group envisaged a community of energy and activity, but one with an impact 
that rested lightly on the environment. 

·  Environmental responsibility in development was seen as a community priority 
·  The group saw a population 'cap' as desirable but questioned how this could be 

achieved without resulting in economic decline and community decay. 
·  Inclusiveness and diversity in the community was seen as an important ingredient 

of community cohesion, but it was hard to see how this might be retained in the 
context of a static population. 

·  Home-based business and work was seen as an important component of local 
employment and requiring flexible planning regulation to deal with it. 

·  The individual character of the urban villages in the Mountains would be 
important in the community image and for retaining tourism-based industry and 
other employment. 

 
The second group raised much the same issues but also made these further points: 

·  The need to get the maximum potential out of the tourist industry. At present 
many visitors simply pass through the area as part of package tour or day trip 
arrangements and actually inject little into local industry or employment. The 
local community is responsible for maintenance of the visitor amenities but get 
little return from these. 

·  As accommodation costs - of purchasing or renting housing - rise in the area there 
is a threat of loss of social diversity in the community. 

·  Gentrification and stagnation of population levels could lead to social, cultural 
and economic imbalance in the community. A community without vitality loses 
the will to manage itself well. 

·  The necessity for environmental emphasis on all Blue Mountains economic 
activity could be seen as a positive: the area could become an international centre 
of excellence for environmental management (The group discussed the 
possibilities of a tourist spin-off from this with an 'environmental theme park') 
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The Blue Mountains City Strategy, while initially conceived as a support for the decision 
making processes of the Blue Mountains City Council, should also be a document that 
can help all citizens and entrepreneurs envisage their own future in the opportunities that 
the City provides while ensuring that their actions and projects contribute to the 
sustainability of the City's environment. The actions of all should leave the community 
and its environment at least as healthy as they found it. This does not preclude actions 
and projects which are capable of returning attractive economic dividends. Nor need it 
preclude the prospect of continuing reasonable growth in the population and employment 
prospects of the city.  
 
To some extent what may be tradable is one form of environmental pressure for another. 
If the community, in common with the rest of Australia, continues to become more car 
dependent then the sustainable level of population may be not much more than the 
present population (indeed it may well be less than the current level of population). On 
the other hand, if the community is successful in reducing its level of car dependence 
then it may well be able to support a considerably higher population than it does currently 
but with less impact on the environment. 
 
The task, in preparing the strategy, is to account for the needs not only of the current 
community of the Blue Mountains, though many members of that community will still be 
residents at the end of the strategy time-frame, but also the residents of five, ten, fifteen 
and twenty years time. Consultation with the community is imperative, but how can the 
needs of the present community be balanced against those of the future communities? In 
some parts of the Blue Mountains, for example, there is reasonably passionate local 
opposition to economic development in the form of further building or subdivision, 
grounded in the desire to protect and preserve the environment. This opposition is often 
enough expressed in the sentiment, 'the place is big enough already we do not want it to 
grow any more', or, 'we came here to escape the overcrowding of the city'. In some cases 
the opposition may be focussed of any proposals for housing styles other than the 
traditional bungalow on its 'quarter-acre block'.  
 
This sort of opposition has been characteristic of the community since at least the late 
1960s, and represents a desire for a quality of life and peacefulness within the natural 
environment that deserves consideration. However, without a viable means of earning a 
living, people will lose the strength of their commitment to environmental conservation. 
Responsible economic development is part of the sustainability equation, and appropriate 
development may well take forms that future communities would welcome while current 
communities might oppose. 
 
The problem of finding employment opportunities for the young has been characteristic 
of the Blue Mountains as long as I can remember. In the 1950s and 60s the community 
placed its faith in the attraction of manufacturing industry and factory work. A few small 
enterprises were indeed attracted to the Mountains (including David Jones clothing 
factory in Main Street Katoomba) with a promotional effort disproportionate to the 
outcome, but they hardly affected the magnitude of the problem: the young people almost 
all eventually moved away for education and employment. Some, like myself in 1967 
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(and my daughter currently) returned to the Mountains to live, but most settled elsewhere 
to find their opportunities.  
 
As families moved away they were, to some extent, replaced by other families, but 
mostly the children moved and the parents stayed leaving a prosperous but ageing 
population. The statistics displayed at the workshop clearly showed the ageing and 
consequent decline of population in the Glenbrook-Blaxland area. This wave is likely to 
move to the Springwood, Central Mountains and Upper Mountains area within the time-
frame of the Strategy. The problem of finding educational and employment opportunities 
for the young will not entirely disappear with this ageing process because the 
demographic cycle will eventually return as housing stock suitable for families becomes 
available.  
 
There are, however two somewhat conflicting trends which will make the future of 
family life in the Blue Mountains quite different from what it was in the past. In the first 
place, the formation of families in Australian society as a whole has dramatically 
declined over the past three decades and seems likely to continue to do so. Within the 
Blue Mountains in the time frame of the study a relative surplus of housing stock suitable 
for families might arise, and property owners will be competing with a similar surplus 
elsewhere in the metropolitan area when they wish to sell . This could conceivably lead to 
a stabilisation of house prices, and even potentially a fall. The second trend, 
counteracting this, is gentrification. The environment of the Blue Mountains may be so 
attractive and the housing market so small relative to the total metropolitan market, that 
available housing stock constitutes a seller's market and commands a premium. In this 
scenario family housing stock will be occupied by households with few or no children. 
 
Both of the discussion groups raised this issue of gentrification. The possibility that rising 
property prices and rentals will force out poorer residents who contribute much to the 
character and diversity of the City appears a very real one. Already there is a westward 
movement of people to Lithgow where housing is more affordable. A wealthy, 
homogeneous, and self-satisfied community might initially be seen to have its attractions: 
Council will raise more rate revenues; there will be a strong focus on environmental 
protection; the community, being middle class, middle aged, wealthy and articulate, will 
have the political clout to get what it wants; and the population will stabilise. 
 
In the long run, however, such a community is inherently unstable. As its already middle 
aged population becomes old the community itself loses its vitality and raison d'être, 
becomes out of vogue, and no longer attracts the wealthy middle class cohort that 
replaces it. It becomes more dependent, but unable to attract the health and service 
workers to support that dependence. Whereas in the metropolitan area genteel decline in 
original gentrified suburbs is complemented by gentrification of other districts, and 
service workers are reasonably to hand from other parts of the city, in the Blue Mountains 
the cycle of rise and decline would be more exaggerated because of relative isolation. 
Indeed Katoomba and the Upper Mountains are just recovering from what has in effect 
been a fifty year cycle of such decline, as tourist 'trendies' deserted the Mountains for the 
coast in the decades immediately after World War 2. 
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Discussion in virtually all of the workshops seemed to confirm a current trend towards 
gentrification and decline in the affordability of housing in the Blue Mountains. Does this 
trend point towards the necessity for countervailing policies encouraging development of 
different housing styles, intensification of use of increasingly valuable residential land 
and flexible mixed use land use regulation? 
 
Employment opportunities can arise in new ways. Both discussion groups talked about 
the possibility of home-based work and telecommuting. These are growing sectors of the 
employment market which attract enterprising and established, but young, individuals. 
Telecommuting, consulting and the like have the potential to provide just the sort of work 
that is compatible with the protection of the Blue Mountains environment. Nevertheless, 
accommodation of such working and living styles will require flexible approaches 
towards the regulation of land use, and those changes may well meet opposition within 
the existing community. 
 
Discussion groups also raised the point that there is a perception that the Blue Mountains 
City Council is antagonistic towards developers in the implementation of development 
control. While there was general agreement that this perception appeared to be changing, 
it might point towards a need for the planning process to be more open, clearer in its 
stated objectives, and flexible in its interpretation. Although the fullest priority must be 
given to environmental management and protection, this does not necessarily mean a 
hostility towards development. Indeed a friendly and diplomatic approach to 
development control may help train the development industry to set its environmental 
sights higher: after all, environmentally friendly residences and workplaces are probably 
what the customer will be seeking and therefore good business for the developer. 
 
Much discussion focussed on the tourist industry and its implications for both 
environmental protection and economic growth. It should be remembered that tourism is 
primarily the industry of the Upper Mountains, From Wentworth Falls westward. While 
the Lower and Central Mountains from Lapstone to Bullaburra adjoin the Blue 
Mountains National Park, and also possess many charming natural attractions, these areas 
in fact have very little tourist infrastructure and derive relatively little benefit from the 
tourist industry per se. They are essentially residential suburbs with economies firmly 
based on the employment opportunities of the general Sydney metropolitan area The Blue 
Labyrinth and eastern Grose Valley sections of the Blue Mountains National Park 
constitute  a popular and important recreational resource for the Sydney area, but the day 
walkers they attract contribute relatively little to the City's economy. The contrast 
between the 'suburban' Lower Mountains and the 'touristy' Upper Mountains has long 
been part of the characteristic image that residents of the City have of their area, and with 
good reason. 
 
There is also an impression that tourist industry operators in the City are complacent, and 
even backward-looking. Katoomba, for example, projects itself to the visitor as the resort 
of the early twentieth century. Wherever one goes in the bars, restaurants and guest 
houses one is confronted by lovely black and white photographs of Katoomba in the 
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years from 1900 to the early 1930s which was certainly the time when it was a trendy 
resort. Nostalgia seems to be an important ingredient of the selling formula: the city 
appeals to people (such as this author!) who have fond memories of childhood, when they 
travelled to Katoomba (or Leura or Blackheath or Mount Victoria) on the train, stayed in 
a great guesthouse or a rented cottage, walked the Federal Pass (or whatever) and caught 
Dind's tourist bus to Jenolan Caves. Even in the years immediately after World War 2, 
when the Katoomba tourist industry was collapsing as people deserted the Mountains for 
the beach, the industry was already projecting that 'old days' image and selling itself 
short. The problem of lack of vision is certainly not a new one! 
 
Notwithstanding the powerful appeal of that image, which has resulted in the renovation 
and recommissioning of many of the old guesthouses, and the flourishing of little 
restaurants and galleries, the focus on the 'golden age' and nostalgia has a built-in time-
bomb: the nostalgia of the up and coming baby-boomer retirees lies in the beach! 
Without disturbing what is good in the current tourist infrastructure of the Upper 
Mountains, there needs to be a stronger orientation towards the future by industry 
operators. With its proximity and ease of access to Sydney, and its well-deserved world 
heritage status the Blue Mountains City is well placed to sell itself to international 
visitors. It will, however, without any compromise on protection of the environment, 
have to provide such visitors with the experiences they are seeking to entice them to stay 
within the region.  
 
This is paradoxical as the Blue Mountains has long been recognised as a place with a 
strong cultural heritage where artists and performers of all kinds flourish. Currently there 
is little more to do when one returns from an invigorating day's walk than to sit around 
the log fire and  consume Devonshire tea in the time honoured tradition. There is a 
handful of well recognised restaurants, some interesting coffee shops, and one or two 
interesting bookshops. There seems to be little in the way of theatre, cinema (apart from 
"The Edge"), live performance of all genres — the sorts of urban activities that visitors 
seek from their resorts. Hastings Street, Noosa, or Cavill Avenue, Surfers Paradise, may 
not necessarily appeal as models, but they retain a vitality that is an integral part of their 
success as tourist haunts. Certainly the focus of Blue Mountains tourism is the 
magnificent environment, the bushwalking, the peace and the grandeur of the cliffs, but if 
that is all that is on offer then the bushwalkers will disappear straight from their cars or 
the train into the bush and the casual sightseers will be content with a 30 minute stop at 
Echo point before returning for the nightlife at Bondi or Kings Cross. 
 
There has been progress. I was surprised myself to learn from the displayed statistics that 
the winter is the most popular tourist season. Fifty years ago summer and school holidays 
were just about the total of the tourist season. If people can be persuaded to come up to 
the Blue Mountains in the winter it should not be a huge task to persuade visitors to come 
in the spring and autumn when the weather is mostly ideal for enjoyment of the 
environment. Whatever may be one's views on the architecture and siting of Fairmont 
and Lilianfels resorts, their investors had considerable faith in their ability to attract 
wealthy visitors to stay over in the Blue Mountains. Such establishments provide the 
fashion leadership that can transform the landscape of visitation which benefits all 
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tourism operators in the region. Only a very tiny proportion of the accommodation at the 
Gold Coast, Sunshine Coast, Honolulu, Nice or Tusayan (Grand Canyon, Arizona) is 
five-star, but the five star houses somehow establish the image that attracts the tourists to 
stay once they have engaged with the natural environment that was the prime attraction. 
Of course such establishments, operated by international franchises, are not particularly 
good at returning income into the local community, but they spin off business to 
establishments that do. 
 
Naturally the purist will view the development of artificial tourist facilities with some 
distaste, but these can actually assist in protection of the natural environment. It is 
possible to 'love to death' sensitive natural environments like many of those encountered 
in the Blue Mountains. There may well be a natural limit — or carrying capacity — of 
the environment to accept visitors. This capacity depends very much on the sort of 
experience people are seeking. To meet one or two other walkers in the wilderness is, for 
some, profoundly affecting the experience they came for in an adverse way. Even modest 
levels of visitation can deeply disturb certain natural ecosystems: in the Blue Gum Forest, 
camping (in what is otherwise the ideal camping spot) has been banned for over twenty 
years because over-use was adversely impacting on both the environment and on the 
leisure experience. There are thus limits upon the extent to which use of the natural 
environment of the Blue Mountains can be promoted for tourism. In this context, visitors 
who enjoy the view from Echo Point, or the gentle walk around the Prince Henry Cliff 
walk, and who never venture into the real wilderness, but stay on for the entertainment 
and nightlife are doing both the environment and the community a favour. 
 
One of the discussion groups, not entirely tongue in cheek, mentioned as a possibility the 
development of an environmental management theme park as a potential attractor of 
visitors to the area. In association with the idea that the Blue Mountains had potential for 
attaining recognition as a centre of knowledge and excellence in environmental 
management this proposal would have possibilities. There is, nevertheless, a rather 
unfortunate history of rather gaudy theme-park-like development proposals in the Blue 
Mountains, including the former motor racing circuit at Catalina Park Katoomba, (which 
was originally proposed to surround a large artificial lake with sand imported to give 
Katoomba a beach!) and a woolshed/ country music centre in Blaxland. The Scenic 
Railway, originally the coal haulage apparatus from the Katoomba colliery, was a 
brilliant entrepreneurial idea which has proven extremely popular, but the development of 
the Scenic Railway/ Skyway complex has been very poorly done and has become 
increasingly environmentally intrusive. While not closing minds to original ideas, the 
City's managers should be wary of 'one hit' ideas that purport to transform the tourist, 
economic or environmental scene in the area. Genuine progress towards environmental, 
social and economic goals is more likely to come from a steady stream of well-
considered and small-scale projects than any dramatic large hits. 
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IN SUMMARY 
The creation of economic opportunity within the rigorous environmental constraints 
imposed by the Blue Mountains will depend very heavily on the type of community that 
eventuates. The environment and climate which attracts people is already there. Whether 
the area can develop in an effective way will depend heavily upon its social capital. 
Social capital is constituted of the facilities, institutions, good will and people that bring 
the population of the City together to work well as a community. Good social capital 
creates places which are good to live in. A place that is good to live in (and which also 
has the scenic and environmental assets of the Blue Mountains) will also be attractive to 
visitors. There is also a strong relationship between social capital, cultural activity, and 
the powerful and intellectually stimulating influence of the natural environment. All these 
are in turn critically important to the formation or attraction of economic capital that 
provides employment and opportunity. 
 
 

STRENGTHENING AND SUSTAINING OUR ECONOMY 
 
This workshop session was well attended and three discussion groups were formed. 
Many of the issues raised in earlier sessions were raised again here, from a different 
perspective. This was one of the objectives of the workshops, so it was heartening to see 
that cross-fertilisation of ideas between the workshops was in fact being achieved. 
 
I was surprised that none of the three reporting groups tried to define what the terms 
'sustainable' and 'sustainability meant to them. Indeed, despite the use of the term in the 
title of the workshop, it was hardly mentioned in reporting, Nevertheless, there was a 
sense of threat to both the natural and social environments of the Blue Mountains 
emerging from their reports. 
 
Group 1 raised the following issues as matters impacting upon the community and 
environment: 
 

·  World heritage listing as imposing additional constraints on territorial 
expansion of urban land uses 

·  Environmental concerns placing constraints on the development of tourism 
and tourist infrastructure 

·  Increasing tensions between the community and developers 
·  The impact of home-based employment 
·  Gentrification 
·  Ageing demographics of the population 
·  Need for greater diversity in housing choice 
·  A need to promote cultural activities in tourism as a supplement to the 

environmental attractions of the City. 
 
Group 2 raised much the same issues, but also mentioned two further issues which 
impacted, or were likely to impact on the community in the time-frame of the City 
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Strategy. The first of these was the impact on the highway 'improvements' in dividing  
communities along the main ridge. The second was a perception of increased crime 
within the Blue Mountains and the need for safety-directed management in planning 
policy. 
 
Group 3 also covered most of the issues raised by Group 1. This group pointed out the 
economic importance of the commuting ties with the rest of the Sydney Metropolitan 
Area and the Sydney economy. They raised also the difficulty of attracting appropriate 
light industry which has long been a problem for balancing employment opportunities 
within the Blue Mountains. 
 
The key issues which clearly concerned all of the groups were those relating to 
demographic change, the emergence of gentrification, and the problems of developing the 
employment base which will help to maintain a demographically stable community. 
These were seen in the context of management and preserving the unique natural 
environment of the city, especially in light of the constraints which world heritage status 
of the national parks will have on urban development. 
 
Local employment is a major key to retaining a stable community and this is in turn the 
key to community development within an environmentally sustainable framework. Too 
often, however, efforts to build an employment base are focussed on 'attracting' industry 
(especially light manufacturing, or perhaps in its 21st century version, 'Silicon Valley' 
style firms) rather than 'growing' it. Growing of industry requires an appropriate resource 
base, an ability to provide useful work across a wide spectrum of abilities (i.e. from 
unskilled work through trades to commercial professional and executive work) and 
commitment to the long term, including development of the full spectrum of educational 
and training opportunities locally. The 'resource base' does not have to be something 
physical: by virtue of its attractiveness as a place to live as well as its proximity to 
Sydney, the Blue Mountains, like other physically attractive places (including Silicon 
Valley in the San Francisco Bay metropolitan region) is well placed to retain its 'human 
capital. This does, however, require a vital, tolerant and diverse community, and one 
which is seen by its residents as continuing to expand if not in population at least in 
opportunity and lifestyle quality.  
 
I was impressed by the strength of concern shown by all groups for the problems of 
young people. Employment and entertainment seem to loom particularly large in the way 
Council staff see community issues. Vandalism and graffiti was raised in discussion of 
group reports as well as in the 'now' session. The problem may be at least partly one of 
tolerance (or lack of same) of children and young people in a place where the population 
is ageing. Is 'hanging out' by teenagers really a threat to the community and a sign of 
impending crime? Does it really matter that the 'town hall steps' (used here in a 
metaphorical sense for any public place) are ideally designed for youths to demonstrate 
their skills and tricks on skateboards?. What lies behind the concerns, among other 
things, is the lack of employment opportunity the community provides for young people 
and the inevitability of the need for them to move away from the area. It is also a major 
concern that there are insufficient social links and facilities for the young. Two cinemas 
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have remained essentially unused at the top of Katoomba Street for the best part of four 
decades, yet there seems to be a dearth of appropriate entertainment in the City, 
notwithstanding that it is a major tourist destination. The problem of keeping young 
people suitably occupied is not a new one for the Blue Mountains: It was as much a 
concern in the 1950s. 
 
It was noticeable that the group discussions focussed on youth problems but omitted any 
mention of younger children and their needs in the community. This is no doubt because 
teenagers are perceived as a 'problem' in some way to adult members of the community 
whereas children are not. It is also assumed that parents and other adults, such as 
teachers, are able to advocate on behalf of children. This is not necessarily the case and 
children, like all other groups in the community deserve to be consulted directly about 
their needs. It is not easy to do so: there are diverse and complex ethical and 
methodological problems to be resolved to ensure effective consultation, but it is possible 
to involve children as young as seven or eight in the consultation process. 
 
While consultation with all groups is important in planning, the results of consultation 
may distort our vision of the future and bias it towards continuation of the present. In a 
sense the community subject of the City Strategy is that emerging throughout the time-
frame of the strategy. While it will include many members of the current community it 
will also include many people who are not currently community members, some of whom 
have not even been born. It is the people of the community of 2020 that will, we hope, 
enjoy an environment free of degradation that the community of 2001 passes on to them. 
They will need the facilities, jobs, housing stock and transport systems that we are 
currently developing for them through our planning and decision making. We cannot 
consult them, but they are dependent on the outcomes of our decision-making. How do 
we balance between the environment desired by the current community and that needed 
by the future community? 
 
Related to the problem of basing future provision on current perception of needs is the 
phenomenon of 'serial demographics'. If a community is fairly homogeneous in its 
demographic structure it will change in a rather different way from one which is fairly 
diverse. 'Serial demographics' can lead to planning solutions always lagging behind the 
community's need: by the time a problem occasioned by a bulge of population in a 
narrow age-group span has been recognised and resolved, a new one has arisen because 
the same age group cohort now has different needs. Clearly seen in Canberra, this 
phenomenon also appears to be present in the Blue Mountains, particularly in the Lower 
Mountains.  
 
For example, in the late 1960s Glenbrook and Blaxland were primarily commuter 
suburbs inhabited in the main by young adults with infant children. Pressure was on 
provision of facilities for such a population. By the late 1970s a new high school was 
required in the area but primary school enrolments stabilised and even fell. By the 1990s 
the children had grown up and moved away leaving their parents, now in late middle age. 
These trends are reflected in the population statistics for the Lower Mountains displayed 
at the workshops. They are likely to move through Springwood and the Central 
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Mountains like a wave, echoing the original demographic 'bulge' as the commuter belt 
spread further west, consequent on improvement of frequency of rail services. There are 
strong links between demographics and leisure facilities as well as demographics and 
transport needs. 
 
Where a community is demographically stable — that is, while its composition of 
individuals inevitably changes, the proportion of different age groups remains reasonably 
constant — this problem of chasing a demographic bulge (or constriction) does not arise. 
Nevertheless, to achieve such stability the community itself must change its character. It 
must promote appropriate employment for all age groups and in a wide range of 
occupations. It must contain the full spectrum of education from pre-school to post-
graduate tertiary. It must provide a wide range of leisure and entertainment activities, and 
it must provide building stock to accommodate a wide range of housing and employment 
choices.  
 
A community wedded to the idea of the garden suburb consisting almost entirely of 
detached houses on single allotments will have difficulty adjusting to the imperatives of 
the stable demographic community. The latter requires innovative approaches to land use 
zoning and management, including mixture of residential and occupational (industrial) 
uses and tolerance of a wide choice of housing styles. Transport is also an issue: car-
dependent residential areas encourage demographic homogeneity. Demographically 
stable communities by and large demand genuine public transport and 'green transport' 
(walking, possibly cycling) options and these in turn tend to require more compact 
communities for economic viability. 
 
The phenomenon of gentrification, touched on by all reporting groups, also tends, 
because of lack of affordable housing for lower income groups, towards demographically 
homogeneous communities. As argued in 6.12 above, gentrified communities are 
inherently unstable because of this homogeneity. 
 
While the sorts of communities likely to be robust in their opportunities yet 
environmentally sustainable may be very different in built form from the leafy bush 
suburbs seen by many as the past, present and future of the Blue Mountains, this does not 
necessarily disqualify them as inappropriate development in the world heritage area. 
Indeed there are examples of very 'urban' built form within the Blue Mountains towns 
inherited from the past which are important in the cultural heritage of the City. The 
'cityscape' of Katoomba, as seen from Leura, with its three and four storey guest houses 
and flats from the 1920s and 1930s gives the town a character that is unique in Australia. 
Similarly the cluster of buildings along Leura Mall, viewed from Katoomba constitute a 
charming hilltop village. Springwood CBD, on its narrow ridgetop, as viewed from 
'Weemala' just west of Faulconbridge is an 'urban', but not a discordant, element in the 
landscape. 
 
However, it is not just physical form, transport options or land use policies that will 
constitute a vital, demographically stable, and environmentally sustainable community in 
the Blue Mountains. The City and its constituent 'towns' and 'villages' needs to be a 
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genuine community, implying a level of citizen identification that generates a willingness 
to come together and work cooperatively. As several of the workshops discussed, this is 
already seen as a characteristic of the Blue Mountains, but one which is threatened by the 
way the City has been developing for fifty years or more. 'We do not just want to be 
another anonymous suburb of Sydney' is a commonly heard comment of citizens, 
implying that they see their community as both important yet also under threat. 
 
What actions or activities can genuinely bring the community together? Unfortunately, 
such is human nature that community cooperation is more often seen in the face of threat 
or disaster than in the pursuit of economic betterment. However, the consequences of 
some present trends in development of the Blue Mountains may well be seen as just the 
sort of threat that brings the community together. A (hypothetical!) precipitate policy on 
the part of the Council to rezone all residential areas for medium density development 
would surely unite the community, but would the traffic increase on the Great Western 
Highway consequent upon a (hypothetical again!) upgrading of the highway to freeway 
standard be clearly seen by the community as a similar kind of threat to the lifestyle they 
value. The threat and its consequence must both be clearly seen to bring about the desired 
sense of community. Is the protection and preservation of the Blue Mountains 
environment a sufficient force for unity? The City Strategy must be able to identify what 
development will, and what will not, threaten that environment. 
 
A good example of a threat that is well recognised, if not well understood, and which 
applies to the whole Blue Mountains community is that of bushfire. The ways in which 
bush fire awareness is communicated to households, and the way in which individual 
householders are involved in mitigation of the threat is an example of a means to 
genuinely bring the community together to solve a genuine problem. Maybe in the 
consultation process for the City Strategy and in its implementation there are parallels.  
 
IN SUMMARY 
Change is universal and inevitable. The community, or communities, of the Blue 
Mountains will, like all communities throughout the world, change between now and 
2020. Some aspects of change will be seen by today's community as beneficial, some 
benign or neutral, and some adverse. The people of 2020 will look on the changes that we 
are trying to anticipate as history. Will they thank us for our foresight or curse us for our 
meddling (or neglect!). The relationship between protecting the natural and cultural 
environment of the Blue Mountains and promoting economic development should not be 
seen as the classical 'trade-off' ( sacrificing something of one to achieve improvement in 
the other) portrayed in textbooks on environmental economics, but rather as a symbiosis 
where one aspect is dependent upon the other for protection or improvement. 
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MANAGING GROWTH AND DEVELOPMENT 
 
In this, the fifth of the workshops, many of the themes emerging had already been voiced 
in the first four. The main points emphasised by both of the discussion groups were 
environmental management, problems arising from an ageing population, opportunities 
for home-working , and issues, both positive and negative arising from the consequences 
of gentrification. 
 
The first reporting group worked in a lateral way to discuss the issues. Firstly they lined 
up the main matters of concern: 
 

·  The dynamics of demographic trends and consequent changes in urban 
character 

·  Affordability of housing 
·  Employment link with education levels and occupation of the Blue Mountains 

labour force 
·  Building industry decline as physical land availability peters out 
·  Potential to attract light clean industry (what community ever wants to attract 

heavy dirty industry?) 
·  Environmental constraints imposed by topography and bushfire hazard 

 
The group then proceeded to describe the sort of community they saw evolving within 
these constraints. They envisaged a gentrified, homogeneous, wealthy, complacent, 
ageing and declining population and the rather staid community of declining vitality that 
would go with all of these things. The presentation was in fact a brilliant caricature that 
followed the consequences of implementation of the many things which the current 
community was asking of its various levels of government. If this was not the sort of 
place we want for the Blue Mountains, the group concluded, what are the alternatives? 
Clearly implied was the idea that to really effect change towards a desirable future the 
City Strategy should include ideas and suggestions that might not immediately bee seen 
as popular with the existing community. 
 
The second group was more vertical and sequential in its thinking, looking at the issues 
from both sides and seeing both positives and negatives: 
 

·  The group shared the concerns of the first group about rising housing costs and 
gentrification, but saw advantages also from a well educated and entrepreneurial 
community that would result from the gentrification process 

·  The group recognised the outflow of young people from the area but saw that this 
could be balanced by the increase in opportunities for working at home. 

·  The group saw the need for presence of a tertiary education presence in the Blue 
Mountains: existing metropolitan university campuses, or Charles Sturt at 
Bathurst were not seen as 'local' but rather remote. 

·  As the population of the area aged it would lose much of its current mobility and 
the impact of loss of access to shopping, health and other services would be felt. 
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·  Decline in building activity on 'green-field' sites could be compensated by 
increase in redevelopment activity and alterations and additions to existing 
buildings. 

 
What was evident from both groups was the notion the current trends of development in 
the Blue Mountains, notwithstanding the superb natural environment as recognised in 
world heritage status, were pointing towards a somewhat stagnant and not very attractive 
social environment within the City. Its people might be relatively wealthy on the whole 
(though there would still be pockets of hardship in several centres), but there would be 
relatively little in the way of economic opportunity and young people, as has been the 
case for more than 50 years, would be driven away. This would sap at the vitality of the 
community and this in turn, by focussing political attention on declining economic 
opportunity, could threaten environmental management goals.   
 
Indeed if there was a focal issue raised by these discussions, this related to the rather 
nebulous concept of 'spirit of community'. The Blue Mountains has long had a reputation 
for being a friendly place to live. It was a place where neighbours knew each other, where 
even regular commuters on the train knew each other on first name terms (and railway 
staff knew them) where community spirit and volunteerism flourished. There was also a 
concern that, with increasing urbanisation, this special character of place was in decline 
and the villages were becoming 'just another suburb' (as participants put it, echoing a 
frequent comment within the community itself). 
 
This decline in community spirit tended to be identified with population growth and 
development and was also related to physical issues such as the decline of urban quality, 
especially seen from the Great Western Highway, that accompanied development. There 
was seemingly a resigned acceptance in the discussion groups of the notion that although 
growth and development compromised environmental quality in many ways, it was an 
inevitable process. There was a consensus that you cannot stop population growth. 
 
In fact population decline is common enough in cities and regions in all western societies 
and is likely to become a  more general phenomenon, at national level, with ageing 
populations and declining birth rates. What has been true so far in the history of the 
industrial revolution is that population decline is almost invariably either a cause or a 
consequence of economic decline. The two have become linked in the minds of most 
economists and planners to the extent that it is difficult to even envisage a community 
which maintains a stable or declining population yet increasing economic growth. If a 
place has economic or environmental advantages then the usual regional planning models 
assume an inflow of entrepreneurs, and people generally, to exploit these and this leads to 
development and economic growth. Thus a 'healthy' community is identified with a 
'growing' community, where growth is measured by increase in income per capita, or 
more usually by increase in population. 
 
This simple model is a flawed one, however, and is discordant with the notion of 
ecological sustainability. At the global level it is generally recognised that population 
growth cannot be maintained indefinitely, indeed many will argue that the current level of 
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population is already beyond ecologically sustainable levels for the planet as a whole. It 
is difficult, however, to translate this general proposition to regional or local terms. 
Business finds it difficult to envisage investment in communities that are not growing in 
disposable income per capita, especially if the population base is declining.  
 
Gentrification is seemingly, therefore, a rather attractive short-term option. It replaces a 
population, perhaps with fewer people, but those people have a considerable degree of 
spending power and therefore the ability to stimulate new business opportunities. Even in 
its own terms, this argument does not necessarily hold up. Wealthy households do not 
necessarily spend their money locally: much may be invested while discretionary 
spending is more than proportionally spent on things, such as travel, which do not return 
to the local community. Also, as pointed out in 6.12 above, gentrified communities tend 
to be relatively unstable in the long term.   
 
Nevertheless, it is possible to envisage communities which are neither adding to their 
populations nor to their average incomes, yet are vital and attractive places to live. It is 
possible, for example, to forfeit economic rewards for social, spiritual or aesthetic 
benefits. Artists — musicians, painters, sculptors, poets, and writers — are well known 
for their ability to live on the proverbial shoestring in pursuit of their muse. Athletes, 
scientists, mountaineers, adventurers and many others of their ilk similarly pursue non-
economic goals. Communities with significant proportions of such people as residents 
often have an unusual vitality, without necessarily being either wealthy or growing: 
indeed the very attraction of such places can be their peaceful stasis and demonstrable 
symbiosis with their physical environment.  
 
Constraints on population growth are far more commonly economic than physical. Rarely 
is city growth halted because the city has run out of land: Hong Kong, with its very 
restricted land area occupies less than one tenth of the total land area occupied by 
Sydney, yet has twice the population. Nevertheless, from the days of the Cumberland 
County Plan for Sydney the notion that physical land supply in the metropolis is 
restricted has been a basic assumption in metropolitan planning. From its population of 
1.5 million at the instigation of that plan with its proposed green belt to restrict urban 
growth, Sydney has grown through 2.6 million at the preparation of the Sydney Region 
Outline Plan to something like 4 million today (through Sydney into its Third Century 
and the most recent plan) without significant increase in urban density overall, and with 
relatively little change in the preferred housing form for most of its population. Apparent 
shortage of suitable developable land has hardly affected growth, development or housing 
choice. Social factors such as smaller families, occupation, status, and choice of inner-
city lifestyle and choice of dominant transport mode may eventually be far more 
important in determining the form of the city than land supply. 
 
The Blue Mountains, however, may be a special case. Constrained by its boundary with 
the national park, and by the scientific and cultural importance of its bushland 
environments, the City genuinely does have a very small supply of buildable land that is 
rapidly being consumed. The building approval figures for the City in recent years 
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displayed at the workshop clearly show a dramatic decline in new building approvals and 
much of this is due to shortage of available land, particularly for residential development.  
 
None of this means that growth of population will stop in the face of diminishing land 
supply, nor even that it is desirable that such growth should stop. It is, of course, possible 
that the attraction of the Blue Mountains as a living area is primarily the availability of 
detached houses on large blocks within or close to natural bushland, and that as the 
supply of such blocks dries up then the pace of development will slow down, perhaps 
stop, and even reverse. Just as likely, the attractiveness of the environment will transcend 
the housing choice: people will want to live in the Blue Mountains first, and secondly in a 
house if they can afford one there. If not they will settle for some other housing style. 
Already there is pressure for resubdivision of existing allotments which may herald a 
change in housing style preference in the face of diminishing land supply. 
 
Increasing density of built form, and increasing proportion of other than traditional 
housing styles in the overall housing stock may not appeal to existing residents of the 
area, but within the time frame of the City Strategy this may become a logical 
development. Certainly ideas on suitable urban form for the Blue Mountains have been 
different in the past, as exemplified by the 1920s style multi storey flats and guest houses 
that are part of central Katoomba.  
 
On the other hand, 'character' is something that is very tangible about urban development 
in the Blue Mountains, and each town and village has a particular character that 
distinguishes it from its neighbour. The five Upper Mountains towns of Mount Victoria, 
Blackheath, Katoomba, Leura and Wentworth falls demonstrate this point very clearly, 
but it is equally true of Glenbrook, Blaxland, Mount Riverview, Winmalee and 
Springwood. Urban development and urban design policies for each town will need to 
recognise the inherent sense of place of each village. New development will need to be 
carefully considered for its relevance and compatibility with what is already there. A 
blanket 'medium density' housing regulation for the whole of the Blue Mountains would 
be an  inappropriate planning tool, for example. Place-management as distinct from land 
use management will be an important part of planning instruments springing from the 
City Strategy. 
 
In considering the intensification of development in suitable parts of the City the 
available water supply, sewerage, electrical services road networks and public transport 
access will be critical. Is there capacity in existing systems to support such development? 
Alternatively the question may be asked: once investment has been made in new 
infrastructure to replace ageing or faulty systems how should the costs of renewal be 
shared/ One answer is in intensification of development so that costs are shared by more 
households. Diversion of the Upper Mountains sewerage system is a case in point. The 
investment was mostly justified by the need to protect the water catchment for the 
Sydney metropolitan region, but once in place there is an imperative to ensure that the 
capacity of the system is efficiently used. 
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In referring to urban intensification above a distinction is made between intensity, of 
urban built form and population density. Increasing proportions of 'medium density' style 
housing will increase intensity of built form but will not necessarily lead to increasing 
population density. The occupancy rate of housing is critically important, and this 
depends upon family formation. The relationship between housing style and population 
density is not a direct one. Population might fall as much as rise from an increase in 
multi-family types of housing. 
 
Intensification of urban form, however, would lead to diminution of available private 
recreation space, especially in the form of backyards. This is turn will increase demand 
for public recreation space. The Blue Mountains is, by virtue of its environment, blessed 
with places for casual recreation such as walking and enjoying the bush, and the 
spontaneous play opportunities particularly demanded by children. Nevertheless there 
may well be need for places to jog, walk the dog, socialise in other than bushland settings 
and so forth. To some extent the design and management of residential streets can 
compensate for such places. Space for active sport and recreation, including good venues 
for spectator sport may be more difficult to provide and manage in sympathy with the 
natural environment, but they might also be a very important part of the City's social 
infrastructure. 
 
Intensification of urban form will not work well if the predominant means of transport is 
the private motor vehicle. If car ownership and use is to be similar in the Blue Mountains 
to anywhere else in the Sydney metropolitan region then increasing intensity of urban 
form will be accompanied by increasing congestion and deterioration of environmental 
quality in urban areas, and also will possibly increase, through urban runoff, risk to the 
natural environment. On the other hand, lifestyle trade-offs in the form of lower car 
dependence could allow more people to live in and visit the Blue Mountains and higher 
population (with that trade-off) could contribute to the diversity and vitality of the 
community. As set out in Section 4 above, the topography of the Blue Mountains makes 
the City well suited to alternatives to car transport. 
 
On the other hand, it is not possible to get rid of the car through regulation. The only 
successful way to reduce car dependence is to persuade people to think and act that way. 
The process of persuasion can be assisted by demand management, particularly in the 
rationing of roadspace (provision of which is the remit of government). Urban design can 
play a part in creating streets which are attractive for pedestrians (and cyclists who do not 
mind hills!), aesthetically pleasing, and which allow vehicular access while at the same 
time limiting traffic volumes. 
 
IN SUMMARY 
 
Much as the community reacts against the extreme prescriptions of so-called 'rational 
economics' we are all creatures of the market. The 'market', however, embraces broader 
political as well as purely economic forces. Our political and regulatory systems that lie 
behind planning depend on satisfying the requirements of the community (as individuals, 
families and associations). If we wish to produce desirable change for environmental 
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reasons then we have to engineer such change through market forces rather than 
primarily through law and regulation. If people in the community can accept the 
necessity of change and the reasons for it, then they will accept the laws and regulations, 
and specifically planning regulations, through which change is implemented. On the 
other hand if law and regulation moves ahead of community opinion and acceptance then 
the people will simply act politically to change the laws. If the actions of state or local  
government are perceived by the business community, and indeed the wider community, 
as hostile to development, they will also be seen as 'jobs hostile'. Government in these 
circumstances will be replaced, perhaps by one that is less sensitive to environmental 
concerns. 
 
 
 

SHAPING OUR IDENTITY AND IMAGE 
 
As explained in Section 2 above, I was present for the 'Now' section of this workshop but 
not for the reporting back of discussion groups. I prepared my discussion and summary 
for the workshop from notes made during the 'Now' session. In any case this was a 
somewhat different workshop from those preceding, and its content was fed in from all of 
those previous five workshops.  
 
I was pleased to see that participants made a clear distinction between 'image' and 
'identity': 

·  Image is the way others see us 
·  Identity is the way we see ourselves. 

 
The distinction is important. Image of the area is, of course important in attracting 
visitors and, initially at least, entrepreneurs. On the other hand, identity is the quality 
which helps place function as community. The Blue Mountains appears to me to wish to 
project a general image to the outside world, of an intelligent and creative community 
shaped by its unique natural environment. This positive image is to some extent 
counteracted by a less positive one of a rather old-fashioned society with very 'trad' 
values and not welcoming change. It is the place where grandpa and grandma spent their 
honeymoon and mum used to go on holidays when she was a little girl. The place doesn't 
exactly swing man! 
 
In addition to these over-arching images, there are individual and different images of the 
component towns and villages. Again these have both positive and negative connotations. 
Here are a few tongue-in-cheek examples: 
 

·  Glenbrook: the "village", as opposed to Blaxland the "suburb" 
·  Katoomba: The "town of the 1920s", or "oldies nostalgiaville". Hardly into the 

twentieth century, much less the twenty-first. 
·  Faulconbridge: "Village of political history" - though very little history 

actually happened there! 
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·  Mt Wilson: "A little bit of England". Scones, Devonshire tea and the blue-
rinse garden set. 

 
Overall, however, whatever the image of the City, the region is seen as a beautiful place 
with strong cultural and historical associations. World heritage status confirms its 
international scientific and cultural value. Pride in the environment is important in the 
community's identity. How fragile and/or vulnerable is the image and/or identity of the 
City? Does the quality of the natural environment simply transcend that of the City, so 
that people are pretty tolerant of poor urban design and management, or does the quality 
of the built form of the villages and towns comprising the city have to match that of the 
physical setting? 
 
For there is a considerable amount of ugliness in the artificial environments of the Blue 
Mountains, particularly in the view from the Highway. For visitors this can lead to a mis-
matching of expectations. Indeed, travellers through the Mountains who never leave the 
Highway may wonder just why the area had such a reputation for beauty. To some extent 
locals become blind to developmental ugliness because their everyday focus is on the 
smaller residential streets and the valleys and bushland that is their permanent backdrop. 
 
The view from the Highway is not, therefore, generally attractive, and is becoming less 
so with the constant upgrading works. This is largely because road travel focuses the gaze 
on the road ahead. The view from the railway, where the gaze is to the side and more 
distantly focussed is delightful and is much less changed by the developments of the past 
fifty years, despite the fact that railway and highway largely run side-by-side. Indeed the 
railway route is a largely undersold attraction for visitors. 
 
There are also conflicts between the image of the Mountains for visitors and the identity 
assumed by locals. For visitors, tracking from point to point on the tourist circuit the 
experience can be rather tacky, notwithstanding the superb scenery. Locals hardly notice 
the tourist infrastructure and can even be blasé about the superb scenic views from such 
places as Katoomba Street and Parke Street, Katoomba. Visitors may have the impression 
that the Blue Mountains burn fiercely in bushfires every summer while locals assume that 
they never burn. 
 
There are endemic tensions between tourists and locals in any tourist resort (and even in 
major cities, such as London or Paris, which are tourist destinations). Are these tensions 
more noticeable than usual in the Blue Mountains? Locals can be embarrassed by tacky 
attractions, organised tours and the poor taste of items sold at the numerous souvenir 
shops. Prices of food and other items tend to rise during holiday seasons. Tourists congest 
the roads at weekends. High concentrations of tourists in limited peak seasons force the 
provision of infrastructure which is expensive and under-used for much of the year. As at 
Echo Point, tourists flow through the area by their thousands every week on one-day 
packages which leave very little expenditure behind in the Blue Mountains, yet the visitor 
facilities necessary for them have to be provided by local government. Tourist 
infrastructure concentrates in particular key places and if the tourist industry is strong, 
such places become less desirable as residential areas. 
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Mostly these tensions are seen as inevitable, and their adverse impact is seen as minor 
compared with the benefits that the industry brings to the City. Good planning and 
management of the tourist infrastructure may, nevertheless, help to reduce them. 
 
There is a larger question that needs to be answered. Can mass tourism, with its 
consequent economic development destroy the qualities that caused the attraction in the 
first place? On the Queensland Gold Coast, for example, High rise flat development on 
the foredune has overshadowed the beach on winter afternoons and contributed to erosion 
of the beaches during storms. The sand at Surfers Paradise has to be trucked in to replace 
that lost, and the beach, the original natural attraction, is no longer a natural feature. How 
robust is the Blue Mountains environment in accommodating mass tourism? The tourist 
infrastructure of the region has changed surprisingly little over the past fifty years, 
despite enormous changes in the way the tourist industry operates.  
 
Apart from the area around the Scenic Railway/ Skyway complex, the natural attractions 
of the Blue Mountains are much the same, and in much the same condition as they were 
in the Edwardian Age. There have been two cycles of growth and decline since the 
beginning of the twentieth century - growth from the early 1900s into the 1920s, decline 
until World War II, growth during the war years and a long decline from the 1950s until 
the early 1990s from which the area is only now recovering. Is the current lift in tourist 
visitation and activity an ongoing trend or simply the echo of yet another such cycle? 
 
There is a striking deficiency in the City's tourist infrastructure: apart from log fires 
(perhaps a cause of winter air pollution!), and a handful of well-recognised restaurants 
there seems to be little to hold the visitor in the evening hours. Despite the tag, City of the 
Arts, and the undoubted plethora of creative and artistic people living in the City, the 
place does not exactly jump at night, even in the peak tourist seasons. How often does the 
Blue Mountains Symphony give concerts? (There is no Blue Mountains Symphony, do I 
here you say?). Where are all the discos and places to enjoy Rock, Jazz, Rap or 
whatever? Is 'the Edge' really the only cinema in the place? The Clarendon the only 
theatre? Are there any significant sporting events held in the Mountains? Does the place 
have to die between sunset and sunrise, except for the handful of hardy souls who go 
down to Echo Point to enjoy the Three Sisters by floodlight?  
 
In this respect the Blue Mountains has not reached previous peaks in its return to tourism 
prosperity. Up to the early years of the 1950s Katoomba was THE place to be to celebrate 
the new year, with crowds, floats fireworks etc. Granted that New Year's Eve is not a 
good time for fireworks because of bushfire risk, there is still perhaps much to be learned 
from the past in the entertainment of visitors, and much to be learned from the reasons 
why the tourists deserted the area in the 1950s (poor accommodation facilities, 
infrastructure not adapting to new lifestyle trends, rapacious exploitation of a captive 
market by tourism business operators during the war years, and simply the greater travel 
freedom which universal car ownership gave to post-war families). 
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IN SUMMARY 
 
Everything connected with either identity or image in the Blue Mountains is based in the 
natural environment. After a very rigorous process of submission, presentation and 
discussion to a worldly and somewhat sceptical Commission, the area has had world 
heritage status thrust upon it. There is no doubt that this is a genuine substrate of worth 
and whatever artificial infrastructure is used to promote healthy social and economic 
development in the City it must respect that environment. Nevertheless, without damage 
to that environment it is well possible to envisage measures in management of the urban 
areas which could make the community more friendly, more vital and ultimately more 
attractive to visitors and residents alike. 
 
 
 

SOME CONCLUDING COMMENTS 
 
Ideas emerging from the workshops were many and varied, but a handful of concerns 
dominated discussion: 
 

Environmental concerns 
·  The natural environment and its protection is the over-arching issue in 

planning and development of the city. How should this principle be 
incorporated into planning strategies and documents? 
 

·  What is the impact of world heritage declaration on the environmental 
responsibilities of federal, state and local governments, and on individual 
citizens? 
 

·  How can bushfire threat be mitigated? 
 

·  How can environmental impact of urban settlement be measured and 
managed? 

 
Population and development concerns 

·  Should population be permitted to grow, or should steps be taken (such as 
restriction on the availability of building land and on the types of 
allowable building) to curtail population growth? 

 
·  Is housing affordability, relative to the rest of the Sydney metropolitan 

area, increasing or decreasing? 
 

·  Does 'gentrification' pose a threat to the community or offer opportunities? 
 

·  What opportunities are there for development of employment 
opportunities in the Blue Mountains, particularly for young people? 
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·  What potential opportunities are there for continuing education within the 
City? 

 
·  What impact might new technology have on employment in the City, and, 

in particular, will working from home offer significant opportunities for 
attracting employment? 

 
·  What is the potential for the tourist industry in the Blue Mountains to 

grow and develop? 
 

·  What opportunities are there to promote development of a vital 
entertainment culture in the City for both residents and visitors? 

 
Traffic and transport concerns 

·  What will be the impact of the widening of the Great Western Highway on 
both the physical and social environment of the Blue Mountains? 
 

·  How can the effect of the Highway on the main ridge, in splitting 
communities, best be mitigated? 
 

·  What potential is there of changing the travel and transport patterns of 
Blue Mountains residents and visitors?  

 
·  What could be the role of public transport, and particularly the railway, in 

effecting such change? 
 
While this report discusses these question in sections 4 to 9 above, it does not purport to 
provide definitive answers to them. That, rather is the purpose of the community 
consultation processes with which the Council is engaged. However, in undertaking such 
consultation it would be helpful to allow people to see possible consequences of 
decisions made now on the community in the future. 
 
The usual way of speculating about such consequences is through scenario writing. The 
following two scenarios are but two within an infinite range of possibilities. They assume 
that there is no dramatic shift in the general culture of Australian society over the next 20 
years, no major wars or conflicts and no major political instability. None of this can be 
guaranteed of course, but, given the dependence of local communities on the wider 
nation, without such preconditions it would not be possible to develop scenarios for any 
small local region such as the Blue Mountains. 
 
Each scenario is written in two parts. The first, deals with decisions that are made within 
the next two to five years following publication of the Blue Mountains City Strategy. The 
second, in a different typeface, is written as an account that may be read as something 
that a general historian might write early in the 2020s on the changes that took place in 
the previous two decades. There is nothing special about these two scenarios and they are 
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not seen as prescient: they merely give a 'gut feeling' of this author of the way the 
community may develop.  
 
Perhaps members of the community can be encouraged to write their own scenarios for 
the area. A general competition could be held for ideas with prizes for various age 
groups, communities, etc.. to stimulate interest. 
 
 
SCENARIO 1 
 
Preamble.  
 
As a result of public consultation and other research by its planning staff, the 
Blue Mountains City Council finds that the community highly value the natural 
environment and want it protected. By a considerable majority, members of the 
community wish Council to take a conservative approach to development, and in 
particular they resist any attempts to develop significant numbers of dwellings 
other than detached cottages. There is also considerable antipathy in the 
community to any commercial development of significant scale. 'We like it just the 
way it is', is the main catch cry and resident associations throughout the 
Mountains put pressure on Council to keep it that way. About 30% of the labour 
force commute to work outside the area, and all but 18% or so do so by private 
car.  Most work in the Penrith and Parramatta areas, though some work as far 
away as Ryde and Chatswood as well as in Sydney CBD. There is a small 
contingent of commuters that head westward as well. 
 
Account.  
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SCENARIO 2  
 
Preamble.  
 
In this scenario the Blue Mountains City Council sees slowdown in population 
growth and loss of community diversity as a threat to the future vitality of the city. 
At the same time environmental management is seen as the City's major 
concern. Much attention focuses on the urban- bushland interface. Bushfire 
protection is seen as a major issue. Ability to build on vacant bushland sites, 
particularly those with a north-west aspect is greatly restricted and in addition to 
the bush fire brigades, community based local bushfire protection groups are 
formed to ensure householder preparedness for fires. Somewhat against 
opposition from many groups in the community, the council relaxes its approach 
to residential development within the established urban areas, promoting a 
variety of residential types as well as mixed land uses. Planning focus is on place 
management rather than land use zoning, but the Council's policy is for active 
promotion of economic development, employment and population growth 
consistent with the over-arching environmental management objectives. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
STAKEHOLDER WORKSHOPS 

 
The Council's consultation process continued with a further series of workshops 
in which members of the community (representatives of local organisations) were 
invited to participate. The format of the workshops was similar to that adopted for 
the May workshops for Council officers. There were five sessions, similar in 
topics to those for Council's officers: 
 

1 Improving transport and access 
2 Sustaining our community 
3 Creating economic opportunity 
4 Managing settlement, growth and development 
5 Protecting the natural environment 

 
As happened in the previous workshops, deliberations did not entirely focus just 
on the topic of the workshop. Themes relating to the other workshop topics were 
woven into discussion providing useful cross references for all workshops and in 
subsequent analysis. 
 
As with my previous report, this is not a verbatim record of the workshops. 
Council staff who ran the workshops maintained a continuous record of the actual 
debate and discussion, and will be reporting separately on this. Rather, my role, as 
for the previous workshops was to reflect upon the discussion as it occurred and 
feed ideas back to the participants. This is therefore a record of the ideas I 
personally contributed to the discussion which were intended to inform, enthuse, 
encourage, and very occasionally, gently to challenge participants to extend their 
thinking. For fifteen minutes, at the conclusion of each workshop, I reiterated the 
ideas contained in this report to participants, concluding with a more general, 
aphoristic, statement. The following summary is a list of those statements. 
 
Improving transport and access 
 
Transport is clearly a key factor in managing the urban community of the Blue 
Mountains while giving priority to protection of the City's environmental values. 
Access and mobility need to be understood in their broader general sense in 
addition to the more specialised understanding that links them to persons with 
disability. However, we need to be realistic about the sort of transport system that 
a relatively small and scattered urban community in the Blue Mountains can 
support. The following probably summarises the problem, albeit in a simplistic 
way: 
 

1 It is possible to protect the environment of the Blue Mountains from 
further degradation as a consequence of settlement. 
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2 It is possible to have economic development and modest population 
growth  in the Blue Mountains together with a growing quality of life and 
adequate access and mobility for all citizens. 
 
3 It is possible to plan for the major transport task to be carried by the road 
system, with reasonably unfettered use of vehicles except at peak times. 
 

BUT 
 
The conundrum for the Blue Mountains community is that we can choose 
any combination of two of the above propositions, but we cannot have all 
three. Which two do we choose? 
 

Sustaining our community 
 

The question of sustainability and community cannot be divorced from the need 
to protect and preserve the unique physical environment of the Blue Mountains. 
The society and economy of the City is ultimately dependent on the integrity of 
that environment, for it is the environment itself that attracts people to the 
Mountains. It is therefore necessarily the first priority. 
 
However, protection of the environment will itself be threatened by an unstable or 
socially divided community Thus a vital, demographically stable (by both age and 
wealth) community is a prerequisite for a healthy environment. Seen in this light 
appropriately resourced community services — which redress gross inequities and 
imbalances — are assets which help to achieve goals of ecological sustainability. 
 
The City must also be able to provide worthwhile employment, especially to the 
young, and employment implies some degree of economic development. In this 
way, community development and provision of employment must be seen as 
complimentary to environmental protection and not in conflict with it. 
 
Creating economic opportunity 
 
While conservation of the natural environment is clearly the bottom line in 
management of the Blue Mountains, there is , nevertheless, a symbiotic 
relationship between it and a vital and healthy urban economy. The quality of the 
environment gives rise to both the attractive residential lifestyle and the thriving 
tourist industry. Furthermore the new leisure society will put demands on both the 
natural environment and the City's social and leisure infrastructure. New ways of 
performing work, especially through electronic media, create opportunities, but 
the community's business sector must be able to take advantage of these. 
Protecting environmental quality and economic vitality depends heavily on the 
resolution of transport issues and upon breaking away from traditional thinking 
habits. 
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Managing settlement, growth and development 
 
The workshop session brought out well the point that physical form of 
development is a consequence of the values of the community that builds the 
development. In a society that values physical production and  material 
consumption this, and especially its consequent car-dependence, will limit our 
choice of lifestyle, housing style, and possibly the ability of the community to 
respond to threats and change (even possibly that forced by impending oil 
scarcity). Problems with infrastructure, and especially in the Blue Mountains with 
sewerage systems reaching the end of their design lives, will also restrict our 
choice of options unless we can loosen dependence on cars. However, given that, 
admittedly difficult and momentous, decision to largely forego car travel in our 
daily lives, many more urban settlement options will open up to us. 
 
Protecting the natural environment 
 
The unique environment of the Blue Mountains is the 'bottom line' of any 
planning and management strategy, and particularly of the proposed City 
Strategy. That being said, the community and its economic health and vitality are 
critical for the environmental health of the City. It is highly unlikely, given the 
sort of democratic society that we value, that we can really put a cap on the 
population of the City. Nor can we rely on the economics of scarcity to do the job 
for us: that would result in a wealthy, 'gentrified' and ultimately unstable 
community. The challenge is therefore to find a way of allowing the community 
to develop in a vital way without prejudice to primacy of environmental goals. 
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 IMPROVING TRANSPORT AND ACCESS 

 
 This, the first of the community workshops was held on the morning of June 18, 
2001.There were three reporting groups. They were consistently rather pessimistic 
in their projection of the future of quality of life and environment for the Blue 
Mountains based on existing trends and policy directions. 
 
The first group saw the future of transport driven by the demands of road users. 
They envisaged economic forces overriding other community needs, and a growth 
in demand, particularly for road infrastructure. The end results of these trends 
was, for the group, a very wide highway cut off from the communities either side 
by massive sound abatement walls. Pollution from road vehicles, in sound, 
congestion, emissions and in runoff into streams was seen as a major problem in 
the future. 
 
The second group envisaged a similar scenario. They saw a future where the 
population of the Mountains would need to travel more to work, shop and so 
forth. There would be increasing demands on both road and rail facilities but these 
would be against a background of limited budgets for improvement of services. 
The group saw lack of communication between different transport service 
providers as a problem that currently existed and would get worse. The RTA, City 
Rail and private bus proprietors seem to work independently on their various 
projects without any understanding of synergies that might be achieved if they 
worked together. 
 
The third group saw change in a similar way to the first. They envisaged 
increasing highway congestion despite improvements. An ageing population 
would mean increased difficulty providing access from people's homes to work, 
shopping and recreational facilities. The group saw increasing and conflicting 
pressures on government from forces inside and outside the Blue Mountains to 
accommodate change. In the upshot the group again saw a widened highway as a 
major generator of change in the community but not necessarily a resolution to 
need for protection of the physical and social environmental quality of the 
community. 
 
All groups questioned the current emphasis on road transport as being in line with 
the expressed intention of a sustainable approach to development of the 
community, but it was difficult to see changes in attitude by either government or 
people. There was recognition that there might be limitations on the demands that 
a community of 80,000 people scattered over a considerable area could make on 
government. There was also recognition that improvements in transport systems 
would themselves bring change as they encouraged further development of the 
area. 
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It is probably worthwhile revisiting the Strategy Plan prepared for the Blue 
Mountains Council in 1975. What we have in the year 2000 is the result of 
decisions made by the generation of 20 years ago, and their decisions were, at 
least to some extent, based on the outcome of that 1975 Strategy. That strategy 
allowed for a considerable increase in population — up to 110,000 people in fact 
— which in turn determined certain changes that are part of the Blue Mountains 
we know today. These include double-decked railway rolling stock and an hourly 
frequency of trains as far as Katoomba, but they also include the widening of the 
Great Western Highway to a four lane divided carriageway, with awkward access 
to villages north and south of the Highway. In hindsight, the current community 
may see the 1975 vision as a flawed one. What things would we have liked to 
change about that vision had we been able to foresee accurately its impact? 
Looking forward to 2020, what changes might the people of that time want to see 
us make now to ensure improvement in the city's environment, society, and 
economic opportunities for them? 
 
In discussion there was considerable emphasis on access and mobility. We tend to 
associate the word access only with disability, but it is, in fact, generally 
applicable.  It is the ability to get to needed services and facilities easily. It should 
not be confused with mobility, which is the ability to travel freely. Though they 
are intimately related, one is not necessarily the same as another, and they can 
even be conflicting concepts. Car-dependent communities often trade access for 
mobility. If one has a car, one is expected, and perhaps willing, to travel further to 
access things like work, shops, schools and recreational facilities which might 
otherwise have developed within the local neighbourhood.  
 
Furthermore, improving the mobility for some sections of the community might 
well impair access for others. The process can commence a downward spiral. 
Reliance of private car transport, for example, impairs the independent mobility 
of children because of the increase in neighbourhood traffic to levels unsafe for 
pedestrians. Parents then drive children to school, which exacerbates the traffic 
hazard for the few children left as pedestrians and cyclists, and further 
discourages them from walking and cycling. Walking, cycling, and the ability to 
explore their neighbourhood independently are important to children, and they are 
not well served by urban forms designed primarily for access by private cars. 
 
Not only does traffic impair the ability of non-motorists to access local facilities, 
but the economics of retailing and employment favour larger, but more widely-
spaced centres of activity designed, with large parking areas, to be mainly 
accessed by private cars. Thus the shopping centre at Katoomba even now has 
difficulty in competing with the facilities at Penrith, some 50 kilometres away.  
 
Medical facilities are a classic example where stress on the culture of mobility 
actually impairs access. The establishment of central medical facilities such as the 
specialised teaching hospitals at Nepean and Westmead simply assumes a degree 
of mobility that does not exist for a significant part of the population who need to 
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make use of those services. The solution to the problem of provision of access to 
those services might not be a transport-oriented one but a locational one (such as 
bringing the specialists to the mountains rather than the mountains to the 
specialists). While access is thought to be only an issue that relates to people in 
wheelchairs, urban design solutions which serve the needs of such people, while 
obviously an important part of the overall plan, may simply miss the more general 
point. 
 
If the transport system works to give more or less universal access to disabled 
people then ipso facto it works well for all. Disability is not always a matter of 
being wheelchair-bound. Many people with a disability are able freely to 
negotiate physical environments with stairs and ramps, but are unable to access 
services they need because they are too far away from those services. Many 
people are, in effect, disabled because they simply do not and cannot have a 
driver's licence. A frequent, reliable, and accessible public transport system serves 
all, but is particularly a benefit for these people. To achieve such a service, 
however, requires constant use to be made of the system by the whole community 
(or at least for individuals in the community to be prepared to subsidise the 
system even if they do not personally use it). Public transport should be seen as 
just that, and not just as a default service for people who cannot operate private 
cars. As the significant  improvement of rail services in the Blue Mountains over 
the past 20 years demonstrates quite well, if the people use the service then it will 
be improved. As the Olympic experience in 2000 also demonstrated throughout 
the Sydney metropolitan area, the Central Coast, Illawarra and the Blue 
Mountains, if the service is improved, people will use it. 
 
A general principle arises here that it might be easier to make the community 
more accessible and adaptable if there is less emphasis on provision for private 
cars. A difficulty raised in discussion was in the design of road infrastructure to 
suit the needs of bus services. A lot of 'traffic calming' measures which are 
designed to constrict and slow down the passage of cars make the road system 
well-nigh impossible to be used by buses. The measures which are intended to 
make traffic slower, and the roads therefore safer, ends up by encouraging a 
higher degree of car-dependence. Roads which allow easy passage of buses also, 
unfortunately, speed up the flow of car traffic, unless design  measures recognise 
the contradiction. Bus routes should be seriously considered when subdivision 
and development of land is initially proposed. Roads should provide direct routes 
for buses so that they can reasonably compete on a time basis with private cars. 
Buses should also take people right to the important destination points such as 
shopping centres, railway stations, schools and so forth, without annoying and 
time-consuming deviations from the direct line of route. 
 
The laws relating to traffic in the vicinity of school buses in the united States of 
America and in Canada, are worth studying. When a school bus is proceeding 
along a road without a central median, all traffic, whether moving in the same 
direction or the opposite direction to the bus must, by law and under pain of heavy 
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penalty, STOP whenever the bus itself stops to pick up and set down passengers. 
This principle can be extended to the design of bus facilities in local 
neighbourhoods. It is possible to design local roads with bus stops that 
automatically impose this condition (see diagram), allowing the bus free 
movement in traffic and at the same time slowing down car traffic, maintaining 
safety of bus users as they alight or disembark (particularly elderly people and 
children) and keeping the bus competitive with the private car as a mode of travel. 
 
With respect to transport and infrastructure, while the focus of the workshops was 
the next 20 years, the transport infrastructure of both road and rail is predicated on 
a useful service life of the order of 80 years. Even railway rolling stock has a 40 
to 50 year service life, so the existing stock used to service the Blue Mountains 
line will mostly still be the predominant operating stock at the end of the 20 year 
time frame for the City Strategy. When looking at transport infrastructure, 
therefore, we have to look much further ahead than 20 years.  
 
If we go back to 1950 and look with hindsight at the development of the Blue 
Mountains transport system we will notice a highly significant shift in investment 
strategies from rail to road from the 1960s. In the 1950s there was an immense 
investment in rail improvement, including the electrification of the Main Western 
Line to Bowenfels, the introduction of comfortable electric rolling stock and the 
shortening of the Sydney-Katoomba journey by more than an hour. Since that 
time, while there has been continued track upgrading, some rolling stock 
improvement and a greatly increased frequency of passenger services, there has 
been comparatively little capital investment in rail as compared to road. 
Replacement of ageing structures for overhead wiring is also taking place 
currently, but the really significant capital investment in the railway is essentially 
that made in the 1950s.  Nevertheless, the railway, even as it currently exists, 
represents a significantly under-used facility. If demand were to warrant, service 
frequency could be doubled (as at the time of the Olympics) or even tripled 
without major further capital investment. The problem lies not so much in the 
capacity of the infrastructure as in stimulating demand for the service. 
 
The Great Western Highway presents a rather different history. Until the 1960s 
investment in the Highway was relatively modest, consisting of alignment 
improvements, but relatively little upgrading of capacity. From the 1970s onward 
we have seen very large investments in the progressive widening of the Highway 
to cope with ever increasing demand. Nevertheless, even when, or if, a full four-
lane divided highway is provided as far as Mount Victoria it will always have a 
limited capacity, and demand for road space, at even a modest level of service, at 
peak times will never be able to be satisfied. Because of the unsuitability of the 
route for a road of full freeway standard, capacity will always be limited by the 
need to control north-south cross-traffic at Blaxland, Springwood, the central 
Mountains, Wentworth Falls, Leura, Katoomba and Blackheath with traffic 
signals. In other words, even at full development, the Great Western Highway 
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will be a compromise transport facility and unable to meet all demands posed on 
it. 
 
With better communication between highway and railway authorities the paradox 
between the under-used rail transport corridor and the over-used road transport 
corridor might be better resolved. From the point of view of many people in the 
Blue Mountains community it might even be better to halt further development of 
the highway and 'freeze' capacity of the road at its present levels: after all, if it is 
never going to satisfy all demand, there is a choice at which level of demand 
traffic levels can be capped and traffic diverted to rail.  A lower highway capacity 
might well result in environmental benefits. Such a choice would not be 
politically easy to make, as it accepts levels of congestion, especially at 
weekends, which people currently find intolerable. However, if the outcome of 
further, very substantial, investment in the road is STILL going to be intolerable 
levels of congestion as well as further division of the Blue Mountains 
communities north and south of the highway AND possibly greater adverse 
environmental impact on the Blue Mountains, it may be logical to cap the 
capacity at a lower level. 
 
IN SUMMARY 
 
Transport is clearly a key factor in managing the urban community of the Blue 
Mountains while giving priority to protection of the City's environmental values. 
Access and mobility need to be understood in their broader general sense in 
addition to the more specialised understanding that links them to persons with 
disability. However, we need to be realistic about the sort of transport system that 
a relatively small and scattered urban community in the Blue Mountains can 
support. The following probably summarises the problem, albeit in a simplistic 
way: 
 

1 It is possible to protect the environment of the Blue Mountains from 
further degradation as a consequence of settlement. 
 
2 It is possible to have economic development and modest population 
growth  in the Blue Mountains together with a growing quality of life and 
adequate access and mobility for all citizens. 
 
3 It is possible to plan for the major transport task to be carried by the 
road system, with reasonably unfettered use of vehicles except at peak 
times. 
 

BUT 
 
The conundrum for the Blue Mountains community is that we can choose 
any combination of two of the above propositions, but we cannot have all 
three. Which two do we choose? 
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SUSTAINING OUR COMMUNITY 
 

This workshop, held on the afternoon of June 18, 2001, focussed on the difficult 
definition of sustainability and what it meant for the Blue Mountains community 
over the next 20 years or so. The workshop was well attended and participants 
formed three groups to discuss the workshop themes. 
 
For the first reporting group three specific types of problems presented 
themselves: 
 

·  Problems related to housing choice, variety and affordability 
·  Problems related to choice of transport modes  
·  Problems arising from the social structure of the Blue Mountains, 

including availability of employment and appropriate social and 
commercial infrastructure. 

 
The second group had almost identical concerns to the first. They singled out car 
dependency as a particular matter to be dealt with in transport planning. The 
group was also concerned about the possibility of gentrification and what this 
would do to the existing social links within the Blue Mountains community. 
 
The third group was not optimistic about the future. It indicated what it saw as 
very difficult problems looming in the transport choices to be made and in the 
provision of employment — particularly for young people. 
 
In short, each of the groups came up with the same general categories of 
difficulties to be resolved in steering the Blue Mountains towards a sustainable 
future. Though they did not specifically prioritise environmental protection in 
their discussion of likely future directions for the Blue Mountains, it was an 
assumed 'given' in their deliberations. With environmental management and 
protection as the primary and overriding priority, decision makers would need to 
think creatively about the way that transport, employment and community 
development (including variety and affordability of  housing) could be managed 
within the constraints imposed by that priority. 
 
Any discussion on achievement of a sustainable community has to be based on a 
firm definition of just what that word 'sustainability' actually means. 
Unfortunately it rolls too easily off the tongue in political or economic discussion, 
and is sometimes used to imply agreement when there are almost diametrically 
opposite viewpoints. Economists, for example, talk about sustainable levels of 
activity meaning how can we keep up existing levels of output. 'Ecological 
sustainability', on the other hand means the level of production that can be 
maintained without diminishing diversity in natural ecosystems — a rate of output 
understood to be well below current economic production levels. The definition of 
the Bruntland Commission, which has been widely adopted by planning 
authorities around the world, talks about meeting current needs without prejudice 
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to the ability of future generations to meet their needs from the environment. In 
summary, 'sustainability' used in planning (and as the word has been used or 
implied at these workshops) is analogous to living off the returns of an investment 
without running down the capital. It might even be hoped that the community can 
achieve 'savings' from those returns to re-invest in the capital by restoring 
environmental damage that has already been occasioned by poor urban 
development and planning.  
 
For many people with a deep understanding of ecological science, however, even 
these definitions are anthropocentric — they deal only with the needs and 
convenience of human beings. Their definition of sustainability is much broader 
and takes into accounts the needs of all living things in their interdependence. 
Such a definition considerably narrows the scope of human economic activity. 
What proportion of the earth's resources can humans rightly appropriate, and what 
should be left for all other forms of life? This emphasises the principle of 
stewardship: humans have the unique responsibility of the care of the earth for all 
life and not just for themselves. The clear message from such definitions is an 
urgent need not only for reduction of unnecessary waste consequent on material 
consumption but for absolute reduction in rates of material consumption itself. 
While this may be a difficult message to sell to the community at large (and it 
cannot be enforced by legislation without broad support from the community), it 
does at least reassure us that any planning measures which encourage reduction in 
consumption levels are a step in the right direction. 
 
Another useful idea, following from this, is that of the internalisation of costs. 
That is, whatever we choose to do in the management and development of our 
environment and communities fully meets the costs of any adverse impact, either 
on the environment or on the community. We do not always recognise the true 
costs of development because many of those costs are borne by the community at 
large. For example, we all suffer the effects of traffic congestion or atmospheric 
pollution by vehicles whether we drive a vehicle or not: the atmosphere as well as 
streams and rivers are used by those who make, buy and run vehicles as a 
'common' for the disposal of noxious by-products of their choice of transport. Of 
course all forms of mechanical transport (even bicycles, if only in their 
manufacture) contribute to pollution and it is not always clear-cut which modes 
are most environmentally efficient in this respect (that is: least polluting or 
destructive of the environment) for specific journeys. However, it is possible to 
estimate the external costs, on a community-wide basis, of different transport 
choices. Were development approvals, public or private, to include charges to 
remedy these adverse external costs, the community would have a more accurate 
idea of which forms of development, transport, leisure choices or industries were 
truly sustainable within the Blue Mountains. 
 
Does the imperative of sustainability force the community to make a choice 
between 'growth and prosperity'  or 'stagnation and decline' ? Not 
necessarily. Unfortunately 'growth' is an idea that our society interprets very 
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narrowly as growth in economic wealth and output, usually measured on a per-
capita basis, or, in the case of individual cities, the surrogate measure of growth 
in population and employment over time. There is nothing in the idea of 
sustainable development per se that necessarily prevents growth in these terms, 
but there are also other ways of looking at growth in communities. Artists, 
Thespians, musicians, athletes, mountaineers, scientists, scholars and 
environmentalists are well known for adopting other life goals than the 
accumulation of material wealth. 'Growth' may mean the working towards 
aesthetic, spiritual, and self-development objectives where individuals evaluate 
their well-being in other than material terms. A community with significant 
numbers of such people is often a vital, interesting and dynamic place despite lack 
of material prosperity. The notion of a 'city of the arts' goes very well with the 
'city within a national park', but can the Blue Mountains really yet think of itself 
as a city of the arts? 
 
Related to this more abstract idea of growth and well-being is the idea of an 
integral community. How well does the society of the Blue Mountains work as a 
community? Participants in these workshops and the previous workshops for 
Council staff gave a very clear indication that sense of community within the Blue 
Mountains is something special and very important to the social health of the 
City. There was also a commonly held opinion, however, in most workshops that 
that sense of community was declining over time.  
 
Discussion indicated that there are problems with defining the community and 
delivering appropriate services. This applies particularly to delivery of services by 
the regional organisations of state government. Participants felt that this was not 
currently effective because regional boundaries for such services were not really 
community-sensitive. There was also a sense of 'administrative dissonance' where 
important resources were channelled to the community through inefficient and 
individualistic and certainly uncoordinated programs where the left hand of 
organisations did not always know what the right was doing. Difficulty of 
communication between state and local government and community groups was 
also seen as a problem. An overall community vision of the society which is 
desired, conveyed through a document such as the City Strategy might be just the 
sort of instrument required to achieve effective communication and coordination. 
 
A major issue raised and discussed in the workshop was that of 'serial 
demographics', where communities at any given point of time consist too 
predominantly of particular age groups. Over time the needs of the community 
change dynamically as the populations age (say; from primary to secondary 
schools, then employment opportunities and finally age-care facilities). A clear 
example is seen in the Lower Mountains which consisted predominantly of 
families with young children in the 1970s. The children have now grown up and 
moved away leaving an ageing population occupying housing designed for 
families and surrounding by facilities such as schools which are threatened by 
declining enrolments. Paradoxically, a more demographically dynamic 
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community, one with individuals moving in and out constantly, but retaining a 
reasonably constant demographic profile, is easier to provide with a stable social 
and industrial infrastructure: school enrolments are maintained, as is employment, 
recreation facilities and services for the elderly. Such a community, however 
would require a greater choice and variety of living styles and housing than most 
Blue Mountains towns currently offer. 
 
Housing affordability is a very important part of achieving such a 
demographically stable community. While it is gratifying to existing property 
owners to see the values of their properties rising faster than the inflation rate, 
lack of affordable housing stock can drive out people, such as lower-paid and 
part-time service workers,  on whom the community relies for stability. At several 
of the workshops it was reported that people were moving from the Blue 
Mountains to places such as Lithgow and Portland where housing was cheaper. 
Housing variety — including a variety in the age and condition of the housing 
stock as well as a variety of types of housing on the market — is essential to 
provide an adequate choice to provide a stable mix of wealthy and less wealthy, 
old and young, people with the range of skills needed by the community to 
prosper. 
 
IN SUMMARY 
 
The question of sustainability and community cannot be divorced from the need to 
protect and preserve the unique physical environment of the Blue Mountains. The 
society and economy of the City is ultimately dependent on the integrity of that 
environment, for it is the environment itself that attracts people to the Mountains. 
It is therefore necessarily the first priority. 
 
However, protection of the environment will itself be threatened by an unstable or 
socially divided community Thus a vital, demographically stable (by both age and 
wealth) community is a prerequisite for a healthy environment. Seen in this light 
appropriately resourced community services — which redress gross inequities 
and imbalances — are assets which help to achieve goals of ecological 
sustainability. 
 
The City must also be able to provide worthwhile employment, especially to the 
young, and employment implies some degree of economic development. In this 
way, community development and provision of employment must be seen as 
complimentary to environmental protection and not in conflict with it. 
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CREATING ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITY 
 

This workshop was held on the morning of 19th June. The discussion included 
people who were looking at development from widely different points of view 
and a lively discussion was generated.  
 
The three reporting groups focussed on quite different, though related themes in 
their reporting back to the workshop. The first group stressed the environmental 
and community values held by Blue Mountains people and the need to build upon 
the opportunities that lay within those values. These values particularly included 
the desire for protection of the Blue Mountains natural environment as a priority 
for the community. 
 
The second reporting group brought out four sets of related issues that needed to 
be dealt with in the City Strategy: 
 

·  Transport and communications 
·  Confusion of identity: relating to different roles played in the economy of 

the City by different parts of the community. The Lower Mountains  
community sees itself as a suburban commuter community tied to the 
fortunes of the Sydney region and particularly western Sydney. The Upper 
Mountains see their community as heavily based in tourism, with some 
tendency also to look out to the Central West of New South Wales. The 
Central Mountains, and even Wentworth Falls, oscillate  uneasily between 
these identities. 

·  The future economy of the City will be based on environmental quality 
and lifestyle: need for a university campus to lead the way in 
understanding the environment was also strongly expressed. 

·  Limits to development imposed by the need for environmental protection 
and the capacity of infrastructure. 

 
The third reporting group had closely related concerns to the second, but saw 
these from a somewhat different perspective: 
 

·  The inevitability of highway congestion and transport options to avoid 
highway capacity limiting prospects for economic development 

·  The limitations of communication services, particularly IT services 
·  Concern about a relatively poor reputation of the area for customer 

service: there is a perception that many business operators in the City 
work with a narrow and limited vision of the potential of their business 

·  Lifestyle concerns, and particularly the impact of rising property prices 
and the prospect of emergence, and even promotion in some quarters,  of 
the phenomenon of 'gentrification. 

 
Out of the group reporting, as well as previous and subsequent discussion, the key 
points that appeared to emerge were the big issue of the future of passenger and 
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freight transport in and through the Blue Mountains; the identity and lifestyle of 
the community grounded as it is in the natural environment; and the need to 
change current business and governmental thinking, both within and outside the 
Blue Mountains, towards development potential.  
 
As in other workshop sessions the natural environment and its protection and 
maintenance was seen as the bottom line. The environment was also seen as the 
crucial economic resource of the Blue Mountains, so its protection was as 
important for economic and social reasons as it was for environmental 
imperatives. 
 
The participants saw the need for embracing new ways of doing business and 
there was fairly general agreement that complacency of the business community 
could present a threat to the future. There were new demands put on the Blue 
Mountains, its environment and community by the 'leisure society', but these 
could represent opportunities as well as constraints. 
 
One theme that emerged strongly from the discussions was that of the paradox of 
the Great Western Highway. The more it was 'improved', the more adversely it 
appeared to affect the communities strung along it. There looms a choice which 
the community must make between the demands of unfettered transport choice, 
environmental quality, and economic development. As discussed in the 
workshops for Council officers, as well as specifically in these workshops 
(Section 11 above), it may be possible to choose any two of these, but not all 
three. 
 
In making that choice it is clear that the primary economic resource of the Blue 
Mountains — Upper, Central and Lower Mountains communities alike — is the 
natural environment. It is what makes the City attractive as a place to live in. It is 
the basis of the region's tourist industry which in turn supports other business and 
industry. Therefore the 'bottom line' of any development plan for the Blue 
Mountains must be protection, preservation and management of its world heritage 
environment. This is not only an international obligation and a statutory duty, but 
also an economic necessity. Enjoyment of life as a resident of the Blue Mountains 
not only requires a restriction on material consumption choices, the consequences 
of which will degrade the environment, but also impose a personal and communal 
duty towards the protection of that environment. 
 
The sense of community is also obviously an important aspect of the attraction of 
the Blue Mountains. It came up time and time again in workshop discussions and 
many participants saw it as a unique attribute of the City. We need to think 
carefully about the relationship between this sense of community, the natural 
environment and business opportunity. It is in that relationship that sustainable 
and harmonious planning solutions will be found. 
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Clearly the natural environment attracts visitors to see the Blue Mountains, but 
does it necessarily attract them to stay there? Most visitors, even international 
visitors, are attracted as short-term excursionists from Sydney, where a one or 
two-day visit is usual, and even an extended bushwalking expedition into the 
wilderness barely requires visitors to 'touch base' with the facilities offered by 
Blue Mountains towns. Getting people to stay longer is a more difficult task: the 
Blue Mountains needs to establish itself as a destination in its own right and not 
just as a side excursion from Sydney. World heritage listing is a wonderful plus 
for publicity, but longer term stayers need something to hold them in the area. 
This requires imaginative development of the towns themselves to make them 
unusual, attractive, and full of the vitality that tourists seek in such destination 
resorts, without the vulgarity that so often accompanies mass tourism. That 
vitality can also be a plus for attracting permanent residents and employers. As 
outlined in detail in the previous report to Council, this requires a lively cultural 
atmosphere, especially in the focal tourist town of Katoomba. 
 
Is the business community, and in particular the tourist industry, of the Blue 
Mountains unduly complacent? Much discussion at this, and other workshops 
indicated that this was a serious question. As remarked in the previous report, 
Katoomba is a place that puts a lot of emphasis on nostalgia in selling its image. 
Is nostalgia sufficient to maintain the momentum of the industry? As previously 
stated, there is a danger that the 'nostalgia' of the up and coming leisure generation 
— The so-called 'baby boomers' — lies not in the mountains but in the beach. The 
quality of mountain holidays and recreation, which could be taken for granted to 
be understood by people born before 1950, may need to be reinterpreted for 
younger people. 
 
Nor does this impression of complacency rest only on the tourist industries. It was 
perceived by many participants in several of the workshops to be a general 
characteristic of Blue Mountains business. Business in the City cannot consider 
itself in isolation. It must look at the context of what is happening elsewhere. 
What aspects of the Blue Mountains community give it advantages in growing 
and attracting new business? Perhaps the heightened environmental awareness of 
the community will appeal to discerning people who are already turned off by the 
materialism and superficiality of secular western society, and are looking, in the 
places where they live, work, and transact business, for meaningful relationship 
between their material and aesthetic needs. Quality and value over mere quantity 
could be a useful way of developing this idea: we consume much less, but what 
we do consume needs to be of excellent quality. At first sight this might appear to 
be a way of appealing only to wealth and exclusiveness, but a quality item that 
costs four times the price of a shoddy equivalent, but gives ten times the service, 
makes sense to people at any income level, and also makes sense in the context of 
a sustainable environment.  
 
Quality of tourist infrastructure goes hand in hand with quality of the general 
social infrastructure of the City. Quality of retail centres, for example, is 
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measured not only on price competitiveness and range of choice of goods for sale. 
Though these are very important, they do not tell the whole story of the success of 
certain retail developments and the relative failure of others. Shopping has come 
to be regarded by many people as a leisure activity as much as a daily chore and 
necessity. On the other hand the unique situation of Blue Mountains towns means 
that standard shopping solutions — large regional malls, catering almost 
exclusively for access by private cars — are not appropriate, either 
environmentally or socially. There is no way that the Blue Mountains could 
compete with the Sydney suburbs in the provision of such development in any 
case. The solution in the Blue Mountains must be very different. It is difficult to 
be prescriptive about what might be a suitable policy in this respect, but the 
outcome of the Katoomba Charette with its imaginative ideas, should be 
tenaciously pursued by the community and its council. 
 
This notion of quality also extends to the City's infrastructure for the pursuit and 
management of effective business, and for the education of a perceptive 
community and work force. Is it feasible for the Council, for example, to 
negotiate for establishment of tertiary education facilities in the City? With world 
heritage listing, there would appear to be potential for establishing environmental 
research projects and facilities in the area. With the need, already stated, to 
invigorate the City's cultural landscape, this might make a more attractive case to 
the universities for establishing a campus in the Blue Mountains than may appear 
obvious at first sight. Emphasis on quality rather than quantity of lifestyle in the 
City Strategy, for example, might well create a larger market for tertiary 
education services than the size of the City's population might otherwise suggest. 
Tertiary education these days can be 'grown' from very small seeds. Universities 
which offer distance and on-line teaching, for example, can offer a full variety of 
programs, including undergraduate and postgraduate degrees, from small tutorial 
centres and grow from there to fully established and independent institutions as 
the student demand grows. 
 
Associated with a 'quality-oriented' and intelligent working community is the 
need for provision of state of the art information technology infrastructure. 
Several participants at this and other workshops mentioned that there were 
problems with existing IT provision in the Blue Mountains which were holding 
back development of 'remote' and home-based  businesses. Can the weaknesses in 
the existing systems be identified and rectified? What role might IT play in 
changing the character of Blue Mountains society and in turn the direction of 
development in the Blue Mountains? 
 
IN SUMMARY 
 
While conservation of the natural environment is clearly the bottom line in 
management of the Blue Mountains, there is, nevertheless, a symbiotic 
relationship between it and a vital and healthy urban economy. The quality of the 
environment gives rise to both the attractive residential lifestyle and the thriving 
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tourist industry. Furthermore the new leisure society will put demands on both the 
natural environment and the City's social and leisure infrastructure. New ways of 
performing work, especially through electronic media, create opportunities but 
the community's business sector must be able to take advantage of these. 
Protecting environmental quality and economic vitality depends heavily on the 
resolution of transport issues and upon breaking away from traditional thinking 
habits. 

 
 

MANAGING SETTLEMENT, GROWTH AND DEVELOPMENT 
 
This, the fourth of the community workshops was held on the afternoon of 19th 
June. The session was well attended and discussants were looking at ways to 
make the physical development and growth of the city more responsive to the 
needs of the community and the imperatives of protecting the natural 
environment. 
 
Once again three groups were formed to develop ideas in small group discussions 
and report back to the meeting. The first reporting group saw the imperatives of 
environmental protection as driving the agenda for economic development and the 
management of urban form. They outlined three particular groups of problems 
emerging: 
 

·  Those arising directly from environmental protection, and which 
included the need to consider forms of housing other than the detached 
cottage, and involvement of the community in promoting other 
housing styles. Maintenance of infrastructure might also eventually 
force change in community attitudes towards housing styles as ageing 
sewerage systems became impossibly expensive to replace in their 
present form. 
 

·  Those arising from the need to continue to provide employment. 
Fostering employment generation while protecting the environment 
and 'preserving the view' would require a special view of industrial 
promotion. 
 

·  Those arising from the transport demands on the city and its adjoining 
regions. The need to develop alternative routes for local road traffic, 
the need to promote greater use of public transport and the need to 
support local employment opportunity to reduce the impact of 
commuting were all discussed. 

 
The second reporting group again mentioned environmental management as the 
overriding problem. Traffic, pollution, waste management, water supply, as well 
as sewerage and drainage infrastructure consequent upon urban growth could 
threaten environmental integrity. Management of urban growth and the 
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development of employment opportunities would be parallel challenges, requiring 
more integrated government and a strong degree of education within the 
community. Growth in the population and form of the City would also lead to 
change in the City's social environment, and many in the community would resist 
such change. 
 
For the third group the biggest challenge facing the City was  the need to find new 
urban solutions to the problems posed by traffic and transport. The group saw 
some potential in electronic communication  technology  to relieve the 
commuting burden by providing local work or working from home. The group 
saw a diminution in the social quality of the community unless social support 
services in the community kept pace with change.  
 
At some point in their presentations all three groups raised the following matters: 
 

·  Traffic and transport 
·  Social issues consequent upon the advent of 'gentrification' 
·  Management of growth and employment 
·  Education as a key to better environmental management 
·  Constraints likely to arise in future because of the limitations of the water 

supply and sewerage systems. 
 
What is clearly emerging here is a point, also made by other workshop groups, 
that a threat to economic viability of the city because of lack of local employment 
opportunities could result ultimately in a threat to the environment as the politics 
of the city changed and it turned desperately to any way of generating such 
employment. Thus, although there was a strong and sympathetic environmental 
awareness amongst discussants there was also a feeling that the City's social and 
economic programs must move in tandem with its environmental protection 
program to make any real improvement to the City. 
 
In this respect, it was interesting to hear the idea that, 'you cannot close the gate 
on others', emerging spontaneously in the discussion. This seems to recognise, but 
contradict, a common attitude held in the community that , 'the population is big 
enough and should not be allowed to grow any more'. Although the point was not 
overtly raised in the discussion, there was a strong presence of the idea that the 
physical form and development of the City results from a working through of 
values held by the community. In this particular workshop there was, to some 
degree, an openness to acceptance of changing values, and with such changes a 
change to urban form. 
 
An example, arising from the discussion in the 'Now' session, could be seen in the 
declining access, particularly of the very young and the elderly, to the social and 
economic facilities of the Blue Mountains towns. This has been created, to a large 
extent, by the sets of values and attitudes that have also resulted in the 
community's high degree of car-dependence. If the community is planned and 
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designed to be accessed primarily by private cars then we automatically make it 
difficult for children, teenagers and seniors to access the facilities they need. 
Providing better access to these groups is not merely a matter of engineering and 
infrastructure: it is also a matter of changing the way that all members of the 
community review their personal transport needs in the light of what might work 
best for the community as a whole. This might result in individuals accepting 
some degree of self-sacrifice in their transport choices to provide a greater benefit 
to the community overall. Unfortunately, current economic or business ideology 
does not embrace that kind of thinking. 
 
Values therefore clearly shape the City's physical form. The belief in free and 
unfettered use of the car has been a dominant, if not the overwhelming, shaper of 
the Blue Mountains towns from 1960 onwards. Unless the community's values 
change rather dramatically in the next few years, car use, combined with a 
preference for the detached house on a large bushland block (and possibly 
accompanied by some degree of evangelisation of this housing style for all by 
denigration of any alternative) will continue to shape the community's 
development into the future. This could result in a dramatic slowing down in 
population growth, and ultimately in declining population as available sites are 
developed, housing costs rise because of demand pressure on land supply, and 
young people need to move away to seek work and establish their own 
households. To many members of the community who strongly advocate both the 
halting of population growth and a low density housing policy, this would be an 
appropriate outcome. However, it could also lead to a stagnating and less socially 
attractive community for both residents and visitors. 
 
The issue of 'gentrification' and its benefits and costs was raised in discussion by 
this and other workshop groups. The rise in property prices and the influx of 
relatively wealthy residents is seen by many as an advantage. However, younger 
and less wealthy residents will tend to be forced out of the housing market. They 
might be the very people needed to provide the services to make life in the towns 
more attractive for residents. Furthermore, as discussed earlier, the 'gentrified' 
neighbourhood is also one with a homogeneous demographic profile — an 
example of the serial demographics that makes utilisation of the City's facilities 
less efficient over time. Housing affordability is important for social cohesion in 
the community. It is threatened by rising real estate costs as well as increasing per 
capita costs of providing services to low density development, unless there are 
effective policies which encourage development of housing styles which are 
cheap to buy or rent. Much as it might be considered an 'eyesore' in a community 
trying to support increases in property values, older and somewhat run-down 
housing stock is also critical to maintenance of housing affordability. 
 
As discussion the workshops on transport made clear, the topographic constraints 
on development in most parts of the Blue Mountains, where development (of 
whatever form) is forced the occur on relatively small linear plateau surfaces 
along ridge lines, can be exploited for the provision of more efficient public 
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transport services. Where development is thus pushed into linear urban forms it 
makes it much easier to put a bus stop close to the front door of most houses, and 
the bus route itself can still be simple and direct. This makes it easier to promote 
the service as an alternative to the use of cars. With increasing patronage, 
increasing frequency of service becomes feasible as well as easy interchange with 
other services such as the railway. In the Blue Mountains, unlike most other urban 
areas in Australia, the general form of urban development, regardless of housing 
density or style, cannot escape being linear. In most other places a significant shift 
from private to public transport necessitates a major change in urban form. This is 
not necessary in the Blue Mountains. 
 
Another constraint which will ultimately emphasise this linearity is the sewerage 
system. As Sydney water officials pointed out at the workshops for Council staff, 
the existing reticulation system in the Upper Mountains towns is close to the end 
of its economic life and the cost of renewal in the present form is simply 
prohibitive. On the other hand the major tunnel following the main ridge from 
Katoomba to Winmalee, and 70 metres below the Great Western Highway has the 
capacity to accommodate any reasonably projected population growth in the Blue 
Mountains. Places where the sewer can be run directly to the tunnel therefore 
have a theoretically high capacity to accept further urban development. While it is 
clear that Blue Mountains residents would be highly unlikely to support the type 
of very high density development that would approach that capacity, there is 
scope for considering types of development which retain a reasonably human 
scale yet share the heavy cost of sewerage provision over larger numbers of 
households. 
 
This in turn throws the spotlight on existing developed urban areas. These not 
only have existing infrastructure which could potentially be better used, but are 
also the places where renewed and amplified infrastructure can be provided. It is 
likely that as the limited available supply of developable vacant land is exhausted, 
attention of developers will be focussed on redevelopment potential in the present 
towns. This in turn will create pressure for acceptance of housing styles other than 
the detached cottage. These are also the areas, however, where less car-dependent 
forms of development can more easily be implemented. 
 
The question of waste disposal was also raised in the workshop. Existing land fill 
sites in the Blue Mountains have a limited life and strategies of waste 
minimisation are already necessary. While home composting of green waste, re-
use of containers and discarded appliances, and recycling can make for real 
efficiencies in the waste disposal task, only a less materially extravagant 
community is really going to reduce the task in the long term to a sustainable 
operation. A focus on quality rather than quantity lifestyles as discussed in the 
previous workshop is probably a necessary prerequisite for solving the problem of 
disposal of the community's waste. A charge for volume of waste removed might 
be an initial step to reducing the volume of waste created by both domestic and 
commercial premises. 
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There are already signs that international events will, in any case,  force the move 
away from our current materially extravagant lifestyles. These depend to a very 
significant extent on one industrial commodity: oil. Oil is not just the predominant 
transport fuel, but also a major industrial feedstock. It is an essential part of many 
industrial products including plastics. While demand is continuing to rise 
worldwide, it is projected that production will peak within 5 to 10 years. Rising 
oil prices will impact upon our current ways of living and working and the 
materialist society will be a casualty of the process. Already we can see in the 
pricing policies of energy companies an encouragement to use energy more 
efficiently and to use it less. Only a decade or two past we were being urged to 
make full use of cheap and abundant energy. While it can be questioned whether 
this urging has more to do with the current economics of the energy suppliers than 
any heartfelt desire on their part to promote ecologically sustainable lifestyles, the 
move is at least in the same direction as sustainability. Similarly, whether or not 
the impending effects of the 'enhanced greenhouse effect' are real rather than 
illusory, and whether in that case they are harmful or beneficial, reduced and 
efficient consumption of energy, as well as reduced consumption of material 
goods, is a policy course for individuals and societies that can do no harm. 
 
Bringing the threads of the above arguments together, the future benefit of the 
Blue Mountains, of both its environment and its community, appears to lie not so 
much in halting population growth and economic development as in changing the 
nature of that development. A move from what may be described as a 'quantity' 
society — one which particularly values comforts and displays of the flesh, to 
quote the words of the eminent cultural geographer Carl Sauer (1956)* — to a 
'quality' society which values a spirit moved to grow in grace (to again quote the 
same source), is imperative for all western societies, and it is particularly apt that 
the Blue Mountains takes a lead in this change. It has a lot to lose from the 
degradation of a superb world heritage landscape that could so easily result from 
blind adherence to material industrial 'progress'. On the other hand it has a lot to 
gain in demonstrating to Australia and the world that there is indeed an 
alternative. Adoption of that alternative will, over time, impact on the physical 
form and development of the City, but will not necessarily halt economic 
development or population growth altogether. 
 
Education and training will probably play a critical role in  the transformation of 
the community and in its ability to maintain a demographically stable population. 
Not only would educational institutions provide the sort of industry that is 
complementary to the environment, but they would also accommodate the 
research and teaching that would allow that environment to be better understood. 
They could perhaps provide an example to the world of the way that human 
communities can indeed be attractive to live in yet modest in their material  
 

* Carl Sauer 1956. 'The Agency of man on the Earth'. In W.M. Thomas Jnr (Ed) Man's Role in Changing the 
Face of the Earth. University of Chicago Press. 49-60. 
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demands and ecologically sustainable. Such institutions could also help provide a 
basis of support for an active cultural and intellectual life for residents and visitors 
alike.  
 
IN SUMMARY 
 
It is said that people in several east Asian countries captured monkeys by 
fashioning a heavy stoneware jar with an opening just big enough to allow a 
monkey to put its closed fist into the jar. The jars would be half filled with peanuts 
and left at the edge of the forest. Monkeys would try to get the peanuts out of the 
jar, but their full fist would not pass back out. Encumbered by the heavy jar, and 
yet unwilling to let the peanuts go and gain their freedom, the monkeys could be 
easily captured. Whether or not the story is true, it is a delightful allegory. We 
have, not just in the Blue Mountains but in the western world generally, what can 
be called a 'monkey and the peanut jar' problem in respect of our materialist 
lifestyle. 
 
The workshop session brought out well the point that physical form of 
development is a consequence of the values of the community that builds the 
development. In a society that values physical production and  material 
consumption this, and especially its consequent car-dependence, will limit our 
choice of lifestyle, housing style, and possibly the ability of the community to 
respond to threats and change (even possibly that forced by impending oil 
scarcity). Problems with infrastructure, and especially in the Blue Mountains with 
sewerage systems reaching the end of their design lives, will also restrict our 
choice of options unless we can loosen dependence on cars. However, given that, 
admittedly difficult and momentous, decision to largely forego car travel in our 
daily lives, many more urban settlement options will open up to us. 
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PROTECTING THE NATURAL ENVIRONMENT 
 
This workshop was held on the morning of Wednesday June 20, 2001.  Though 
well attended, it was lacking a handful of invited representatives from 
development industries that might have sparked a fruitful debate and exchange of 
views. As it was, the participants were overwhelmingly oriented towards 
environmental conservation, and discussion, though lively and frank, tended to 
simply reinforce the ideas that participants brought to the workshop. Nevertheless 
those ideas needed to be strongly put and the workshop enabled this to happen. 
 
As with the previous workshops participants broke into small groups to consider 
the future of the community given continuation of currently understood trends. 
There were three reporting groups. 
 
The first group was fairly negative about what they saw as the future of the Blue 
Mountains under these conditions. They saw population and tourism both 
continuing, but saw growth as detrimental to the environment of the Blue 
Mountains. Transport was particularly seen as a problem, especially increasing 
road traffic which would force continual 'improvement' of the Great Western 
Highway to the detriment of the towns along the highway and to the environment 
generally. 
 
The second group raised almost the identical matters. The impact of increased 
tourism they saw as simply too many people for the environment to support. They 
also saw a deteriorating quality of the urban environment as development 
continued to accommodate population growth. 
 
The third group raised the same issues again: Continued urban development 
would be unsustainable as it would be supporting population growth higher than 
the sustainable capacity of the environment. The group, however saw that 
increasing environmental awareness in the community might create a force to 
resist the trend towards environmental degradation occasioned by further 
development. 
 
Overall, the reporting groups envisaged continuing, and possibly increasing, 
environmental degradation as a result of population and visitor increases. They 
foresaw community polarisation and dissension, as well as problems of enforcing 
quality in urban development. Above all they saw transport problems arising as a 
result of concentration of emphasis on upgrading of the Great Western Highway. 
 
The session was a particularly valuable one. Participants might have painted a 
pessimistic picture of environmental degradation consequent upon further 
population growth and development in the Blue Mountains, but their discussion 
clearly showed that to avoid this a significant cultural change will be necessary 
within the community. Projection of current trends and development projects 
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currently in the pipeline (such as completion of the upgrading of the Great 
Western Highway) does indeed seem to lead towards their conclusions. Perhaps 
for this reason participants were happier with the notion of a freeze on population 
growth and development. 
 
Is population growth a problem in itself? If so is there any way of resolving the 
problem within the means of an open and democratic society? On the other hand 
the problem might not be population growth per se but the lifestyle that the 
population wishes to follow. Thirty thousand households living a highly 
materialistic lifestyle, including unfettered use of cars and appliances, large 
houses and so forth, can cause more environmental impact than, say, twice as 
many households living in a more frugal way materially, but no less comfortable 
or unhappy. In other words, it might be more true to say that population growth in 
the Blue Mountains is likely to lead to environmental degradation and 
deterioration of the quality of life if there is no change to the way that that 
population wishes to live. On the other hand, if people are prepared to adjust the 
way they live to the ability of the environment to cope, there might yet be 
capacity for growth of population and employment in the City. 
 
This means that cultural change will be required to ensure that growth is 
compatible with environmental management. Such change has to apply across the 
whole community, however: to old residents as much as the new. Furthermore it 
cannot be imposed but must be embraced by the community. If it is imposed it 
will be resented and will not happen. If it is embraced, or better still, if the 
impetus for change comes from the community itself, it will be accepted and 
effective. This poses an important question for existing residents: what changes 
are they prepared to make themselves to make it easy for newcomers to adapt to 
the community's ethos, and therefore a very different community than they will 
find elsewhere in Australia? 
 
What is the role of government in all this? Unfortunately, it is often assumed by 
groups promoting particular interests and particular views of justice, that 
legislation is the principal goal of their efforts. Once something is law, they 
reason, people are compelled by it whether they like it or not. Governments and 
local councils are perceived as though they were remote and self-contained 
institutions which can legislate to achieve any objective if they are pushed hard 
enough. In reality governments of all kinds are extremely sensitive to the general 
community voice. If Council or higher levels of government are 'not listening' to 
the voice of those advocating conservation, perhaps it is because other voices in 
the community are drowning out that message. Given that sectional interests in 
the community, particularly corporate business, have very powerful means of 
getting their message over — not all are equal by any means in catching the 
community's attention — it is still the community, not government per se that has 
to be convinced of any need for change or reform. Conviction comes better from 
example rather than preaching. If the community is convinced it will demand 
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what it requires from government and, very importantly, will respect legislation 
when it is implemented. 
 
What seems to have emerged from all phases of community consultation, 
including all the workshops conducted so far, is that the community does indeed 
prize its natural environment and puts its highest priority on environmental 
protection. As has emerged from other workshop sessions, and certainly from this 
one, the protection, maintenance and restoration of the natural environment is the 
key to healthy maintenance of the Blue Mountains and its community. However, 
environment, community and economy exist on a three-way 'symbiotic' 
relationship: each depends upon the other for its sustenance. If, for example, 
measures to stimulate the Blue Mountains economy lead to environmental 
degradation, they will be self defeating: the area will become less attractive to live 
in and the community and economy will fail to thrive. However, is it equally true, 
though perhaps less well understood, that a faltering economy or community will 
in turn threaten the integrity of the environment: if people blame environmental 
constraints for their inability to find a job, an affordable house or a place in the 
community for their children, then their commitment to the environment will 
falter. 
 
During the great depression, for example, a few hundred unemployed people lived 
in shacks in parts of the Lower Mountains, as they did in many other of the 
Hawkesbury sandstone areas outside Sydney. They collected firewood for 
cooking and heating, and in so doing almost defoliated some of the ridges. Given 
that what drove them to the Mountains was not the attractiveness of the 
environment but the sheer lack of affordability of living in Sydney, they could 
hardly be blamed for a lack of understanding of the environmental damage they 
were causing in their sometimes desperate struggle simply to survive. 
 
The urban-bushland interface is once again becoming a critical focus of 
developmental problems. Is it better to accommodate development, as we have 
been doing for the last fifty years, in low density cottages on extensive parcels of 
land, or to restrict the perimeter of development and proceed with more compact 
and controlled development forms. Planners sometimes refer to these two options 
as 'hard-edged' and 'soft-edged' solutions. The soft-edged low intensity solution 
seems intuitively to many people to be more environmentally friendly, and many 
people in the Blue Mountains community argue strongly for it. However, the issue 
is not really clear-cut. The hard-edged compact solution provides a community 
which is closer to its necessary urban facilities and leaves more bushland on the 
city edge in its natural state. Furthermore it exposes a smaller perimeter of the 
urban areas (with their potential for escape of exotic plants and animals into the 
bushland) to the bushland interface. Obviously the urban design problems 
involved in successfully blending a higher intensity of urban development into the 
natural environment are more complex than allowing the spread of low-intensity 
urban development further and further into the bush. Nevertheless, good solutions 
are possible for either option and neither should be dismissed out of hand. 
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One very significant problem of the bushland-urban interface is bushfire. 
Curiously, as in other sessions, the issue of bushfires was hardly raised by 
participants. Bushfire preparedness has always been a major problem in the Blue 
Mountains. Major wildfires are part of the ecosystem and therefore inevitable in 
the Blue Mountains, and, as in the past, disasters are possible which destroy many 
properties and even lives. Current development patterns, particularly in towns 
between Wentworth Falls and Lapstone (but not excluding the Upper Mountains 
towns either) are really courting a major bushfire disaster. What development 
patterns are more appropriate for bushfire protection? Is a compact urban 
development option more or less secure than a dispersed one? 
 
Education, of adults and the young, is clearly a very important part of changing 
the culture of the Blue Mountains community to ensure an environmentally-aware 
population which will create a more suitable urban community for the City within 
a national park. For those with scientific knowledge, and enthusiasm to 
proselytise the masses with a detailed understanding of the natural ecosystems of 
the City and thus induce more environmentally-aware attitudes, there is a caution. 
Like children, most adults do not like being preached at. Children resent a 
didactic approach to environmental education and are turned off by 'don't go and 
don't touch' exhortations from adults. They discover nature through a process of 
interaction which many adults often view as vandalism. Many adults, similarly, 
like to discover things for themselves, so processes of environmental education 
within the community need to be subtle. If people are preached at, they switch off 
and ignore the message. If however, they are introduced to the bushland and its 
properties through practical programs — as part of bushfire preparedness training, 
for example — they will be willing learners and convinced practitioners. 
 
IN SUMMARY 
 
The unique environment of the Blue Mountains is the 'bottom line' of any planning 
and management strategy, and particularly of the proposed City Strategy. That 
being said, the community and its economic health and vitality are critical for the 
environmental health of the City. It is highly unlikely, given the sort of democratic 
society that we value, that we can really put a cap on the population of the City. 
Nor can we rely on the economics of scarcity to do the job for us: that would 
result in a wealthy, 'gentrified' and ultimately unstable community. The challenge 
is therefore to find a way of allowing the community to develop in a vital way 
without prejudice to primacy of environmental goals. 



 81 

REPORTING-BACK SESSION FOR COUNCILLORS 
 
This session was different from all the other workshops in that it was primarily 
intended as an initial reporting session for councillors of the Blue Mountains City 
Council on progress with consultation for the City Strategy. The session 
commenced with a report on progress by council staff, and I was invited, as part 
of this presentation, to address the councillors on my role in the consultative 
process (set out in Chapter 2 of the previous report). I was also asked to present a 
brief summary of the planning history of the Blue Mountains and the outcomes of 
the 1975 Blue Mountains Strategy Plan.  
 
After the staff reports there was a discussion session similar to the 'Now' sessions 
of the community consultation workshops. Again, as for those  workshops, I was 
asked to sum up the session. The following notes do not purport to be a record of 
discussion: that task was done by Council's officers and a separate record has 
been kept. Rather, they are reflections and comments on the ideas that freely 
flowed throughout the session. It was indeed an exciting and stimulating session 
which covered a lot of ground. 
 
Perhaps the first point made and stressed is that the City Strategy does not just 
exist for the Blue Mountains City Council. It will be as much a valid document 
for other levels and agencies of government, business, community groups as well 
as individuals in planning their own futures and dreams in the Blue Mountains. It 
should also be a positive document which helps people to see possibilities as well 
as limitations on development consequent on protecting the world heritage 
environment. 
 
The point was discussed that the Blue Mountains is presented with the 
opportunity to become a leader, and to present a world example, in ways to 
develop a sustainable city. This in itself could be a stimulus to just the sort of 
industries that the community would like to attract — particularly those 
specialising in environmental education and management. 
 
In order to develop a valid City Strategy it is important that it be a work 
developed, and accepted in its final form, by the community. All must be able to 
have a voice in its preparation. How do we enfranchise the inarticulate in the 
community? There are many who are only too willing to be heard and to put their 
point of view. There are others, nevertheless,  who because they are less 
articulate, shy, or simply do not think they have anything to say, who are not able 
to contribute. What they have to tell us might be important. In my research work, 
for example, I have worked with children between the ages of 8 and 12 in 
Lismore NSW and Ipswich Queensland who, with some prompting as well as the 
use of novel techniques such as children's photography, presented lively, yet 
modest and eminently sensible ideas for the planning of their communities with 
children in mind.  In Appendix 2 I suggest possible ways of involving people who 
might slip through the community consultation net. 
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Where does the authority of the local community, in expressing its plans and 
expectations for the future, give way to that of higher levels of government and 
administration? Often the plans of state and federal governments override the 
concerns of local communities (for example the rise of competition in the 
communications industries spurred by federal government policies in the 1990s 
led to the ugly roll-out of overhead cables in many local communities that had 
already managed to get electrical and other services put underground). To what 
extent can the Blue Mountains community influence the broader plans of 
government for the area. If, for example, the community disagrees with the 
highway augmentation project, how can it express its view and what chance has it 
got of having that view heeded? 
 
The question of population level and sustainability was raised in this session as it 
was in most others. Is this more a question of the lifestyle 'package' that comes 
with the population than the actual population level itself. Twenty thousand 
households all aspiring for a large house on a bushland block, with one or two 
cars as well as a four wheel drive for weekend bush bashing could have a much 
greater impact on the environment than fifty or sixty thousand households living 
modestly but comfortably, shopping locally, and walking or using public transport 
in preference to the car.  
 
This question of lifestyle does seem to loom as a major choice that Blue 
Mountains residents will have to make. If present lifestyle aspirations continue 
then it is possible, indeed probable, that the City has already reached its 
environmental capacity (the population that can be sustained without significant 
deterioration of the natural environment). With lifestyle change, however, the 
environmental capacity might be considerably more than the present population 
level. 
 
Management of the Blue Mountains environment, by virtue of the world heritage 
listing, has become a national responsibility rather than one to be exercised solely 
by the local community. What sources of finance are available from state and 
federal government and their agencies to ensure that these responsibilities can be 
met? We already have the examples of the transfer of natural bushland from the 
Council to the National Parks and Wildlife Service and responsibility for water 
and sewerage services in the Mountains taken over by Sydney Water. In both 
cases this has led to increase in capital spending in the Blue Mountains. As the 
Blue Mountains community is expected to change its lifestyle to ensure a 
sustainable city, and an appropriate world heritage environment all for the benefit 
not only of Australia but also the world, then the costs of those changes (such as 
improved operation of public transport and creation of the infrastructure necessary 
for a more effective 'walking city') are at least partly a charge on the wider 
community. 
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Environmental management could become a fruitful source of employment within 
the Blue Mountains, especially if tertiary education in the field eventuates within 
the City. Environmental agencies may also devolve authority to local offices, thus 
locating employment within the region where the management is required. 
 
Much discussion in the session revolved around questions of demographic 
structure of the Blue Mountains community. The pros and cons of 'gentrification', 
where the population of specific parts of the City is replaced over time by an 
affluent cohort, came up also at many of the workshops. In the short run 
gentrification leads to rising property prices, considerable physical improvement 
to properties and neighbourhoods, and new life for business centres. It is thus 
welcomed by many in the community, particularly as it raises the value of their 
own properties. Nevertheless, the gentrified community is, in the long run, an 
unstable one. Lower income workers (including those required to make and serve 
the cappuccino!) cannot afford to remain. Even affluent residents are forced to 
move over time as their cohort ages.  
 
The problems posed by gentrification are specific examples of a more general 
problem — that of 'serial demographics'. If the population of an area is 
demographically uniform (that is, the area has a predominance of people in 
specific age groups or types of households) then the community service needs will 
change rapidly as the population ages. Pre-school centres will quickly be replaced 
in demand by primary schools, then high schools, then employment for young 
people will be the problem and finally services for the aged. By the time need for 
a service is manifest, another will be replacing it, and households will continually 
feel that their community cannot cope. On the other hand, where the 
demographics of the community are more or less stable (the proportion of people 
in each age group remains much the same over time), even though individuals and 
families are constantly  moving in and out of the area, there is a reasonably 
constant demand for community services and a wider range of services will be 
possible. 
 
Perhaps for the first time, in this of all of the workshop discussions, the question 
of bushfire management was spontaneously raised in discussion. The fact that 
bushfires were not mentioned in community consultation workshops, except when 
the discussion was prompted by myself, indicates that lack of understand of the 
hazard by the community remains a major problem for the Council which should 
be addressed in the City Strategy. I have already appended, in the first Report, a 
research paper on bushfire awareness of Blue Mountains residents based on data 
gathered between 1985 and 1993. In Appendix C, I attach the recommendations 
made in the report commissioned by the Deputy State Coroner, Mr John Hiatt, 
and taken into evidence at the formal enquiry into the 1994 bushfires in New 
South Wales. 
 
Discussion in the session mentioned problems related to the activities of young 
people and their very obvious presence in towns. Concerns about the young and 
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particularly their use of skateboards, the presence of graffiti in areas where they 
hang out, and an apparent lack of activities for them were also raised in other 
workshops. While there are obvious concerns here, is there also a reflection of 
growing intolerance of children and young people within the society? Perhaps this 
is also a reflection of the growing importance of 'yuppie' lifestyles in the City. 
How can we consult the young to establish what their needs are and what dreams 
they have for their community? 
 
Finally there are a number of ideas from 'out of left field' (or 'mid-on' using a 
parallel sporting metaphor) that might trigger debate on ways that Council might 
encourage people to think of different ways that urban living in the Blue 
Mountains could be made more compatible with the City in the National Park. 
The first of these concerns the 'walking city'.  
 
While the nature of the topography of the Blue Mountains towns mitigates, to 
some extent against widespread adoption of walking as a means of getting around, 
medical evidence suggests that walking between 3 to 5 kilometres per day brings 
very substantial health benefits and these continue well into old age. Walking is 
also potentially the most efficient form of urban transport over distances of up to 
1.5 kilometres. It is certainly the most environmentally friendly way of getting 
around and the least demanding of infrastructure. Walking cities require a very 
different form from those served predominantly by private motor vehicles, though 
they are compatible with public transport services. For areas in the Blue 
Mountains within, say 1.5 kilometres radius of railway stations as well as areas, 
such as Winmalee and Mount Riverview with the potential for efficient bus 
services, land use and neighbourhood planning could be predicated on a 'walking/ 
public transport 'priority. In these areas resources could be spent on encouraging 
walking or public transport use and discouraging (though not necessarily 
prohibiting) use of cars. Parking within centres, for example, could be limited and 
rationed. Less road space could be given over to cars. Pedestrian routes could be 
direct, well graded, and not separated from shops, railway stations, and 
community facilities by car parks. Shops could be encouraged to provide home 
delivery, freeing more people to walk to the centre. 
 
In some parts of Europe, notably in London and Amsterdam, local councils in 
their planning are allowing for the concept of 'car-free' housing. Instead of 
insisting upon minimum provision of car spaces for each dwelling, councils are 
instead prohibiting provision for vehicles (with the exception of limited provision 
for people with disability), and providing incentives for developers to orient the 
design of dwellings towards walking and public transport. One of the advantages 
of such housing is a considerable reduction in the required 'hard footprint' of 
housing development, even when such development consists of multi-family type 
housing. Naturally, such planning only works where there is already an efficient 
public transport service to choose, but the approach is a possible one for certain 
parts of the Blue Mountains towns. There might even be environmental kudos for 
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the community in being the first in Australia to adopt such an environmentally 
oriented policy. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


