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H as planning been de-dem ocratised in Sydney?

Introduction

Neoliberalreason... is converting the distinctly politicalcharacter, meaning,and

operation of dem ocracy’s constituentelem ents into economic ones.

In such terms,Brown (2015, p.17) argues thatneoliberalism transformsdebatesaboutpublic
goods and the public good into econom ic term s thatsituatedemocraticsubjects and

dem ocratic arenas as assem blages of quasi-firmsmaking decisions based on profit

m axim isationratherthan of politicalactorsand polities.The de-dem ocratisation thatresults
has redefined every aspectof contem porary societies, from law to education, welfare to urban
planning. Streeck (2014) goes further,locating de-dem ocratisation inthe increasing influence
of the financialsector on the contemporary state.iWith the rise of the “debt state,” public
creditorshave assumed new levelsof power, as a secondary constituency to which indebted

states mustanswer:

the state as debt state ... subjects itselfand its activity to the controlof creditorsin the
shape of ‘markets.”’ Thatcontrol appears alongside the dem ocraticcontrol of the state
by itscitizenry,with the possibility of overlayingitor even, aswe seetoday,

eliminating italtogether.(Streeck, 2014, p.78)

Streeck’sargum ent is thatrather than dem ocraticdem ands for higher levels of expenditure
accounting forthe rise of indebted states,higherdebt has been driven by the need to reduce

tax revenues in supportof capitalism,and thisindebtednesshas reduced dem ocraticcontrol.



The relativedominance of economic rationales differssharply across places and periods;

there isno single over-archingneoliberalrationality evidentin the decades since David

Harvey (1989) pointed to the rise of the entrepreneurial state (Peck,2014). A closerreading

of how and why these differing rationalities are articulated,and considerationof how place,

time,and sector shape these intonations both suggestthatclaimsfor neoliberalhegemony

may be unstable in practice. Itisimportantto distinguish between de-dem ocratisation as a

logic driving state actions,and de-dem ocratisation as the actualoutcome of thislogic.De-

dem ocratisationisnot an inexorable force;instead, itis a site of conflict,in which the relative

power of the state and of the multifaceted intereststo which itanswers, fluctuatesbased on

the particularsector,time,and place in question (M etzger,Soneryd and Hallstrom ,2017).

This paperinvestigatesthe complex and continuously evolving processesof de-

democratisationevidentin urban planning practicein Sydney between 2011 and 2017. 1

argue thatwhile New South W ales'effortsto stream linedevelopmentand reduce local

democraticengagementin decisionsabout developmenthave evolved considerably in

response to multiple forms of opposition, the success of the neoliberalprojectis still

uncertain.

This empirical focusresponds to a persuasivesetof theoreticalarguments thatplanning

has been de-dem ocratised through strategiesintended to marginalisedissent,and does so by

more narrowly defining the arena in which are located issues fordem ocraticdebate about

planning. Allmendigerand Haughton (2011) pointto how stateshave sought to stage-manage

and choreograph participationto pursue economicgrowth, while interpreting questionsabout

quality of life and environmentalprotection in termsof economic objectives.Governance has

been depoliticised and de-dem ocratised by the shiftaway from the bureaucracy’s traditional

duties— toimplementthe outcomes ofrepresentativedemocraticdecisionmaking— to others



based on reaching consensus using bargaining and negotiatingamong multiple public and

private stakeholders (Jessop,1998; Pierre ,2009; Swyngedouw, 2005). In the resulting post-

politicalera,

politicalcontradictionsarereduced to policy problem sto be managed by experts and

legitimised through participatory processesin which the scope of possibleoutcomes s

narrowly defined in advance ... Citizens become consumers,and electionsare framed

as justanother ‘choice,’” in which individuals privately select theirpreferred managers

of the conditionsof economic necessity. (W ilsonand Swyngedouw, 2014, p.6)

As the politicaliselided with the economic,economic decisionsare increasingly

insulated from traditional formsofcivic accountability (Brown, 2015; Streeck,2014; W ilson

and Swyngedouw, 2014). They are displaced to decision fora where democraticoversightis

limited orabsent (Legacy, 2016). W hile the crisisof participation thatis the theme of this

specialissuecan be framed as protestover these multipledisplacements,theoristsofthe post-

politicalargue thatthe ‘micro-politicsoflocalurban struggles’arenotproperly political

because they do notquestion fundamentalissues ofinequality (Swyngedouw, 2014, p.176).

Brown’s argumentis m ore subtle than this;she places de-dem ocratisationin the hollowing

out of democraticactors,and theirreplacementwith ‘marketactors,always, only,and

everywhere as homo oeconomicus’. The foundation for citizenship (and the citizen’sconcern

with the publicrealm)isundermined when the limitsofacceptable debate are defined with

reference to an exclusively economic rationale (Brown, 2015,p. 39).

But to what extentare statesinevitably successfulin imposingsuch hegemonicnarratives

of the primacy of economic prosperity or the need for austerity? Larner (2014) argues thata

closeempiricalreading suggeststhatdepoliticisation strategies often fail;the neoliberal

agenda can generate new forms of opposition from which are mounted effectivechallengesto



the consensus view. Em piricalinvestigation of how and when oppositionsucceeds is an

essentialcounterpointto the over-determination im plicitin many formulationsofpost-

politicsand de-dem ocratisation.

This case study focuses on a sequence of effortsto de-dem ocratise planning by

controlling the terms of debate about how planning should change to betterserve the public

interest. The New South W ales government’srecent effortsto sim plify and stream line a

complex,contested,and costly planning system invites examinationof the State’schanging

strategies to stage-manage participationand forge consensus around ‘a shared vision” (NSW ,

2013, p.24). Despite a carefully designed cam paignto reach consensus over fundam ental

reformsof the planning legislation that,it was argued, had undermineddevelopmentand

reduced the State’s ability to accom modate growth,the effortto establisha hegemonic

agenda failed. A broad alliance of grassrootscom munity groups,localgovernments,and

special interestgroups succeeded in arguing for the legislative defeatof the Liberal-National

Coalition government’s planning reform billin late 2013. Butthe Coalitiongovernmentre-

grouped, and by late 2015 had passed legislation establishing the Greater Sydney

Commissionand a statutory basis for strategic planning thatpromisedto achieve what

legislative reform effortshad failedto. Simultaneously,the State em barked on a contentious

process to amalgam ate localgovernments,rescaling the levelofdemocraticengagementin

planning decisions.However, this strategy has had uneven success, with the National Party

(Coalition partners) withdrawing its support foramalgam ations acrossitsruralelectoralbase,

and the courts rejecting some metropolitanamalgam ations,based on the State’s refusalto

release the consultantreporton which its decisionswere based (Saulwick and Visentin,

2017).



This sequence of events raisesinteresting questions aboutthe State’spower to redefine

the terms of debate over growth and development,and its power to hollow outdemocratic

processes. A crudereading of the politicalenvironmentduring the 2011 electioncam paign

mighthave forecasta victory forthe well-funded developerlobby. How did a disparate group

of individually weak com munity groups and local governmentsprevailin defeating both an

apparently powerful coalition of State governmentand developmentadvocates,and the

legislation they favoured? The oppositionalliancewas notunambiguously progressive:many

memberorganisationscould easily be dismissedas NIM BY ists preoccupied with protecting

theirown quality of life (or property values). But other oppositionalvoices are more difficult

to dismiss:theirpositionsreflecta broader setof socialconcerns around the nature of

resource exploitationin particularplaces,and the rightsof a particulargenerationand species

in aparticularplace (Arashiro,2017). W hile the Better Planning Network formed an effective

alliance supporting the furtherempowermentoflocalcom munitiesin theireffortsto control

developmentimpacts,theirrole has been primarily oppositionalratherthan pro-active.The

alliance has not articulated the sortof bottom -up social agenda,and the concern with social

and economic equity,that M oulaertetal (2007) or MacCullum et al (2009) identify in social

innovation coalitions.

The insightsthis story offers add com plexity to theorists’claimsaboutthe inevitability of

depoliticisation,and the end of meaningfuldemocraticengagement. The story also offers

insightsinto how power iscreated, lost,regained, and sometimeslostagain in particularlocal

circum stances. The following section of the paperreviewsrecentresearch on participation in

planning in aneoliberalera. Section three examinesthe recenthistory of planning reform in

New South W ales,and its sequel, the establishmentofmetropolitangovernance alongside a

restructuring of local government. W hatlessons did the State learn from the failure of

planning reform ,and how have these lessons shaped itsreformulated strategies? How has the



terrainof democratic participation beenreshaped through these efforts? The conclusion
explores what thisem piricalcase suggests about states’ abilitiestode-dem ocratise planning

effectively.

Neoliberalism and democratic participation

Neoclassicaleconomists attributed the gathering fiscalcrisisof the state during the 1970s and
1980s to ‘democratically generated dem ands’thatoverloaded the ‘commons’of public
finance with unproductive welfare expenditures (Streeck, 2014, p.48). The consequent
resurgence of a reformulated economic liberalism broughtwith itrescissionsin welfare
spending,a contraction of the bureaucracy’srole in decision making in favour of multi-sector
forum s, the privatization of public assets,and deregulationof finance, trade,and of urban

development (Harvey, 1989; Jessop,1998; Pierre, 2009).ii

2

In contrastto previous formulationsofeconomic liberalism,however, whatwas “new
was the shiftfrom marketsas arenas of exchange to marketsas arenasofcom petition,and the
corresponding shift from politicsas an arena in which equivalentactors debate the collective
good, to politicsas an arena in which inequality (the basisof com petition)islegitimised
(Brown,2015). Neoliberalrationality focusseson stimulatingeconomicgrowth,but the
specific politicalstrategiesunderpinning this broad focus evolve continuously.The laissez-
faire liberalism of Ronald Reagan or M argaret Thatcher was transformed into the softer
social face of the neoliberalism presented by Bill Clinton or Tony Blair. As Peck and Tickell
(2002, p.38) argue, neoliberalstrategiesaremarked by their ‘transform ative and adaptive
capacity’,constantly evolving in response to the contingentand local. Thus, the ‘construction
[of hegem onies] ... is a continuing and contradictory process,nota fixed condition’ (Peck,

2013, p.153).



Planning theorists have focused on how neoliberalregimeshave defused and

m arginalised dem ocratic oppositionto “planning in the serviceof development” by

redefining what participation meansand who, or what, does it (Allmendigerand Haughton,

2011,2013; Inch,2012; Raco, 2014). Narratives aboutthe necessity ofreducing the

regulation burden, responding to private sector stakeholders,and ensuring predictable

stream lined developmentapprovalprocesses, place economic growth atthe centre of social

aspirations (Deas,2013; Inch,2012). Oppositionalperspectivesthatprioritise environmental

values or socialequity are marginalised.Public debate is shaped and managed to eliminate

dissensus and conflict,and to contructan apparently democraticconsensusaround preferred

solutions (Allmendigerand Haughton, 2013; Raco, 2014).In some cases,thedemocratic

process isexplicitly subverted by planning strategiesthatremove crucialelementsof

decisions from public view (Legacy, 2016).

Swyngedouw (2014,p.176) argues thatalthough urban socialmovements may represent

ruptures or contestationsthat ‘erupt... [in] a politicalact’they have alimited constituency

that prevents them being truly political:instead,they are “invited as evidence of the proper

functioning of democracy, instituted through participatory formsof governance’ (p.177). But

Bylund (2012) argues thatnarrowing the definition of politicsto being only aboutequality

(while norm atively attractive to many planning theorists)is a linguistic strategy ratherthan a

convincing argumentthathelps usunderstand the world. Italso deflects attention from

complex empiricalcases thatpush us beyond the binary opposition of post-political/properly

political,and that foreground the intersectionsofdifferentconstructionsofpower (Arashiro,

2017; Legacy,2016).

Other criticsargue thatthe post-politicalperspective offerstoo rigid an interpretationof

neoliberalhegemony,and thus thatit fails to engage with theconceptof power. Wendy



Larner (2014, p.190) argues thatsimplisticapproachesthattreatpost-politicisation as an

inexorable force ignore the significantchallengesthatconstrainneoliberalascendancy, and

the ‘subtle,complex,and unpredictable’ ways thatneoliberalstrategiescan generate new

forms of opposition. She points outthatthird sector organisationsare often seen as partof the

neoliberalagenda, ‘inadvertently reinforcing ... the neoliberal statusquo,” with no possibility

thatthey may disruptthis hegemony (p.190).Instead,she emphasisesthatneoliberalism

should be understood as ‘a situated,hybrid politicalprojectthattakes multiple formsin

multiple places’ (p.195). M etzger,Soneryd and Hallstrom (2017,p.14) presenta related

argument,thatappealsto hegemonic narrativesexplainnothing; instead, whatis most

interesting is ‘how creative and innovative practice may function to undermine and subvert

existing power relationships.” Theirstudy of a referendum on a localredevelopmentproject

concludes thatexpectationsaboutwhich groups held the mostpower were confounded;

instead, power was ‘constituted in the process itself,as eventsunfolded’ (M etzger, Soneryd

and Hallstrom ,2017,p.13). An empiricalexampleof how power isconstituted by unfolding

events is offered by a recentcase study of com munity responses to mining expansion in New

South W ales,where ‘community actions ... work[ed] to am plify the spaces through which

power isdisputed,’ thus ‘signal[ling]the possibilitiesofsociety’s ‘reoccupation’ ofpolitics’

(Arashiro,2017, Online First, p. 1).

M odes,terms,and locationsof participation may be carefully orchestrated in an attempt

to defuse politicalengagementand reach an unproblem atised consensus, butis thisa linear

and reliably successfulprocess? Revisiting the earlierdistinction between de-dem ocratisation

as motivationand as outcome, how do effortsto de-dem ocratise highly fraughtdebates

around development(or migration,orredistribution,orreligiousexpression)work outin

practice,in particularplaces? How are de-dem ocratisation strategiesresisted and subverted,



and how are those strategiesreframed inresponse? These are the questions addressed in this

case study.

M etropolitan Sydney

The recent history of effortsto recastplanning in metropolitan Sydney and New South W ales

isinteresting for several reason. Sydney’s challenges are typicalof affluentneoliberal

societies: migration pressures; thedifficulty of funding infrastructure;and affordable housing

shortfalls . The city also enjoys many significantadvantages— economicand political

stability,and high levelsof environmentalamenity in some places— thatare reflected in

property value appreciation, high em ploymentrates,and a high median quality of life. Its

governance remains heavily bureaucratised,butpublic spending limitationshave made

private sectordom esticand internationalinvestorsessentialactorsin the city’s grow th.

Sydney grew by 56 percent between 1981 and 2016. For those governing this sprawling

m etropolitan area,a centralchallenge has been to densify and redevelop parts ofitto

accommodate housing demand, and avoid large scale infrastructureexpenditures.W hile a

variety of factors played theirpart, the com plexity and uncertainty of the planning regulatory

system was blamed for the extended slowdown innew residentialdevelopmentbetween the

mid-2000s and 2012 (Hsieh, Norman and Orsmond, 2012). Infrastructure deficitswere

exacerbated by the New South W ales Treasury’s conservative approach to debt financing,

and continued failuresto coordinate land use and transportplanning effectively (Simmons

and Dollery,2014).

Beginning with the Labor governmentin the mid-2000s, stream lining thedevelopment

needed to accom modate growth became a priority.To a disproportionate degree, State

governmentrevenues rely on continued property development;in the absence of residential

land taxes for owner-occupiers,or of a State-basedincome tax, real estate-related taxessuch



as stam p duties form a significantpartof the State’srevenue stream (M angioni,2016).
W ithoutstreamlining developmentapprovals, New South W ales had few optionsto grow

itselfout of the deficitit faced in the early 2000s.

An initialreform effort from 2005 to 2011 focused on two primary goals:centralising
powers once held by localgovernments,with the M inister for Planning em powered to decide
on developments of “State significance” (in practice,anything over $50 million);and
removing contentiousdevelopmentdecisions from what were seen as politicised and
incompetentlocal councils,in favour of appointedexpertpanels (Freestoneand W illiams,
2012; M cFarland,2011). Vocal public oppositionto thiscentralisationof powers was
increased by a series of corruption scandals involving powerful party supporters, and
ultimately atleastone M inister for Planning (NSW ICAC, 2011). Thisround ofreforms had
been approached by means of an attem pted adm inistrative fiatratherthan by consensus
building,and the growing oppositionto Labor’s pro-developmentagenda included both
residentsangry aboutthe decline of localdemocracy,and industry groups frustrated by the
government’s perceived inability to exercise the politicalwillneeded to deliver on its

promises.

As previous studies have argued, the New South W ales Coalitiongovernmentelected in
2011 began with a “hearts and minds” strategy,aimed atrebuilding trustand re-establishing
legitimacy (M acDonaId,2015).”iThe Coalition governmentestablished an independent
commission,which spent a year holding participatory forum sthroughout New South W ales,
gathering opinions about the State’s planning system and the much-amended Environmental
Planning AssessmentActof 1979. The com missionconcluded that ‘publicconfidence in the
system has been eroded by the perception thatpoliticscan determinedecision-making,and a

lack of com munity confidence in the integrity of the planning system over decisions about



larger developments” (NSW ,2013,p.13). This view was widely shared, butitposed difficult

questions aboutgovernance,and the depth of the reformsthatwould be needed.

The new governmentbuiltan extensive participatory strategy to dem onstratecom m itment

to reversing business asusual, and empowering localcom munities. A furtheryear of

consultation focused on the government’s proposed legislativereforms.Consultants gathered

feedback from what were framed as ‘a variety of stakeholdergroups’” (NSW , 2012, p. 3)

constituted to ensure thatlocalresidentswould be categorised as one of many interestgroups,

rather than as individualvoters with a politicalvoice. A ‘broad based and open process’ was

needed to forge the consensus for fundamentalreform thatwould depoliticise planning and

provide ‘decisions [that] are fastand transparent,in order to facilitate[e]... and manag[e]...

growth and econom ic development’ (NSW ,2012,p.3). A fundamental ‘culturalchange’ was

needed, to smooth the delivery of development (NSW ,2012,p.3). Thisculture change

entailed stripping out meaningfuldem ocratic participation,and replacing itwith technocratic

expertise from appointed panels,and as-of-rightdevelopmentapprovals (M acDonald,2015).

Opposition was vocal,and ittargeted the participatory processas wellas thecontentof

the reform s:

W e are ... concerned thatthe issues discussed atthe workshop were very much those

selected by the organisers. There was no opportunity to raise and discuss other aspects

of the planning reform sthatare importantto thecom munity.(Better Planning

Network, 2012, np)

Leaders of the loose coalitionofcommunity groups, localgovernments, and special

interestgroups thatconstituted the Better Planning Network argued thatopportunities for

consultation were intended to manipulatethe com munity into the vision of reform agreed on

by developers and the State government (Better Planning Network, 2013). Subm issions from



both opponents and supportersof thereform proposal pointto the significantcredibility gaps

people perceived in relation to the potential for dram aticculturechange and the State’s

claims forlegitimacy (see forexample Law Society of NSW , 2013; Property Councilof

Australia,2013). Consensus was clearly elusive, despitethe State’sexpensive and time

consuming efforts to create effective participatory processes.The State was vulnerable to an

articulate oppositionthe membersof which managed both socialand conventionalmedia

outlets very effectively to critique the thin rationalisations presented to supporta pro -

developmentplanning system .

W hy did the reform s fail?

There are three categoriesof reasons forthe State’s failureto manage consensus around

reforms.First, for an audience already scepticalaboutthe links between neoliberalpoliticians

and the developmentindustry,several of the messagesdelivered through consultation were

poorly formulated.In particular,the effortto redefine the sustainability principlesthat

underpinned the 1979 planning act to foreground econom ic sustainability and de-em phasise

environmentaland social aspects of the concept,was widely seen (even by supporters of the

new bill) asa public relations liability,and a source of endless legalchallenge:

Under the draft legislation,a clear definition of ‘sustainabledevelopment’is absent.

. The lack of a definition of ‘sustainable development’removescertainty and this

would arguably increase the potential for disputes. (Property Councilof Australia,

2013, pp.26-27)

Second, the State was forced into a reactive strategy to make public concessionsduring

parliam ent’s consideration ofthe bill as a resultof the effective critiqgue of what, insome

cases,were misconceived argumentsabout the legal basis forsome elementsofreform ,hsuch

as the elimination of the rightto appeal by opponents butnotproponentsofdevelopment



(Law Society of NSW ,2013; McKenny, 2013). This strategy underm ined supporters’
confidence thatthe State had the politicalcapacity to pass the legislation,and the
developmentindustry moved to distance itselffrom what its membershad come to perceive

as an unwinnable battle (Hasham ,2013).

Third, individual groups drawn into the Better Planning Network alliancerepresented a
broad array of interestsand a united frontfar more powerful than individual membergroups
or sectorsmighthave been. This was a strong allianceamong suburban votersangry about
growth withoutinfrastructure;ruraland regionalcom munitiesbattling the disastrous health
and environmentalconsequences of the State’s extension of mining leases;localgovernments
defending the principle that elected officials should retainresponsibility forlocal
developmentdecisions;and environmentaladvocatesarguing the need to maintain the
integrity of existing habitatand ecosystem protections.Together,they also commanded
supportfrom a wide array of politicians (Nicholls,2013). The unacceptableamendmentsthat
gutted the reform legislation and forced the M inisterto withdraw the billin November 2013,
represented another transitory buteffective allianceamong Labor,the Greens,and the

rurally-based Shootersand Fishers Party.'v

But the story did notend at this point.In the immediate aftermath ofthe defeat, the
Planning M inisterdeclared the government ‘would ‘look after the people of NSW by
continuing to reform the currentplanning process through existing laws’ (Hasham ,2013,np).
That clearly proved impossible.Instead,the State acted on three key lessons thatshaped its
subsequenteffortsto assertneoliberalrationality,by redefining planning to em phasise its
technocratic capacity,by delegating M inisterialdecisionsto an appointed com mission,and

by redefining the role of local government.



W hat lessons reshaped State strategies after the reform failure?

First,the State’sreformulated strategy effectively appropriated the language of the

opposition. “Better planning” would be achieved by establishing a revitalisedtechnocratic

expertiseon a metropolitanscale.The Greater Sydney Comm ission  offered a new solution to

New South W ales’ long-standing problem sof coordinating land use and transportation

planning. In principle,the com mission promised to address significantconflictsin

governmentthathave contributed to the disconnectbetween land use and transportation

planning,and to the weak legaland resource base for strategic planning. The stated

objectivesof the GSC are to take ‘a collaborative one governmentapproach... [to] lead and

guide the planning for development,transportand housing so that Greater Sydney willbe a

productive,liveable and sustainable city for all> (Greater Sydney Com mission,2017, np).

In contrastto the fragmented State planning bureaucracy, the technicalexpertise thatthe GSC

promised was a new approach to the problem of rebuilding trustand legitimacy.

The second lesson learned was the importanceofinsulatinggovernmentfrom claimsthat

itacts in favour of developersand againstlocalcom munities. Depoliticising ministerial

decisions by using the Planning Advisory Com m ittee ultim ately had been an ineffectual

strategy given the com m ittee’s perceived bias towards State interests. The GSC has acquired

many of the powers once held by the M inister for Planning, within metropolitan Sydney.

Consequently,the basis for the broad geographic alliance represented by the Better Planning

Network was undercutby the separation of metropolitan planning from regional planning for

the balance of the State. Butmore importantly,the intense politicisation thatresulted from

previous strategiesaimed at stream lining decision making by centralising planning powers,

has been diluted by delegating these powers to an appointed com mission. A permeable,



multi-sectorgovernance forum with explicitclaimsto technicalexpertise offered an effective

strategy to insulate the Coalition governmentfrom vocal opponents.

A third significantlesson learned from the failedreform projectwas thatlocaldemocracy

could be managed better if the role of localgovernmentsin broader governance processes

could be diluted. Given the failure of attem ptsto forge a consensus on the need to stream line

regulation,two com plementary strategies attem pted instead to limitlocalgovernment

autonomy. The firstfocused on amalgam ating the 41 metropolitanlocalgovernmentsinto 25

thatwould be “Fitforthe Future’, fiscally sustainable,and with a more competentstaff

(IPART 2015). In many cases, the reconstituted governmentswould have more diffuse

politicalbases with less clearly defined politicalvoicesin the debate over development. The

language of this initiative was explicitly economicrather than political;butone plausible

interpretation isthatthe State expected thatlarger, more business-likecouncilswould be

more politically malleable.

The second approach establishes a statutory basis for strategic planning,with a clearly

defined hierarchy of plans. W hile localgovernmentsretain the responsibility to revise local

environmentalplans and assesssmall-scaledevelopmentapplications,theirdecisionsmust

comply with districtand metropolitan plans,and the GSC has the power to override them if

they do not. The new hierarchy of strategic plans eliminatespublic participationatthe local

level,shifting itto the level of districtand metropolitan strategicplansonly. New South

W ales is clearly addressing its crisisof participationby rescaling the locus ofdemocratic

engagement. Given the fundamentally localnature of many of the changes higher-level

strategic plans willrequire, eliminating participationinlocal plan-making is a significant

erosion of democracy.



The GSC’s 40-year metropolitanplanning strategy (Towards our Greater Sydney 2056)

reconstitutes metropolitan Sydney from a city defined by a “Global Arc” of well-connected

job-rich suburbs and a peripheralhinterland,to a polycentric three-city region.Job growth in

the W estern City will be stimulated by an aerotropolisthatwillredefine the western fringe of
the metro area. The sprawling metropolitanregionwill becomea “30-minutecity” and very
modestinclusionary zoning will address the severe affordability problem attributable to

Sydney’s intensely financialised housing markets.

W hile these metropolitan strategies may sound familiarand unobjectionable,they have
drawn criticism from membersof the developerlobby,who characterise the five percent
inclusionary zoning targets as a ‘levy’ which ‘could increasethe costofallnew housing’
(Australian Property Investor,2016, np). Reserving land for future job growth issimilarly
seen as an unreasonable interference with developing more profitable housing. Clearly, the
m etropolitan strategic planis far from perfectly aligned with the corporate intereststhatwere

vocal advocates fora metropolitancom mission.

Production of the districtplans has been com plicated by how they incorporatelocal
governmentamalgam ations,a process thathas attracted intense conflict.In the first
amalgam ation of four Inner W estcouncilsin M ay 2016,Vithe council’s firstm eeting
‘descended into chaos ... withriotpolice called to the scene as protestersshouted “out”, spat
atand jostled councilworkers” (Kem brey, 2016, np). Subsequently,the amalgam ation
process has begun to unravel. A new State Premierand the reshuffling of the Cabinetin early
2017 led to capitulation to National Party dem ands thatmergersbe abandoned inrural
electorates. The courtsupheld some localgovernmentappeals againstmergersbased on the
State’srefusal to provide the consultantreportthat,itclaims,outlinesthe fiscalnecessity for

amalgam ations (Saulwick and Visentin,2017). W hile the State maintainsthe validity of the


http://www.apimagazine.com.au/2016/11/concerns-sydney-levy-push-prices-higher/)

economic rationale for thisdemocraticrescission,the often-em otionalpublicdebate over the

policy is framed clearly in termsof protecting due process, the collectivegood, and the

distrustof a State with a materialinterestin maximising the pace of development. This

particularepisode in the longer story of New South W ales’ evolving attem ptsto stream line

developmentdoes notsupportarguments thatdem ocraticengagementhas been fatally eroded

(a similarpointis made in Arashiro’s (2017) recentcase study of the same jurisdiction).

The State’spost-2013 strategy redefinesthe structure and scale of governance, displacing

local oppositionto developmentby literally “rescaling” the localgovernments thatin some

cases had articulated alternative views of sustainability,livability,and localdem ocratic

process. Rescaling has also occurred in the shiftaway from localregulatory control to

strategic planning at districtand metropolitanlevels,and in increased responsibility for

independentdevelopmentassessmentpanels.Planning problem shave been redefined in

technicalrather than politicalterms.

New South W ales” new metropolitanand districtplanning framework appears to serve

neoliberal strategies,butitdoes so differently from the planning reform strategy of2011-

2013. The arc of the narrative has evolved from being one aboutthe search foreconomic

sustainability to being one about bettercoordinated land use and transportation planning to

provide jobs and more affordable housing. Rolling back localdem ocratic processes is thus

presented as essentialto meeting socialneeds. The aim of achieving an unproblem atised

consensus supporting stream lined developmentregulation has been abandoned in favour of

asserting authority more effectively over local government,and restricting itsability to

articulate localopposition to State goals— although this has been only unevenly achieved.

M ostsignificantly,leadership on metropolitan strategy is assigned notto elected State

representatives,butto an appointed com missionofexperts, with claimsto legitimacy thatare



based on technicalcompetence rather than democraticrepresentation.The State has

essentially abandoned the effortto rebuild trustorclaim legitimacy initsown name. The

failure to forge consensus for the 2011-2013 planning reform s asserting the primacy of

economic sustainability pointed to a deeper failureto convince thecom munity of the

economic rationale justifying the proposed reform sor of the State’s good faith in its efforts to

brokera broad based and open process, thatwould ‘empower com munities” (NSW ,2013,

p.5). Although public participationisnow a statutory requirementfor metropolitanand

districtstrategic plans,it has been eliminated atthe level of localenvironmentalplans,

significantly reducing the potential for dem ocraticengagementin local development

decisions. This isthe mostimportantsense in which the State has attem pted to de-

democratise the terrain of planning for growth in New South W ales:by subverting the due

process integralto democratic institutions.However,as the story of localgovernment

amalgam ationsdem onstrates,the separation of powers and an independentjudiciary can

frustrate de-dem ocratisation strategies,if only unevenly and tem porarily.De-democratising

intentions are not necessarily reflected in de-dem ocratising outcomes.

Conclusions

This story highlightsthe constantly evolving strategiesof one neoliberal State, as itseeks a

reliable fix for the problem of managing conflictsoverdevelopment,and economic growth

more broadly. On one hand, the State is vulnerableto com plaints from the development

industry thatitcannotguarantee the predictability and stability required for investment.On

the other hand, itis vulnerable to the opposition mounted by articulate socialcoalitionsthat

operate very effectively within the surviving democratic institutionsofindependent

judiciariesand shifting parliam entary alliances.



Elementsof this story do supportthe argumentthatdemocraticengagementhas been

significantly eroded. Participationisusually mostintense over locallevel decisions thathave

clear implications forspecificinterests,expressed in opposition to developmentproposals

and rezoning applications. The State is attem pting to defuse the crisisof participation itfaces

by rescaling the location of decision making in planning, from the local governmentlevel—

where councillorsare often swayed by threatsto theirre-election prospects,to districtand

m etropolitanlevels— whereappointed com missioners are farless vulnerableto vocal

community opposition. The strategy restson the assum ption thatparticipationwillbecome

less partisan and less narrowly self-interested ifitis constrained to more abstractlevels. In

addition, the terrain of debate has been redefined as being one aboutthe technicalmeritsof

land use and transportation integration,and the gains this integration mightofferresidentsin

the form of the 30-minute city,accessible jobs,and affordable housing levies. Reducing

localdemocracy is justified as the price of the prom ise to address these social deficits.

But otherelements of the story suggestthatthe outcomes of the State’s mostrecent

attem pts atde-dem ocratisation have been uneven, and may be vulnerableto new

oppositionalalliances.Displacing dissent from the accessiblelevel of local governmentto the

less easily influenced level of districtand metropolitanplans, may noteffectively still that

dissent. The rescaling of participation may create instead the basis forother, atleast

temporarily powerful,alliances within and between groups thateffectively articulate

dissensus atthe districtand metropolitanscales. The planning reform agenda applied to the

State as awhole, and the existence of these diverse arenas and issues helpsexplain the

success of small-scalecom munity opposition movements when they banded together.Are

similarcross-cutting alliances possiblein response to thisnew iteration of State strategy?

M uch of the potential for new allianceswill depend on how interestsare constructed in

differentparts of the metropolitanregion.



The restructuring of the arenas of localdem ocraticengagementthrough localgovernment

amalgam ations has encountered significantobstacles,despite New South W ales’ long history

of exercising its powersover localgovernmentto dismissrecalcitrantorincom petent

councils,and to redraw councilboundaries to shiftthe politicalbalanceof power. Growing

levels of popular discontent with amalgam ations seen explicitly as an anti-dem ocratic

strategy may threaten the future of the Coalition governmentin the nextelection.As M etzger,

Sonryd, and Hallstrom (2017) argue,itis difficultto make assum ptionsaboutthe distribution

of power before events play out.

A larger question israised by this story of de-dem ocratisationand dissensus. Is this

potentially a truly “political” struggle thatthreatensthe neoliberalconsensus by recasting

debate in more than justeconomicterms? Or is thisthe window-dressing ofdemocracy, the

apparentconflictthatlegitimisesa fundamentally unconflicted hegemony of neoliberal

ascendance? Swyngedouw and otherswould clearly argue for the latter.The increasing

inequalityunderpinning Global Sydney is an issue peripheralto planning-related public

battlesover growth, quality of life,and prosperity. M ostof the opposition to council

amalgam ations,to technocratic solutionsto jobs-housing balance,and to the restrictionson

democraticengagementis easily dismissed as the activism of the self-interested and affluent

residents of Sydney’s more attractiveneighbourhoods.

But,as Bylund (2012) argues, the refusal to assign a “properly political” statusto these

narrowly-focused battlesrests on a linguistic strategy with a strong and im plicitnorm ative

content. We may not sympathise with many of the voices arguing againsthigher densitiesin

affluentneighbourhoods or mergerswith neighbouring councils that have lower tax bases,

but within the same alliances are other voices advocating for increased public investmentin

transitand the protection of groundw ater quality. Defining thisdiverse opposition as merely



constituted by politicisersof narrow self-interest,bound within the same economicrationale

as the State,istoo crude a characterisation ofthe fluid and diverse alliancesthathave

emerged atdifferenttimesand in differentplaces. Much of the terrainof public debate over

stream lining planning or merging councils has been clearly aligned with notions of the

collective good, the protection of thecommons,and the principlesof justice,thatare the

properconcern of the political— ratherthaneconomic— subject,as Brown (2015) argues.

Those “properly political”concerns would likely be less visible withoutthe criticalmassof

the alliance,across sometimesodd bedfellows (the crucialrole of the rightwing Shooters and

Fishers party in both the undoing of planning reform and the retreatfrom rural council

mergersis relevanthere).

W endy Larner’s (2014) argumentabout the significance of the challengescommunity

groups mountto neoliberalorthodoxy mightlegitimately be extended to cover a broader

array of challengesto the primacy of profit,the financialisation of the city, and the

democraticpower usurped by investors.If we are only willingto accord the statusof political

to those who clearly pursue the interestswe identify with, we miss much thatis interesting,

ambiguous,and contradictory abouthow societies,cities,and regions are or arenot

transformed,and fail to gauge how power iscreated (ornot). Consequently,we limitour

understanding of the ways in which neoliberalism isreinvented,threatened,and sustained

and, in particular,we limitour ability to see where itmightbe mostvulnerable. The dismissal

of the “notproperly political” thus has profoundly retrogressiveimplicationsforour ability to

recognise opportunities forchange.

This broader perspective exposes the vulnerability of New South W ales’ attem ptto de-

democratise planning (and thus add value to real estate development) by means of successive

stages of reform ,metropolitangovernance,and localgovernmentamalgam ation.The



politicalarenas may be continuously transformed,butthe fundamentalpotentialto impose an

uncontested consensus overdevelopment-enabling planning strategiesis questionable.

Nevertheless,the case study highlightsthe persistence of the de-dem ocratising drive as an

implementofneoliberalism,and the creativity of the State’sevolving efforts to deflect

oppositionand enhance the profitability of real estate investors,whether domestic orglobal.
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Endnotes

The state,as a socially constructed institution ofgovernance,is more usefully

approached as a com plex assembly of agenciesand entitieswith varying levelsof power and

often contradictory interests, ratherthan a monolithicentity with a singlesetofinterests

pursued through internally coherentstrategies. The contem porary state is fragmented,not

only by leveland branch of government,butalso through internecineconflicts,boundary

disputes,internally contradictory strategies,and the shifting relative power of individual



agencies. In thispaper, | discuss the theoreticalconceptsassociated with multipleneoliberal
versions of the state,and also the particularinstance of the State of New South W ales
(differentiating thetwo by capitalisation).
iiStreeck(2014)arguesthatfinancialderegulationwasintendedto stimulate structural
change, and expand household creditto enable private satisfaction ofneeds for housing,
mobility,and healthcarethathad once been collectively addressed.
""One ofthe Coalition’s firstmoves was to suspend the centralisation of planning powers
with the M inister,butthiswas almostimmediately replaced with a similarprocesswhich
deflected some responsibility to a Planning Advisory Com m ittee.

W hileat one level the bill’s defeat mightbe seen merely as evidence for the high degree
of politicisation of planning reform ,the State’s effortsto push through legislation that
effectively reduced dem ocratic oversightwere vulnerable to precisely such opportunism .

“Established in December 2015, the GSC is headed by a Chief Com missioner,with three
appointed com missionersexpertineconomic,environmental,and social areas, but with little
bureaucratic experience.The Secretariesof the Departmentsof Planning and Environment,
Transportation,and the Treasury are ex-officiomembersofthe Com mission.Six district
commissionerswere appointed, with responsibility forcompleting sub-regionalor district
plans,and forensuring local plans are made consistentwith both districtand metropolitan
plans.

“"The senior State officialappointed to oversee the transitionto a new council structure
was attacked as an agentof the State’s W estConnex project,a much disputed highway link
improving W estern Sydney’s access to the Sydney central businessdistrict (with traffic
impactson inner suburbs). W hile itisunclear whether the originallocal governmentswould

have succeeded in halting W estConnex, the timingofelections forthe new councilin



Septem ber2017 ensures thatlocal oppositionalpoliticaladvocateshad no clearvoice during

the crucial period of the highway’s firstdevelopmentstage (Saulwick,2016).



