
 

Council Meeting - 27 November 2023 Agenda Page 1 of 5
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8.3.  MM03: Correspondence from the Hon. Paul Scully, MP Minister for 
Planning re housing density and the housing crisis

The North Sydney Local Government Area is one of the three most dense LGAs in the State 
(the others are the City of Sydney and Waverley Council). At 10.9km2 with 67,558 residents, 
the density is 6,150 persons/km2. For context, compare that to the Blacktown LGA with an 
area of 247 km2 and a population of 336,962 or a density of 1,364 persons/km2.

Within the North Sydney LGA, Milsons Point has a population density of 9,549 persons/km2 
and Crows Nest/St Leonards is currently at 8,858 persons/km2. The population density 
planned just for Crows Nest/St Leonards under the 2036 Plan is 26,000 or 14,400 persons/ 
km2.

Council has consistently planned for and is meeting the housing density and employment 
targets provided by a succession of State Governments. Targets that recognise the proximity 
to excellent public transport and employment centres, including the North Sydney CBD and 
St Leonards. 

Indeed, Council’s Local Housing Strategy provides for sufficient land zoned to accommodate 
the required number of dwellings set by the State Government under the District North Plan 
and Crows Nest/St Leonards 2036 Plan.

The current national housing crisis is many decades in the making and the causes are complex 
and will require a nuanced and collaborative response from all levels of government and the 
private sector. 

The Minister for Planning and the Premier’s recent public statements, as reported by the 
media, seek to blame local government for the failures of successive State governments, over 
many decades, to provide sufficient social housing stock and to mandate affordable housing 
targets to accompany re-zonings (aka Planning Proposals) that have given windfall profits to 
the private development sector without delivering new affordable housing or sufficient social 
infrastructure such as open space and sporting facilities to accompany the increased 
population.  

It is a combative narrative that dwells only on supply of new housing by the private sector 
and does not touch on other underlying and associated issues around the taxation system, 
the current high cost of financing for new development nor the fragile position of the 
construction industry post-pandemic.

For example, over the past decade, more than 2,000 private dwellings have been constructed 
along the Pacific Highway between Berry Street and Oxley Street. Far from reducing the prices 
of apartments, the prices in that corridor are at an all-time high, with no noticeable effect on 
the price of other housing stock.

It also fails to recognise that development approvals do not equate to completed dwellings.  
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For example, as at May 2023, Council had completed seven rezoning applications allowing for 
887 new apartments just in the Crows Nest/St Leonards precinct alone. Of these, only one is 
under construction (for 120 units). Three had development applications being assessed and 
the remaining three had taken no action to seek consent for construction.  

Since then, a site on the Pacific Highway at St Leonards that was rezoned in 2019, only just 
submitted the subsequent development application for 195 units in October 2023. That is, 
the rezoning took place nearly four years before the application for the building was lodged. 
Once approved, there is no requirement to commence construction and the development 
consent is valid for a further five years.   

The reality is that rezoning and approvals alone are not the answer – councils cannot mandate 
commencement of construction nor completion of works.  

On 31 October 2023 the Minister for Planning wrote to councils throughout the State and 
requested that the letter be tabled at the next ordinary Council meeting. 

I attach a copy of the Minister’s letter dated 31 October 2023. 

It is of grave concern that the Government this week announced that it intends to abolish the 
Greater Cities Commission at a time that they had prepared draft housing and employment 
targets to be consulted with communities, councils, and all relevant stakeholders.  

Instead of an independent body determining targets, decision-making on density and housing 
targets will be concentrated with the Minister and the Department of Planning reducing 
transparency and undermining faith in the planning process.  

The Greater Cities Commission (and the predecessor Greater Sydney Commission) produced 
ambitious targets that were not always agreed but were accepted because the process was 
transparent, rigorous, evidence-based and the subject of real consultation/collaboration with 
communities and councils.

The fact is that “density done well” starts and ends with trust.  Communities will accept 
significant increases in housing density if they can trust that the that essential infrastructure 
such as open space, schools, hospitals, upgrades to sewer and water, will be delivered to meet 
the new population.  

It is vital that the State Government stop the “blame game” combative rhetoric and work with 
councils, including ours, on these issues. There is enormous experience, expertise, and 
creativity in local government that the Minister should draw on, if only the Government 
would commit to meeting with LGNSW and councils such as ours.

Nevertheless, Council continues to seek to collaborate with the State Government to meet 
housing and employment targets.    
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In the spirit of collaboration and in response to the Minister’s letter, I therefore 
recommend:
1. THAT Council write to the Minister for Planning seeking an urgent meeting to discuss 
housing density and the provision of vital social infrastructure. 
2. THAT Council undertake an urgent review of DA assessment/determination times with 
reference to the model put forward by Newcastle City Council at the recent Local Government 
Conference and collaborate with other councils to adopt best practice;
3. THAT Council urge the State Government to improve DA assessment/determination times 
within their control by funding and requiring State Planning Panels to meet more frequently 
(for example, the Sydney North Planning Panel average assessment times for 2022/23 is 237 
days);
4. THAT Council urge the State Government to retain the valuable Greater Cities Commission 
and, in the event that it is abolished, immediately release the draft housing targets prepared 
by the Greater Cities Commission and commence community consultation;
5. THAT Council urge the State Government to use the levers within its control to promote 
construction and completion of housing projects, including:
(a) introducing a “use it or lose it” provision for development consents, reducing the lapsing 

provisions from five years to two years from determination;
(b) immediately mandating inclusionary zoning for affordable housing in new residential 

development;
(c) establishment of a funding model (such as the establishment of a State Housing 

Development Bank) to give certainty to the development/construction industry during 
this crisis by underwriting finance for residential construction in return for the transfer of 
permanent affordable/social housing or community facilities to the State and providing 
finance for “rent to own” projects;

(d) advocating for changes to Commonwealth taxation policy to exempt the provision of 
employee housing from Fringe Benefits Tax to encourage the construction and provision 
of employee housing for schools and universities (both public and private), hospitals, fire 
service, even councils, so that key workers can live where they work;

(e) focussing on and promote the construction of “rent to own” models.
(f) Development of financial disincentives to halt the practice of land banking and 

unoccupied housing and 
(g) the exploration and funding of creative pilot projects to address immediate housing need, 

such as Scandinavian housing models (like including housing for tertiary students as part 
of aged care facilities in return for volunteer hours that both provides housing and 
combats social isolation).

COUNCILLOR ZOË BAKER
MAYOR
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