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PLACE-BASED DESIGN THINKING

Canberra is made up of many different places and districts, each with its own 
combination of people, culture, built form, landscaping and natural features. 
The distinct character of each district helps to define it, and helps planners and 
developers create places that are memorable, with distinct identities and functions. 
Good design focusses on these aspects, noting that the way a place makes people 
feel is significantly more important than merely how it looks.

WHAT IS PLACE-BASED DESIGN?
A place-based approach to design builds upon a place’s 
character to create places that are responsive to their 
context and create a desirable sense of place. Designing 
for place requires a deep understanding of the physical, 
environmental, social and cultural attributes that make a 
place desirable, recognising that solutions that work in one 
place, may not work in another. 

Place-based design recognises current values and patterns 
while enabling change, to create a compact, sustainable, 
affordable, vibrant and equitable city. 

WHY IS PUBLIC SPACE IMPORTANT?
The importance of public space and amenity as part of 
successful urban outcomes cannot be diminished. The 
design guides specifically call out public space as a key 
element to be addressed. When public space is designed 
well, it provides places for human interaction and activity, 
including culture, entertainment, sport, recreation and 
commercial activity.

LOOKING FORWARD AT THE CITY CENTRE
In a global economy increasingly characterised by 
competition between cities, an innovative and diverse 
Canberra City Centre is well-positioned to boost its 
competitiveness to generate, attract and retain investment 
and talent and further develop its knowledge-based 
sectors. Good urban design and land use planning can 
significantly build the prosperity and appeal of the City 
Centre as a place to live, work, learn and play. 

Location: City Walk, Canberra
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PLACE IDENTITY 
In the past ten years, Canberra has seen tremendous 
growth, as seen by the arrival of new municipal, residential 
and mixed-use developments, as well as transport 
infrastructure. The redevelopment of several of the City 
Centre precincts has given the city a new identity and 
residents more desirable places to live, such as new 
laneway-inspired residential development at New Acton. 
It is expected that more than 20,000 people will be living in 
the City Centre by 2040, an increase of 16,000 people. 

The light rail network has increased the City Centre’s 
liveability and connectivity, providing a reliable and 
modern transport system that connects into and through 
the City Centre. This, in turn, has promoted better 
integration between public transport options as well as 
active travel. As the City Centre continues to grow, and the 
light rail network expands, this will increase accessibility 
for both local residents and visitors. 

The City Centre supports a young and diverse 
demographic, with 56% of its residents being between 
the ages of 20 and 34 years. There is a strong sense of 

community. The City Centre supports a strong sense of 
community and diverse demographic through an eclectic 
community program, offering activities for all to enjoy. 
Streets are sprinkled with local art pieces and stimulated 
by socio-cultural attractions, however it is more than 
Canberra’s socio-cultural status that makes it one of the 
world’s most liveable cities. 

The City Centre is accessible, contemporary, innovative 
and progressive; and its community is active, collaborative 
and colourful. There is, however, still so much room to 
grow and continue to diversify, which will be supported by 
an increasing population. 

Canberra is a sustainable city that celebrates seasonal 
charm and the harmonisation of natural and urban 
environments. It is the first mainland city to achieve one 
hundred per cent renewable energy. This approach will 
support the continued growth of the City Centre in a 
sustainable way, supporting social, environmental and 
economic benefits to the community.

Location: New Acton, Canberra
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CITY CENTRE SCALE
The past century has seen Canberra evolve from a design 
competition through to the City Centre it is today. While 
careful planning and considerable intent have been 
present since the beginning, there are numerous physical 
challenges contributing to the way the City Centre 
currently operates. This Design Guide provides direction 
toward overcoming some of these challenges in the City 
Centre.

The current size of Canberra's City Centre in relation to 
the overall population presents challenges regarding 
pedestrian access, walkability, and activation. 

The diagram below compares Canberra's City Centre size 
to those of Sydney and Melbourne, two major Australian 
cities. It shows that Canberra's City Centre is larger 
compared to the total population of these cities.

On the other hand, looking at the city of Newcastle, 
which has a comparable population, it highlights a more 
appropriate size City Centre for its current population.

As the population continues to increase, Canberra 
anticipates increased density near activity centres, 
employment areas, and high-quality active travel 
connections. This Design Guide identifies and supports 
distinct precinct scales within the City Centre, each with its 
unique identity and land use activation.  This will promote 
clusters of activation for the City Centre. 

CITY CENTRE COMPARISON
Canberra population: 
454,000 (2021 Census)

Sydney population: 
5,231,147 (2021 census)

Newcastle population: 
390,519  (2021 Census)

Melbourne population: 
4,900,000 (2021 census)
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EXISTING CITY CENTRE CHARACTER
Character influences 
the look and feel of an 
area and contributes 
to a place’s identity 
through a combination 
of both physical and 
built elements. The City 
Centre is influenced by the 
Griffin Plan, leveraging the 
natural topography, the 
rise of City Hill, long views 
and vistas to hills including 
Mt Ainslie, and elevating 
the key organising features 
of the National Triangle.

The following elements 
have been identified 
to describe the current 
overall character of the 
City Centre.

Structural features
The apex of City Hill, at the 
intersection of the axial 
avenues of Commonwealth 
and Constitution Avenue, 
and radial layout of the 
City Centre highlights key 
features of the City Centre 
and serve as the basis for 
creating more distinctive 
precincts each with its own 
character.

Land use
Land uses across the City 
Centre are generally mixed 
and characterised by the 
large scale of City Centre 
blocks, surface parking 
areas and single-purpose 
activities. These factors tend 
to create an atmosphere of 
vastness characterised by 
dispersed and disconnected 
activity. 

Built form
The built form resulting from 
the Griffin Plan and current 
building controls along the 
prominent streets in the 
City Hill precinct has two 
distinctive forms: building 
heights of up to 25 meters, 
and landmark buildings up 
to RL 617. 

Public space
The City Centre supports 
a large amount of open 
space of varying quality, 
condition and use, with 
much of the public space 
corridors dominated by 
wide streetscapes with poor 
amenity. This acts as an 
impediment to safe active 
travel and reduces the sense 
of place for the City Centre. 

Social character
The City Centre is the centre 
of economic activity and 
employment for Canberra 
and the region, primarily 
comprised of a young and 
diverse cultural, student and 
residential cohort, as well 
as workers in knowledge 
intensive industries, health 
and education services.  

Contextual design
The City Centre supports 
various natural, built, 
and cultural features that 
can inform future design 
responses to strengthen its 
unique character qualities 
through considerate building 
and public space design. 
Some recent developments 
have responded thoughtfully 
to their context. 

Culture and heritage
The Griffin Plan holds 
national significance 
creating a national capital 
for the new democratic 
nation, a symbolic place to 
reflect Australia's collective 
values. The City Centre 
supports numerous heritage 
sites of local and national 
significance that contribute 
to a rich and diverse 
character. 
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Part Two: 
Design 
Guidance
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COUNTRY  
AND PLACE

The Ngunnawal people, their culture and relationship to Country are foundational 
elements for all design projects in the ACT.

The City Centre is of great importance as the capital city and prime commercial and retail centre. As we consider the future of 
the city, it is imperative to engage with and understand the complex interpretations of place and Country.

DESIGN ELEMENTS

1.1 NGUNNAWAL CULTURAL 
RESONANCE

1.1A Governance, Process and 
Engagement

1.1B Buildings, Spaces and 
Landscape Character

1.1C Wayfinding and Navigation

Authorised by the ACT Parliamentary Counsel—also accessible at www.legislation.act.gov.au



11   |   

1
A ‘Welcome to Country’ 
sequence incorporated into 
the landscape design features 
carvings by local First Nations 
artists. 
Location: National Museum of 
Australia, Canberra
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DESIGN ELEMENT:

1.1 NGUNNAWAL CULTURAL RESONANCE

The interconnections between the Ngunnawal people, the landscape and all its 
value past, present and future is a foundational element of planning for the future 
development of the ACT.

Canberra has a rich Aboriginal history, dating back thousands of years before European settlement. The Ngunnawal people 
are the rights holders of the Canberra region and have strong cultural and spiritual connections to the land, rivers, and 
forests in and around the city. 

1.1A GOVERNANCE, PROCESS AND ENGAGEMENT

i. Consider facilitating authentic and inclusive
engagement and consultation processes with 
Ngunnawal people throughout the design and 
development process, particularly in the project’s
early stages to enable a holistic suite of strategy and 
design responses.

ii.	 Recognise and respect Ngunnawal people as rights
holders in the ACT, their sovereignty, governance,
ways of knowing, thinking and being, their social
and cultural practices, their priorities and concerns,
and their meanings and values – facilitating safe and
welcoming environments for co-creation.

iii.	 Work alongside Ngunnawal Traditional Custodians
of Country to protect, restore and manage sites of 
cultural significance through Connection to Country 
conversations with the Ngunnawal knowledge holders 
as deemed appropriate.

iv. Incorporate the aspirations of Ngunnawal people 
into decision making, planning and management to
acknowledge, celebrate and incorporate Ngunnawal
values, meanings and culture that reflect whatever
contemporary Ngunnawal decision-makers choose
these elements to be.

v. Acknowledge the structural inequality caused by
colonial processes and the ways in which these 
have elevated and prioritised Western practices and
knowledge structures to illuminate ways to move
forward together in collaboration with the Ngunnawal 
people.

vi.	 Deploy engagement tools that allow Ngunnawal 
people as knowledge holders to clearly contribute to 
projects in ways that are meaningful and beneficial to
them. 

vii.	 Facilitate culturally appropriate engagement with
the diverse First Nations people living in the ACT to 
collaborate on and contribute design perspectives
respecting and valuing Ngunnawal Traditional 
Custodians’ rights and protocols as decision-makers 
for Country.

viii.	Collaborate with Ngunnawal and ACT First Nations 
people to explore diverse employment, business and 
research opportunities.

ix. Explore opportunities to incorporate Ngunnawal 
land management techniques into natural areas to
facilitate employment opportunities and restorative 
landscape outcomes.

x. Extend project partnerships and explore skill sharing
opportunities to facilitate opportunities for stronger 
Aboriginal community networks.

Why this is important:
Completely and respectfully recognising Ngunnawal 
and First Nations people – their sovereignty, 
governance, ways of knowing, thinking and being, 
their social and cultural practices, their priorities and 
concerns, and their meanings, values and place as a 
contemporary and living culture – is fundamental in 
reconciliation, learning and enriching the lives of all 
Australians on all levels.

DESIGN GUIDANCE

Authorised by the ACT Parliamentary Counsel—also accessible at www.legislation.act.gov.au
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Exemplar:
A ‘Welcome to 
Country’ sequence 
incorporated into 
the landscape design 
features carvings by 
local First Nations 
artists. 
Location: National 
Museum of Australia 
Design: T.C.L. Photo: 
T.C.L

1.1B BUILDING, SPACES AND LANDSCAPE 
CHARACTER

i. Identify and protect significant tangible and
intangible Ngunnawal heritage, historic and
environmental values to safeguard Ngunnawal 
histories, cultural values, narratives and knowledge 
systems for future generations.

ii.	 Reflect cultural and heritage values through creative 
interventions and responses in built form and public
spaces to incorporate Ngunnawal knowledge, stories 
and history of place and landscape into the urban
environment.

iii.	 Incorporate space for art, structures, planting,
installations and embedding language to create both
formal and informal opportunities for learning. 

iv. Showcase native endemic species to celebrate
Ngunnawal ecologies and strengthen the sense of 
place.

1.1C WAYFINDING AND NAVIGATION

i. Incorporate Ngunnawal language and, where
culturally appropriate, First Nations language  through 
place naming and signage to improve community
understanding of First Nations’ histories and 
geographies, while strengthening a sense of place.

ii.	 Consider use of illumination, lighting, projections, and 
digital technologies to create memorable landmarks.

iii.	 Integrate artworks and languages through key spaces 
and routes.

iv. Preserve and emphasis historic sight lines through 
articulation of key spaces and built form. 

Tip: Ensure cultural safety in public space
The design process must encourage cultural safety 
and ensure that spaces express and resonate with First 
Nations communities. Cultural safety requires that we 
do not speak for others or on behalf of others without 
their approval. Cultural safety creates a space for those 
who are often silenced to voice their concerns and a 
space for those who, historically, have been excluded. 
Cultural safety provides time for all who need to be 
heard. Cultural safety ensures that all expressions of 
culture are enabled, irrespective of personal opinions. 

Daniele Hromek, What is cultural safety and how do we 
design for it?, Architecture AU 23rd Jan 2023

Exemplar:
The planting strategy acknowledges and preserves the 
native landscape, providing a “window to the past” for the 
local Aboriginal Guringai people.
Location: St Leonards Health Organisation Relocation. NSW 
Design: Arcadia, Photo: Paul McMillan 

Authorised by the ACT Parliamentary Counsel—also accessible at www.legislation.act.gov.au



14   |   CITY CENTRE URBAN DESIGN GUIDE

URBAN STRUCTURE 
AND NATURAL 
SYSTEMS

DESIGN ELEMENTS

Understanding and responding appropriately to the existing urban structure will 
support the human experience and success of the City Centre.

To celebrate the City Centre’s unique urban plan, vistas, inherent landscape topography and key views along strong 
geometrics should be maintained and enhanced when defining the City Centre’s character. These qualities along with the 
existing land uses help to define several bespoke precincts, each with their own unique role and character. 

2.1 STRUCTURING THE CITY 
CENTRE

2.1A Views, Vistas and Sight Lines

2.1B Building Heights

2.1C Landmark Buildings and 
Gateway Sites

2.2 NATURAL SYSTEMS

2.2A Blue-Green Network

2.2B Water Management

2.3 CITY CENTRE PRECINCTS

2.3A City Hill Priority Directions

2.3B City North-East Priority 
Directions

2.3C City North-West Priority 
Directions

2.3D City South-East Priority 
Directions

2.3E West Basin and Acton Waterfront 
Priority Directions
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2
Aerial view of Ainslie Avenue toward 
Canberra Centre
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DESIGN ELEMENT:

2.1 STRUCTURING THE CITY CENTRE

The structure of the City Centre is fundamental to the preservation of the 
city’s unique urban plan

The symbolic processional routes of the urban plan should be maintained and enhanced by strengthening views and sight 
lines along the geometry of the Griffin Plan through careful consideration of building heights, and important sites like 
landmark buildings and gateway sites. The urban structure should support the precinct’s planned built form and land use 
arrangement.

DESIGN GUIDANCE

2.1A VIEWS,  VISTAS AND SIGHT LINES 

i. Ensure new development and public space outcomes
respect the geometry and intent of the Griffin Plan
and emphasise the national significance of the main
approach routes and avenues.

ii.	 Consider the built-form response to surrounding open 
spaces and streets to foster safe, pleasant and usable 
open space experiences and avoid adverse impacts to
sun and micro-climatic conditions.

iii.	 Maintain and enhance views to the Brindabella
Ranges, Black Mountains and Mount Ainslie where 
possible from within the City Centre.

2.1B BUILDING HEIGHTS 

i. Heights of buildings and structures in the City Centre 
must not exceed RL617 in any location.

ii.	 Transition built form height when interfacing with 
adjacent lower-scale buildings and heritage buildings.

iii.	 Establish a defined street wall edge with human-scale 
building articulation of a maximum 5-8 storeys unless 
mandatory Territory Plan or National Capital Plan
requirements dictates otherwise. 

iv. Tower elements above podiums should be set back 
from the main street wall to maintain human scale.

v. Ensure that key urban spaces, common areas and
pedestrian streets continue to receive sufficient 
sunlight through consideration of overshadowing.

Tip: Gateway sites and landmark buildings
Gateway sites are defined in the City Plan and are 
sites as prominent locations that provide a distinct 
sense of entry to the City Centre and require special 
consideration and articulation of built form and 
architecture. Landmark buildings and locations are 
defined by the National Capital Plan and specify 
these buildings as examples of design excellence 
and prominence in building design and height (up to 
RL617).

2.1C LANDMARK BUILDINGS AND GATEWAY SITES 

i. Identify landmark buildings and gateway sites with
special articulation of built form and architectural 
outcomes.

ii.	 Ensure buildings are of high design quality and 
contribute positively to the city skyline and public
spaces.

iii.	 Recognise the hierarchy of buildings in relation to the 
landscape and the importance of landmark buildings.

iv. Landmark buildings should stand above the tree
line and punctuate the skyline to make a positive
contribution to the shape and character of the City
Centre.

v. Provide innovative design solutions with world-class 
architecture at identified landmark buildings and
gateway sites.
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DESIGN ELEMENT:

DESIGN GUIDANCE

2.2 NATURAL SYSTEMS

Landscape, ecology and biodiversity are foundational elements that 
define urban responses.

The natural topography and drainage, the rise of City Hill and long views of the mountains all play a key role in shaping the 
city's structure and layout. These should be enhanced and connected where possible, creating synergies with natural systems 
to create healthy and sustainable habitats for both humans and other species. 

2.2A BLUE-GREEN NETWORK

i.	 Support the protection and restoration of habitat 
values in key blue-green corridors including re-
naturalisation of Sullivans Creek and its tributary 
waterways and linkages between reserves, urban 
open space and Garden City precincts. 

ii.	 New development must consider the need to maintain 
functional ecosystems, habitats and ecological 
connectivity throughout the City Centre and Lake 
Burley Griffin foreshore to enhance the resilience of 
the natural environment to urbanisation and climate 
change.

iii.	 Implement enhanced water sensitive urban design 
(WSUD) and ecologically sensitive urban design 
(ESUD), green space and tree canopy cover as part of 
all future development proposals in the City Centre to 
contribute to achieving living infrastructure targets, 
reducing urban heat and improving environmental 
outcomes in built up areas. 

iv.	 Consider opportunities to increase the social 
resilience to climate change, amenity and connectivity 
in blue-green networks, including around Lake Burley 
Griffin. 

v.	 Support the connectivity of the blue-green network 
and potential habitat area as defined in the Inner 
North and City District Strategy.

vi.	 Contribute to the ACT’s tree canopy cover by providing 
trees to allow for shade and enhance the microclimate 
in the City Centre. Where it is not possible to provide 
trees on a block, provide other alternatives such as 
green roofs or podium gardens to contribute to shade 
and the microclimate. 

2.2B WATER MANAGEMENT

i.	 Holistically account for all component of the water 
cycle including the use of stormwater to reduce urban 
flooding and improve health of waterways. 

ii.	 Ensure that development has no adverse impact 
on flood risk upstream and downstream of the 
development site (for the 1% AEP Flood Event).

iii.	 Seek alternative water sources to passively irrigate 
trees and support new open spaces. 

iv.	 Implement nature-based water filtration solutions to 
remove pollution and support the natural systems. 

Why this is important:
Supporting and enhancing natural systems improves 
ecological, social, cultural and climate resilience 
across the ACT and City Centre. The City Centre is 
connected to blue-green networks and ecological 
corridors in the ACT along Lake Burley Griffin. 
Supporting the natural systems on a local scale 
contributes to the overall health of natural systems in 
the entire ACT.

Related planning strategies and tools:
i.	 Inner North & City District Strategy
ii.	 ACT Nature Conservation Strategy
iii.	 ACT Biodiversity Sensitive Urban Design Guide
iv.	 Canberra’s Living Infrastructure Plan: Cooling the city 
v.	 ACT Urban Forest Strategy 2021-2045
vi.	 CRA Sustainability Checklist
vii.	 Municipal Infrastructure Standards (MIS)
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City South-East, Canberra
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DESIGN ELEMENT:

2.3 CITY CENTRE PRECINCTS

The City Centre is made up of five precincts, each with its own unique 
character.

The axes of avenues and radial layout of the Griffin Plan are key features of the City Centre and serve as the basis for the 
identification of several distinct character precincts. These precincts include City Hill, City North-East, City South-East, City 
North-West and West Basin and Acton Waterfront. Each of the five precincts has its own precinct heart which signifies the most 
active and characteristic place, grounding each of the precincts.

CITY CENTRE PRECINCTS
The City Centre is large in area and made up of five 
precincts, each with their own unique character precinct 
heart. Each of the precincts plays a significant role in the 
overall function of the City Centre, offering a variety of 
different experiences that collectively form the overarching 
character for the City Centre. 

Further details about each of the precincts are explained 
on the following pages. Each precinct spread will identify 
the individual precinct vision and spatial framework.

A series of precinct priority directions that align with 
the City Plan have been identified to guide the future 
development of each precinct. 

A series of design objectives has been formulated to 
provide further guidance on how the priority directions 
may be considered and influence specific key moves in 
each precinct.

A summary of each precinct's key opportunities and 
challenges, key streets and places  and catalyst projects 
that support the precinct objectives can be found in the 
appendix of this document. 

PRECINCT CHARACTER
Each precinct and their desired future character are identified: 

Key Description

1 City Hill Precinct - Canberra’s iconic cultural and civic 
core and the apex of the National Triangle. Future 
uses will fit its iconic location and encourage activity 
focussed on the cultural economy.

2 City North-East - City Centre’s retail and entertainment 
heart with various cultural and entertainment uses. 

3 City North-West - City Centre’s knowledge and 
innovation hub characterised by its mix of residential, 
higher education, research and commercial facilities.

4 City South-East - Tourism, business and education 
precinct defined by tourism and recreational uses, 
access to high-quality parks and open spaces. 

5 West Basin and Acton Waterfront - A lively urban 
precinct that brings the everyday life of the City Centre 
to the shores of Lake Burley Griffin.

Related planning strategies and tools:
i. ACT City Plan 
ii.	 National Capital Plan
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The proposed City Centre spatial framework represents the 
strategic objectives of each of the precincts, and how they 
come together for the entire City Centre  

The spatial framework outlined on the adjacent page lays the foundation for delivering 
place-based outcomes in the City Centre. Combining the five precincts into a consolidated 
framework that aligns with the vision and precinct-level priority direction outlined in the 
City Plan. The framework highlights key elements, including access and movement, open 
spaces, pedestrian plazas, pedestrian focussed streets, precinct hearts, heritage, key sites 
and character.

A City Centre that is our 
gateway to the world and the 
cosmopolitan heart of Canberra 
with a clear sense of arrival and 
more destinations for people to 
visit, linger and interact.

A public transport supportive 
urban environment that balances 
movement and place with 
significant provision and priority 
for pedestrians, cyclists and 
public transport users.

A City Centre that is a 
contemporary expression of 
the Griffin Plan’s structure 
by strengthening formality, 
geometry, and the National 
Capital's symbolic importance.

A biodiverse urban environment 
with generous planting on 
buildings, the public space, 
streets and open spaces, which 
create memorable places to 
support public life.

An easy-to-access, people-first 
destination that offers unique 
business opportunities and a 
wide range of lifestyle options 
for diverse communities and a 
distinct urban culture.

A unified City Centre, comprised 
of five precincts each with its own 
unique character, emphasising 
their distinct identities and 
contributions to the overall unity. 

A place-based approach to 
development and urban renewal 
with a strong focus on design 
excellence, providing a diversity 
of housing choices, sustainability 
and innovation.

A celebration of historical 
and heritage elements by 
the protecting and restoring 
important landmarks and 
architecture, bridging the City 
Centre’s past and future.

STRATEGIC GOALS
The spatial framework supports the strategic goals 
outlined in the City Plan.
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Proposed City Centre Spatial Framework

*Refer to the ACT Transport Strategy and 
Planning Strategy for information on high
speed rail alignment options.
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CITY HILL

Precinct vision: The City Hill precinct will be Canberra’s iconic cultural and civic 
core and the apex of the National Triangle. The precinct’s future release and 
development potential make it one of the most significant renewal sites in the City 
Centre.

DESIGN GUIDANCE

2.3A CITY HILL PRIORITY DIRECTIONS

i. Reinforce the precinct’s role as the civic and cultural
heart of the City Centre.

ii.	 Provide clear and legible pedestrian links to facilitate
greater pedestrian connectivity within and between
City Hill park and the wider precinct.

iii.	 Enhance and activate City Hill park to realise it’s
potential as the heart of the City Centre, reinforcing 
its cultural prominence as a point in the National
Triangle.

iv. Encourage a fine-grain density around City Hill
precinct with activity focussed on the cultural 
economy.

v. Use the legacy of the Griffin Plan to guide the planning 
and design approach to the City Hill precinct while
accepting contemporary realities.

KEY MOVES

Key moves identified in the City Hill precinct are: 

Key Description

1 Civic Square connection - A new connection from Ainslie 
Place, through Civic Square, and onto the parkland 
will be a key part of the broader city connectivity and 
improved accessibility. Similarly, the Canberra Theatre 
Centre Redevelopment and the Canberra Civic and 
Culture District will also enhance accessibility to the City 
Hill park.

2 Vernon Circle – Building frontages to address and 
support Vernon Circle as an active street. Reduction 
of speed limit (40km/h) will create a more pedestrian-
friendly environment and promote connectivity to the 
parkland. 

3 Northbourne Avenue – Consider public space 
improvements to Northbourne Avenue between London 
Circuit and Vernon Circle and encourage active travel 
use.

4 Focus on active uses and new buildings to address 
London Circuit as the primary active street spine 
through City Hill precinct with excellent public space, 
active and public transport opportunities.

5 Improve connectivity between City Centre precincts and 
neighbouring suburbs and popular destinations. This 
can be achieved by exploring activation opportunities 
and making it easier for people to travel along a 
potential future light rail corridor.

Tip: City Hill design objectives
The design objectives for City Hill precinct will achieve 
the following:

i.	 Be the place for celebration, attracting a diverse
range of people and activities

ii.	 Establish London Circuit as a premier address for
business, with a pedestrian and public transport
focus

iii.	 Have a mix of uses integrated with varied cultural,
entertainment and civic uses to reinforce the
area’s economic and civic specialisations while
encouraging variety and activity around City Hill
precinct

iv. Enhance its historic and geographic importance
through high-quality buildings and public spaces

v. Reinforce gateway sites on Northbourne and 
Commonwealth avenues through landmark 
buildings that enhance historic views

vi.	 Build upon the emerging fine grain and human-
scale character in targeted sections of the precinct
to establish a unique character and drive the
economy.
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CITY NORTH-EAST

Precinct vision: The City North-East precinct will be the City Centre’s destination 
for retail and entertainment, boasting a dynamic urban environment with a mix of 
uses, activities and quality public spaces that celebrate the City Centre’s creativity 
and hospitality.

DESIGN GUIDANCE

2.3B  CITY NORTH-EAST PRIORITY DIRECTIONS

i. Protect and expand retail and commercial floorspace
opportunities and diversify the retail economy.

ii.	 Consolidate nightlife character in the City Centre to 
enable the continued growth of the night-time and 
visitor economy.

iii.	 Improve the ground-level experience between 
existing retail uses with public spaces and facilitate 
more activity in the main pedestrian areas.

iv. Better connect to the south, east and west with the 
neighbouring suburbs of Braddon and Reid.

v. Encourage new development to generate activity,
support business and attract investment.

KEY MOVES

Key moves identified in the City North-East precinct are: 

Key Description

1 Canberra Centre - Activate the edges of the Canberra 
Centre by encouraging redevelopment of the edges 
to create a more pedestrian-friendly and active street 
frontage.

2 City Hill precinct connection - A new connection 
from Ainslie Place, through Civic Square, and onto 
the parkland will be a key part of the broader city 
connectivity and improved accessibility. 

3 Cooyong Street – Enhance multi-modal functionality 
and pedestrian-friendly environment.

4 Ainslie Place - Connected to Canberra Civic and Culture 
District with a focus on people-centred public space 
design to support an inviting and attractive precinct 
offering a variety of activities and services. 

5 Improve connection to Lonsdale Street and Braddon 
via Genge Street and Cooyong Street by providing good 
public space, active frontages and pedestrian crossings.

Tip: City North-East design objectives
The design objectives for City North-East precinct with 
the aim to achieve the following:

i.	 Build upon the high levels of pedestrians and 
walkability of the precinct to establish an urban
street environment

ii.	 Focus on active uses along key pedestrian links that 
connect with the public space

iii.	 Connect better to the south, east and west and to
Braddon in the North

iv. Be economically resilient through diverse and 
unique offerings and activities

v. Offer an increased mix of uses that appeal to a
diverse demographic and encourage 24/7 activity,
entertainment and life

vi.	 Establish public space that is safe and comfortable
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CITY NORTH-WEST

Precinct vision: City North-West precinct will be City Centre’s knowledge and 
innovation hub characterised by its mix of residential, higher education, research 
and commercial facilities. The introduction of the Light Rail Stage 2A will be 
a catalyst for development and activity, providing the opportunity to improve 
ground-level activation, public space design and connection with the street.

DESIGN GUIDANCE

2.3C  CITY NORTH-WEST PRIORITY DIRECTIONS 

i. Reinforce the connection between the City Centre and
the ANU education precinct.

ii.	 Provide a range of residential typologies responding 
to the adjacent education and research precinct to
accommodate future growth.

iii.	 Protect and reinforce the fine-grain public space
character that provide an amenity to the professional
and residential communities.

iv. Ensure future development and land use respond to
opportunities for existing and emerging innovation 
and knowledge-related employment.

v. Enhance the heart of the precinct identity and the
‘front door’ between the ANU and the City Centre.

KEY MOVES

Key moves identified in the City North-West precinct are: 

Key Description

1 Marcus Clarke Street - Improve pedestrian connection to 
City Walk (via Alinga Street) and the main cycle loop for 
the CBD.

2 Childers Street - Strengthen Childers Street as an 
active “Place for People” by linking key university 
functions with student accommodation and providing 
opportunities for new buildings and active uses.

3 Edinburgh Avenue - Consider wide streetscape verges 
and the quality of building frontage along Edinburgh 
Avenue to provide better and more active streetscape 
outcomes.

4 Hutton Street - Consider opportunities to activate long 
residential block edges with adjacent to commercial 
areas that are inactive due to poor building outcomes. 

Tip: City North-West design objectives
The design objectives for City North-West precinct with 
the aim to achieve the following:

i.	 Integrate commercial and employment uses 
with residential and mixed-use developments to
support both these purposes and the neighbouring 
education and research precinct

ii.	 Improve pedestrian connections to the city and
leverage its proximity to light rail

iii.	 Provide a range of residential typologies that 
respond to the adjacent education and research
precinct to accommodate future growth

iv. Offer a range of supporting uses to accommodate
the diverse student, professional and residential 
demographic

v. Provide a finer grain public space that will
provide amenities to professional and residential
communities and create an enjoyable pedestrian
experience

vi.	 Accommodate traffic restructure to the west and
south-west, moving it out of the City Centre core 
area

vii.	 Retain and establish supporting community.
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London Cct

CITY SOUTH-EAST

Precinct vision: City South–East precinct will be the tourism, business and 
education precinct defined by community, tourism and recreation use and 
benefitting from convenient access to high-quality parks and open space. The 
precinct heart will provide a central point of activity, utilising the surrounding key 
attractions and student population, as well as an activity relevant to the university 
(UNSW Canberra City campus), the existing Canberra Olympic Pool site, the casino 
and the existing National Convention Centre Canberra site.

DESIGN GUIDANCE

2.3D  CITY SOUTH-EAST PRIORITY DIRECTIONS

i.	 Provide opportunities for tourism, recreation, 
education and mixed-uses.

ii.	 UNSW Canberra City campus will be an anchor site for 
a revitalised precinct of social diversity.

iii.	 Encourage future development that reinforces 
connectivity to the National Triangle.

iv.	 Strengthen connections with the innovation and 
knowledge sector in City North-West.

v.	 Provide a strong link connecting the City Centre to the 
lake.

KEY MOVES

Key moves identified in the City South-East precinct are: 

Key Description

1 Existing National Convention Centre Canberra site - A 
redefined built form with enhanced connections to the 
casino and interface with Commonwealth Avenue.

2 Glebe Park - Opportunity to provide enhanced 
connectivity and links to the casino and convention 
areas. Strengthen the role as an Urban Park to support 
the surrounding density and increase in residential 
population.

3 UNSW Canberra City campus - The existing master plan 
for UNSW Canberra City campus will be implemented, 
with a focus on integrating streetscapes into the broader 
precinct.

4 Create a new heart for the precinct at the intersection 
of Constitution Avenue and Coranderrk Street with built 
form and activity addressing the street corners.

5 Improve pedestrian connectivity from City Walk down to 
the precinct and UNSW Canberra City campus.

Tip: City South-East design objectives
The design objectives for City South-East precinct with 
the aim to achieve the following:

i.	 UNSW Canberra City campus will be an anchor site 
for a revitalised precinct of demographic diversity, 
supported by uses that encourage street activity

ii.	 Reinforce the grand boulevards of Commonwealth 
and Constitution avenues (already occurring with 
light rail, and initial Constitution Avenue upgrades 
are complete), building on their character through 
creating a strong landscape character

iii.	 Provide good connectivity to light rail stops

iv.	 Have established new residential opportunities with 
the development of the UNSW campus

v.	 Support the growing residential population through 
the provision of services and a transition of mixed 
uses to City North-East, while strengthening 
connections with the innovation and knowledge 
sector in City North-West

vi.	 Provide a strong connection between the City 
Centre and Commonwealth Park by expanding its 
distinctive landscape character back into the City 
Centre

vii.	 Promote and recognise the heritage value of Lake  
Burley Griffin and the vistas across the lake.
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WEST BASIN AND ACTON WATERFRONT

Precinct vision: The West Basin and Acton Waterfront precinct will be a lively 
urban precinct that brings the everyday life of the City Centre to the shores of Lake 
Burley Griffin.

DESIGN GUIDANCE

2.3E  WEST BASIN AND ACTON WATERFRONT 
PRECINCT PRIORITY DIRECTIONS 

i.	 Create a more accessible and people-focussed 
lakefront destination for visitors and residents.

ii.	 Prioritise pedestrian and cycling connectivity from the 
waterfront and to the wider City Centre precinct.

iii.	 Invest in public space, setting the groundwork for 
future mixed-use development. 

iv.	 Accommodate a mix of uses including a high-quality 
community and recreational facility that serves the 
regional as well as City Centre community.

v.	 Ensure the provision of social infrastructure and 
facilities to meet projected population needs.

KEY MOVES

Key moves identified in the West Basin and Acton 
Waterfront precinct are: 

Key Description

1 Create economic diversity with commercial, retail, 
cultural and residential uses delivered through the 
precinct.

2 Provide a mix of housing typologies to cater for a mixed 
social demographic.

3 Establish a precedent for exemplary sustainable 
development.

4 Increase biodiversity, WSUD, canopy cover and 
permeable surfaces within the precinct.

5 Acknowledge Ngunnawal culture and stories 
throughout the precinct and foreshore.

6 Increase services to enable events for the City Centre.

7 Increase well-being and liveability through open space 
provisions, play spaces and access to the lake.

Tip: West Basin and Acton Waterfront design 
objectives
The design objectives for West Basin and Acton 
Waterfront precinct with the aim to achieve the 
following:

i.	 Create a liveable place to live and visit, with an 
accessible and active waterfront

ii.	 Provide a mix of uses in addition to residential uses

iii.	 Connect other parts of the City Centre to and 
around the waterfront to overcome the pedestrian 
barrier created by Parkes Way

iv.	 Establish a neighbourhood with local amenities and 
services as an activity node within the City Centre.

v.	 Establish a community/recreational facility 
that serves both the regional and City Centre 
community, including connection with the ANU. 
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SITE AND  
LAND USE 

Responding to shifting trends, drivers and change in the urban environment will 
create high-quality places and improved public life.

The planning, design and delivery of built outcomes should respond to the physical, cultural and economic context and urban 
structure, understanding the key components of the city, including where density lies and the transition between building 
typologies. The ability to make well-informed decisions that will positively shape the development’s future and its area of 
influence is made possible by understanding all of those aspects at varying scales and their relationships with one another. 

DESIGN ELEMENTS

3.1 CITY CENTRE CONTEXT AND 
CHARACTER

3.1A City Centre Character

3.1B Role and Function of the City 
Centre

3.1C Density Done Well

3.2 SITE CONFIGURATION

3.2A City Block Configuration and 
Structure

3.2B Local Climate

3.2C Street and Ground Level
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DESIGN ELEMENT:

3.1 CITY CENTRE CONTEXT AND CHARACTER

The Canberra City Centre has evolved over the years in a very intentional way, based 
on the original vision and planning intent of the Griffin Plan. 

With bold design moves and expansive streets and spaces, this has created some disconnect between the visionary intent 
and the realities of a bustling inner-city. Through an increase in density and a focus on expanding the residential population 
into the City Centre, a critical mass of people will allow for a diversity of uses and activities, while still maintaining the core 
elements of the Griffin Plan. 

DESIGN GUIDANCE

3.1A CITY CENTRE CHARACTER

i. Maintain the core defining features and structure of 
the Griffin plan through the bold axial arrangements,
grand boulevards and street avenues, and strong
visual lines to key landmarks.

ii.	 Celebrate the natural features of the City Centre 
including extensive open space and connections to
abutting Lake Burley Griffin.

iii.	 Maintain the ceremonial nature of the National 
Triangle where relevant through the City Centre. 

iv. Consider the impacts of the built form and open 
spaces on the existing and future desired character of 
the site.

The National Triangle as planned in 1913 and current layout as of 2023 shows strong resemblance. 
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City Hill precinct 

Tip: The core defining features for the City Centre:
i.	 Bold geometric axial arrangements

ii.	 Undulating topography, hills and dramatic
backdrops

iii.	 Extensive open space

iv. Lake Burley Griffin

v. Grand boulevards and street avenues

vi.	 Strong visual lines often terminating with key
landmarks

vii.	 The National Triangle 

viii.	Gateway sites and approach routes

ix. Traditional grid style blocks

x. Built form integrated as part of the landscape

3.1B ROLE AND FUNCTION OF THE CITY CENTRE

i. Provide high-quality streets and public spaces with
active streets together with high-quality building 
controls to support urban renewal of the City Centre. 

ii.	 Further establish the City Centre’s dynamic cultural 
and entertainment scene, employment and economic
opportunities.

iii.	 Focus on integrating environmental sustainability and
climate change initiatives to enhance liveability and
competitive advantage.

iv. Enhance liveability to encourage and attract
investment and innovation. 

Related planning strategies and tools:
i. Inner North & City District Strategy
ii.	 ACT City Plan
iii. The Griffin Legacy, National Capital Plan
iv.	 National Capital Plan

Why this is important:
Canberra is full of great places, particularly within the City Centre. Great places bring people together, are welcoming 
and provide spaces for social interaction and spontaneous moments that are enjoyable for City Centre users. This can 
occur through all elements of the public spaces and places, in key open spaces and plazas, but predominantly within 
the everyday streets where the public space interfaces with the built form. The seamless integration of these elements 
is critical in creating high-quality places. People use streets for a broad range of functions, including movement, work 
and leisure. Highly active streets are fundamental to the success of the City Centre.
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DESIGN GUIDANCE

3.1C DENSITY DONE WELL

i.	 Include a diversity of recreational, employment, 
cultural and learning opportunities centred around a 
dynamic mix of entertainment, retail and residential 
uses.

ii.	 Provide a mix of uses within the City Centre that 
meet the needs of the users according to 15-minute 
neighbourhood principles.

iii.	 Provide a mix of both day and night activities to 
support amenity, safety and a lively evening economy.

iv.	 Ensure high-quality streets that have a high place 
value, and focus on people rather than cars, and 
include safe and well-maintained pathways and 
amenities.

v.	 Ensure good accessibility to public and active travel 
modes.

vi.	 Provide a wide range of living options to cater for 
diversity in living arrangements and budgets to 
support social resilience.

vii.	 Provide safe, accessible, adaptable, multi-functional 
green spaces and movement pathways that 
encourage walking and social interactions in the 
street. 

viii.	Consider impacts on building requirements to achieve 
energy efficient and sustainably built spaces within 
residential that is in close proximity to late night 
entertainment precincts.

Why this is important:
Canberra is likely to double its population within the 
next 50 years. There are significant opportunities 
to accommodate growth within the City Centre, 
accelerate development, and fill existing vacant and 
underutilised sites. Through an increase in density and 
a focus on expanding the residential population into 
the City Centre, a critical mass of people will allow for 
a diversity of uses and activities.   

Location: New Acton, West Basin and Acton Waterfront, Canberra
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Tip: Density done well

DESCRIPTION

MIX OF USES 
AND ACTIVITIES

Mix of uses and activities include a diversity of recreational, employment, 
cultural and learning opportunities centred around a dynamic mix of 
entertainment, retail and residential uses. This creates a City Centre that meets 
the needs of all of the people who live, visit and work there. Activities and 
uses should be provided to ensure activity at all times of the day and night to 
support amenity, safety and a lively evening economy.

DENSITY X 
DIVERSITY = 
PROXIMITY

Density of diverse activities increases the possibility of having useful or 
desirable things, places and people, closer to you (proximity). With proximity 
comes the convenience of being able to do a wide variety of activities in the 
same day, or same hour, with less time spent in traffic or public transport. 
Proximity to where decisions are made grows knowledge and enhances 
culture.

STREETS FOR 
ALL PEOPLE

Streets are one of the most important parts of the City Centre, where people 
comes together and people of all ages, genders and abilities can interact. 
Streets must focus on people, not cars, and those of all abilities to encourage 
activity within the streets. Streets should include safe and well maintained 
pathways, and include public space amenities such as seating and shade, 
with large trees, to encourage people to stop, sit and dwell, and enjoy the City 
Centre.

GOOD PUBLIC 
TRANSPORT

The City Centre must be accessible for people of all abilities, with walkable 
distances between transport services and dwellings and other key places. 
Public transport must be frequent, reliable, safe, clean and affordable, and 
provide opportunities for integration with other transport modes.

GOOD PUBLIC 
ENVIRONMENT

The public environment must include safe, adaptable multifunctional and 
green space in proportion to the density, technology and environmentally 
sustainably built infrastructure. This will create a diverse community, inclusive 
of all ages, cultures and abilities reflecting the cultural elements of that 
neighbourhood.

HOUSING 
CHOICE AND 
AFFORDABILITY

The City Centre should provide a wide range of living options to cater for 
diversity in people’s living arrangements, stages of life and budgets. This 
will enable social resilience within communities, integrating services and 
supporting the diverse needs of the city.

COMMUNITY 
SAFETY AND 
ACCESSIBILITY

The City Centre must be designed to be accessible for all, with comprehensive 
transport connections, and where community amenities are reachable within a 
short walk. Promoting ownership of spaces encourages people to take care of 
them and have pride in their surrounding environment. Sufficient lighting and 
other measures allow for the safe use of spaces after hours.
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DESIGN ELEMENT:

3.2 SITE CONFIGURATION

The design of buildings and spaces within the City Centre is critical to the overall 
function, distinctiveness and liveability of the city and how Canberrans use it. 

Beyond the design of the buildings themselves, it is the arrangement of the broader network of City Centre blocks and 
buildings that sets the city up for success. Understanding how best to arrange the site is key to shaping the quality of the built 
form, public spaces and human experiences. 

DESIGN GUIDANCE

3.2A CITY BLOCK CONFIGURATION AND 
STRUCTURE

i.	 Support human-scale in building width and height by 
breaking up large blocks into smaller development 
parcels while delivering them in a coordinated, 
integrated strategy that unlocks shared spaces and 
amenities.

ii.	 Consider new laneways and cross-block links that 
create permeability at the ground level.

iii.	 Align blocks with other pedestrian links to adjacent 
blocks, providing opportunities for active and lively 
streets and connected internal courtyards.

3.2B LOCAL CLIMATE

i.	 Create openings to catch the eastern summer breeze 
and enclosures to protect open spaces on the ground 
level during the winter months. 

ii.	 Ensure that buildings are designed for the widely 
varied Canberra climate through summer and winter. 

iii.	 Provide fit-for-purpose and usable public/private 
spaces for more times of the day and year. 

iv.	 Consider orientation, privacy and climatic conditions 
to leverage the best outcomes for public space and 
urban life while taking in the beauty of Canberra’s 
visual amenity. 

v.	 Maintain key views and vistas to mountains and the 
lake. Then create a separate point: Consider the 
Griffin Plan to recognise and maximise opportunities 
that form the key internal and external spaces of the 

buildings. 

vi.	 Building heights to maintain solar access to open 
spaces, main pedestrian areas and existing residential 
buildings.

3.2C STREET AND GROUND LEVEL

i.	 Recognise the street function, role and public life 
opportunities adjacent to any new buildings and 
respond accordingly. 

ii.	 Encourage diverse new spaces to be provided at 
the ground level with clear definition of access and 
ownership between public, private and common 
spaces.

iii.	 Provide clear guidance for how best to achieve high 
quality street level outcomes, through diversity.

Tip: Air rights
Previous developments within the City Centre have 
provided built outcomes that take advantage of usable 
air rights space. This outcome is not supported.
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Generic block for illustration purposes
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ACCESS AND 
MOVEMENT 

Streets make up a very high proportion of public space in urban areas, foster 
business activity and provide places for people to gather and interact.

The City Centre should be the catalyst to refocussing the primary use of streets for people and not vehicles, reinforcing 
the vitality of urban life and the role that good design can play in balancing different movement demands. Creating more 
pedestrian focussed streets encourages the use of more active travel, which promotes better health and activity.  

DESIGN ELEMENTS

4.1 STREETS AS PLACES OF 
MOVEMENT

4.1A Light Rail Network

4.1B Bus Network

4.1C Key Pedestrian Links and 
Laneways

4.1D City Cycle Loop and Dedicated 
Off-Road Bike Lanes

4.1E Shared-use Recreational Trail

4.2 STREETS AS PLACES 

4.2A Street Activation

4.2B Inclusive Design Elements

4.2C High Movement, High Place

4.2D Low Movement, High Place

4.2E City Centre Streets

4.3 PARKING, LOADING AND 
SERVICES  

4.3A Parking

4.3B Integrated Services
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