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Overcoming infrastructure  challenges key     

A DOUBLING of Perth’s population to 3.5 
million people poses some serious chal-
lenges for the state government, with pro-
gressive planning key to easing what could 
be a painful growth period, according to 
some of the city’s urban planning experts.

Australian Bureau of Statistics projections 
estimate Perth’s population will more than dou-
ble from the current 1.7 million by the year 2050.

Planning and delivering the required transport 
infrastructure, water and power supplies, ensur-
ing control over environmental impact, and plan-
ning for expansion of the city both upwards and 
outwards all take time.

Not to mention the cultural adaptation that will 
be required; after all, the bulk of the growth in 
population is expected to come from international 
migration (page 7).

One of the biggest challenges in accommodat-
ing an extra 1.8 million people will be providing 
the necessary infrastructure.

Demographer Bernard Salt suggests growing 
the capacity of infrastructure isn’t as simple as 
building some extra freeway lanes.

“There are never enough funds for infrastruc-
ture. It will be a catch-up for the next 30 or 40 
years and that has always been the case; it is just 
the way it is,” Mr Salt said.

“It is a question of how far behind population 
growth infrastructure is delivered.” 

Former GHD economics and policy man-
ager, and interim director of the newly formed 
International Mining for Development Centre, 
Ian Satchwell, said progressive thinking was 
critical when it came to infrastructure planning.

“A lot of the discussion about the future of 
Perth has been informed by people with experi-
ence of the past. Because the future is going 
to be very, very different, we need to frame it 
with an open mind,” Mr Satchwell told WA 
Business News.

The opportunity to leave a lasting legacy in 
infrastructure as a result of the unprecedented 
growth currently taking place in WA is another 
factor that should motivate government, accord-
ing to Mr Satchwell.

The state government has set out a Directions 
2031 plan for housing development in the cen-
tral metropolitan area. The Office of Energy’s 

Perth’s population is set 
to double over the next 40 
years, and a lot needs to 
happen to accommodate 
that growth.

strategic directions paper for the same time 
frame is on its way, and the Water Corporation 
is working on a 10-year plan to develop new 
sources to cope with demand.

At a recent WA Business News event, Premier 
Colin Barnett spoke fervently about the current 
decade as a foundation for the future of the state 
and its capital city.

“When this decade is finished this state will 
have built its productive capacity for the next 
50 years. This is the decade in which that capac-
ity is being built and you will get continuing 
growth, but not of this scale,” Mr Barnett said.

According to the premier, Perth is currently 
going through a period of change similar to 
those of the early 1900s gold rush and 1960s 
iron ore boom. 

He said the sinking of the railway in Perth 
and the broader Perth City Link development, 
alongside the Waterfront and Riverside develop-
ments, would be game changers for what had 
been a relatively dormant city.

Transport
Transport will be one of the major challenges, 

with public transport to play a key role in link-
ing what will become sub-regional commercial 
centres – areas such as Yanchep, Armadale and 
further expansion of the Peel region.

During the past 10 years, public transport 
usage in Perth has increased by 67 per cent, three 
times the rate of population growth over the same 
period, and the state government estimates usage 
will double over the next two decades.

If that is anything to go by, demand for ser-
vices by 2050 is likely to be up 160 per cent on 
current levels. 

Town of Vincent Mayor and former Labor 
government planning and infrastructure minis-
ter, Alannah MacTiernan, said progressive infra-
structure plans needed progressive action and that 
incremental additions to the public transport net-
work were crucial.

“I don’t think there is enough will to invest. In 
their first term of government there is going to 
be no extension (of the railway line) and in our 
(Labor government) first term we got the exten-
sion north to Clarkson; then we did the Thornlie 
line and completed the Mandurah line,” she said.

“You have got to keep growing the public 
transport system; if the city is going to grow it 
can’t be stop start. There should be projects being 
rolled out continuously.”

That said, the Barnett government is currently 
extending the Joondalup train line to Butler.

The state government’s ‘Public Transport 
for Perth in 2031’ study, released earlier this 
year, estimates that $2.9 billion will be needed 
over the next 21 years to build the infrastructure 
required, with the total cost for fleet expansion 
alone to be $1.2 billion.

That plan includes extending the northern rail 
line to Yanchep and developing a light rail sys-
tem. The government originally suggested the 

line would be focused on servicing the northern 
suburbs and would run to Mirrabooka, but the 
2031 plan says the significant capacity and fleet 
needs for that line could be fully harnessed by 
extending the route through the city to Curtin 
University and University of Western Australia 
at either extremity – a system likened to the 
knowledge arc advocated by the Committee for 
Perth, among others.

State architect and Cox Howlett & Bailey 
Woodland director Steve Woodland describes that 
arc as “bringing together the ingredients of educa-
tion, culture, health and village life with our tra-
ditional CBD of retail, entertainment and work”.

Power
In the energy sector, Western Power, the 

Independent Market Operator and Synergy 
have made estimations of required growth in 
infrastructure and generation.

Synergy suggests that about 6,000 mega-
watts of new generation capacity, on top of 
the existing 5,000 megawatts in the South 
West Interconnected System covering Perth, 
will be needed over the next 20 years – an 
extension valued at $12 billion in generation 
assets alone.

That would cater for what Western Power 
expects to be a 90 per cent increase in peak 
demand on the SWIS over that timeframe.

Gas is likely to play a large role in power 
generation, as will other conventional power 
sources such as coal. 

With the renewable energy target and the 
carbon tax introduced by the federal govern-
ment, renewable energy sources are likely to 
play a role as well, and WA is often touted as 
the perfect place to develop all five sources – 
solar, wind, wave, biomass and geothermal.

Despite the public’s aversion to nuclear 
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more urban sprawl – the footprint of the city will have to 
expand to cater for approximately 720,000 people

more density – about 1 million people will live in the existing 
metropolitan area

rise in electricity and primary energy demand by 2030 – gas 
will be the driver and alternative sources like wind, wave and 
potentially nuclear could play a role

increase in water demand – non-climate dependent sources 
will be the main source including desalination plants, 
recycling and deep aquifers

growth in jobs – if the current unemployment rate remains the 
same, an additional 1,330,200 jobs will be needed in WA

increase in public transport use – priority bus lanes, 
expansion of train capacity and network and services and 
introduction of light rail will play a part

Decreasing levels of native bushland and agricultural land – 
Wanneroo, Yanchep and Pinjarra will all be impacted by the 
expansion of housing and industry

Source: WABN estimates
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Perth's population growth - 2010 to 2050*

Source: KPMG & WABN  |  *Assumes % contributions to growth stay at current levels.
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  to managing growth Broad vision beyond 
political battleground

power, Mr Salt suggests nuclear energy could 
become a more attractive option with time.

“Whether it is new coal-fired power sta-
tions, alternative renewables and I also sus-
pect over the next 40 years Australia will be 
confronted with the nuclear option in order to 
provide base load power,” he said.

“It is not palatable now, in this decade, but 
it may well be palatable by the end of the 
2020s when we are facing power blackouts.”

Water
Mr Salt is equally broadminded when 

it comes to assessing sources to cater for 
Perth’s increasing demand for water.

In its 2009 Water Forever report, the Water 
Corporation suggested that a population 
of 2.8 million people would require 470 
gigalitres. 

By those standards, a population of 3.5 million 

in 2050 would demand 96 per cent more water 
than the current rate of demand (300 gigalitres).

The Water Corporation is focused on 
developing non-climate dependent sources, 
according to its 10-year plan. 

The plan includes a move towards more 
water recycling, access to deeper aquifers, and 
the development of desalination plants such 
as the Southern Seawater Desalination Plant. 

The state government recently committed 
to expanding the Binningup plant, with $450 
million of works in order to provide 100 bil-
lion litres of drinking water a year to the 
Integrated Water Supply Scheme. 

“I can’t imagine that Perth could go to 
three million (people) without another dam 
and without a resolution to water issues,” 
Mr Salt said, pointing to options such as 
pipelines that would create a comprehensive 
water strategy.

AN urban planning expert has recommended 
that a long-term infrastructure development 
strategy for Western Australia be given more 
importance in order to avoid the issue becom-
ing a casualty of political fights for electorate 
power.

“One of the issues is having a strategic plan 
and then having political decisions made to bring 
some infrastructure forward, because votes need-
ed to be won in that part of the city,” demogra-
pher Bernard Salt told WA Business News.

“The problem is that urban planning and 
city planning is so directly relatable to spe-
cific electorates that can be won or lost and 
get politicians in or out of power.”

Committee for Perth chief executive Marion 
Fulker suggested that Perth take its lead from 
other parts of Australia, which had developed 
long-term infrastructure strategies.

“The south-east Queensland plan is a 
20-year plan, and when it was approved had 
bipartisan support for 20 years regardless of 
change of government; that is what we need,” 
Ms Fulker said.

“It is not only a plan, it is a commitment.”
While the previous Labor government had 

developed an infrastructure strategy, it has never 
been released despite the urging efforts from 
the Chamber of Commerce and Industry WA.

Ms Fulker added that infrastructure issues 
facing the city were complicated and juggling 
the competing projects required long-term 
planning and consistent action.

“You can’t solve these problems in political 
cycles of four year terms, you just can’t. They are 
big problems, strategic and long term,” she said.

“You need a shared vision for the future, that 
the community subscribes to and it is a whole 
of Perth view.”

Mr Salt is doubtful of whether there is 
enough goodwill on both sides of politics.

“I think they will see metropolitan planning 
and the allocation of infrastructure as a bat-
tleground for years to come,” Mr Salt said.

“It is almost like we need a body independ-
ent of politics to determine the most efficient, 
logical and fair way to deliver infrastructure to 
an expanding Perth. To some extent, politicians 
can distort the way in which infrastructure is 
delivered across the metropolitan area.”

Town of Vincent Mayor Alannah MacTiernan 
said it was naïve to ignore the political weight 
infrastructure held, but that it could be managed.

“It is really hard to totally rise above any 
political consideration, that is naïve. But we 

do need to get some sort of broad consensus 
on some of the key directions,” she said.

Ms MacTiernan highlighted the fed-
eral Labor government’s overarching body 
Infrastructure Australia to point out that best 
laid plans can sometimes go awry.

“At the end of the day it came down to what 
projects the state government wanted to put 
in,” she said.

Geographic information systems and map-
ping business ESRI Australia recently provided 
the Committee for Economic Development 
Australia (CEDA) with a planning mega map for 
its Inventing the Future series, which discussed 
how to shape WA between 2010 and 2050.

The map overlays development forecasts in 
water, energy, infrastructure, population and 
agriculture. ESRI manager business develop-
ment WA, Tom Gardner, said it helped to pro-
vide geographical context to the issues facing 
WA and Perth in the next period of growth.

He said it was evident from the map that 
leaving single departments and government 
organisations such as the Water Corporation 
to tackle problems alone wouldn’t provide the 
best solutions.
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“The challenge I think we need to see for 
our state is to get greater collaboration between 
agencies. It is a multi-agency, multifaceted 
problem,” Mr Gardner said.

Ms MacTiernan said despite the inevitability 
of differing priorities when it came to infrastruc-
ture, it was important to have a broad perspec-
tive in terms of the impacts of development.

“In the 1990s when they allowed unherald-
ed expansion well beyond what the planning 
scheme allowed in Cannington, for basically 
a decade, that killed Armadale and Gosnells. 
That is why we had to have the Armadale 
Redevelopment Authority to rebuild Armadale, 
because it had been completely devastated by 
that decision,” she said.

‘‘It is really hard to 
totally rise above any 
political consideration, 
that is naïve. But we 
do need to get some 
sort of broad consensus 
on some of the key 
directions.’’   
- Alannah MacTiernan
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Approvals and perception major challenges    

LESS than 20 years ago almost anywhere 
in Perth was no more than 20 minutes away 
from anywhere else in a car-friendly city over-
serviced with roads.

In the city, it seemed everyone knew eve-
ryone. The Perth business network was tight, 
connected by one-degree of separation.

If they wanted to catch-up they went to a 
select group of pubs and restaurants; choice 
was limited.

Students could easily find a house to rent 
close to wherever they chose. For a buyer, 
$100,000 was the price, not the down payment.

There were prawns in the Swan River and 
beach houses along the coast.

These and many aspects of Western 
Australia’s capital, for good or for bad, have 
disappeared. They provide a taste of the kind of 
things that change as populations rise, as Perth’s 
is expected to.

Much of the charm, and frustrations, of Perth 
as a big country town are being left behind as 
it turns into a real city, albeit one that is small 
by international standards.

That big city reality will have harder edges.
The state government is already feeling 

the heat from some of the negative change. 
Talkback stations are filled with umbrage over 
packed trains and traffic delays because peak 
‘hour’ is no longer just 20 minutes.

“Congestion on the freeways has become a 
major issue, a major political issue, and we’re 
frustrated being stuck in traffic ... so that’s 

one of the serious issues that the government 
faces,” Premier Colin Barnett said at a recent 
WA Business News event.

More than 30 years ago, a conservative 
government shut the train line from Perth to 
Fremantle, believing that style of public trans-
port was redundant.

This government is expanding the train net-
work and considering the modern equivalent of 
trams to service other areas, partly under pres-
sure from the business community. 

“We are looking seriously at a light rail to go 
directly to northern Perth, which will service 
quite a densely populated area and take some of 
the pressure off the freeways,” Mr Barnett said.

“There’s about 40,000-50,000 people who 
actually move from the northern suburbs west 
to get onto the freeway system to come in, so 
the light rail system will provide an alternative 
for them.”

This government has also embraced ‘density’ 
in a bid to fit all the people who want to live 
here within a reasonable geographic area. The 
conservative state government’s Directions 
2031 strategy has set a target of 47 per cent of 
growth being accommodated via infill – squeez-
ing more people into the existing sprawling 
metropolitan area, a space that, at 1,200 peo-
ple per square kilometre, is sparsely populated 
compared to almost any other city. 

The big question is whether Perth’s exist-
ing population will accept such a change to 
its urban lifestyle.

There are many who question the public 
desire to change from a suburban city to one 
that has even just a moderate amount of high 
density. Many in the property world also ques-
tion whether there is the political will required 

REDIRECTION: Colin Barnett told a recent WA Business News event that 
the government is looking to ease the burden carried by the city’s freeway 
system. Photo: Grant Currall

to change the planning and construction sectors, 
which have become fixated on expansion at the 
fringes, especially to the north and south.

Cedar Woods Properties managing director 
Paul Sadleir is one who believes there are few 
incentives and a lot of obstacles for developers 
that see the urban infill target and believe they 
can create products to suit it.

Cedar Woods estimates that it costs 80 per 
cent more to build an apartment or unit dwelling 

in Perth than Melbourne, whereas traditional 
detached and semi-detached housing is roughly 
on par.

Red tape is part of that.
Mr Sadleir said planning momentum 

remained focused on growth at the edge of 
existing corridors.

“Approvals for infill are difficult,” he said.
“Town planning (schemes) are not geared 

for the future, they are dating from the 1970s 
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‘‘We have been spoilt 
with the amount of 
land we have been able 
to have and it is not 
sustainable.’’ - Bernard Salt
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  for infill

TO move up or to move out, that is the ques-
tion Perth planners have been contemplating 
in recent years as a city built on the quarter 
acre dream deals with increasing population 
density issues.

The rule of thumb tends to be that 40 per 
cent of the growth in population is housed in 
the existing metropolitan area, while 60 per 
cent will live in areas created by urban sprawl.

For Perth in 2050, that means an extra 
720,000 in the existing footprint and 1,080,000 
in areas outside of that.

New commercial centres will most likely 
grow in the Peel area, north-east and south-
east corridors, while expansion beyond the 
northern most suburbs of Jindalee and Butler 
to Alkimos, Yanchep and Two Rocks has long 
been on the cards.

The joint venture behind the Yanchep Beach 
proposal has been pursuing its development 
of an urban centre 50 kilometres north of the 
Perth CBD since 2007.

The foundations of a shopping centre have 
been laid and a 3,000 square metre commer-
cial space development is under way – a key 
attraction for new residents. It’s expected up to 
155,000 people will live in Yanchep by 2060.

Encouraging what Town of Vincent Mayor 
Alannah MacTiernan describes as “intensifi-
cation in the existing footprint of Perth and 
central areas that fringe the city” will also play 
an important role.

Ms MacTiernan said the Town of Vincent 
was currently approving an average of two 

and 1980s; there is a lot of work to be done 
to get density.”

In addition to that is the consumer mindset 
that favours a stand-alone home. That prefer-
ence is hardly going to change if it is also a 
cheaper option.

“There is still a fairly strong love of the 
backyard,” Mr Sadleir said.

“It is not the quarter acre block but it is a 
450 square metre site.

“The building industry is incredibly effi-
cient at producing homes that go on those 
types of blocks.

“Our conclusion is that infill, while highly 
desirable because it is sustainable, is hard to 
deliver on an economic basis.”

Satterley Property Group CEO Nigel 
Satterley also sees growth continuing to fol-
low the current geographic trends, with fringe 
growth at the end of transport spokes reaching 
out from the CBD. The north coast to Yanchep, 
the south coast at Peel and the areas through 
the north-east and south-east will house most 
of the population growth for the next decade 
at least.

But Mr Satterley said high-rise apartments 
were yet to be viewed by the market as the 
answer to population growth, although there 
was a trend towards one-bedroom apartments 
in developments up to three storeys.

He agrees that many people still want their 
house and land, but sees growth in dramatically 
smaller block sizes as established families and 
new homebuyers seek to limit their exposure 
to debt.

“There are now seven builders doing 150sqm 
product,” Mr Satterley said.

“We have had to adapt to keep going.”
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Perth needs some ‘intensification’
properties of four or five storeys each week, 
and was focused on growing the density on 
arterial roads in the area, which encapsulates 
some of Mount Lawley and West Perth and 
all of Leederville, Highgate and North Perth, 
among other suburbs.

She said Leederville was the perfect example 
of an area in Perth that is ripe for ‘intensifi-
cation’, and large developments such as that 
proposed for the Water Corporation site were 
a key element to that density. 

However, transport was key to the success 
of these projects.
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“There is just no way that you could allow 
that massive development to go ahead without 
there being real investment in road and rail infra-
structure in the area because the place would just 
simply reach grid lock,” Ms MacTiernan said.

Demographer Bernard Salt is an advocate for 
density playing a role in urban development for 
both practical and cultural reasons.

“We have been spoilt with the amount of land 
we have been able to have and it is not sustain-
able. Petrol might be $10 a litre by the middle of 
the century; you can’t keep driving from Quinns 
Rocks into the CBD, we simply cannot sustain 
that model,” he said.

“The only way around it is to create density 
in the metropolitan footprint and to decen-
tralise jobs.” 

Based on the current employment rate, an 
additional 1,330,200 jobs will be needed in WA 
by 2050 should the population grow to 3.5 mil-
lion, so that strategy could become imperative 
if the city wants to avoid clogged freeways. 

Mr Salt said density bred human activity, a 
sentiment that economist and interim direc-
tor of International Mining for Development 
Centre Ian Satchwell agrees with.

“Perth has the opportunity to transform itself 
to be a place that is ethnically and culturally 
rich, knowledge and technology intensive and 
a place that nurtures and attracts creative peo-
ple,” Mr Satchwell said.

He pointed to the state’s ‘Directions 2031’ 
paper, which stresses the importance of devel-
oping a culturally rich community in order to 
attract architects, engineers and other creative 
professionals which will build the ‘intellectual 
capital’ of the city and push it to become a 
globally competitive city in its new form.

Perth will have a fair degree of cultural 
diversity, given that 1,040,000 of the extra 
1.8 million people tipped to come to the city 
will come through international migration. Just 
684,000 will come through natural additions 
and 72,000 through interstate migration.

Committee for Perth chief executive Marion 
Fulker believes that, in the past, newcomers 
to Perth have had to normalise to the city’s 
lifestyle, but that will change.

“I don’t think people are saying they want 
to come and change Perth, I think they are 
saying it has so much to offer that hasn’t yet 
been exploited,” Ms Fulker said.

“We want to still be Perth when we grow up 
but I don’t think we know what parts need to 
come with us and what parts we need to leave 
behind.  Conservatism is what I think we need 
to leave behind.”
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