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Planning Canberra 
More 

by David Gordon, MCIP 

Selecting the seat of government 
for a country created by the con-
federation of independent states 

is a difficult political task. The 
existing cities will veto their 

rivals; Boston, Philadelphia or 
New York could not be approved 
in the United States, and neither 
Calcutta nor Mumbai (Bombay) 

were acceptable in India. In 
Canada, Kingston, Montreal , 
Quebec and Toronto each had a 
turn before Queen Victoria chose 
Ottawa as capital of the United 
Canadas in 1857. Symbolic loca-
tion is important: Washington is 
on the border between North 
and South, and New Delhi is a 

central city, distant from both 
Indian coasts, while the Ottawa 
River divides Quebec and 
Ontario. 

Australia was created in 1901 
without a designated seat of 
government - neither Melbourne 
nor Sydney was acceptable to its 
counterpart. The best possible 
compromise would be to place 
the capital in New South Wales, 
"not less than 100 miles from 

Sydney." In 1908, the House of 
Representatives chose the sheep 
farms in Canberra. 

The Australian government's ini-
tial moves resulted in a capital 
quite different from Canada's 

seat of government. To begin 
with, Australia chose a vacant 
site, while Ottawa was an estab-
lished lumber town of 10,000 
when it was selected in 1857. 
The responsibility for developing 
of the Australian capital fell 

entirely upon the national gov-
ernment, while the local govern-
ment in Ottawa had petitioned 
the Queen for the benefit of the 
capital. 

Ar FIRST GLANCE, it is tempting to consider 
Canberra and Ottawa as similar ''political capitals," to use 
Peter Hall's classification. 1 They are both capitals of 
Commonwealth countries and products of political 
compromises in federal states. Both of them grew rapidly 
after World War fl Yet a closer look at the planning of the 
two cities reveals more differences than similarities. 
Canadian visitors to Canberra find a city quite unlike any 
in their own country. 

Second, the Austral ian Capital renewed in 1920, and when he 
Territory (ACT) was carved out of died in 1937 his plan for 
the state of New South Wales as Canberra had barely begun to be 
a separate district responsible to implemented . 
the national government, follow-

ing the example of the District of Canberra and Ottawa both suf-

Columbia in the United States. fered from under-funding and 
Ottawa had local government neglect at the hands of their fed-
status in Ontario after 1867 and era! sponsors. While their loca-
Hull was not included in the orig- tions may have represented 
inal designation of the seat of acceptable political compromises, 
government. they were nobody's first choice 

as places to live. Legislators, jour-
Third , in 1912 Australia commis- nalists, cabinet members, and 
sioned an international design even Governors-General fled for 
competition for a plan for its cap- Melbourne or Montreal as soon 
ital. By contrast, the Ottawa as the legislature rose. 
townsite was laid out in 1826 by 
Lieutenant-Colonel John By, the At least Ottawa was home to the 
engineer in charge of construct- civil service, since the act desig-
ing the Rideau Canal. When nating the capital included funds 
Ottawa was designated as the for the three parliamentary and 
seat of government, there was departmental buildings, which 
no immediate need for a plan , opened in 1866. But the 
since Barracks Hill was the obvi- Australian legislature and civil 
ous site for the Parliament service were "temporarily" 
Buildings, and there seemed to housed in Melbourne, and 
be plenty of Crown land avail- showed little inclination to fund 
able for future expansion. or relocate to Canberra. 

Provisional parliament buildings 
Walter Burley Griffin's design for were erected in 1927, but most 
Canberra (Figure 1) is now rec- departments did not move until 
ognized as a classic, but it the 1960s. The splendid new 
emerged from a controversial Parliament House, designed by 
competition process that was Aldo Giurgola, finally opened in 
boycotted by Commonwealth 1988. 
and Australian architects.2 Griffin 
was a landscape architect from Canberra had serious problems 
Chicago and had practised in with implementation during the 
Frank Lloyd Wright's office. He middle of the century. Political 
emigrated to Australia with his support for more buildings evap-
wife, the architect Marion orated in the 1930s depression , 
Mahoney Griffin, but they had and the city was left with a pop-
little success implementing the ulation of 7,000, including a 
plan . World War I put most of small proportion of the civil ser-
the work on hold, and although vice working in temporary build-
Griffin was a talented designer, ings. Homes, stores and offices 
he had little background or were spread out over a site 
enthusiasm for the political and intended for a city ten times the 
financial battles required to build size, as Griffin 's plan proved diffi-
the city. His contract was not cult to implement in stages . 
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Punch magazine quipped: 
"Londoners may be all too aware 
of the disadvantages of living in 
a city without a Plan , but these 
cannot be compared to the rival 
disadvantages of living in a Plan 
without a City." 3 

In the first half of the twentieth 
century, while Australia struggled 

to implement a single plan, 
Canada was unsuccessful in act-

ing upon a variety of plans, as 
Frani;ois Lapointe and Pierre 
Dube describe in their article in 
this issue of Plan Canada. But the 
development of both capitals 
took off in the 1950s. Powerful 
prime ministers - Sir Robert 
Menzies and William Lyon 
Mackenzie King - championed 
the plans. The two countries had 
parliamentary inquiries into the 
slow pace of implementation, 
and coalitions for development 
of the capitals crossed party lines. 
Postwar economic expansion 

allowed the governments to 
promise sustained long-term 
funding for infrastructure . Finally, 
both countries created powerful 
independent implementation 
agencies: the National Capital 
Development Commission 
(NCDC) in Australia, and the 
National Capital Commission 
(NCC) in Canada. 

In the period immediately after 
the war, there were few urban 
designers in Australia and 
Canada. Both countries imported 

leading European planners to 
work with local staff. France's 
Jacques Greber led the Canadian 
team, while Sir William Holford 
acted as a consultant to the 
NCDC. Holford was Britain's pre-
eminent urban designer in the 
1950s, and was responsible for 
the ill-fated Paternoster Square 

redevelopment project near St. 
Paul's Cathedral. He encouraged 
the NCDC to implement Griffin's 
plan, but to use Modern archi

tecture. Holford designed some 
fine infrastructure, including the 
main bridge across the newly 
created Lake Burley Griffin in the 
centre of the plan . He also rec
ommended that the new parlia
ment buildings be located at the 
edge of the lake, but this advice 
was not followed . Instead, the 
magnificent Parliament House 

was built into the top of Capitol 
Hill , thus completing Griffin's 
monumental land axis from 
Mount Ainslie (Figure 2). 

Canberra's implementation was 

otherwise completely different 
from Ottawa's experience. All 
land in the ACT was owned by 
the national government, and the 

NCDC acted as both planning 
agency and developer. It oper
ated in a manner similar to a 

British "New Towns " corporation , 
but for a single industry town. 
The NCDC initially built houses 
and shops and leased them to 
families and retailers. It soon 
brought in private builders to 
meet the pace of demand, since 
the city's growth rate was 
Australia's fastest in the 1960s 
and 1970s: Canberra grew from a 
scattered town of 36,000 in 1950 
to a city of 227,000 in 1981 . 
Griffin's original plan, superbly fit
ted into a bowl of hills, was built 

out in the 1960s. The capital 's 
urban area was expanded with a 
series of new towns built in the 
adjacent valleys. 

With the construction of the new 
Parliament House, Canberra was 
fully transformed into a capital 
that inspired Australian pride. It is 
now the country 's largest inland 

city, with a population of 
325,000 spread over an area 
almost as large as Sydney. Most 
Canberra residents live in single 
detached homes and travel by 
automobile on a road system 

which is a model of modern traf
fic engineering. In recent years, 
more sustainable forms of urban 
development have been consid 
ered, but suburban Australians 
are as firmly wedded to their 
houses and cars as suburban 
Canadians are.4 



Plan 

and Ottawa 

The need for the powers of the 
NCDC declined as Canberra's 

development stretched out into 
distant suburbs. In 1988 the 

Australian Capital Territory finally 
got self-government, and the 
NCDC was dismantled and 

replaced by a smaller National 
Capital Planning Authority. This 
new agency has searched for a 
role, and now concentrates on 
the elements of Canberra that 
are directly related to its symbolic 
position as the national capital. 
The transformation was complete 
in 1996, when the ACT took 
over all local land-use planning. 
The NCPA's focus on the sym

bolic aspects of the capital is sim
ilar to the reduction in the scope 
of activities of the NCC, but 
without the extensive program
ming activity (e.g., Canada Day, 
Winterlude) that takes place in 
Ottawa-Hull . 

Figure 2: 
View to Parllament House. 
Credit: 7be Australian Nationt1l capital 
P/arming Authority. 

To a visiting Canadian planner, 
Canberra's combination of 

Modern architecture and arterial 
roads makes it seem somewhat 
like Milton Keynes (the largest 
British "new town") set in the 

Australian hills. It is a low-den
sity, auto-oriented city that 
meets the planning objectives of 
the 1950s, but perhaps is not a 
good example of sustainable 
development for the new cen
tury. 

The best aspect of Canberra is its 

adaptation to the landscape. On 
paper, Griffin's plan seems like a 
relic of the "City Beautiful" era 
of grand boulevards and civic 
centres, but a visit to the city 
quickly changes your mind. The 
central land axis and the radiat
ing avenues focus attention on 
the Parliament House, while the 

lake and hill~ create a unique 
landscape with a powerful sense 
of place. But Canberra is a bit too 

new, a bit too Modern, and a bit 
too quiet. The residents of 
Sydney and Melbourne make the 
same kinds of jokes about it that 

one heard about Ottawa in the 
1970s. Canberra may need some 
time to mature, to infill and to 

develop a unique Australian 
identity, but its development is a 

landmark in twentieth century 
Australian urban planning. 

David Gordon visited Canberra 

in 1998. A native of Ottawa, he 

teaches planning at Queen's 

University. 
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Figure I: 

Griffin's 1913 Preliminary Plan for Canberra. 
Credit: 7be Australian National capital Planning 
Authority. 
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