Mr Andrew Barr MLA
Chief Minister
GPO Box 1020
CANBERRA ACT 2601
Dear Chief Minister
Request for the ACT Government to purchase Borrowdale House and Bank House in Woden
We are writing about the impact the proposed W2 development will have on Woden’s focal point
and civic area (the east west connection from the transport interchange, through the Town Square to
the Library) and the diminishing ability to deliver the vision in the Master Plan for the Town Square
to be the centre for social and community activity in the Town Centre.
With significant population growth in and around the Town Centre, Woden is doing its share of
urban infill with 25 residential towers and around 10,000 people earmarked for the Centre to date.
To maintain our quality of life and encourage downsizing to the Centre (freeing up housing stock), we
request that a land use plan is developed to balance homes, jobs, public spaces and community
facilities to ensure that the Town Centre becomes an attractive urban hub servicing the needs of
much of the population in Canberra’s south.
For the Town Square to be the focal point for social and community activity it needs to be sunny and
have anchor buildings such as the CIT and an arts/cultural/community centre on its perimeter to
attract people to it again and again. It needs to be a place that can host events and live music to
support business activity without residents complaining. A focal point is supposed to be the ‘beating
heart’ of the centre that creates an identity and a sense of belonging for the well-being of residents.
To achieve this, we need the ACT Government to purchase both Borrowdale House and Bank House
to provide 3 storey civic buildings that preserve the sun in the square and provide civic amenity for
the community. While we support the urban infill policy, it should be implemented around the
broader Town Centre area (like the City and the
other Town Centres) rather than around Woden’s
focal point.
The Vision in the Woden Town Centre Master Plan
brings people together however it needs a plan to
implement it:
“Woden Town Centre is a major community and
commercial hub for the Woden Valley and wider
Canberra region. It will be a place that attracts
people to live, work, socialise and enjoy throughout
the day and evenings. The town square is the
central focal point for social and community
activity that will connect people to a network of
safe and active streets and public parks”.
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Unfortunately, the W2 development will overshadow the connection to the library and the sunny
part of the Square in the afternoons limiting the attractiveness of the Square for businesses to
establish and create a meeting place.
It is likely the strong wind shear from Lovett Tower will be exacerbated by another large 24 storey
building blocking the westerly winds and adding to the wind funneled through to the square. The
wind is currently very strong and any increase in its strength could make it unsafe for people with
mobility issues.
Overshadowing, wind and complaints about community activity and live music are likely to damage
the future of our public Town Square by making it a place that people pass through quickly instead of
small business establishing al fresco dining and holding events to attract people again and again.
•

Policy question – why does Woden have a building hierarchy with 24 + 4 storeys throughout
the core when the City and the other Town Centres maintain lower building heights around
their focal points - City Walk (west), Emu Bank, Hibberson St and Anketell St

There are also concerns about blocking the views to Lovett Tower from around Canberra’s hills and
ridges. It has traditionally been Woden’s marker building.
The lack of compliance with current legislation is also a concern. W2 does not comply with the spirit
of the Planning and Development Act 2007 (Act) with consultation being undertaken 10 years ago
(the current DA is only for marginal changes) and it has not been referred to the Design Review Panel
for an independent assessment of the merits of the proposal. Unfortunately, the Act does not allow
appeal of the decision at ACAT. In addition, the DA is not required to comply with rules in the
current codes in the Territory Plan, eg setbacks, because the DA was approved prior to their
inception.
•
•

We seek referral of the DA to the Design Review Panel for assessment and recommendations
We request the legislation (regulations) is amended to allow appeals to ACAT for residential
developments in the Town Centres.

Another concern is the approval process for the December 2010 decision that provided approval
conditional on the Lessee providing written advice of compliance with Condition A1 (removal of
hazardous material) within 24 months of the date of the decision. See Decision at Attachment A.
A second DA was approved on 8 May 2017 (DA201629116) for a smaller scale car park, however this
development did not proceed. The condition in the 2010 DA approval was then complied with in
2019 and took effect in March 2020. It is not clear why the DA was not surrendered over the
previous years.
•

We request copies of the requests to extend the period to comply with the conditions in the
2010 approval and the subsequent written agreement to extend the compliance period.

With respect to consultation and the views of the community, the 2014 and 2015 consultation
documents for the Woden Town Centre Master Plan reveal that building heights were the subject of
diverse views with community concerns around the 24 storey heights throughout the core area.
Commercial stakeholders argued for increased building heights. While we can all cherry pick
statements from documents it is clear the majority of the community wanted development however
there were strong concerns about 24 storeys throughout the core and that the views of the
commercial sector prevailed in the zoning of the Town Centre.
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Other examples of the community trying to have a voice and tell the Government that they want to
cap building heights to maintain sun in the Town Square are:
•

The 2017 YourSay Quick Poll - There are statistical anomalies in the poll data as follows:
o

Should building heights be capped in Woden? – the yes vote was 64% after the first 2
weeks then in the last week only 5% of respondents voted yes with the final vote 39%
o Is solar access in the Woden Town Square important to you? - the yes vote was 74% after
the first 2 weeks then in the last week only 7% of respondents voted yes with the final
vote 46%. See further detail at Attachment B.
While I alerted the Directorate to this issue at the time, I note that the poll still
appears on the YourSay website – this is misleading information. Unfortunately, I
can no longer find the email I sent to the Directorate.
WVCC public meeting – 5 September 2018 at the Woden Library
o There was a lengthy robust discussion with Minister Gentleman and Ben Ponton about
the zoning for 24 storeys around the Town Square and the inevitable overshadowing. A
show of hands revealed that only 2 of around 80 people supported the zoning.
o The quality of the meeting video is poor however it is available.
▪

•

•

In the recent election I registered 4th on first preference votes and 6th after preferences were
distributed in the Murrumbidgee electorate, this first preference vote was higher than 8 of
the elected MLAs. It is clear that many in the community want better outcomes for Woden.

These independent voices should not be ignored.
Considering COVID and the reduction in the national population forecasts we would like to stop and
plan the next phase of Woden’s renewal. The 2015 Master Plan is rapidly becoming redundant with
the loss of the recreation precinct, the CIT overshadowing and blocking the east west link and W2
damaging the future of the Town Square.
We are concerned that we are creating a cold dormitory Town Centre with a car culture due to
thousands of residents in high rise towers having limited central public spaces and community
facilities to walk to, forcing them into cars to access the amenity and active lifestyles they need to
reduce isolation.
It is the Government’s job to plan and enable a community by providing the underpinning
infrastructure needed for people to meet and form resilient relationships. There are substantial
public benefits from activating the Town Square area so we seek your commitment to purchase
Borrowdale House and Bank House and refurb them into an arts/cultural/community Centre for the
community. We also request that an integrated transport and land use plan is developed to identify
sites for public spaces and social infrastructure in Woden.
The WVCC would appreciate the opportunity to meet with you to discuss our concerns and
ambitions for our community. Would you please let us know of your availability?
Yours sincerely

Ms Fiona Carrick
President
Woden Valley Community Council
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Attachment A
Part of the 22-page decision
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Attachment B
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Yoursay Quick Poll May/June 2017

The poll was open for about 3 weeks from mid May 17 to 4 June 17.
I began tracking the progress of the poll on 30 May 2017 when I noticed the trend changing.
The poll was stacked in the last week with the effect of changing the reporting of the will of the
community - which is to have building heights that allow sun in the Town Square.
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