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Perth is postcard pretty. And this is the 
postcard you usually see: the stereotype of a 

modern, dynamic city - glassy towers, 
sweeps of freeway, glints of blue, swaths of 
green, and striding across the middleground, 

a sprawling convention centre.  

But the Perth most worth exploring for 
urbanists is found just beyond that skyline, in 

a part of the city that two decades ago              
most people never really knew                                   
– or thought they wanted to.



Claisebrook Village seen below is the South 
False Creek of East Perth.  And that’s not an idle 

comparison.  False Creek and Granville Island 
directly influenced the planners and designers of 
this urban village in the 1980s, when a decade 

later than Vancouver, Perth decided to reinvent its 
waterfront, transform decaying industrial lands, and 
build a new kind of urban environment in a city still 

in love with suburbia.

Claisebrook
Inlet



While many people 
could claim credit 
for East Perth, a 
private consultant 
who eventually 
became Perth’s 
Planning Director 
deserves particular 
recognition.

Max Hipkins
(above left) had the 
vision in the 1970s 
to see the 
possibility for these 
derelict lands – and 
the determination to 
fight off a 
misguided freeway 
alignment that 
would have 
devoured much of 
the property.

The freeway 
location was 
eventually moved 
north and buried.  

Max Hipkins, and the public-spirited citizens in organizations 
like CityVision, changed the character of Perth.  This story is 
told  in “City of Light” – Jenny Gregory’s masterful history of 
post-war Perth – from which much of the following is taken.



In 1983, a new 
state govern-
ment commis-
sioned a 
residential study 
of East Perth – a 
part of the city 
that had been 
used as a 
dumping ground, 
both physically 
and socially.  

Claisebrook

CBD

In 1990, the government established the East Perth 
Redevelopment Authority (EPRA), with powers of planning 
and development over 120 hectares (about 300 acres), now 
up to 146 hectares (360 acres) and three districts.



Both East Perth and South 
False Creek were decaying 
industrial lands largely under 
public control, close to central 
business districts, adjacent to 
water, available at a time when 
a new generation of planners 
and architects, influenced by 
thinkers such as Jane Jacobs, 
had emerged.  

And just as important, both 
projects could tap federal-
government dollars.  In the 
1970s, the infrastructure of 
False Creek was subsidized by 
public-works programs; CMHC 
funded affordable and co-op 
housing, and of course Granville 
Island.

In 1991, Australia launched the 
Building Better Cities program 
to improve the urban environ-
ment by increasing housing 
density and raising the standard 
of public transport. The federal 
government provided funding for 
demonstration projects that 
would showcase innovative 
ideas.  Across Australia, the 
legacy of that program is now 
apparent, at a time when such 
government programs are out of 
fashion.



South False Creek specifically influenced the creation of 
Building Better Cities: it was seen as “a new planning 
strategy ... advocating intensive, high density, inner-city 
housing development, 'a radical departure from the 
suburban ideal', reviving the idea of community within an 
urban setting.” (p. 310 – City of Light)

Unlike South False Creek, however, East Perth was not a 
largely empty site: there already existed considerable 
public housing, particularly hostels and shelters, that was 
ultimately displaced.  The percentage of affordable 
housing was also reduced to 5 percent.  Concerned about 
fear of density, the overall number of market units was 
reduced from 3,000 to 1,150.

And unlike Granville Island, the industrial legacy of 
Claisebrook was obliterated in order to create a blank 
slate both for development and in the public mind.  
However, Granville Island did inspire Perth planners to 
use public art as a reference to the area’s industrial and 
aboriginal past. 



So did East Perth prove to be a 
success? 

At the first auction for residential land in 1994, they 
couldn’t be sure.  Had EPRA overcome the image of 
polluted industrial land on one hand and poverty and 
despair on the other?  It turned out that wasn’t the 
problem at all.

Between 1994 and 2000, the annual growth rate in the 
value of residential vacant land was 17.2 percent.  “That 
EPRA succeeded brilliantly in priming the market would in 
some ways be a bitter pill for staff members when people 
later said: ‘We can't afford to live here.’ “ (p. 328)



Claisebrook is unquestionably a beautiful and sophisticated 
urban environment – and yet it seems oddly empty.  At least 
it did on this beautiful weekend morning when I went out for 
a stroll.  

Like Leg-in-Boot Square in 
South False Creek (left) 
which has never worked as 
a successful urban space, 
there may not be a 
sufficient density of people 
to animate the abundant 
open spaces.  



That may be a 
temporary problem, 

given further growth in 
the inner city and 

strong pedestrian and 
cycling connections to 

other emerging 
neighbourhoods. 



East Perth also has a stronger commercial and 
educational component than False Creek – with new 
commercial and institutional development planned 

for the district.



Like the North Shore of False Creek, where everything is 
designed and everything is new, there is a stage-set quality to 
Claisebrook.  It’s all too perfect, all too neat.  But again, time 

and circumstance will take care of that.  People make a place, 
and will alter it to their needs and personalities over time.



Claisebrook seems to me 
to meet the ‘kid test’ – It 
looks like a good place to 
raise children.  

It also meets the orange-
juice test: you could 
conveniently walk to a 
corner store to find some, 
or take transit to a 
downtown department 
store to buy a juicer.  

And it meets the Star-
bucks test.  

There isn’t one.



Given that most of the new residents to East 
Perth come from the suburbs, EPRA didn’t 

leave their adaptation to a more urban 
environment to chance.  It published a how-to 

guide in the form of a hip magazine called 
“urbano” You can find it here.

http://www.epra.wa.gov.au/EastPerthRedevelopmentAuthority/NewsEventsANDPublications/Publications/


My favourite 
article: a guide 

to the urban 
dog.  It’s here.

http://www.epra.wa.gov.au/NR/rdonlyres/3FE8B50A-50FC-46FC-9CE6-25031312EF58/0/UrbanoBroch1.pdf


Price Tags 52 – Australian Style

RE:SPONSE
Oh, thank God...evidence of urban housing that goes 
beyond what we currently have available.

I find that I am reaching the point where a four-bedroom 
detached home will not be needed as the children leave 
and have been looking for this form of mixed use, low-rise, 
multi-level well-designed living space that may be 1,200 to 
1,500 sq. feet, that is nicely located either with water views 
or on the water.  Very hard to find, so I am heartened by 
this display from Australia.

Neil Hamilton, Victoria

I represented my home state of Hawaii at the World 
Expo 88 in Brisbane many moons ago. Then, Brissie
was a country town…now, having gone back in 95 
and seen the new Riverwalk (still trying to figure 
out what it really is supposed to be), I was 
surprised at how the city has changed in a 
relatively short time.

While there is a distinct Australian style of design, I 
found some it to be a little bit jarring. Australian 
style has always been an odd assortment of 
elements collected from its historical and 
geographical associations…traditional British 
colonial elements married to climate/ 
environmental design, with Asian influences, 
wrapped in post-modernist packaging. It’s all 
interesting, but not all of it works.

Brad  Snelling, Vancouver



THIS:WEEK
Okay, so we’re a secular society – and it seems 

traditional Christmas carols with any religious themes 
have been driven from the airwaves.  But our need for 
spiritual sustenance was met by the Winter Solstice 
Lantern Procession that took place at various points 

around the city on December 21st.

No commercialism, just neighbour and neighbour, lots of 
kids, moments of peace and reflection.  Truly in the 

spirit of Christmas.



I joined in the procession from 
the West End Community 
Centre to Coal Harbour –

there to find a performance of 
Marimba music by the young 
musicians of Nyenyedzi, a 
group of youth aged 9 to13 
years old from the Britannia 

area taught by a Zimbabwean 
teacher, Pasi Gunguwo.  It 
was infectious, it was a wild 
blend of cultures, it was very 

Vancouver.



Photos on pages 3-5 from EPRA; Leg-in-Boot Square from 
bearpages.  All others by Gordon Price.
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