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Say “Gold Coast”
… and this is what comes to mind for most Australians:

Gold Coast CityGold Coast City
Population:Population: 497,568 (2006) 497,568 (2006) 

Average overnight visitorsAverage overnight visitors: >60,000: >60,000

Density:Density: 355/km355/km²²

Area:Area: 1,4021,402 kmkm²²

A Sixties skyline with Dubai insertions.



Forty kilometres of holiday resorts, highrises and surf. 

This part of the Gold Coast, like Miami Beach, is a corridor of tall 
buildings lining a sandy shoreline, poised on a berm
only a few blocks wide.   

It may look continuous but it’s actually made up of 
distinct districts and neighbourhoods: from Southport to 
Main Beach, Surfers Paradise, Broadbeach and so on 
to the south.  Each has a centre.

Behind the towers is the Nerang River.  Beyond that, 
stretching to the hills, is suburban Gold Coast -

the landscape to which so many Australians have 
migrated (13,000 a year).  Sea change, they call it.   



The Australian Dream realized. 



Southport

Main Beach

Surfers 
Paradise

Broadbeach



The Gold Coast is where Brisbane has been going to the beach for
over a century.  The name “Surfer’s Paradise” goes back to 1917.   
It’s always been a holiday space for fun, sex, sport and real estate.

1940s

1930s

1950s1950s



In the 1950s and 60s 
came the rebuilding and 
rebranding of Surfer’s 
Paradise.  A swinging 
lifestyle with architecture 
to match - crude slabs 
with great views.

Vancouver did the same 
thing in the West End 
(1956-72). Now people 
everywhere else could 
point to dramatic 
examples of what they 
didn’t want happening 
anywhere near them.

Kinkabool, 1959



Most who came to the Gold Coast wanted something in 
complete contrast to the beachfront: one-storey, low-
density, single-use and quiet.

So now, very high and very low densities make up the 
municipality, side by side but separated.

Notice the hedged greenfields.  And how the water flows to 
the surface and fills lagoons.

Those are the wetlands where it doesn’t make sense to 
build anything but the roads that run through them.  The 
Gold Coast, after all, is largely flood plains and sandbars.



Not that that stopped them, until recently, from dredging vast 
canal estates in the flood plain of the Nerang.  

Floating cul-de-sacs.  Never expecting the sea to rise.



A six-meter 
rise in sea 
level.
That wonThat won’’t happen t happen 
soon.  But even a onesoon.  But even a one--
meter rise (below) meter rise (below) 
combined with surge combined with surge 
and flood would be and flood would be 
disastrous.disastrous.

Now they do.

Gold Coast City 
Council has the 
best flood-plain 
models in Australia. 
They’ve invested 
heavily in tools and 
the people to use 
them – always 
testing and revising 
their assumptions 
about sea-level rise, 
rainfall intensity, 
frequency of storm 
surges, and 
spending a lot on 
flood protection.

Because at this 
level, sustainability 
is about survival.

The dark blue (left) at a           
one-meter rise covers largely 
undeveloped land.  No more 
canal estates now, and more 
respect for the natural capital 
that was discounted in the 
boom times.



The Gold Coast 
is Australia’s 

sixth largest city 
and fastest 

growing regional 
centre 

There’s still pressure on 
those ‘undeveloped’
lands, particularly the 
cane fields.  

Farmers are leaving, the  
sugar mill is under 
pressure to close due to 
diminished yields, fields 
are fragmented, sugar 
prices are dicey - and 
there’s demand for land 
that’s kept the housing 
boom going for fifty years.

Guess why.



Same issue, same causes:  Lots of money, no excess product.



So long as land was cheap So long as land was cheap 
and the growth machine and the growth machine 
purred, expectations              purred, expectations              
could be fulfilled.could be fulfilled.

By 2002, when it looked   By 2002, when it looked   
as though sprawl would as though sprawl would 
pave over paradise, the pave over paradise, the 
public, media, politicians, public, media, politicians, 
planners planners -- even some even some 
developers developers -- decided that decided that 
wasnwasn’’t such a good idea.t such a good idea.



And so:
South East Queensland 

Regional Plan.

There were plans before, but 
without a lot of statutory bite.  
After a media-driven push to 

address sprawl during the last 
state election, the government 
promised a new plan within a 
year – and came up with one.  

Thanks to the right 
combination of personality and 

power, with input by local 
authorities, Queensland leap-

frogged over the other 
Australian states and 
managed to create a 

consensus on how to direct 
urban growth.

http://www.oum.qld.gov.au/?id=29
http://www.oum.qld.gov.au/Docs/draftplan/Synopsis.pdf


State Governments have a lot of power in Australia, and 
they often do regional planning over the protest of local 
authorities.  Or often Ministers ignore their own policies in 
the face of economic pragmatism and the entreaties of 
developers and power brokers. Queensland is now the 
best hope for actually doing what they say they want. 

How they would “create more compact cities with less 
urban sprawl”

• Establishing an urban footprint

• Setting infill targets for local government areas

• Developing the Western Corridor

• Maintaining open spaces – called inter-urban breaks –
between our towns and cities

• Consolidating and supporting rural areas

• Using sub-tropical housing design principles that 
better match our region

• Setting aside land for future growth.

The tough decisions are still to come as the SEQ plan 
progresses – particularly how the infill targets will be met in 
the face of community opposition and whether the urban 
footprint will be enlarged in the face of high housing costs.  

Perhaps it’s because of the water crisis (Queensland is in 
serious drought) but so far there’s a determination to do 
things differently: more compact, more sustainable and less 
car-dependent.



Odd thing: Surfers Paradise 
already meets a lot of those 
criteria. 

It’s certainly compact.



The residential and hotel 
highrises populate the 
retail villages where the 
streets are narrow, cars 
don’t dominate, and the 
trees are higher than the 
buildings. It looks as 
though they care about 
urban design - an 
essential ingredient of a 
successful compact city.



Below, for example, the Circle on 
Cavill extends the public realm 
into its interior space, encircling 
those who wander in with 
restaurants, myriad pools, tents, 
decks, a giant video screen and a 
stage for live performance.

If you’re in the mood, it really 
works.

Gold Coast has an ‘Architect of 
the City.’ The name alone 

suggests a priority on better 
design, particularly where the 
public and private realms flow 

together.  With subtropical 
weather, the distinction between 
indoor and outdoor evaporates –

and Australian design takes      
full advantage.



Just north of Surfers Paradise, across Narrowneck, there is 
the more settled suburb of Main Beach.

And in the centre of Main Beach is Tedder Avenue:    
proof that concrete jungles can spontaneously 

create great streets.

Tedder
Avenue



Main Beach needed a 
public stage – a place to 
hang out and show off. 

Bylaws were ignored. 
Good coffee got served in 
launderettes and gas 
stations. A scene started.  
Restaurants clustered. 
They evolved their own                           
three-block village                    
high street.



TedderTedder Avenue is good Avenue is good 
urbanism: a mix of uses urbanism: a mix of uses 

in close proximity to in close proximity to 
enough people so that itenough people so that it’’s s 

not as car dependent.  not as car dependent.  
Naturally thereNaturally there’’s not s not 

enough parking: thatenough parking: that’’s s 
the sign of     the sign of     

its success.its success.



Tourism is by far the biggest industry:        
the marketing of a secular, mid-priced Shangri-la.  

GC knows how to be a party town. 
(Schoolies – when the kids congregate 

after graduating – is surprisingly well 
managed, given the mix of alcohol              

and testosterone.)



There’s still a bit of Playboy
about Surfers: slick, excessive 
and declasse.



Its image is changing with 
a new generation of 

towers and a skyline that 
like Shanghai and Dubai                    

evokes a 1920s sci-fi  
version of Manhattan.



And it’s aging. People 
have lived there long 
enough to settle in.  

Condos limit the number 
of non-permanent 
residents. Jobs are 
coming instead of 
workers leaving.  And 
places are being created 
for the residents, not just 
the tourists.

There’s even the 
prospect of, yes, real 
transit.



Some look at the South East Queensland Regional Plan and 
doubt it will be possible to find the open land to build the 
needed development.  Or that the existing low-density suburbs 
will accept infill.

They argue that the last 
thing wanted by those who 

already have it all                              
is more development,                    

or at least more traffic.



But how likely is a future built on the assumption of 
cheap land, secure energy, unlimited water and 
affordable low-density housing – all car dependent -
blocks from the beach?



Australia – the lucky country, 
lightly populated, resource rich, 
culturally homogenous, optimistic 
and egalitarian – is feeling the 
strain of providing it all when there 
isn’t enough …



On the other hand, a 
future that looks like the 
highrise corridor of the 

Gold Coast is just 
another nightmare 
scenario for many.

Yet the entire population 
of Main Beach, Surfers 

Paradise and 
Broadbeach constitutes 
less than two-thirds the 

annual growth in the 
Brisbane Region, 

currently at 44,000                   
per year.



Needless to say, Gold Coast City Council will be looking for a 
middle way between the current extremes

Each local government has 
to produce a Local Growth 

Management Strategy.  
Here’s the preliminary 

draft from the Gold Coast.
In it, the planners say they 

can accommodate 109,900 
new dwellings by 2026:

About 60 percent of the city’s growth would be achieved  
through infill and redevelopment of existing areas (67,700 new 
dwellings).  Major development areas together with about half 
the current greenfield sites have capacity for 42,200 new 
dwellings.  

Put that way, it seems so simple.

http://www.goldcoast.qld.gov.au/attachment/growth_mgmt_strategy.pdf


No one thinks it will be.  

However, there’s a sense that the Gold Coast, like Australia, 
has reached a turning point: the drought has changed 
sensibilities and politics; the consequences of past decisions 
are apparent today, and cannot be continued; citizens 
recognize change is essential, even if they’re not sure what the 
future should be.

But if they pull it off, the Queensland Consensus will be a 
model for those in the affluent and aspirational parts of the 
planet searching for politically acceptable alternatives.
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