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URBAN AND SOCIAL PLANNING THROUGH
PUBLIC-PRIVATE PARTNERSHIP: 
THE CASE OF THE BONNYRIGG LIVING 
COMMUNITIES PROJECT, SYDNEY AUSTRALIA
Dallas Rogers

Newleaf Bonnyrigg is
a multi-award winning
residential renewal project
that has paved the way
for a new approach to the
renewal of social housing
through public-private
partnerships between
Housing NSW and the
private sector.

Bonnyrigg map and Newleaf dwellings1

In December 2004 the New South Wales (NSW) 
state Housing Minister announced the redevelop-
ment of the 81-hectare Bonnyrigg public housing 
estate in Sydney Australia. The Bonnyrigg Living 
Communites Project (BLCP) is the first NSW public 
housing estate redevelopment by public–pri-
vate partnership. The project involves a 30-year 
contract between the NSW Government and a 
private-sector consortium company. The BLCP is 
a pathfinder project that is exploring new urban 
and social planning models, social mix policies, 
a new asset management program and dwell-
ing maintenance practices contracted out to the 
private-sector by the NSW Government. On the eve 
of the 10-year anniversary of the BLCP this article 
explores some of the challenges of using public-
private partnerships to manage large-scale social, 
urban and economic change.

URBAN AND SOCIAL PLANNING 
IN AUSTRALIA: THE DEMISE 
OF PUBLIC HOUSING

In Australia the constitutional power to restruc-
ture Australian cities resides with the states and 
territories, and subsequently (through these 
statutory bodies) with the local authorities at the 
third level of government. As a matter of historic 
interest, local government is not referred to in the 
constitution of the Australian Commonwealth, 
nor does the Federal Government have any direct 
political oversight over planning in NSW. How-
ever, the Federal Government has historically in-
fluenced the strategic planning of public housing 
in NSW through its public housing operational 
budgets and project funding for major hous-
ing and public housing estate redevelopment 
programs.

Over the last ten years in NSW the responsibility 
for strategic and regulatory planning has become 
increasingly more fluid and highly politicized as 
the Federal, NSW State, and local governments’ 
vie for a greater share in the planning governance 
pie. Planners and bureaucrats in NSW have been 
engaged in an increasingly politicized discussion 
about the scale (federal-state-local) at which stra-
tegic and regulatory planning should be tasked. 
A form of “new regionalism”3, which is character-
istic of the government’s intervention in urban 
policy at the scale of metropolitan regions rather 
than at local divisions, is driving a reworking 
of the political level at which citizens are made 
governable and major infrastructure is delivered 
through planning policy. Increasingly these plan-
ning frameworks involve the private-sector as 
the provider and manager of infrastructure and 
services, which were formerly provided by the 
state. Within the NSW planning system there is 
provision to designate certain planning propos-
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Figure 1: Bonnyrigg Map and project timeline 2

als as being “state significant”. In such cases the 
regulatory planning approval powers of local-
level councils and planning professionals may 
not apply. Instead, planning matters assessed as 
being “state significant” are determined by the 
state-level government department or even by 
the planning Minister.4

In 2004 a suite of urban and social planning 
reforms was consolidated on the 81 hectare Bon-
nyrigg public housing estate in southwest Syd-
ney. These included a decline in the Federal gov-
ernment’s funding for public housing, a focus on 
metropolitan planning, and an increasing political 
interest in the privatization of public infrastruc-
ture and social service provision. Also evident was 
a policy framework that shifted regulatory plan-
ning powers from local government authorities 
towards the state government planning depart-
ments. At that time the operating budgets for 
public housing primarily came from the Federal 

Government through a multilateral agreement 
between the Federal and NSW State Govern-
ments which was supplemented with circulating 
funds from the existing asset base of the NSW 
state housing authority. Another relevant factor 
here was that while significant investment in pub-
lic housing in the post-war period had created 
major social and economic benefits throughout 
Australia, by 2004 the long-term trend of tighten-
ing public housing allocation policies meant that 
only the ‘most disadvantaged’ within society were 
being housed on large public housing estates. 

Under these changing social and political con-
ditions the NSW state housing authority faced 
increasing maintenance backlogs, a deteriorating 
housing stock and reductions in circulating budg-
ets. Within policy and media texts – and also in 
the public mind - large tracts of public housing 
became increasingly associated with unemploy-
ment, civil disobedience and crime. By the early 

2000s public housing allocation policies were so 
tightly targeted that public housing estates were 
being labeled as ‘ghettos’ in the media; an urban 
space for low-income or unemployed persons, 
single-parent families and people with disabili-
ties or other complex needs. At the same time the 
Federal Government was moving away from pro-
viding direct assistance to the NSW state hous-
ing authorities to fund market-based rental as-
sistance and other affordable housing programs. 
As the Federal Government funding withdrew (in 
real terms) the NSW state housing authority fol-
lowed the adjoining Victorian state government 
by investigating private-sector venture options, 
including the identification of public housing es-
tates with private-sector ‘commercial value’. 

Discourses of residualisation (housing or a hous-
ing area that is thought to be undesirable) and 
concentrated disadvantage were agglomerating 
around public housing estates in Australia. Even-
tually these shifts in public housing policy and 
long-term strategic planning were made manifest 
in public housing estate redevelopment projects 
in South Australia (Mitchell Park, Hillcrest and 
The Parks), Victoria (Kensington) and New South 
Wales (Minto). Although these projects were dif-
ferent in urban and social planning scope and 
delivery, they broadly involved changes in public 
housing tenure profiles through the sale of new 
or refurbished housing stock in the private market 
(social mix), with many involving a degree of ad 
hoc tenant involvement and a move toward the 
non-government housing sector to manage hous-
ing tenancies. The Minto project in NSW suffered 
from an ill-conceived planning phase combined 
with a premature and poorly timed Ministerial an-
nouncement. It stalled soon after announcement 
following fierce community resistance. Partly as a 
result of this debacle the significant social, urban 
and economic planning reforms for public hous-
ing estates were finally consolidated with the 
announcement of the Bonnyrigg Living Commu-
nities project - NSW’s first public housing estate 
redevelopment by public-private partnership.

THE BONNYRIGG ESTATE

Bonnyrigg is a suburb within the highly cosmo-
politan Fairfield Local Government Area (LGA) 
located 30km southwest of Sydney. The Fairfield 
LGA consists of 27 suburbs and in 2001 the LGA 
had one of the highest proportions of overseas-
born residents of any LGA in Australia. In the same 
year the Bonnyrigg public housing estate (Estate) 
had a population of around 3,300 people. The 
Estate site included 927 dwellings comprised of 
812 public housing, 13 indigenous housing, three 
community housing and 99 privately owned 
dwellings. The private dwellings were predomi-
nantly located in a small enclave in the southwest 
corner of the Estate. Between 1981 and 2001 the 
Estate served as an entry point for refugees and 
other migrants. By the mid-1990s it had a signifi-
cant proportion of public housing tenants from 
non-English-speaking backgrounds. In 2001 over 
60% of the Estate’s population were born over-
seas. Therefore cultural and linguistic diversity 
was a defining feature of the Estate in the lead up 
to the redevelopment announcement. The most 
common languages spoken in 2004 by public 
housing tenants were English (30.3%), Vietnam-
ese (26.4%), Khmer (7.0%), Arabic (6.4%), Chinese 
(5.6%), and Spanish (4%).

Regionally the Estate is well located within the 
key growth area of Sydney, often defined as the 
geographical space bounded by three major mo-
torways (designated as the M7 Westlink, the M5 
Motorway and the M2 Motorway loop). The Estate 
is well connected to two of the five key ‘Growth 
Cities’ identified in NSW State Government’s stra-
tegic planning document for metropolitan Syd-
ney.5 Bonnyrigg is no more than 20 km to each of 
the two key ‘Growth Cities’ and no more than 10 
km to two proposed ‘Major Centers’. At the local 
level the Estate is surrounded by the residential 
suburbs of St Johns Park (north-east of the Es-
tate), Mount Pritchard (south-east and south of 
the Estate) and Bonnyrigg Heights (south-west of 
the Estate). Prior to the BLCP announcement all of 
these suburbs had experienced significant me-
dian house prices increases since 1998. The Bon-
nyrigg Town Centre, adjacent to the Estate, is well 
connected to other regional centers by way of 
two motorways and a dedicated public bus net-
work linking Bonnyrigg to two important ‘Growth 
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Cities’, Liverpool (7 km from Bonnyrigg) and Par-
ramatta (17 km from Bonnyrigg). Both of these 
regional ‘cities’ are set to become major transport 
hubs and employment centers over the next 25 
years under the Sydney Metropolitan Plan

The Estate was originally designed on ‘Radburn’ 
urban design principles and was poorly main-
tained by the state housing authority throughout 
the decade preceding the announcement of the 
BLCP. Bolstered by early theorizing that would 
eventually become New Urbanism, the Radburn 
urban design principles were used to design a se-
lection of precincts across the USA, Canada and 
Australia between 1960 and 1990. One particular 
design feature of Radburn (colloquially termed 
front-to-back housing) is almost synonymous 
with the term Radburn in Australia. As the name 
suggests, the front-to-back housing component 
of Radburn design orientates the fronts of the 
houses on to a communal open space, whilst at 

Figure 2: Sydney Metropolitan Map6 Figure 3: Quick facts about Bonnyrigg8

the ‘rear’, houses back on to the street. 
In Bonnyrigg this design feature also consisted 

of “a series of open space systems connected via 
a series of walkways and cul-de-sacs”7 with high 
fences demarcating pedestrian thoroughfares. 
Throughout the mid to late 1990s the state hous-
ing authority implemented a ‘Neighbourhood Im-
provement Program’ to ‘deRadburnise’ the estate. 
This physical upgrade program largely involved 
changing the Radburn urban design layout of the 
Estate by lowering fences and enclosing specific 
communal spaces. Ten years later, Bonnyrigg is 
seen as being a pre-eminent example of the ‘fail-
ure’ of certain Radburn urban design principles 
as they were commonly applied in several public 
housing estates throughout Australia. 

Quick facts about Bonnyrigg development

Original Population    2900

Population of completed scheme   6850

Original number of dwellings   933

Dwelling numbers of completed scheme  2332

Original mix of dwellings   90% public · 10 % private

Mix of dwellings on completed scheme 30% public · 70% private

Planning approval    January 2009

Stage 1 construction starts   April 2009

Expected completion of stage 1   September 2010

Expected completion of scheme   c. July 2021

THE BONNYRIGG LIVING 
COMMUNITIES PROJECT

In December 2004 the NSW Housing Minister an-
nounced the A$733 million redevelopment of the 
81-hectare Bonnyrigg public housing estate. The 
public–private partnership contract was to be 
managed under a performance-based fee struc-
ture covering the delivery of physical infrastruc-
ture by a property developer as well as a suite of 
social objectives including tenancy management, 
‘community building’, ‘community consultation’ 
and an array of communication functions. The 
state housing authority defined the project as an 
‘integrated renewal’ combining social, urban and 
economic planning covering ‘people, place and 
partnerships’9. 

In effect, the BLCP is a single-contract arrange-
ment between the NSW Government and a 
private-sector consortium company. The consor-

tium company is jointly owned by two of the four 
consortium ‘partners’: the property developer 
and the financial institution. The other two con-
sortium members are a non-government housing 
manager and a property maintenance company. 
The BLCP Masterplan10, prepared by a large urban 
planning consultancy company in Sydney on be-
half of the private-sector consortium company, 
outlines each contractor’s responsibility under 
the BLCP contract. The property developer is re-
sponsible for planning, design and physical con-
struction and overall project management. The 
financial institution is responsible for raising the 
finance needed to carry out the physical rede-
velopment and the social renewal program. The 
non-government housing manager is responsible 
for tenancy management of social housing. The 
property maintenance company is responsible 
for facilities maintenance of all social housing and 
public areas. An overview of the services to be 
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Figure 4: Contracted services provided by the private-sector consortium11 Figure 5: Stage 1 Plan for the BLCP14

provided by the private-sector contractor is out-
lined in Figure 4.

There are three phases to the BLCP:

Phase 1:  
The period preceding the BLCP announcement 
(covering the design of the public-private part-
nership model and private-sector contracts by 
the NSW Government until December 2004).

Phase 2:  
The period from the BLCP announcement to the 
signing of the BLCP contract deeds by the private-
sector contractor (December 2004 to December 
2006).

Phase 3:  
The period from the signing of the BLCP contract 
deeds by the private-sector contractor for a 30-
year contract period (from December 2006).

Over the contract term the net housing stock 
across the estate was to be increased from about 
950 to over 2,330 dwellings. In pursuit of policy 

objectives to deconcentrate public housing and 
create a ‘social mix’ the ratio of public to privately 
owned housing stock on the Estate was to be re-
duced from the 2004 ratio of about 90% public and 
10% private to about 30% public and 70% private. 
It was proposed that increasing housing density 
across the site would allow the state housing au-
thority to reduce the percentage of publicly owned 
dwellings across the Estate relative to private hous-
ing, over the contract term, while simultaneously 
renewing their existing public housing stock with 
the construction of 833 new public dwellings. The 
private-sector consortium company would sell the 
additional private housing stock on the open hous-
ing market to part finance the BLCP. 

Social mix policies that focus on engineering 
specific public/private housing tenure profiles 
have been heavily critiqued12. One of the central 
themes within social mix policies that focus on 
public/private housing tenure is an assumption 
that if public housing tenants were neighbours 
with private homeowners a range of social ben-
efits and aspirational subjectivities would accrue 
for the public housing tenants. These types of de-
terminist social mix policies – seen as a means of 

bringing physical planning (built form changes) 
and social planning (tenancy profile changes) to-
gether - have had unanticipated results and con-
sequences for both policy-making and urban and 
social planning in NSW. 

In the BLCP case the issue of private landlords 
purchasing the private housing stock and renting 
these dwellings on the open rental market to low-
income private renters presents a problem for re-
alizing the assumed social benefits of housing ten-
ure (social) mix policies. In Sydney, high property 
prices and associated rental costs mean that hous-
ing stress for low-income citizens is prominent in 
the private rental market. Equally, the need to in-
crease housing densities and achieve the target of 
a 30% public housing/ 70% private housing profile 
was an integral part of the financing model for the 
BLCP. Indeed, the project’s economic viability was 
largely dependent on the sale of private housing 
stock on the open housing market.

Notwithstanding these concerns, the housing 
density increases and the retention of the same 
number of public housing stock meant that no 
public housing tenant was required to perma-
nently move off the Estate as a result of the rede-

velopment. This contrasts with other large-scale 
estate redevelopments in Western Sydney (i.e. 
Minto) where the social mix policies could not be 
deployed with the same housing density increases 
due to lower land and property values outside the 
inner Metropolitan area. Some projects required 
the forced relocation of tenants from their estates, 
and in the Minto case the forced relocation of ten-
ants had significant social implications for individ-
uals and families13.

PRIVATE-SECTOR PROVISION OF PHYSICAL 
INFRASTRUCTURE IN BONNYRIGG

At Bonnyrigg the public-private partnership con-
tract provides that the private-sector developer 
will complete the master-planning and will under-
take the physical redevelopment of the Estate – 
including all physical infrastructure. This includes 
the design and construction of new public and 
private dwellings, large-scale civil works such as 
drainage and the provision of services, the design 
and provision of open spaces and roads, and the 
design and construction of community facilities 
including a neighbourhood center. Construction 

Dallas
Sticky Note
Unmarked set by Dallas
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is being staged (within Phase 3 of the BLCP) over 
10–15 years.

The public-private partnership design brief for 
the physical works required that when viewed 
from the street there be no discernible design dif-
ference between the new dwellings to be placed 
on the open housing market for private sale and 
the dwellings to be retained as publicly owned 
housing. This design intention was aimed, in part, 
at reducing the stigma associated with living in 
public housing by mitigating those visual clues 
within the urban landscape, which could be used 
to identify the public housing stock. It has become 
clear, however, that physical design features do 
not address the well-reported social drivers of 
public housing stigma15. 

The property developer was also required to 
deliver a mixture of housing types, including de-
tached homes, group attached homes and higher-
density apartment buildings near the Town Centre 
(see Figures 5 and 6).

Figure 7: The three phases of the BLCP: How public housing tenants 
and the private-sector engaged with the state housing authority17
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SOCIAL PLANNING IN BONNYRIGG

Social planning policy for the public-private part-
nership contract required the public housing 
tenancies to be transferred to a non-government 
housing manager, under contract to the private-
sector partner, for the 30-year period. During the 
selection of the private-sector contractor the 
state housing authority and the local govern-
ment authority also implemented a ‘community 
engagement’ program to assist the state housing 
authority with planning and design matters dur-
ing the public–private partnership bidding phase 
(see Figure 7). 

The state housing authority has claimed that its 
partnership with the local government authority 
led to significant tenant involvement in the plan-
ning of the BLCP through their co-managed ‘com-
munity engagement’ program18. The author has 
reviewed the ‘community engagement’ program 
within Phases 1 and 2 in detail elsewhere and 

questions the state housing authority’s reported 
levels of tenant participation in the BLCP19. It is 
significant that tenants were not involved in the 
framing of the BLCP. They were not part of the 
private partner selection process, nor are they 
currently part of the PPP management process 
as shown in Figure 7. Notwithstanding these im-
portant considerations and broader questions 
of state devolution of housing protection for 
low-income citizens,20 the co-managed ‘commu-
nity engagement’ program had some unforeseen 
and possibly progressive participatory planning 
outcomes. 

The state housing authority and the local gov-
ernment authority worked together with bilin-
gual community educators and planning and 
housing academics to give local residents a basic 
working knowledge of planning. The ‘capacity 
building’ sessions included topics such as ‘how to 
read a plan’ or ‘understanding shadow diagrams’. 
The state housing authority, the local govern-
ment authority and the private-sector developer 
supposed that tenants would use this information 
as they took part in the ‘community consultation’ 
processes being pursued by the government and 
the private-sector in Bonnyrigg. However, tenants 
took these skills directly to the regulatory plan-
ning approvals framework of the local govern-
ment authority that was guiding the BLCP. 

The NSW State Government had deemed the 
BLCP to be a ‘state significant’ project and accord-
ingly had called in the approval powers to the 
NSW State planning department. In an interest-
ing regulatory planning power play – conducted 
under the guise of ‘state significant’ regulatory 
planning in NSW – the NSW State planning de-
partment then delegated the power to approve 
the ‘concept plan’ and ‘development applications’ 
back to the local government authority. At this 
point the local government authority had to re-
linquish their role in the co-management of the 
‘community engagement’ program to enable the 
impartiality that was required for their develop-
ment application approvals role. As the BLCP pro-
gressed into Phase 3 the private-sector consor-
tium company submitted their Concept Plan and 
Stage 1 development applications to the local 
government authority (see Figure 5). The compa-
ny then invited local residents to a private-sector 
managed ‘community consultation’ on the plans 

in Bonnyrigg. By this time the local residents had 
mobilized their new planning knowledge and di-
rected it towards the local government’s formal 
approvals process within the authority’s planning 
bureaucracy. 

In 2008 the local government authority re-
ceived 43 written submissions signed by a total 
of 58 citizens in three community languages. 
These submissions included comments by indi-
viduals, local property owners, local businesses, 
public housing tenant representative bodies, 
non-government organizations and local interest 
groups. The general public submissions written 
in Vietnamese and Spanish represent the first oc-
casion on which the local government authority 
received written submissions in languages other 
than English.

The private-sector consortium company had 
been contracted to meet a range of social plan-
ning objectives including: consulting public 
housing tenants and involving them in decision-
making processes; building ‘social cohesion’; 
minimizing ‘disruptions’ to the lives of public and 
private residents on the Estate; and managing the 
public housing tenancies for the 30-year contract 
term through a non-government housing man-
ager. The private-sector consortium company 
understood ‘community consultation’ to mean 
a series of events that they would undertake in 
Bonnyrigg, and that would be designed by their 
internal team of planning professionals. They did 
not expect or plan for the high level of public 
housing tenant proficiency in planning knowl-
edge and local planning processes. When this 
local knowledge was directed toward the local 
council’s public consultations on the concept plan 
and development applications the private-sector 
consortium company reported that significant lo-
cal input in this planning process was an impedi-
ment to moving forward with the project. It is true 
that local community input introduced additional 
planning revisions for the private-sector consor-
tium company. However, planning approval was 
eventually achieved that reflected a greater level 
of local community input. The rehousing of pub-
lic housing tenants commenced, construction be-
gan, and private houses went on sale. But all was 
not well in Bonnyrigg. 



ISOCARP · REVIEW 09

154     155

URBAN AND SOCIAL PLANNING THROUGH PUBLIC-PRIVATE PARTNERSHIDALLAS ROGERS

CONCLUDING COMMENTS: 
PUBLIC-PRIVATE PARTNERSHIPS, VOLATILE 
MARKETS AND RECEIVERSHIPS

During the mid-2000s public–private partnerships 
were well established in New South Wales. In 2002 
a private-sector consortium company was select-
ed to manage Sydney’s Cross City Tunnel public–
private partnership project and construction was 
under way by 2003. By mid-2004 work had also 
begun on another freeway tunnel project, the 
Lane Cove Tunnel, in Sydney’s north. By late 2006 
the private-sector developer managing the Cross 
City Tunnel was in receivership. The failure of this 
project sparked a parliamentary inquiry focused 
on the outstanding debt (reported to be A$560 
million) and questioned the role of government 
in both the collapse of the company and a pos-
sible bailout. By January 2010 the private-sector 
developer managing the Lane Cove Tunnel was in 
receivership (with an outstanding debt reported 
to be A$1.14 billion). In February 2013 the private-
sector property developer for the BLCP also went 
into receivership (with debts reported to be A$200 
million). The receiver stated that the future of the” 
[A]$1.2 billion Bonnyrigg social housing project” 
could be “thrown into doubt”21. 

In 2013 the NSW Treasurer Mike Baird argued 
that the “Global Financial Crisis” had significantly 
changed financial markets and the viability of pub-
lic–private partnerships in NSW. Baird stated “We 
have seen a marked reduction in both the amount 
of the private capital available and the level of risk 
the private-sector is prepared to take”.22 It would 
seem that the “Global Financial Crisis” of the late 
2000s stimulated a downturn in Sydney’s housing 
property market. That downturn is now thought 
to have contributed to the collapse of the proper-
ty development company behind the BLCP. With 
the benefit of hindsight the BLCP public–private 
partnership was commissioned toward the end of 
a period of long-term housing price growth with 
record housing prices reached in some urban, 
peri-urban and regional locations across NSW. 

As an afterword it can be reported that at the 
time of writing the private-sector consortium 
company undertaking the BLCP project had yet 
to sign up a new private-sector developer. The 
physical redevelopment of the Estate remains 
less than half complete; and thus the future of 
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