
Paul Summers 
Urban planner 

Brlan Rickards talks to a man who was 
part of the team that made Noosa a special 
haven for tourists and residents alike. He is 
worried by today's planning processes. 

P AUL Summers is a jolty 
sort of bloke - laid back, big 
smile, dressed for a barbie 

but with a brain as sharp as a lack. 
Immediately. you'd hazard a 

guess thal r:lU] isn', your normal 
stereo!) pical urban planner hunched 
over a drtl" ing board on le\'cl 33 of 
a shiny omce block in the heart of 
Brisbane 

Vet a planner he is, and "ilh an 
impressive CV 

And )OU might hazard a guess 
thal this warm character is just the 
bloke you'd have confidence in 10 
bring a special kind of creativity (lnd 
11 comfortab le lifestyle to any project 
pul his way. You would be right. 

Paul, who ..... orks from home just 
a few Ks outside ofCooroy. \\.as 
onc of the luminaries that in tht: 
mid-90s broughttogethcr the cuning 
edge Noosa town plan - one that set 
development limits and by default a 
population limit. It "as a plan that 
essentially preserved the unique 
character ofNoosa. 

De fore we got down to a serious 
chat, Paul just had to show me the 
lush 8-acrc property he is restoring 
to environmental soundness. lie's 
also got plans to renovate the old 
house, something he likes to do to 
keep hands-on and to occasionally 
swap his computer and draughting 
tools for a hammer and saw. 

With chooks at feet. he surveys his 
dam and tells how he is gradually 
helping the place to recover from 
a previous owner's inappropriate 
maintenance: practice:. 

So, from this idyllic smallhOlding, 
Paul starts our formal interview 
looking at the big picture of the 
population issue. 

"The big problem for all of 
Australia is our love: affair with the 
seaboard and how ",e are driven to 
these edges.. such as Noosa ",hich is 
really close to us. Overpopulating 
these: areas wHl irrevocably alter the: 
character of the locations," said Paul. 

"Many of the locations are part of 
our major tourism drawcard and a 
lot of the work I did in Noosa was 
designed to II)' to maintain a tourism 
outcome because: that was our 
dominant employment area. 

"To maintain the area's character 
and our niche: in the: market we had 
to control the level or development 
which in turn controlled the level 
or population. There arc vcI)' rew 
places doing that in Australia. 

"SO, the: result is, because: or the 
baby boom. the attraction of Ihe 
se~lboard areas and the: climate, 
everybody wants to move to these 
locations. lIowe\oer, there's another 
driving ractor - il's jobs and the fact 
that most or our economy is directed 
to those: areas." 

Paul then lamented that ",e 
don't do anything to balance our 
population and attract more people to 
rural areas. 

lie says that many of these 
areas, which are quite attractive: and 
would be nice places to live, could 
be transromled with new business 
opportunities. 

"Our problem is that we',e 
got this major growth mostly in 
our cities ""here we: inject huge 
amounts or capital into providing 
ror infrastructure: such as roads, 

freeways and tunnels just to get 
people rrom onc side of town to the 
other," said Paul. 

" It's just a commuter arrangemenl 
- instead of living closer to the 
places the)' work aI, the} li \oe on the 
opposite side, Of closer to the sea and 
bum rossil fuel going backwards and 
rorwards across the city. 

"So we spend a lot of money on 
that sort or infrastructure. Meanwhile 
in Out rural areas we ha\oe declining 
population because: there are no jobs 
and /lO opportWlities. 

"'We could change the policy 
poSition and start creating 
opportunities for grol-l-,h in those 
areas." 

Paul then remembers how his team 
was ridiculed for their bold new 
ideas ror Noosa. 

"I'd walk into a room rull or 
planners and 
politicians 
and talk to 

bring to the community ",hatlheir 
decision-making really means," 
he said. 

" For instance, the Federal 
Go\emmcnt talks about a population 
or 35 million but you don't see 
anything about how that population 
is going to be accollllllodated 
across Australia, what that meaM 
to the cities across Australia or how 
that might impact on or change 
those areas." 

This urban planner, sitting quietly 
in his cottage rar from inner-city 
pollution, whi le a good number or 
fellow Queenslanders are probably 
sitting in a traffic jam somewhere, 
doesn't have much time for the wa) 
"e are dealing with cil) living. 

"Wc don't have a sensiblc 
approach to doing things -- we keep 
growing our cities and just treat the 

symptoms or 
the problems. 

them about 
our ",ork on 
population, 
and the), 
",ould laugh 
at us as irwe 
",ere crazy," 
he said. 

"Wc talked 
to them about 
why it was 
necessal)' 

Even the .. ~ 
community has\ 

a feeling of '·' 
powerleSSrie~ 
at the present l' 

Meanwhile, 
in the rural 
areas .... e tr)" 
10 prop up 
economies 
by in\oesting 
small 
amounts 
of money 
in small 
venture:s:' he 
said. time ' 

to gear your 
population 10 
your capacity 
to supply 
infrastructure, to your capacity to 
pay for that inrrastructure." 

lie believes proper planning 
looks at the resourees available 
financial resources and physical 
resources that allow you to deliver 
the inrrastructure. You also should 
look at what your community wants 
to achieve. . 

Paul is not too impressed with 
most of our politicians. "They seem 
to be somewhat loath to describe or 

"What 
really makes 
places 
attracti\oe 
to live in 

ror ramilies, apart rrom the usual 
physical reatures, is the opportunity 
for jobs." 

Paul points to the Western 
Corridor, between Brisbane and 
Ipswich, as a success stol)' in 
steering people awa) from coastal 
areas and as a guide ror increasing 
the growth potential in corridor areas 
and regionallocl!.tions. l ie had been 
a strong ad\oocate ohhat process in 
the time or the Goss Go"emment 

despite people saying it ",ouid 
never work. 

'·Less than 20 years later iCs now 
the: primary potiC) position of the 
SEQ Regional Plan and the Western 
Corridor is probably the largest in 
Australia. And it has all ..... orked 
because or jobs created through 
govcrnment decision-making at 
that time ..... hich had earmarked 
land ror industrial and commercial 
development as "'ell as pUlling in 
inrrastructure in advance," said Paul. 

Paul is not a belie\er in the: 
idea of official population caps, 
preferring instead 10 set limits 
through controlled and locked-in 
development. 

'·It's impossible to put in place. 
A cap implies you put in place 
something that can't be changed 
- that's not possible because 
community values can change." 

When it comes to planning, Paul 
says you ne\oCr ha\ e a blank can\as. 
There is al ..... ays something that was 
there previousi). 

lie said planners first ha\e to look 
at the resourees, the values that are 
in place and the capacity 10 supply 
inrrastructure and to talk to the 
community about what they want to 
achieve. Then they should analyse 
obligations to the environment. 
obligations to the community - it's a 
marriage of those things. 

Paultell~ or the dramatic changes 
in the processes of rorming a 
regional plan. lie's not happy about 
them and shows ha", the grassroots 
checks and balances ha\oe been 
effectively reduced to nothing. It's a 
wonying sccnario. 

"We used to have a coopemtive 
model driven rrom the bottom 
up. All the local governments got 
together coordinated by the state or 
slate agencies and pooled resourees 
and this gave them Ihe opportunity 
to consider cross-boundary issues." 
said Paul. 

'1lIe process was fed rrom 
the bottom and done largely by 

Paul Summers relaxes 
at his 8-acre hideaway 
near Cooroy 
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prof~ional local government 
planners at regionalle\el. 

"What we have today is the state 
doing all that work. It takes all of the: 
data that came to local gO\'emment 
previously, so it becomes armed with 
a lot of information. 

"So, these days, the state dictates 
and controls that process. I don', 
know what happens internally within 
the state or ho .... much political 
interrerence occurs through that 
process. I ha\oe to sa)' that I believe 
some occurs. 

"So what ",as a good idea and 
working quite \\e ll "'as stopped. 
Now"e h(we a Department or 
Infrastructure: and Planning that 
dictates "hat is going to happen 
and uses anal-line. straight-cur.e 
population projection thal has no 
regard to the capaci ty of the region 
to support that population. 

··What we're doing now is 
changing the regional plan every 
time a new set of population 
projections come out. "The population 
projections drive evel) thing. You 
have a cune that goes out - }ou 
add anolher fi\e years to it and 
then )"ou've got utra rertility and a 
lo .... er rate of mortal it)' and a m~i\oc 
immigration intake so the cune can 
kecp going up. 

"The question ror Austraiia is 
not about a cap but about how we 
should be spacially distributing our 
popui3tion. The other is about size 
and sUSlainability. lb date neither 
question has been ans",ered." 

"And the le\el or consultation 
with the state is now 'lIere's our 
plan, wh:1I do you think of it?'" 

And iryou don't like it? 
Pau!"s sunny countenance clouds 

over a lill le. 
"Even the community has a feeling 

of powerlessness at the present time. 
So lllany decbions are being made 
regardless of Iheir opinion." 

Dut thc:re·s always an election, 
Paul is reminded that's when his 
face lights up again. 
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