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The stakeholder study identified the 

issues faced by and priorities for 

change as identified by industry, 

government and practitioners.  

 

The desktop study established the 

evidence base with a specific 

reference focus on ecology, planning 

and the built environment.  

 

The Blueprint triangulated the 

evidence base and practice 

perspectives and established a list of 

strategies, actions, and potential 

projects through which to advance 

urban ecology outcomes in urban 

renewal.

Background 

More people are living in cities than ever before and at the same time biodiversity in cities is being lost at ever increasing rates. 

For terrestrial plants and animals this is primarily due to habitat loss from land clearing. For aquatic plants and animals this is 

linked to changes in stream hydrology associated with a rise in impervious surfaces and a loss of aquatic habitats. Some species, 

the urban adapters, are thriving in cities and play an important role in connecting people to nature. To arrest the ongoing loss of 

biodiversity in cites there is a need for transformational change in the way cities and urban regions are planned, built and 

managed. There is also a need to value the benefits of biodiversity to cities and the people living therein.  

Scope 

The NSW Environmental Trust (the Trust) provides funding for a broad range of projects that enhance the environment of NSW. 

The Trust commissioned the National Green Infrastructure Network (NGIN) to undertake the Urban Ecology Renewal 

Investigation Project. The objective was to provide an evidence-based set of practical recommendations to improve biodiversity 

outcomes for major cities in NSW including Sydney, Wollongong and Newcastle. 

Methods 

The project triangulated the literature and the practice of government  

and industry to form recommendations to enhance the ecology in cities.  

Over 1,250 pieces of primary, secondary and grey literature, including  

guidelines, reports, peer-reviewed journals articles as well as  

government policies and publications were reviewed.  Stakeholder  

engagement was conducted and consisted of: 

• 5 stakeholder workshops 

• 4 in-depth key stakeholder interviews 

• Government and industry leader’s workshop  

• Think-tank workshop 

 

Deliverables 

The project produced three reports. 

123  
participants 

20  
local 

government 

areas 

67  
organisations 

3  
city  

councillors 

10  
state 

government 
departments 

1  
minister 

3  
top tier 

developers 
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6 The enforcement of laws and policies needs to 

be prioritised and embedded within 

institutional processes and community-change 

education and awareness programs 

The land use planning and development control systems that 

operate in NSW are tied to a regulatory framework, however 

the consistency in the decision-making process and 

enforcement at the development stage is lacking. There is a 

disconnection between local plans, policies, best-practice 

guidelines and development conditions and their 

enforcement which is exacerbated by changes in the 

planning and approval system towards more code-based 

development and exempt forms of development, in which 

environmental and landscaping controls are given little or no 

attention.  

7 The perception that “our cities are green 

enough” 

Typically, NSW cities have been perceived as already ‘green’, 

and this contributes to a values-based conflict, in which 

urban ecology is afforded insufficient importance to warrant 

changes to policy and practice. Resolving this value conflict is 

complex: efforts must go far beyond the conventional 

(business-as-usual) approach of providing more or new 

education and awareness programs. There is a need for a 

whole-of-government review of policy and practice to 

identify and resolve contradictions in laws, policies and 

practices that have detrimental effects on urban ecology in 

our cities. 

8 Public open space is an underused 

opportunity for enhancing urban ecology in 

cities 

There is a need to develop locally based open-space 

standards that relate to current and forecast urban 

population size and density and which also consider and 

provide for improved urban ecological outcomes. 

9 Need for full evaluation of environmental 

services and disservices 

Environmental services can provide a range of valuable 

economic, health and social services as well as increase 

resilience to extreme weather events and climate change. 

They can also provide disservices which can create policy 

tension, for example, in landscape management for bushfire 

protection at the urban interface, where tree removal and 

understorey clearing can be at odds with the provision of 

habitat. 

 

 

9 Key findings 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 Urban biodiversity and ecosystems are being 

lost in our cities 

Past and current pressures such as land clearing, habitat 

fragmentation and invasive species are contributing to this 

loss. To reverse this trend, cities need to protect and conserve 

what exists (which does not include trading the protection of 

one habitat for another) and reduce the individual and 

collective ecological pressures through adequate and 

enforced standards.  

2 Strategic planning reform is required to protect 

existing habitats and create or re-establish 

habitats and corridors 

Strategic reform should be vertically integrated, and state and 

local governments and the community – not the development 

sector – should set priorities built on an agreed urban ‘vision’.  

3 Cities are heterogeneous in land use, density, 

form and function, and there is high variability 

in institutional and community values and 

practices 

Actions to improve urban ecology in cities must consider 

spatial and temporal scales, reflect political, business and 

community drivers and priorities, and be driven by values 

derived from both top-down, politically relevant and 

scientifically informed (governance), and bottom-up 

(community) processes. 

4 The natural environment is not considered to 

contribute to a city’s wellbeing or economic 

outcomes 

Addressing this lack of understanding requires incorporating 

the co-benefits of urban ecology into decision-making 

processes. 

5 Performance-based development application 

and assessment tools are required to support 

urban ecological outcomes at the lot-to-

precinct scale 

Environmental planning instruments can be developed and 

applied to advance the sustainability of cities, including urban 

ecology. Such tools should be spatially specific (e.g. 

connecting green grids and linking to regional parks), offer 

flexibility (e.g. in the choice of plantings and setting limits on 

house-to-land development ratios), and support diverse and 

appropriate habitat form and function that is relevant to 

species and community. 
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What the stakeholders reported 

 

 

 

 

Co-benefits of urban ecology 

Ecology in cities provides many benefits that are not captured in current decision making processes. These include: 

 

Lack of cross-sector definition of urban ecology

Need inter- and intra-institutional collaborations

Need stronger policy and planning interventions

Shift perceptions of urban ecology through education, training 

and awareness

Need local, publicly-available evidence base to demonstrate the 

benefits of urban ecology

• Mitigating impact of UHI and extreme 

weather events on infrastructure 

• Savings through passive cooling and 

heating 

• Savings incurred by effects on health and 

mental well-being 

• Desirability premium from lot to 

catchment level 

 

• Significant social and health benefits 

(passive and active) in areas of enhanced 

urban ecology, such as: 

• Increased outdoor activity  

• Lowered health risks during heatwaves 

and improved recovery rates in hospitals 

and clinics 

• Improved mental well-being and 

productivity 

 

•Resilience to weather extremes and 

climate change 

•Mitigate climate change 

•Biodiversity is an important resource 

for innovation and research (e.g. 

pharmaceuticals, bio-technologies) 
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7 Blueprint strategies & priority actions 

Blueprint for Living Cities establishes seven interconnected strategies that recognise the importance of scale and address the 

roles of stakeholders involved in and influencing urban ecological outcomes. 

STRATEGY ONE 

Retain and enhance habitats to support biodiversity in cities 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

STRATEGY TWO  

Reform city planning to embed urban ecology into decision making 
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STRATEGY THREE  

Connect biodiversity across cities through green and blue networks 

 

STRATEGY FOUR  

Design and deliver green and blue cities 

 

STRATEGY FIVE  

Create new habitats to support biodiversity and human well-being 
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STRATEGY SIX  

Develop and implement ongoing engagement programs to increase education and involvement across all sectors 

 

STRATEGY SEVEN  

Align urban ecology policies and practices between levels of government 
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