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Revisiting the Situatedness of Institutional Urban Management: The Politics of Urban Policy in Australian Federal Governance

Endeavouring to initiate dialogue regarding the possible re-introduction of institutional involvement in urban matters seems a bold proposal given that dominant political sensibility is presently oriented towards reducing government, reducing public spending and continued privatisation programs.  Despite these trends in political governance it nevertheless seems inconceivable that for a highly urbanised country like Australia there is a substantive lack of direct Federal involvement in urban management.  The ‘urban’ as a category and practice in Federal public policy has featured twice only - the Department of Urban and Regional Development (DURD) in the 1970s and Better Cities in the 1990s.  While DURD and Better Cities seemingly bore little resemblance to each other, both urban ‘projects’ set out to transform the politico-culture of government thinking regarding Commonwealth involvement in urban policy.  Fractured responses within and between government to differences of disadvantage, advantage and opportunity perpetuate greater divisions in Australian urban life.  The architects of both DURD and Better Cities believed that these divisions could be reduced by Federal involvement in urban policy.  What links can be made between the aspirations of DURD and Better Cities and the way in which both urban projects set out to negotiate a place within and between government?  What does the passage of time between these two urban experiments tell us about the politics of urban policy?  This paper reveals that there was something in their experiences that was similar, not in the content of their project but in their struggles, dilemmas and achievements.  Their similarity lay in the belief that increasing spatial socio-economic disparities in Australian cities could be addressed through Commonwealth involvement in urban management.  Their approach to how the Commonwealth should be involved, the framing and implementation of the respective policies, and the strategies both programs used to gain legitimacy within and between government differed.  Both urban projects revealed the highly contested political nature of introducing urban policy into the Federal realm.  
