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PUBLIC ACCESS WAYS 
Grievance 

MS M.M. QUIRK (Girrawheen) [9.17 am]:  My grievance is directed to the Minister for Planning and 
Infrastructure and relates to the vexed issue of public access ways.  In particular, I am concerned about the 
process to close those PAWs.  These access ways are highly contentious, with many residents lobbying for their 
closure, as it is felt that they facilitate the commission of criminal offences by providing cover for miscreants.  
Even aside from security concerns, the suburbs in my electorate of Girrawheen are not readily geared towards 
pedestrian entry and egress.  There are many roads on which there are few traffic-calming measures, and also the 
main roads have a speed limit of 70 kilometres an hour.  There are no traffic-free zones.  Places of interest are 
spread out, which necessitates car usage as a matter of course.  Moreover, many places are without footpaths.  
Similarly, there are no clear sight lines of visibility, and street designs are principally cul-de-sacs and access 
ways with permeable barriers, such as fences, widespread throughout.  For these reasons, Girrawheen is not a 
pedestrian-friendly environment. 
Given the general physical layout of the suburbs within my electorate and the surrounding amenities, they clearly 
fail the so-called walkable neighbourhood criteria.  These criteria are set out in the Western Australian 
sustainable cities initiatives, which lists a number of principal aims to achieve more livable and sustainable 
neighbourhoods.  A number of these are worth examining in the present context.  Although these criteria are 
intended for future developments rather than existing ones, they are instructive for the purpose of ascertaining 
how well existing urban design conforms with the so-called notions of livability.  The Western Australian 
Planning Commission document entitled “Introducing Liveable Neighbourhoods”, edition 2, sets out these 
livability guidelines.  Among other things, they state - 

1. To provide for an urban structure of walkable neighbourhoods clustering to form towns of 
compatibly mixed uses in order to reduce car dependence for access to employment, retail and 
community facilities. 

2. To ensure that walkable neighbourhoods and access to services and facilities are designed for 
all users, including users with disabilities.  

The guidelines further state - 
4. To provide for access generally by way of an interconnected network of streets which facilitate 

safe, efficient and pleasant walking, cycling and driving.   
5. To ensure active street-land use interfaces, with building frontages to streets to improve 

personal safety through increased surveillance and activity.   
In this context I note the observations of Wekerle and Whitzman in their 1995 book Safe Cities: Guidelines for 
Planning, Design, and Management, which states -  

Low-density suburban residential developments, with pedestrian pathways and cul-de-sacs, create 
streetscapes with no people or activities, especially during the day.  Large shopping plazas turn inward 
away from the street, and drain the streets of vitality.  Their large parking lots are isolated at off-peak 
hours and increasingly become sites for abductions, assaults, and carjackings.   

Given the foregoing, it is no wonder that members of the community are ill disposed towards public access 
ways.  It is also apparent that unless these access ways are part of overall and holistic planning strategies, they 
are unlikely to be successful and promote the objectives intended.  Having said that, I am firmly of the view that 
each application for closure should be judged on its merits.  Some difficulties with PAWs can also be addressed 
by improving sightlines or lighting or, in some cases, ensuring regular clean-ups.  This remedial action can in 
many cases obviate the need for closure.  I do, however, support the principle that the decision to close or to not 
close is essentially a matter for comprehensive community consultation.  At present the procedure for closing 
PAWs incorporates community input, but my concern is that the current processes can potentially devalue and 
discount that input.   
Ordinarily, an application will be made to a local authority by way of petition.  This may also require the 
payment of a small fee to cover administration costs.  The council will then consider whether the closure is 
warranted.  Prior to reaching that decision, the council will advertise and serve notice on the public in the general 
locality of the PAW and on service authorities, such as Telstra, the Water Corporation and Western Power, that 
the closure of a particular PAW is being considered.  Such notification is by way of newspaper advertisements, 
mail when appropriate and by signs on the site.  As the land within the PAW needs to be amalgamated with the 
adjoining landholdings, no recommendation for closure will be made if the property owners decline.  If, after 
considering any submissions made, the council resolves to proceed with the closure, it will refer the request to 
the Department of Land Administration.  I understand that DOLA may consult with the Western Australian 
Planning Commission and the Department for Planning and Infrastructure.  In the event that DOLA agrees to the 
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closure, the land will be divided equally, as is practicable, amongst the adjoining property owners or whoever 
desires the amalgamation of their landholding.  The full cost of the closure including administration and 
advertising, land acquisition, service relocation, pavement removal and fencing is to be met proportionally by 
those owners.   
My difficulty is when DOLA or the WAPC disagrees.  Clearly, the community and local government would 
have undertaken a comprehensive and thorough process and consulted widely; yet DOLA can overrule the will 
of the community and the local council.  The decision of DOLA or the WAPC to overrule the will of the 
community is not subject to any appeal or review mechanism.   
I have been approached by a local authority within my electorate, the City of Wanneroo.  It considers that after a 
council has gone through considerable effort and expense to ascertain and advance community wishes, and 
DOLA or the WAPC chooses to overrule the decision, it should be the subject of a review or an appeal 
mechanism.  It may well be that the decision could be highly amenable to review by the local government 
division of the soon to be established State Administrative Tribunal.  I ask the minister to give consideration to 
either establishing an informal mechanism of review or consenting to an appeal mechanism formally established 
under the aegis of the SAT.  Such a scheme would signal to local governments that any reversal of the wishes of 
the council and the community is not done lightly or without due consideration and is subject to external review 
to ensure greater transparency and full accountability in decision making.   
MS A.J. MacTIERNAN (Armadale - Minister for Planning and Infrastructure) [9.23 am]:  I thank the member 
for her grievance.  She has raised an issue that has been of great concern to a number of local authorities.  The 
issue of public access ways and their impact is very much the result of a failed planning theory that is in place in 
suburbs developed particularly in the 1960s and 1970s.  It was based on a philosophy that it was somehow or 
other desirable to have suburban layouts that were based on cul-de-sacs.  Inherent in these designs was the notion 
that the car was the dominant form of transport and that any other activity was secondary.  Those suburbs have 
created a number of problems.  They are very impermeable and make it very difficult to provide public transport.  
As the member knows from her own area, it is very difficult getting adequate public transport into suburbs that 
are laid out in that fashion.   
Concessions had to be made because some people, even in the 1960s and 1970s, did not own cars.  Some people 
by virtue of age, disability, preference or economics did not have access to a car and had to walk, whether it be 
to school, shops or churches, to visit friends or for any other community activity.  Under these particular cul-de-
sac designs, the time it took people to walk to places that were often, as the crow flies, very close was extended 
enormously.  Public access ways were created in these subdivision designs to give those people who were not 
able to access a motor vehicle an opportunity to walk to their destinations within a reasonable time frame.  The 
theory was great.  It was a theory presumably developed in “Pleasantville” in the United States, where there was 
complete social homogeny and harmony.   

The SPEAKER:  That will be Karratha!   

Ms A.J. MacTIERNAN:  Yes, in a place such as Karratha, and not any slagheap of despair.   

The reality, particularly in the past 15 years, is that these access ways have increasingly become sources of 
access to properties by various villains and tyrants, and people have become hostile to them.  It is also the case 
that sometimes obviously the people who live adjacent to those access ways would very much like to absorb that 
additional land into their properties.  Numerous representations have been made to me by members of my local 
community who want their public access ways closed.  That is only one-half of the story.  I urge members and 
councils to consider the position of the other people, particularly schoolchildren, old people and disabled people, 
who are not able to use a car or do not want to use a car and need that pedestrian access.  I have done some work 
and considered the additional travel times that would be imposed on those people if public access ways in my 
electorate were closed.  We cannot always go along with those closures.  I understand that it is a difficult 
problem for councils.  Pressure is put on them.  However, at the end of the day we must consider the whole 
community.  We must consider not only the people applying that pressure who perhaps are often better 
resourced, but also the consequences of the closure.  As the member said, it is important to look at this on a case-
by-case basis.   

The Government has changed the way in which the closure of access ways is assessed.  There is a different 
proposition altogether.  I have approved a planning bulletin that will set out a new regime.  It is not appropriate 
that DOLA make the decisions.  In fact, by law, and now in practice, these decisions must be made by the WA 
Planning Commission.  Today I will issue a planning bulletin that will set out the new process for assessment.  It 
will set out what the local council needs to report on when it puts a proposition to the WA Planning Commission.  
It sets out how the Western Australian Planning Commission will make its assessment on whether to close it.  As 
I say, we must consciously look at those issues.   
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In the couple of minutes left remaining to me I will go through the types of issues that must be addressed.  The 
impact that closing the public access way will have on local pedestrian and cycling activity must be considered; 
that is, the additional travelling distance required to get from one’s original destination after the closure and the 
impact of traffic and other activities on the remaining PAWs.  The WAPC must consider the impact the closure 
of the PAW will have on safe accesses to neighbourhood and district facilities, including schools, education 
facilities, shops, parks and recreation facilities, community facilities, employment, public transport services and 
aged persons and disability facilities.  The WAPC must also consider the length of the alternative routes and the 
safety and surveillance of those alternative routes and their impact, particularly on the young, disabled and 
elderly.  It must look at the role of that PAW as part of a wider pedestrian-cycling network or continuous access 
routes.  It must look at the incidence of crime and consider the views of the adjoining landowners and the 
alternatives to closing the PAW.  As the member suggested, it must also consider improved visibility and 
lighting and also nocturnal gating.  We have changed the system.  The matter is a concern, but I urge members to 
remember that this is a very complex matter as a result of a failed planning strategy that we must ensure is not 
repeated in the future.   
 


