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1 INTRODUCTION 
 

Reviewing the NT Planning Scheme provisions for the Alice 
Springs town centre 
 
This discussion paper signals the NT Planning Commission’s intention to 
review the current NT Planning Scheme Provisions affecting development in 
the Alice Springs town centre. The discussion paper identifies issues which 
will be taken into that review process. 

 

Why is this review necessary?  
 
Since 2007 there have been a number of planning forums, studies, urban 
design and parking audits and draft policies produced for the Alice Springs 
town centre. Despite this they have not resulted in a clear direction for the 
future sustainable development of the Alice Springs town centre. The purpose 
of this Planning Scheme review is to identify issues and options which might 
be the subject of future amendments to the NT Planning Scheme.  
 
Since 2007 the following reports and events have occurred focussed on the 
town centre: 
 

2007 Red Ways Report (draft report) 
2008 Planning Forum 
2009  Urban Design Audit 
2010 Residential Capacity Study  
2010 Parking Audit 
2010 Built Form Guidelines (Draft report) 
2010 Benefit Cost Analysis 
2011 Alice Springs Town Centre Revitalisation Project – (partially 

implemented) 
2012 Hartley Street Development Funding Bid (Failed) 

 
In addition, feasibility studies have been undertaken to test the viability of 
mixed use development of five storeys in height. Because of unique 
circumstances in Alice Springs, these were found not to be viable. This is 
largely because of the high cost of construction, low potential yield resulting 
from restrictions to building heights and relatively low sales volumes. A 
balance needs to be found between control and viability of development. This 
review therefore builds upon previous work. The intention is not to develop a 
Master plan for Alice Springs, but to revisit aspects of the NT Planning 
Scheme in the light of previous work and assess whether the scheme is 
relevant for future directions.  
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NT Planning Scheme Review and Amendment 
 
The NT Planning Commission will undertake a consultative process with 
stakeholders to clarify the future direction for development controls in the 
town centre. The objective is to improve the investment environment, 
maintain community values and confidence and ensure revitalisation of the 
town centre continues in a manner which stakeholders support.  
 
The NT Planning Scheme contains a framework of broad principles, area 
plans and detailed controls to guide and control development within the Alice 
Springs town centre. From recent audits and studies it is becoming clear that 
these are not achieving the desired outcomes and that they can be improved. 
A review of the NT Planning Scheme forms part of making improvements.  
 
Alice Springs is undergoing change and it is important to ensure that buildings 
and streets are well designed, as safe as they can be, provide shade and 
weather protection and that public places reflect the aspirations and culture of 
local people. Alice Springs could further enhance its reputation as a tourist 
destination by ensuring that all new development contributes to the character 
and quality of the town. The NT Planning Scheme plays some part in making 
these improvements, and the review will assess how the current content of 
the NT Planning Scheme addresses local stakeholder concerns and needs.  
 
The review is designed to ensure that there is clarity about what is expected 
of developers and designers, to improve investment confidence, and to give 
the broader community confidence that the outcomes will contribute to a 
shared vision of the future Alice Springs town centre. 
 

The Review Area  
 

 
Figure 1 – The Core Review Area and Zone of Influence 

 
The Alice Springs town centre has traditionally been defined as the area 
bounded by Wills Terrace, Leichardt Terrace, Stott Terrace and the Stuart 
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Highway (Telegraph Terrace). This is the core town centre area however 
there are adjacent areas which have a great influence on the character of the 
town centre. These are the heritage precinct (incorporating Billygoat Hill) to 
the south of the town centre, Anzac Hill, Anzac Oval and the former school 
precinct, and the railway reserve, parts of which have been sold off for 
commercial development.  
 
Current zoning reflects the strategic importance of the town centre, with the 
zone “CB” indicating that this is the designated location for higher order retail 
and commercial functions. Increasingly it is also a prime area for 
entertainment, cultural events and residential uses. Significant natural 
features near the town centre include the Todd River, Anzac Hill and Billygoat 
Hill. When the Todd and Charles Rivers flood, they have an impact on the 
town centre, while the hills have major cultural heritage and scenic values. 
The hills are part of a number of Arrernte dreaming paths which intersect 
through Alice Springs and extend out into the region. 
 
As part of the consultation, the question needs to be asked as to whether 
Figure 1 indicates the “correct” area to be incorporated into the study, and 
whether other areas should be considered or dropped off. Do any of the 
planning controls which apply to the core area need to be applied to the “zone 
of influence”? Input into the definition of the core study area where future 
planning controls will ultimately be applied, and the surrounding “zone of 
influence” which are outside of the core area, will be finalised through 
consultation. 
 

 
 

Figure 2 – Aerial view of the Alice Springs town centre 
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Figure 3 – The Alice Springs town centre within its spectacular context 

 
 

2 ISSUES 
 

Structural Changes in the Alice Springs town centre 
 
Like many regional town centres, Alice Springs town centre is under 
increasing economic and social pressure. There are fundamental changes 
taking place which are having a direct impact on the performance of the town 
centre. As in many other town centres, retail in Alice Springs is undergoing 
fundamental adjustment as online purchasing takes hold in the Australian 
market. This is causing fundamental and structural changes for “bricks and 
mortar” retail outlets in town and city centres across the country. These 
places, once the traditional focus of business and retail activity are now 
changing to become community oriented places with a wider mixture of land 
uses. This includes people living in the town centres.  
 
There is increasing interest in developing housing in the town centre, and this 
raises a number of questions. A living environment needs to be safe, vibrant 
and ensure quality of life for its inhabitants.  It is timely, therefore that a review 
of current policies takes place to ensure that any future development 
recognises the strategic importance of the town centre and balances future 
needs for office and retail space with residential development and recognises 
the environmental, cultural and heritage values and aspirations of the 
community.  
 
Alice Springs is an important service centre to the region, and its ongoing role 
as an administrative centre is a key to its future. It is therefore of strategic 
importance to retain places where commercial, legal and administrative 
functions can operate efficiently, but also contribute to the quality and 
character of the town centre. Any amendment to the NT Planning Scheme 
should identify those places which are the focus for these functions and 
provide guidance as to the appropriate built form and design parameters to be 
followed to ensure that new buildings meet local aspirations as well as the 
functional requirements of the service centre. 
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Quality Design Outcomes 
 
There are a number of design parameters which demand further policy 
guidance through the NT Planning Scheme to ensure that high quality 
development is the result. The proliferation of high fences, blank walls, 
surface parking lots, security blinds and reflective glazing are all matters 
which need to be discussed in terms of the impact they are having on the 
quality of the public spaces and streets in Alice Springs. The quality of 
pedestrian links, public transport and sustainability options are issues which 
need discussion. Over time, building quality in Alice Springs has declined in 
the absence of clear guidance and policy. The recent Urban Design Audit 
identified those aspects of the built environment which need to be addressed 
and where policy review is needed for potential amendments to the NT 
Planning Scheme. Quality design outcomes will benefit the community 
however the discussion about built form has focussed narrowly on one or two 
issues.  
 
There is an opportunity to have a broader and more informed discussion 
about appropriate building height along with issues of good urban design and 
architectural practice. Many of the urban quality issues highlighted in the 2009 
Urban Design Audit were addressed by proposed policy changes made in the 
draft Built Form Guidelines prepared in 2010. This document is in need of 
revision and update in the light of stakeholder submissions and the changing 
economic circumstances in the Alice Springs town centre.   
 

Building Height 
 
The social and economic environment in Alice Springs is changing. There is 
growing demand for buildings of more than three storeys in height. The 
approval of development proposals on the former Melanka site and the former 
Commonwealth Bank site as well as the new emergency department at the 
hospital are clear indications of this. Many have indicated that they would like 
to see little or no change to building height restrictions however increasing 
building costs have made it more and more difficult for new development to 
be feasible under current height restrictions.  
 
This issue is explored in this discussion paper. Building height is an important 
aspect of the future character of the Alice Springs town centre because of the 
importance of views to and from the surrounding MacDonnell Ranges and the 
three important hills adjacent to the town centre. It has been decided to limit 
building heights to three storeys, however new techniques will aid a more 
sophisticated testing of the impact of building heights on these important 
views. This discussion paper examines options for amendments to height 
controls based upon testing heights relative to those views.  
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Key Views and Vistas  
 
A number of key views define Alice Springs and should be retained and 
protected. Some of these have already been partially compromised and 
should be protected through the NT Planning Scheme review and 
amendment process. The view along Gregory Terrace to the west and the 
distant Euro Ridge in the Chewings Ranges is a key vista which has potential 
to be further compromised. This is one view which should be protected 
through the NT Planning Scheme controls. 
 

 
Figure 4 – View West along Gregory Terrace towards Euro Ridge 
(Photo source: Mike Gillam) 

 
 

Figure 5 – Key View to the West and the Chewings Ranges 
 
Building heights are currently limited to three storeys through the controls of 
the NT Planning Scheme. Heights should be evaluated in terms of their 
impact on the most significant views in and around the town centre rather 
than a blanket number of storeys. Views along streets can be protected 
through setbacks and views from key lookouts should also be protected. 
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These include views from the top of Anzac Hill (or Atnelkentyarliweke) across 
the town centre to Billygoat Hill and the distant MacDonnell Ranges, as well 
as views from Annie Meyer Hills and Billygoat Hill. 
 

  
Figure 6 – View from Atnelkentyarliweke or Anzac Hill to Billygoat Hill and the 
MacDonnell Ranges 

 
 
3 OPTIONS FOR REVIEW 
 

Building Height Controls 
 
Spatially accurate new techniques make it possible to examine the impact of 
increasing building heights in the Alice Springs town centre relative to these 
key views. Figure 7 shows spatially accurate building outlines at eight storeys 
and their impact on views. From this it is clear that eight storey buildings 
located to the west of Bath Street would have significant negative impact on 
views of Billy Goat Hill. Buildings of eight levels located to the east of Bath 
Street would have little or no impact on views to the MacDonnell Ranges from 
Anzac Hill. Care would have to be taken locating taller buildings which may 
reduce views of Annie Meyer Hill. Further testing of views from other lookouts 
and from street levels will form part of further consultation. From this it may 
become clear that in various parts of the town centre taller buildings could be 
built without compromising views. Views from streets could be controlled 
through clearer setback requirements. 
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Figure 7 – Building envelopes and their impact on views 

 
 
This image demonstrates the possibility of using new and accurate modelling 
techniques to test the impact of buildings on key views. It clearly shows how 
little taller buildings have an effect on longer views, but does also show that in 
some areas of the town centre building heights should continue to be limited. 
 

 
Figure 8 – Possible setbacks to maintain street views 
 
While building height is a key issue it should not be viewed in isolation. There 
are many other aspects of building design and the relationship of buildings to 
streets which have a direct impact on the quality of the streetscape in the 
town centre. These too should be included in a Planning Scheme review. 
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There are two views as to height controls. The NT Planning Commission has 
derived a set of height controls from the draft Built Form Guidelines for the 
Alice Springs town centre. These are shown in Figure 9 below. The Alice 
Springs Town Council has proposed a slight variation to these which are 
shown in Figure 10 below. 
 

   
 
Figure 9 – Height Limits from the draft Built Form Guidelines 
 

 
Figure 10 – Height limits suggested by ASTC 
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Potential changes in height should go hand in hand with improving other 
aspects of built form. This could be achieved through the introduction of 
additional approval conditions. 
 
Conditions which may be applied to increased height limits might include: 
 

• Provision of weather protection and pedestrian cover 
• Design excellence and better environmental performance 
• Attention to roof design 
• Design character 
• Activated ground floor levels, and so on…. 

 

Options for Controls to Achieve Better Urban Quality 
 
There are a range of issues identified in both the 2009 Urban Design Audit 
and the Draft Built Form Guidelines which could now be included in an 
amended NT Planning Scheme. These relate to broad categories of potential 
controls and guidelines including streetscapes, buildings, shopfronts, weather 
protection, landscaping, fencing, signs, appropriate building materials, 
parking, safety, privacy and noise, and environmentally sustainable 
development. Many of these are controlled by the Alice Springs Town Council 
and agreement would need to be reached between the Town Council, the NT 
Government, the development community and the general community before 
implementing new controls. 
 
The most pressing issues which need to be addressed relate to the 
relationship between new buildings and the public realm, streets and parks. 
Many new buildings are designed with blank walls or highly reflective glass 
facing streets. This reduces the degree of “natural surveillance” of the streets 
and their potential safety. Crime Prevention through Environmental Design 
Principles (CPTED) state that where there are “eyes on the streets” from 
adjacent buildings people feel safer, yet many buildings defeat this objective 
with blank walls, reflective glass and high fences reducing surveillance of 
streets. 
 
Weather protection and shading of footpaths from appropriate street trees is a 
desirable outcome in a place as hot as Alice Springs, yet there are no 
controls requiring developers and landowners to provide these. This will be a 
suggested option to be incorporated into a Planning Scheme review and 
amendment. 
 
Many contemporary buildings introduce materials which are inappropriate for 
the climate and character of Alice Springs. Controls which give guidance as to 
what is supported in Alice Springs will enable a strengthening of the town’s 
unique character over time. 
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Much land in the Alice Springs town centre is given over to surface parking. 
Many buildings have been demolished simply to provide for parking. This has 
had a detrimental effect on the coherence and appeal of the built 
environment. Controls which prevent demolition prior to receiving a 
development permit could be incorporated into the amended NT Planning 
Scheme. In addition controls which prevent surface parking lots in front of 
buildings should be included. This would reduce the visual impact of parking 
lots, and place parking in a variety of alternative locations such as in 
basements, above ground floor, or to the rear of buildings. 
 
The suggested controls will be designed to improve streetscapes and achieve 
“active frontage” to streets with doors and windows facing streets to achieve a 
lively and active streetscape in the town centre. This will improve the 
perception and reality of safety in streets over time. While buildings and 
streets cannot solve all social issues experienced in the town centre, they can 
be designed to improve safety, especially in public places. The techniques 
and principles of Crime Prevention through Environmental Design (CPTED) 
are well known and publicised.  These will be considered for incorporation 
into controls in the NT Planning Scheme to ensure that the town centre is 
designed to be as safe as it can be. 
 
 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
 
The intended review of the NT Planning Scheme Provisions will address the 
issues facing Alice Springs today. Some of these are able to be dealt with via 
the NT Planning Scheme, and much work has already been completed to 
give strong direction. It is now time to amend the NT Planning Scheme 
through a consultative process. Issues of building height need to be clarified, 
not in isolation, but in conjunction with other design parameters which go to 
improving the quality of the built environment in the town centre. 
 
The review process will produce a set of draft Planning Scheme 
amendments. This is not a master plan for the town centre, but a review of 
the current controls which influence design and development. 
 
With respect to building height, the review should examine options to the 
current three storey height limit. New accurate modelling techniques make it 
possible to evaluate the potential impact on views and vistas. Alice Springs 
town centre is in need of development, and controls should be aimed at 
ensuring that each development contributes to achieving high urban quality, 
weather protection, natural surveillance and appropriate character for Alice 
Springs town centre. 
 
Figures 7, 9 and 10 indicate how height limits from key vantage points will be 
tested, while the draft Built Form Guidelines have been reviewed taking into 
account stakeholder submissions. The revised Guidelines will now be tested 
through consultation prior to consideration as an amendment to the NT 
Planning Scheme. 
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The town centre area should incorporate adjacent areas and be expanded to 
include the railway land, and the heritage precinct. In this way the character of 
these areas can be defined and protected and views to cultural landmarks 
preserved.  
 
These changes are intended to improve the social, cultural, economic and 
environmental outcomes in the Alice Springs town centre. They are intended 
to sustain the community in a way which protects key cultural qualities and 
character, while supporting continued growth and development. 
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