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Abstract 
 
Manifestations of climate change are already creating significant stress in many parts of the 
world.  On-going increases in greenhouse gas emissions are tracking the upper level scenario 
forecasts proposed by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change.  This indicates a high 
probability that climate change stress will intensify over the coming decades.  Consequently, 
responding through climate adaptation must become a central tenet of successful urban 
governance and management.  Climate change adaptation is defined as an imperative in this 
thesis.  The institutionalisation of climate adaptation is identified as a key institutional challenge 
for urban and metropolitan planning.  Institutionalisation refers to climate adaptation becoming 
established, codified and implemented as a central tenet of planning governance. 
 
This thesis develops conceptual understandings of climate adaptation as an institutional 
imperative.  It identifies the intersection of this problem with planning and examines how 
planning regimes, as institutions, can better manage climate change stresses impacts in human 
settlements.  Institutional transformation is identified as central to this process.  Planning 
regimes must transform in order to institutionalise new rules of governance, which are designed 
to better respond to climate change stress through climate adaptation.  A new conceptualisation 
of institutional transformation is presented in this thesis, focused on a new typology of stressors, 
referred to as ‘transformative stressors’.  This is based on an argument that institutional 
scholarship does not adequately articulate the idea that certain stressors can create such severe 
stresses that institutional transformation must follow, or the institutions charged with 
responding risk failing or becoming redundant. 
 
A transformative stressor is characterised as a chronic, large-scale phenomenon, which triggers a 
process of institutional transformation, whereby institutions seek to re-orientate their activities 
in order to better respond to the social, economic and environmental impacts created by the 
transformative dynamic.  Climate change is characterised as a transformative stressor within the 
institutional context of urban and regional planning.  Institutional transformation, leading to 
climate adaptation becoming established as a central element of planning governance, is 
identified as a necessary response to the social, economic and environmental stress associated 
with of climate change.   
 
This thesis utilises a case study approach.  It reports empirical findings focused on how the 
metro-regional planning regime in South East Queensland (SEQ), Australia, institutionally 
responded to the transformative stresses of climate change by institutionalising climate 
adaptation.  It utilises data gathered from an extensive documentary analysis of more than 25 
years of metro-regional planning SEQ documents, as well as a program of semi-structured 
interviewing.  The data forms the basis of a critical examination, focused on how the SEQ regime 
institutionally responded to three distinct, but interrelated, transformative stressors between 
1990 and 2012: Rapid population growth, sustainability and climate change.  Institutional 
responses are thematically examined and discussed in terms of institutional ‘storylines’, the roles 
and functions of key regional planning agencies and the development of planning instruments, 
including statutory and non-statutory metro-regional plans.   
 
A central conclusion of this thesis is that the SEQ metro-regional planning regime’s capacity to 
respond to climate change was significantly conditioned by an institutional context that had 
strengthened over time.  This created capacity for institutional responses to transformative 
stressors through new forms of metro-regional planning governance.  As such, the SEQ metro-
regional planning regime was capable of responding to the manifestation of climate change as a 
transformative stressor through the institutionalisation of climate adaptation within planning 
governance.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

1.1 The Research Problem 
 

Climate change presents real and immediate global stress.  Early manifestations can be 

observed through climate shifts already occurring (IPCC 2011, 2007, Steffen 2009, Stern 

2006).  Notwithstanding scepticism and counter-theory, the majority of peer-reviewed 

climate science demonstrates that human activity is largely responsible for many on-going 

changes to climate patterns globally and that associated stress will be severe (CSIRO 2012, 

IPCC 2007, Stern 2006).  Greenhouse gases created by human activity have been building up 

in the atmosphere since the Industrial Revolution.  Consequently, even the most strident 

efforts to respond to climate change through mitigation cannot fully diminish impacts that 

have become locked in by a century and a half of human development, underpinned by 

industrialisation and heavy reliance on fossil fuels (Garnaut 2008, Steffen 2009, Stern 2006).  

The limitations of mitigation mean that responding to climate change through climate 

adaptation is an imperative. 

 

Climate adaptation is understood as a process of engaging in direct action to limit and 

manage negative climate change impacts (Adger, Arnell and Tompkins 2005, IPCC 2007).  It 

involves the development and delivery of strategies and interventions to adjust human and 

natural systems in order to moderate harm or gain from beneficial opportunities (Parry et al. 

2007).  Successful climate adaptation strategies can reduce vulnerability to climate change 

impacts (Schipper 2007).  Climate adaptation is a crucial strategy for responding to climate 

change stress confronting human settlements.  Climate adaptation in cities and 

metropolitan areas will be especially vital, as the majority of the world’s population is now 

urbanised (UN 2009).  Planning regimes are central institutions in directing and managing 

human settlements and can have a vital function in developing and implementing 

institutional responses to climate change through adaptation (Gleeson 2007, 2008, 

Matthews 2012, 2013, Newman, Beatley & Boyer 2009, Wilson and Piper 2010).   

 

Planning regimes operating on any scale can be understood as institutions by social science, 

as the practice of planning involves the coordination of development activities within the 

scope of various social constraints (Alexander 2005, Healey et al. 1999).  This thesis utilises a 
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definition of planning as a set of institutional processes.  Extensive discussion on the 

definitional debates within scholarship concerning the nature, character and function of 

planning is provided in Chapter 4.  The discussion situates the definition of planning used by 

this thesis and links it to recent scholarly trends towards using an institutional lens to 

characterise planning (Healey 1999, Healey et al. 1999, Jepperson 1991, March 2010).    

Accordingly, the task of addressing climate adaptation through planning is understood as an 

institutional challenge within this thesis (Dovers and Hezri 2010).  Planning regimes that 

recognise climate adaptation as an immediate institutional imperative and respond through 

the development of new forms of planning governance may increase the adaptive capacity 

of both new and existing development.   

 

Responding to climate change through adaptation is likely to be best managed by planning 

regimes prepared to undergo institutional transformation.  Institutional transformation can 

produce new forms of planning governance, in this case by establishing climate adaptation 

as an institutional imperative.  However, new or emerging institutional challenges faced by 

planning regimes can often be at odds with existing arrangements, creating a need for 

institutional transformation (Alden, Albrechts and da Rosa Pires 2001; Alexander 2005).  

Institutional transformation may be resisted by institutional actors, who reject change 

imperatives for reasons including, the influence of lobby groups (Liebcap 1989); levels of 

understanding relating to new or emerging social phenomena (Fünfgeld 2010, Moser and 

Ekstrom 2010); collective bargaining (Alston 1996); and political objectives (Ostrom 2005).  

However, the necessity of institutionally responding to climate change through adaptation is 

likely to become more pronounced over time, as climate change stress escalates and 

becomes more acute (Matthews 2012).  Planning regimes may be forced to act in order to 

reduce vulnerability and manage stresses created by climate change impacts.  Those that fail 

to respond through institutional transformation could ultimately risk failing or becoming 

redundant.  In short, the institution of planning must immediately and fully confront the 

climate adaptation imperative.  

 

1.2 Research Overview, Aims and Questions 
 

This thesis addresses the escalating global stress of climate change and the necessity of 

institutional responses through climate adaptation.  It seeks to add to scholarly debates 

concerned with institutional accommodation of environmental imperatives.  It builds upon 
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the work of Bulkeley et al. (2009), Connor and Dovers (2002, 2004), Dovers and Hezri (2010), 

Gleeson (2007, 2008), Steele and Gleeson (2009, 2010) and Young (2002, 2010).   

 

 

Two main aims guide the conceptual and empirical program of this thesis: 

 

 To improve social scientific understanding of institutional transformation in 

response to transformative stressors, specifically climate change. 

 

 To understand recent and future institutional possibilities for planning-led responses 

to climate change through climate adaptation within the South East Queensland 

(SEQ) metro-regional planning regime. 

 

Four research questions guide this thesis and its enquiries.  They are designed to 

contextualise and direct its enquiries.  The research questions are: 

 

1. How can transformative stressors prompt institutional transformation? 

 

2. How has the SEQ metro-regional planning regime institutionally responded to 

environmental impacts associated with transformative stressors? 

 

3. How has the SEQ metro-regional planning regime institutionalised climate 

adaptation as a response to the transformative stresses of climate change and what 

capacity exists for further responses? 

 

4. Based on the SEQ experience, how might broader institutional responses to 

transformative stressors be better understood? 

 

This thesis develops conceptual understandings of climate change as an institutional 

challenge.  It examines and develops social scientific characterisations of planning regimes 

as institutions.  It identifies the intersection of climate adaptation with planning and 

examines how planning regimes, as institutions, can better manage stresses created by 

climate change impacts on human settlements.  Institutional transformation is identified as 

central to this process.  A necessity for planning regimes to undergo change in order to 
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institutionalise new rules of governance is identified, specifically in terms of institutionalising 

new forms of planning governance, which are designed to better respond to the stress of 

climate change through adaptation.  Institutional transformation, leading to the 

institutionalisation of climate adaptation as a central element of planning governance, is 

identified as a necessary planning-led response to climate change.  Institutionalisation refers 

to climate adaptation becoming established, codified and implemented as a central tenet of 

planning governance in this thesis. 

 

This thesis presents a new conceptualisation of institutional transformation, focused on a 

new typology of stressors, referred to as ‘transformative stressors’.  The rationale for this 

conceptual development is based on an argument that institutional scholarship does not 

adequately articulate the idea that certain stressors can create such severe stresses that 

institutional transformation must follow.  A transformative stressor is characterised as a 

chronic large-scale phenomenon which triggers a process of institutional transformation 

whereby institutions seek to re-orientate their activities in order to better manage the 

social, economic and environmental impacts created by the transformative dynamic.  This 

thesis identifies climate change as a transformative stressor within the institutional context 

of urban and regional planning.  

  

This thesis reports and critically discusses findings from an empirical case study inquiry 

focused on the South East Queensland (SEQ) metro-regional planning regime.  South East 

Queensland is a heavily urbanised and rapidly expanding metropolitan region on Australia’s 

east coast.  The SEQ metropolitan region forms a long coastal conurbation, running 200 

kilometres from Noosa in the north to Coolangatta in the south.  A second major 

conurbation runs from the coast, via Brisbane, to the city of Toowoomba in the west.  The 

current population of the SEQ region is 2.7 million people, a figure predicted to increase to 

4.4 million by 2031 (DIP 2009a, p. 8).  Two of Australia’s largest cities, Brisbane and Gold 

Coast City, are in SEQ.  They are respectively the third and sixth largest cities nationally.  The 

SEQ metro-regional planning regime was established in 1990.  It became statutory in 2004.  

Since then, all planning activities, regulations, strategies and interventions implemented by 

the local councils in SEQ must correspond with institutional planning objectives established 

at the regional level. 
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The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) Report on Australia and New 

Zealand, prepared as part of the Panel’s Fourth Assessment Report (AR4), highlights SEQ as 

one of six vulnerability ‘hot spots’ in Australia (Hennessy et al. 2007, p. 525).  Climate change 

impacts predicted for SEQ over the coming century include increased inundation, inland 

storm surges, reduced water availability, sea level rises up to 0.79m and an increase in the 

frequency of days where temperatures exceed 35°C.  Notwithstanding these predicted 

impacts, SEQ is already subject to natural hazards and severe weather events including 

bushfires, coastal storm surges and inland flooding.  Existing regional challenges will be 

exacerbated by future climate change impacts and will lead to significant stress for human 

settlements.  Climate adaptation is therefore an imperative for the SEQ metro-region. 

 

The case study examines institutional transformations within the SEQ metro-regional 

planning regime between 1990 and 2012.  It examines a period where three distinct, but 

interrelated, transformative stressors manifested in SEQ and demanded institutional 

responses.  These were rapid population growth, sustainability and climate change.  This 

thesis specifically examines how climate change adaptation became institutionally 

accommodated by the SEQ metro-regional planning regime.  It draws upon an extensive 

documentary analysis and semi-structured interviews.  The resultant data is used to critically 

examine how the SEQ regime responded to each transformative stressor, leading ultimately 

to an institutional response to climate change through the institutionalisation of climate 

adaptation within metro-regional planning governance.   

 

Institutional responses are thematically examined and discussed in terms of institutional 

‘storylines’, the roles and functions of key regional planning agencies and the development 

of planning instruments, including growth management frameworks, statutory instruments 

and formal regional plans.  A central conclusion is that the capacity of the SEQ metro-

regional planning regime to respond to climate change as a transformative stressor through 

adaptation was heavily conditioned by a strengthening institutional context.  The 

institutional context was shaped by the experiences of responding to transformative 

stressors through planning over two decades.  This enabled a strengthening of institutional 

capacity over time.  Consequently, the SEQ metro-regional planning regime was capable of 

responding decisively to stress associated with the manifestation of climate change as a 

transformative stressor through the institutionalisation of climate adaptation within metro-

regional planning governance. 
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1.3 Significance of the Research  
 

Planning-led responses to the adaptation imperative are currently undergoing a significant 

scholarly and professional evolution.  Within that context, this thesis contributes to 

emerging scholarly discussion and debate in the following ways: 

 

1. Theoretical 

A new conceptualisation of institutional transformation is presented in this thesis, focused 

on a new typology of stressors, referred to as ‘transformative stressors’.  This offers an 

innovative approach for understanding institutional transformation in specific contexts.  The 

transformative stressors conceptualisation provides a new way to examine how institutions 

may be compelled to undergo institutional transformation when faced with particular forms 

of stress and impact (Matthews 2012, 2011b).  There is no standard taxonomy of stresses 

affecting institutional change arrangements (Young 2010), so the transformative stressors 

conceptualisation offers a useful and timely theoretical contribution to institutional 

scholarship within the social sciences.  .A transformative stressor is characterised as a 

chronic, large-scale phenomenon, which triggers a process of institutional transformation, 

whereby institutions seek to re-orientate their activities in order to better respond to the 

social, economic and environmental impacts created by the transformative dynamic.  

Climate change, sustainability and rapid population growth are identified and characterised 

as transformative stressors for the SEQ metro-regional planning regime.  However, the 

conceptual framework may be applied to examine the capacity of a wider suite of 

institutions to respond to these, as well as other transformative stressors.  Other potential 

transformative stressors include petroleum depletion, severe food shortages and water 

insecurity.  As such, the framework offers scope for wider application in terms of 

understanding institutional transformation, leading to the institutionalisation of governance 

responses, prompted by the manifestation of a range of transformative stressors across 

scales.   

 

2. Methodological 

This thesis uses the ‘storylines’ model as a central method for data analysis (Hajer 1993, 

1995).  Storylines are proposed by Hajer as means through which narratives of social reality 

may become institutionally recognised.  Storylines can exert strong institutional influences 



7 

 

by discursively framing certain issues and turning them into compelling narratives for 

institutionalisation.  The model has been used widely in scholarship (see, for example, 

Bulkeley 2000, Fischer 2003, Lovell, Bulkeley and Owens 2009, Low, Gleeson and Rush 

2003).  However, there are few determined methodological processes used to identify and 

characterise particular storylines and the ways in which they may condition institutional 

responses.  In this regard, the appropriateness of using the storylines model could be 

questioned, given its lack of a definitive methodological application.  Alternative approaches 

could have been used.  These may have included content analysis using a categorical system 

of coding (for example, Howland, Larsen Becker and Prelli 2006), applying a critical discourse 

approach (Fairclough 2003), or the use of framing (see, for example, Entman 1993, Oliver 

and Johnson 2000).  Notwithstanding the potential utility of using such methodological 

approaches, this thesis uses the storylines model.  In doing so, it addresses the knowledge 

gap around identifying and characterising storylines by advancing its own methodological 

approach.  This offers a new approach to identifying and synthesising storylines in 

institutional contexts.  This thesis applies the work of Yanow (2000), which focuses on 

conducting interpretive policy analysis and deconstructing the architecture of policy 

arguments, to Hajer’s storylines model.  The approach is of particular use as a means of 

identifying and understanding how particular storylines can communicate institutional 

thinking, which in turn conditions the nature, extent and character of institutional responses 

to specific imperatives.  As such, it represents a significant methodological contribution of 

this thesis. 

 

3. Empirical  

Empirical insights into institutional responses to climate change through adaptation across 

scales and sectors have increased over the last decade, as scholarly attention has focused on 

the necessity and efficacy of adaptation as a response strategy (IPCC 2007b, Schipper 2006, 

2007, Steffen 2009).  This thesis adds to this nascent and important field of knowledge.  It 

specifically provides a rigorous and detailed account of the circumstances under which 

climate change adaptation became institutionally accommodated by the SEQ metro-regional 

planning regime.  This offers a rich contextualisation of how and why climate adaptation 

became an issue for metro-regional planning governance in a heavily urbanised and highly 

vulnerable region.  There is a lack of empirical investigation into the internal and external 

factors that may prompt planning regimes to respond to climate change by institutionalising 

climate adaptation within formal planning governance (Newman, Beatley and Boyer 2009, 
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Wilson 2006, Wilson and Piper 2010).  This thesis addresses that deficiency and provides 

new knowledge and perspective.  The specific case of the SEQ metro-regional planning 

regime is also significant as it represents an early institutional attempt to pursue climate 

adaptation through statutory planning policies on a regional scale.  An in-depth institutional 

examination focused on this unique case study has not been undertaken previously and 

therefore represents an important empirical contribution in its own right. 

 

1.4 Structure of the Thesis 
 

This thesis is systematically structured in order to comprehensively respond to its research 

aims and questions.  This Chapter introduces the nature of the research problem being 

examined, the scholarly debates this thesis seeks to address and the significance of this 

research.  Chapters 2 to 9 may be categorised into four elements.  The literature review 

underpinning this thesis is presented in Chapters 2, 3 and 4.  Its methodological basis and 

approach is established Chapter 5.  Chapter 6, 7 and 8 present empirical findings from the 

South East Queensland case study and provide critical examination of the findings.  Chapter 

9 provides final conclusions and critically reflects on the research outcomes relative to the 

research aims and questions that guide this thesis.   

 

Chapter 2 closely examines the phenomenon of climate change and the potential for 

responding through both mitigation and adaptation.  The Chapter considers these issues 

relative to the global scale, the national Australian scale and the SEQ regional scale.  Chapter 

2 draws on a substantial body of literature in order to qualify climate change as a unique and 

significant challenge for human settlements and urban systems.  It examines the role of 

capacity of mitigation as an institutional response to associated challenges.  The Chapter 

then substantially assesses the role of climate change adaptation as an institutional 

response to climate change impacts.  A central argument of this thesis, that climate 

adaptation is an institutional imperative, is presented in Chapter 2 and qualified relative to 

existing scholarship.   

 

Social scientific perspectives on institutions and institutional processes are evaluated in 

Chapter 3.  It examines institutional transformation as a key institutional process, 

particularly when institutions are faced with new or emerging imperatives.  It argues that 

existing scholarly understandings of institutional transformation underestimate the 
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phenomenon of how particular stressors have the capacity to enact institutional change.  

The Chapter addresses this shortcoming in existing social scientific literature by presenting a 

conceptualisation of institutional transformation, focused on a new typology of stressors.  

These stressors are referred to as ‘transformative stressors’.  The Chapter characterises 

transformative stressors in detail, before specifically establishing climate change, rapid 

population growth and sustainability as transformative stressors. 

 

Chapter 4 concludes the literature review informing this thesis.  It examines social scientific 

characterisations of planning as a set of institutional processes.  Planning regimes are 

identified as multi-scalar institutions that must undergo institutional transformation in order 

to adequately respond to transformative stressors, particularly climate change, in urban and 

metropolitan contexts.  Responding to the transformative stresses of climate change 

through climate adaptation is identified as a key institutional imperative for planning 

regimes.  An extensive examination of the potential advantages of institutionally 

accommodating climate adaptation through planning at the metro-regional scale is also 

provided.  A knowledge gap within scholarship in respect of the circumstances under which 

planning regimes may successfully respond to climate change at the metro-regional scale is 

identified in Chapter 4.  Reducing this deficiency in scholarship is identified as another key 

contribution of the broader research enquiry undertaken by this thesis. 

 

The methodological program that underpins this thesis is presented in Chapter 5.  It details 

the rationale for using a case study approach and qualifies the selection of South East 

Queensland as the case study area.  The Chapter discusses how the data collection process 

was conducted using extensive textual analysis and a program of semi-structured interviews 

with key actors in the SEQ metro-regional planning regime.  It also discusses the methods of 

analysis used to interpret and understand data related to the case study.  This includes 

discussion on the manner in which the work of Yanow (2000), which focuses on conducting 

interpretive policy analysis and deconstructing the architecture of policy arguments, is 

applied to Hajer’s (1993, 1995) storylines model.  Chapter 5 also addresses matters relating 

to the reliability of the research, potential limitations to it, the avoidance of bias and its 

compliance with ethical standards. 

 

Empirical findings from the South East Queensland case study are presented in Chapters 6, 7 

and 8.  The Chapters critically and thematically examine how the SEQ regime institutionally 
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responded to three distinct, but interrelated, transformative stressors between 1990 and 

2012.  They are rapid population growth, sustainability and climate change.  Each Chapter 

also thematic discusses future prospects for the institutionalisation of climate adaptation 

within SEQ metro-regional planning governance.  Chapter 6 reports how each 

transformative stressor conditioned planning responses to related stresses and impacts 

through institutional storylines.  It critically discusses how each storyline played a specific 

role in creating an institutional context where the SEQ metro-regional planning regime 

developed greater institutional response capacity, when faced with the manifestation of 

each transformative stressor.  Chapter 6 draws upon these findings to demonstrate how 

storylines connected to the manifestation of climate change as a transformative stressor 

facilitated responses through the institutionalisation of climate adaptation within metro-

regional planning governance. 

 

Chapter 7 critically examines the roles, functions and input of five key SEQ planning agencies 

in institutionalising planning responses to transformative stresses associated with rapid 

population growth, sustainability and climate change.  It reports how the transformative 

stressors and their associated storylines prompted each planning agency to develop and 

coordinate particular planning responses.  The Chapter demonstrates planning agencies 

responded to each transformative stressor through regional planning governance and how 

these responses contributed to the development of an over-arching institutional capacity 

over time.  Chapter 7 critically examines how this institutional capacity facilitated planning 

agencies in responding to the manifestation of climate change as a transformative stressor 

through climate adaptation in the mid-2000s. 

 

The institutional evolution of the SEQ metro-regional planning regime in respect of how it 

has responded to rapid population growth, sustainability and climate change through key 

regional planning instruments is examined in Chapter 8.  The Chapter assesses how 

institutional detection, recognition and acceptance of each transformative stressor 

generated responses through key regional planning instruments, including statutory and 

non-statutory regional plans.  It demonstrates how a strengthening of responses over time 

facilitated climate adaptation becoming institutionalised within SEQ metro-regional planning 

governance, in response to the manifestation of climate change as a transformative stressor.  

It also discusses prospects for future institutionalisation of climate adaptation within metro-

regional planning governance in SEQ. 
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Final conclusions and critical reflections are provided in Chapter 9.  These focus on the 

research outcomes of this thesis, relative to its research aims and questions.  The Chapter 

thematically addresses each research question and critically reflects on key findings, learning 

and implications from the SEQ case study.  It reviews and examines the contributions of this 

thesis to institutional theory, particularly in respect of how transformative stressors can 

enact institutional change.  Its broader implications for social science are also summarised 

and examined.  
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Chapter 2: The Stress of Anthropogenic Climate Change and 
Responding through Adaptation as an Institutional Imperative  
 

2.1 Introduction   
 

The aim of this Chapter is to highlight and critically examine the stress of anthropogenic 

climate change and the key responses that may be engaged to manage or minimise its 

impacts.  This Chapter presents a detailed examination of scientific literature and debate to 

addresses institutional responses to climate change through both mitigation and adaptation.  

Peer reviewed scholarly literature is primarily used in this Chapter.  However, non peer 

reviewed ‘grey’ literature, is employed at times, though its use is minimal and purposeful.  

Grey literature is used principally in instances where it offers advantage over scholarly 

outputs in terms of its reportage.  An example of grey literature use is assessments of 

climate change response as presented in a non-scholarly document such as the Stern Review 

on the Economics of Climate Change (Stern 2006).  Climate change responses are examined 

in this Chapter as they relate to the global scale, the national Australian scale and the 

regional scale in South East Queensland.  Climate change is presented as a particular and 

significant stress for urban settlements.  This Chapter assesses mitigation as an institutional 

response to climate change in the context of current and historical institutional efforts 

aimed at utilising it as a response strategy.  The role of climate change adaptation as an 

institutional response to climate change stress is then examined in detail.  The nature and 

character of adaptation is closely examined, as are its potential benefits and limitations.  A 

central argument of this thesis is that responding to climate change through climate 

adaptation is an institutional imperative.  The argument is presented, discussed and 

qualified in this Chapter.   

 

2.2 The Stress of Anthropogenic Climate Change 
 

This thesis addresses the mounting global stress of anthropogenic climate change and 

responses to the phenomenon, primarily through climate adaptation.  It is concerned with 

anthropogenic climate change and all discussions of climate change refer to that 

phenomenon rather than natural climate change or climate variability.  Climate change is a 

real and immediate threat, with early manifestations and impacts becoming evident in 
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climate shifts now occurring across the planet (American Meteorological Society 2012, 

Garnaut 2008, IPCC 2012, 2007, Stern 2006).  The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change (IPCC) defines impacts as the effects on human and natural systems of physical 

events, disasters and climate change (2011, p. 561).  Whilst this thesis accepts the validity of 

this construct, it applies a modified version of this definition that is more closely related to 

its enquiry.  Specifically, this thesis understands impacts as negative material or physical 

effects generated by or associated with climate change. 

 

The weight of scientific evidence demonstrates that current and on-going changes to climate 

regimes are primarily driven by human actions and associated greenhouse gas (GHG) 

emissions (CSIRO 2012, IPCC 2011, 2007, Steffen 2009, Stern 2006).  Carbon dioxide (CO2) is 

the main GHG contributing to climate change, but methane (CH4), nitrous oxide (N20), 

sulphur hexafluoride (SF6) and chlorofluorocarbons (CFC) are also classed as greenhouse 

gases and work in tandem with carbon dioxide to increase the greenhouse effect.  Stresses 

associated with climate change will be widespread and devastating unless suitable response 

mechanisms are meaningfully implemented (Climate Commission 2011, Garnaut 2008, IPCC 

2011, 2007).  Whilst the IPCC does not specifically define stress in the context of climate 

change, it does appear to understand stress as negative impacts associated with climate 

change that have harmful implications for human and natural systems (2011).  This thesis 

applies a similar interpretation and understands stress as negative impacts connected to 

climate change which have potential to cause escalating harm over time and which may 

consequently be detected and responded to though institutional processes.  

 

The natural history of the Earth is characterised by changes to climate patterns, with climate 

fluctuations of varying intensity having occurred throughout history (IPCC 2011, 2007).  

Carbon dating techniques provide clear scientific evidence of these cycles and their impacts.  

Recorded data allows climate scientists to clearly track and illustrate fluctuating global 

temperatures and associated atmospheric gas concentrations and how these have affected 

the Earth’s recent climate record (Parmesan and Yohe 2003).  These changes have led to 

mass extinctions of species, significant rises and falls in sea levels and five major ice ages – 

the Huronian, Cryogenian, Andean-Saharan, Karoo Ice Age and the Quaternary glaciations 

(Lockwood 1979).  Historical climate change is differentiated from the modern phenomenon 

of anthropogenic climate change as the former lacks an anthropogenic basis, occurred over 

much longer time-scales and resulted from natural processes.  In addition, the current pace 
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of climate change is far more rapid than previously recorded warming trends and is 

significantly out of proportion with any historical variations recorded in the last 1,000 years 

(IPCC 2007; 2001).   

 

International concern related to anthropogenic climate change began to intensify in the 

later part of the 20th century.  The United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change (IPCC) was established in 1988 to report on the emerging issue of climate change.  

The function of the IPCC is to synthesise international scientific expertise to investigate and 

establish a position on the reality and risk of anthropogenic climate change.  The Panel also 

investigate potential consequences of the climate change, along with potential responses.  

The first IPCC Assessment Report (AR1) was completed in 1990 and presented the collective 

opinions of over 1,000 scientists.  It endorsed the greenhouse effect hypothesis and 

specifically linked human activities with escalating atmospheric concentrations of 

greenhouse gases (IPCC 1990).  The Report argued that the greenhouse effect, if left 

unmitigated, would result in additional warming of the Earth and changes to climatic 

regimes across scales and beyond expected natural variance.  Three further IPCC reports 

followed AR1.  AR2 was published in 1996, AR3 in 2001 and AR4 in 2007.  Each report 

reiterated and further endorsed the main findings of AR1 in relation to anthropogenic 

climate change. 

 

Climate change is already exerting disruptive influence across the planet at a variety of 

scales.  Changes to climate patterns worldwide have been documented in both physical 

systems and biological processes (CSIRO 2011, IPCC 2011, 2007, Wilson and Piper 2010).  

Recorded changes to biological processes include changes to bird migration patterns, earlier 

onset of seasonal markers such as egg-laying, the premature end of hibernation cycles and 

shifts in the ranges of certain flora and fauna to higher altitudes and towards the poles 

(Wilson and Piper 2010).  Evidence of changes to physical systems includes variances in the 

circulation of heat across the planet through ocean circulation, increased storm intensity 

and frequency, the seasonal accumulation and thinning of polar ice and the observed retreat 

of most of the world’s glaciers (American Meteorological Society 2012; Wilson and Piper 

2010).   

 

Sea level has risen by a global average of approximately 17cm in the 20th century, with the 

rate of rise increasing from the early 1990s (American Meteorological Society 2012).  Almost 
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half of the observed sea level rise since the 1970s is caused by increases in ocean 

temperatures causing water expansion (IPCC 2007).  The melting of continental glaciers and 

ice sheets on Greenland and Antarctica has also contributed to rising sea levels.  Global 

surface temperature data, measured over both land and ocean, shows that the global 

temperature increased by about 0.8C between 1901 and 2010, with 0.5C of that change 

having occurred between 1979 and 2010 (American Meteorological Society 2012).  Ten of 

the warmest years in global temperature records occurred between 1997 and 2011, with 

2005 and 2010 noted as the warmest two years in more than a century of climate records. 

 

Climate change is projected to generate a range of impacts, which will vary globally in both 

incidence and intensity (Climate Commission 2011, CSIRO 2012, IPCC 2007, 2011, UN-

HABITAT 2011).  Vulnerability to climate change, defined as “the propensity or 

predisposition to be adversely affected” (IPCC 2011, p. 564), is likely to increase as climate 

change intensifies.  It follows that vulnerability to climate change will increase as the 

phenomenon and its impacts intensify.  Current scientific evidence indicates that overall 

global temperatures are projected to increase because of climate change.  These will, lead to 

changes to rainfall patterns, increased frequency and severity of droughts and an increased 

probability of heat waves.  The frequency of extreme weather events including ice storms, 

tornados, heavy rainfalls and hurricanes is also predicted to increase.  Coastal flooding will 

increase due to rising sea levels and more frequent inland storm surges.  This may lead to 

the displacement of some populations in vulnerable and coastal locations.  Potable water 

availability is projected to decline in some areas due to declining snowpack, reduced stream-

flow and lower lake levels.  Increasing global temperatures and associated climate change 

impacts are also forecast to result in increased stress and damage to vulnerable ecosystems 

and habitats.  Some climate change impacts are now unavoidable, due to historic 

greenhouse gas emissions.  This means that some stress and vulnerability associated with 

climate change is now inevitable.  Consequently, efforts to avoid ‘dangerous’ climate change 

and associated impacts should still be treated as a major global priority. 

 

2.3 Avoiding ‘Dangerous’ Climate Change  
 

There is extensive scientific debate addressing the issue of ‘dangerous’ climate change, as 

distinct from manageable climate change.  This may be addressed in terms of levels of GHG 

in the atmosphere or in terms of temperature increases.  A global temperature increase of 
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2C is generally acknowledged as the threshold for manageable climate change.  The United 

Nations Climate Change Conference, held in Bali in 2007, heard that any change in 

temperature above the 2C threshold would represent a tipping point and that self-

perpetuating feedback loops may begin to occur (Wilson and Piper 2010).  Scientific analysis 

indicates that human activity has produced a cumulative total of 530 billion tonnes of CO2 

over the last 250 years (CSIRO 2011).  It is anticipated that there is a 50:50 chance of staying 

within the target of no more than a 2C temperature rise if cumulative emissions do not 

exceed 1 trillion tonnes of CO2 in total.  Current emissions profiles indicate that this target 

will be exceeded during the 2040s if average emission rates for the period 2000-2010 

continue.  Global emissions fell between 2008 and 2010 due to declines in economic activity 

brought about by the Global Financial Crisis (GFC).  If the emissions profile of 2010 is used as 

a baseline, it will take until the 2060s to reach 1 trillion tonnes of cumulative emissions.  

Irrespective of which profile is used, a substantial curtailment of GHG emissions is necessary 

to avoid ‘dangerous’ climate change. 

 

Scientific evidence indicates that the Earth’s climate will continue to change for many years, 

even if widespread and extensive GHG abatement occurs and global temperature increase 

does not exceed 2C.  This is due to the amount of greenhouse gases already added to the 

atmosphere and heat already absorbed by the oceans (CSIRO 2012; 2011, IPCC 2007, Steffen 

2009).  Global sea levels will continue to rise due to on-going glacier and ice melt, though 

levels of increase will vary across locations.  Recent scientific modelling indicates that sea 

levels will rise by between 27cm and 71cm in during the 21st century (American 

Meteorological Society 2012).  Rising global temperature will increase atmospheric water 

content, which will in turn accelerate the global hydrological cycle.  This will lead to 

increased rain activity in some locations and a pronounced decline in others.  Severe 

droughts and floods will become more common, along with increased storm, hurricane and 

cyclone activity.  Urban settlements are likely to be severely affected by climate change 

impacts over the coming decades, as the world’s population becomes predominately 

urbanized.  The urban context of climate change stress is examined in the next section.  

 

2.4 The Urban Context of Climate Change Stress 
   

The majority of the world’s population now lives and works within in urbanised areas and 

the trend is projected to continue (UN 2009b).  Urban settlements may be understood as 
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systems that exist, grow and evolve based on “the constantly evolving spatial product of the 

flow of social, economic, infrastructural and ecological systems which grow and develop 

around an urban area” (Gleeson 2008, p. 2656).  Urban settlements contribute substantial 

volumes of greenhouse gases and consequently contribute significantly to climate change.  

As such, they are the principal source of emerging climate threats (Garnaut 2008, Gleeson 

2007, 2008, IPCC 2007).  Approximately 70% of all greenhouse gas emissions are generated 

in the world’s urban areas (UN-HABITAT 2011).   

 

The viability and function of urban settlements, including cities and metropolitan regions, 

will be affected by climate change (Gleeson 2008, IPCC 2007, 2011, Shaw, Colley and Connell 

2007, Wilson and Piper 2010).  The specific stress impacts of climate change on urban 

systems will vary depending on factors including geographic location, topography, elevation 

and proximity to coastlines and flood zones (IPCC 2007, Wilson and Piper 2010).  Stresses 

may include: reductions in potable water; more regular and severe weather events such as 

heavy rain-falls and cyclones; increased incidences of flooding, inland storm surges; an 

increase in urban heat island effects and; extreme heat events (Climate Commission 2011, 

CSIRO 2012, IPCC 2007, 2011).  The nature and scope of potential climate change stresses 

means that the majority of urban systems and their residents worldwide are vulnerable to 

some degree (Condon, Cavens and Miller 2008).  In addition, specific urban features may 

exacerbate climate change vulnerability.  Such features include: 

 

 Population densities and associated demand for development land can reduce green 

spaces that could otherwise reduce heat, water runoff and air pollution 

 Asphalt, concrete, tarmac and other hard surfacing absorb heat from the sun, 

causing an ‘urban heat island’ effect (UHE), which adds to elevated temperatures 

 Hard surfacing reduces the absorption of rain water, which can overwhelm 

stormwater systems, increase flood risks and over-burden piped systems 

 Increasing populations put pressure on water supplies, leading to an increased 

potential for shortages 

(Shaw, Colley and Connell 2007, Wilson and Piper 2010) 

 

The relationship between urban settlements and climate change is central to wider debates 

on climate change and associated responses.  Urban settlements contribute significantly to 

climate change and stand to suffer heavily from its impacts.  Urban stress impacts associated 
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with climate change are likely to substantial in Australia in the absence of adequate 

response strategies (Garnaut 2008, Hennessy et al. 2007, Steffen 2009).  Australia is both 

heavily urbanized and very vulnerable to climate change.  The South East Queensland (SEQ) 

metro- region, which is located on the eastern coast of Australia, is especially vulnerable 

(Hennessy et al. 2007).  The next section first places climate change and associated stresses 

within the broader context of Australia, before situating it in the metro-regional context of 

SEQ. 

 

 

Figure 1: Annual greenhouse gas emissions in selected cities. 

 (adapted from Hoornweg, Sugar and Gomez 2011) 

 

2.5 The Australian and South East Queensland Contexts of Climate 
Change 
 

Scientific observations demonstrate that early climate change impacts are occurring in 

Australia and are consistent with global observations over recent decades (CSIRO 2012). The 

planet’s average surface temperature has increased by approximately 0.8°C since 1900.  

Average surface temperatures rose by slightly more in Australia during the same period, 

with warming of 0.9°C observed.  Climate change stresses in Australia are beginning to 

manifest clearly.  For example, there has been a substantial increase weather conditions 

associated with high fire danger since the late 1990s at many locations in southeastern 

Australia.  Sea-surface temperatures off the western Australian coast have been at or near 

record high values as part of a significant warming of the oceans in the past 50 years.  Whilst 

average rainfall levels for Australia did not change much during the 20th century, there were 
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notable changes to regional rainfall levels.  Perhaps most notable is the 15% decline in 

rainfall in the south west of Western Australia (Bates et al. 2008).   

 

A drying trend has also been observed in the east and south of Australia, resulting in 

significant declines in rainfall across Victoria and South Australia since the early 1990s 

(Steffen 2009).  This drying trend began around the middle of the 20th century and has 

accelerated since 1970.  Droughts are expected to increase in southern areas of the 

continent.  Wet periods will continue to occur but will generally be less frequent.  However, 

rainfall will likely be more intense when wet periods occur (CSIRO 2012).  Overall, water 

availability will continue to be negatively affected by these trends, with implications for the 

agricultural, commercial and domestic sectors.  Average Australian temperatures are 

projected to rise within a range of 0.6 to 1.5°C by 2030, compared to averages recorded 

between 1980 and 1999.  There is predicted to be an increase in the average number of hot 

days and warm nights and a decline in cool days and cold nights.  Average temperatures 

could rise by as much as 5°C by 2070 if current emissions levels continue (CSIRO 2012).   

 

South East Queensland (SEQ) is particularly vulnerable to climate change.  Average 

temperatures are expected to rise by 1°C above the 1961-1990 baseline by 2030 (Climate 

Commission 2012).  The IPCC Report on Australia and New Zealand, prepared as part of the 

Panel’s Fourth Assessment Report (AR4), highlights SEQ as one of six vulnerability ‘hot spots’ 

in Australia (Hennessy et al. 2007).  This designation highlights the fact that SEQ is 

particularly exposed to climate change, relative to other parts of Australia.  Four major 

climate change stresses are expected to intensify in SEQ during the 21st century (CSIRO 2011, 

DIP 2009b). The first is increased inundation due to more severe weather systems, along 

with storm surges and increases in sea level.  This will impact severely on coastal 

infrastructure and settlements.  The second is a general reduction in water availability, with 

implications for human settlements, industrial processes, agriculture and natural 

ecosystems.  The third is an expected increase in high air temperatures and the number of 

days with temperatures of 35C or more.  This will lead to increased heat stress and an 

associated demand for air conditioning.  The fourth is an increase in disease and pest risk 

and an increase in the distribution of disease vectors.  This will have significant implications 

for human health, particularly if diseases like dengue fever become established throughout 

the region. 
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Both Australia generally and SEQ specifically are already subject to severe weather and 

natural hazards such as inland flooding, bushfires and coastal storm surges.  Projected 

climate change stresses and impacts will exacerbate these.  The established frequency of 

such weather events will be disrupted and intensified by climate change impacts.  This will 

challenge the viability of human and natural systems over the coming decades.  Climate 

change will have wide-ranging and severe impacts and will generate significant stresses.  As 

such, the challenge of climate change demands adequate responses through mitigation and 

adaptation.  Institutionalising these responses requires technical and institutional action, 

which presents both challenges and opportunities.  Responding to climate change through 

mitigation and adaptation and related issues are discussed in the following sections. 

 

2.6 Mitigation as an Institutional Response to Climate Change 
 

Svante Arrhenious, a Swedish scientist, first identified the potential for anthropogenic 

climate change in 1896.  Arrhenious postulated that the Earth’s atmosphere could trap 

carbon dioxide (C02), which would in turn act as an atmospheric barrier and prohibit the 

release of thermal radiation from the planet’s surface into space (Arrhenious 1896).  This 

would lead to a greenhouse effect, where trapped heat would cause the planet’s surface to 

warm.  Arrhenious argued that this greenhouse effect would be exacerbated by human 

activity, particularly the combustion of hydrocarbons, and could eventually alter the planet’s 

climate.  This validity of this view was the subject of extensive scientific discourse 

throughout the 20th century.  Keeling’s (1960) extensive investigations measured increases 

in atmospheric CO2 concentrations and determined that diurnal, seasonal and year-on-year 

increases in CO2 concentrations were approximately matched by the level of human fossil 

fuel combustion.  Though Keeling did not seek to directly address the adequacy of 

Arrhenious’ greenhouse hypothesis, his findings nonetheless supported its validity.  

Methane (CH4), nitrous oxide (N20), and chlorofluorocarbons (CFC) were later identified in 

the 1970s as compounding the greenhouse effect.   

 

Scientific discourse concerned with the greenhouse effect and anthropogenic climate 

change led to the emergence of mitigation as a strategy for responding to climate change 

and its predicted impacts in the late 20th century.  The term mitigation in climate change 

discourse refers to anthropogenic interventions to reduce the sources of greenhouse gases 

or to enhance the mechanisms for storing them (IPCC 1990).  As Laukkonen et al. (2009) 
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observe, mitigation aims to avoid the unmanageable impacts of climate change, whilst trying 

to limit overall impacts.  It has been a key institutional response to climate change since the 

1990s and the approach has significantly influenced climate change discourse internationally 

(Steffen 2009, Schipper 2007).  It is now widely discussed and applied in various contexts 

and at all levels, from international to individual (Laukkonen et al. 2009).   

 

Mitigation needs to occur on a collective, global level in order to be most effective (Klein, 

Schipper and Dessai 2005, Wilbanks et al. 2003).  This is because greenhouse gases that 

collect in the atmosphere can potentially affect the entire planet, irrespective of the volume 

of gases any one country produces over other.  Effective mitigation can “reduce the rate and 

magnitude of climate change globally, thus reducing risks for countries, regions and sensitive 

sectors and systems all over the world” (Wilbanks et al. 2003, p. 34).  However, whilst it is 

possible to try and regulate global emissions levels through institutional outputs such as 

global accords, actual success will only follow if individual countries accept mitigation targets 

and institutionally address mitigation within their own jurisdiction.  This can be achieved 

through a combination of institutionally directed legislation, regulation and policy (Garnaut 

2008; Schipper 2007; Stern 2006). 

 

The majority of greenhouse gas emissions are generated through five sectors (IPCC 2001, 

2007).  These are energy, transport, agriculture, forestry/land clearing and industry.  

Responding to climate change through mitigation requires each sector to reduce its 

emissions profile through behaviour change, the pursuit of efficiencies and the use and use 

of new or alternative technologies.  Reductions in greenhouse gases from the energy, 

transport, industrial and agricultural sectors can be achieved through the use of new or 

renewable forms of energy production, measures to improve existing energy demand and 

adopting improved technologies, materials and work processes.  Responses to the need for 

mitigation in the forestry sector can come through sustainable forest management, 

afforestation, reforestation and rehabilitation of areas affected by drought and 

desertification (CSIRO 2011, Wilbanks et al. 2003).   

 

The management of GHG emissions is not entirely sector specific.  Non-sector specific 

activities can also contribute to efforts to lower emissions profiles.  Oceans, marine and 

coastal ecosystems, wetlands and wilderness areas all function as carbon sinks by absorbing 

CO2.  Strategies to protect and enhance these will potentially help to reduce GHG emissions 
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through natural and biological processes.  Education, training and raising public awareness 

can also help by encouraging individuals to minimize their consumption and waste.  

Mitigation can also produce win-win outcomes if correctly implemented.  An example of this 

in the industrial sector may be a switch to new technologies that reduces emissions as well 

as costs.  Applied to the level of the individual, cycling to work rather than taking the car 

saves carbon and the cost of petrol, whilst also improving fitness. 

 

2.6.1 Global institutional responses to climate change through mitigation  
 

The Kyoto Protocol is the most significant global institutional response to climate change so 

far.  It is an international protocol under the United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change (UNFCCC) aimed at responding to climate change through mitigation.  The 

over-arching aim of the UNFCCC is the “stabilization of greenhouse gas concentrations in the 

atmosphere at a level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with the 

climate system” (UN 1992, p. 4).  The Kyoto Protocol, developed under the auspices of the 

UNFCCC, was adopted in Kyoto, Japan, on 11 December 1997.  It came into force on 16 

February 2005.  The over-arching aim of the Kyoto Protocol is the stabilization of 

greenhouse gases at a level projected to avoid dangerous anthropogenic impact on the 

Earth’s climate system.  This means that most signatories are obliged to utilize mitigation to 

manage their GHG emissions between 2008 and 2012, relative to recorded emissions levels 

in a designated base year.  The year 1990 is most commonly used as a base year for this 

purpose.  The United States failed to ratify the Protocol, the only developed country to do 

so.  Canada originally ratified, but subsequently withdrew in 2011.  Most developing 

countries chose to ratify the Kyoto Protocol, with only Afghanistan, South Sudan and Angola 

failing to do so. 

 

A major aim of the Kyoto Protocol is to provide an institutional basis for reducing global GHG 

emissions by requiring each participating country to achieve their individual targets, thus 

leading to overall reductions in global emissions.  In other words, meeting targets at the 

planetary scale can be achieved through specific mitigation at national, regional and local 

scales.  Three institutional instruments are offered by the Kyoto Protocol to help individual 

countries to meet their obligations for GHG reductions.  The first is emissions trading (Article 

17), where countries that have emission units to spare relative to their permitted emission 

levels, can sell their excess capacity to countries that are over their targets.  The second 
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policy instrument is the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) (Article 12).  Under the CDM, 

countries with an emission-limitation commitment can implement an emission-reduction 

project in developing countries.  These projects can be quantified through a system of 

credits, where each credit earned is equivalent to a one tonne reduction in CO2.  The third 

instrument is Joint Implementation (JI) (Article 6), which permits a country with an emission-

limitation commitment to earn emission reduction units from another with an emission-

limitation commitment. 

 

Recent climate science indicates that atmospheric GHG concentrations continue to increase 

and that human activity is the main cause of these increases.  This has occurred in spite of 

the aims and strategies set out under the Kyoto Protocol.  Global concentrations of 

atmospheric CO2 actually increased between 2009 and 2011, at a rate of 2 parts per million 

(ppm), while nitrous oxide increased by almost 1 part per billion (ppb) during the same 

period (CSIRO 2012).  The amount of CO2 in the atmosphere reached record levels in 2011, 

when it climbed to 390 ppm, a level not seen in over 800,000 years.  CO2 levels were 

approximately 280 ppm in 1850, when industrialisation was rapidly increasing.  This 

indicates that targets set by the Kyoto Protocol are not being met and that human activity is 

contributing to rapidly increasing GHG levels in spite the recognised threat of anthropogenic 

climate change.  In addition, there is currently no successor to the Kyoto Protocol and it 

looks unlikely that one will emerge in the near future.  As such, the hope for effective global 

mitigation as a response to anthropogenic climate change appears limited at present. 

 

2.6.2 Australian institutional responses to climate change through 
mitigation  
 

Australia is one of a group of 20 countries that together produce more than 75% of all global 

GHG emissions (Climate Commission 2012).  It is the 15th largest emitter globally and has an 

overall emissions profile similar to Italy, France and the Republic of Korea (Climate 

Commission 2011).  Despite a relatively small population of 22 million people, Australia has 

the world’s highest emissions profile per individual, with annual per capita carbon emissions 

of 23.9 tonnes equivalent (Climate Commission 2012a).  That figure represents a five-fold 

increase over average per capita emissions in China and is 16 times higher than the average 

in India.  Australia’s large emissions profile is a result of the cumulative effects of electricity 

generation, transport, land clearing, agriculture and industrial processes.  The economy is 

heavily dependent on fossil fuels as a source of energy and the energy sector is the country’s 
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principal contributor of GHG.  Coal accounts for approximately 75% of input material for 

electricity production nationally.  Agriculture contributes the next highest amount of GHG.  

Australia is heavily car dependent, so transport also generates a significant volume of 

emissions (DEWR 2007). 

 

Australia became a signatory to the Kyoto Protocol in 2007.  The country pledged to 

unconditionally to reduce its absolute emissions by 5% by 2020 compared with 2000 levels 

(Climate Commission 2012).  This level of commitment is broadly in line with international 

averages (Warwick et al. 2011).  Australia’s 5 % emissions reduction target is broadly 

comparable to current targets set by the United States, Japan, Europe and China, which 

together contribute more than 50% of global emissions.  Australia is prepared to adopt a 

more ambitious target of up to 15% emissions reduction under conditions that relate to the 

extent of global action.  Furthermore, Australia is prepared to adopt an even more 

substantial target of 25% reduction under strict conditions (Climate Commission 2012).  The 

main condition in this respect is that there must be comprehensive global action capable of 

stabilising atmospheric greenhouse gas concentrations at 450 parts per million or lower.  

This is a bi-partisan commitment and is currently supported by the Australian Labor Party 

(ALP) and the Liberal Party (Climate Commission 2012).   

 

 

Figure 2: Australian greenhouse gas emissions by sector in 2008. 

(adapted from DEWR 2007) 

 

2.6.3 Limitations of mitigation as a response 
 

Human activity has resulted in a steady increase in atmospheric GHG levels since the 
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Industrial Revolution.  These levels continue to increase and must be managed in an effort 

to avoid catastrophic climate change stress.  Mitigation therefore remains a crucial 

challenge.  However, the problem is exacerbated by historical anthropogenic GHGs that are 

now captured in the atmosphere.  Mitigation, achieved through a combination of individual 

and collective action, may limit the extent of future emissions, but potential for some 

climate change impacts remains due to gases that are already captured in the atmosphere 

(COAG 2007; Garnaut 2008; Stern 2006).  Anthropogenic climate change and its effects are 

predicted to intensify over the coming decades, due to escalating greenhouse gas emissions.  

Efforts towards mitigation undertaken now and into the future cannot diminish the climate 

impacts that will result from gases emitted over the last 150 years, broadly since the 1850s.   

 

Climate change science offers compelling evidence that some impacts of climate change are 

now inevitable due to historical greenhouse gas emissions (CSIRO 2012, IPCC 2007, Steffen 

2009, Schipper 2007).  This knowledge has focused attention on a type of response, 

designed to work in tandem with mitigation.  This is referred to in scientific discourse as 

‘adaptation’ or ‘climate adaptation’.  The need for adaptation as a complementary response 

to mitigation is noted by the IPCC, who state that, “adaptation will be necessary to address 

impacts resulting from the warming which is already unavoidable due to past emissions” 

(IPCC 2007, p. 18).  This thesis addresses responding to climate change through adaptation 

as an immediate institutional imperative (Matthews 2011a, 2011b, 2011c, 2012).  The 

nature and character of adaptation as a response to climate change and its specific 

characterisation as an institutional imperative is illustrated and discussed in the next section. 

 

2.7 Climate Adaptation as an Institutional Response to Climate 
Change Stress 
 

Adaptation to climate change requires direct action to minimize and manage the predicted 

or expected negative consequences of anthropogenic climate change (IPCC 2007b, Adger, 

Arnell and Tompkins 2005).  Successful climate adaptation will reduce vulnerability to 

climate change impacts.  Climate adaptation is specifically understood as “adjustments in 

natural or human systems in response to actual or expected climatic stimuli or their effects, 

which moderates harm or exploits beneficial opportunities” (Parry et al. 2007, p. 869).  

Adaptation involves the development and implementation of locally appropriate strategies 

to reduce the vulnerability of communities, regions or activities to climate change and 
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variability (Dovers and Hezri 2010, IPCC 2007b, Matthews 2011a, Schipper 2007).  Whilst 

mitigation has historically been seen as the major institutional response to climate change 

and its effects, there is now consensus that the imminence, scale and severity of potential 

climate change effects demand a different type of institutional response.  That response 

must come through adaptation of human systems and practices (CSIRO 2012, Gleeson 2008, 

IPCC 2011, 2007b, Newman, Beatley and Boyer 2009).  Whereas mitigation can focus on 

trying to manage and limit the extent of anthropogenic climate change and its impacts, 

adaptation can be institutionally orientated to directly address and manage those impacts.   

 

Climate adaptation is characterised as an institutional imperative by this thesis for three 

reasons (Matthews 2011a, 2012, 2013).  The first reason is the limited success of mitigation 

despite two decades of attention and effort.  The second is the accelerating pace of 

anthropogenic climate change since the early 2000s.  The third concerns the extent to which 

certain climate change impacts are now made certain by historical GHG emissions trapped in 

the planet’s atmosphere.  The preponderance of scientific evidence suggests that climate 

change is caused and exacerbated by anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions and that 

lowering gas emissions will limit climate change effects (Climate Commission 2012, CSIRO 

2012, IPCC 2007; Stern 2006).  Nonetheless, greenhouse gas emissions continue to rise 

globally in spite of efforts towards developing international cooperation with respect to 

emissions reduction.  Effective and collective planetary action is lacking and the successes of 

countries that lower GHGs are being offset by the failures of others.  The net result is a 

general scientific acceptance that some climate change effects are now inevitable and 

unavoidable (CSIRO 2012, IPCC 2011, 2007a; Steffen 2009).  The impact of these will be felt 

to an increasing degree over the coming decades and potentially for long beyond.  Climate 

adaptation strategies must be established through institutional governance, including laws, 

policies and regulations, in an effort to minimise and manage nascent and pending climate 

change impacts.  As such, adaptation is an urgent institutional imperative. 

 

Addressing adaptation as an institutional imperative should not serve to disregard or 

underestimate the on-going necessity and urgency of vigorous efforts towards mitigation.  

One response cannot be traded off against the other, as neither is sufficient on its own.  

Whilst both responses are fundamentally different in their timing, context and character, 

they remain necessary as societies can reduce the risk of damages through both (Wilbanks 

et al. 2003).  The potential and benefits of combining both responses has been extensively 
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discussed in scientific literature (Biesbroek, Swart and van der Knaap 2009, Dowlatabadi 

2007, Klein, Schipper and Desai 2005, Wilbanks et al. 2003).  These discussions support a 

combined use approach to mitigation and adaptation in policy making and strategy.  

Moreover, they point out that a lack of mitigation invariably increases the need for 

adaptation.  For example, adaptation is unlikely to eliminate impacts of climate change in 

extremely vulnerable areas, such as low-lying islands.  Adaptation is also unlikely to reduce 

threats to biodiversity or to cope with the consequences of abrupt climate change (Wilbanks 

et al. 2003).  In such cases, mitigation offers better hope for avoiding or at least minimising 

impacts.  This thesis supports this position and applies the rationale that whilst adaptation is 

an institutional imperative, both responses should still be operationalised in order to 

address different aspects of the climate change challenge and to avoid exceeding limits to 

successful adaptation.   

 

 Adaptation Mitigation 

Timing Costs can occur at any time, 
benefits may be immediate or 
delayed 

Costs now, benefits later 

Geographic 
Incidence 

Usually local costs and local 
benefits 

Local costs and global benefits 

Sectoral and 
regional 

sensitivities 

Feasible in certain sectors and 
regions but not in others 

Impact reductions for all sectors 
and regions 

Relationship to 
uncertainty 

Options to act later with reduced 
uncertainty, but anticipatory 
adaptation is subject more 
uncertainty 

Need for immediate action with 
higher levels of uncertainty 

Figure 3: Distinctions between adaptation and mitigation. 

(adapted from Wilbanks et al. 2003) 

 

2.7.1 Global institutional responses to climate change through adaptation  
 

International scientific debate on adaptation initially lagged behind the mitigation debate.  

Adaptation did not gain significant traction until the early 2000s.  Schipper (2006) identifies 

five reasons for this.  The first is the view that mitigation should be a sufficient response on 

its own and that successful mitigation would remove the need for adaptation.  The second 

reason is the argument that promoting adaptation could undermine commitments to 

mitigation amongst countries, especially those in the developed world.  The third is that 

adaptation is viewed as a long-term response and therefore susceptible to delay or 
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derailment due to more immediate political, social and economic challenges.  The fourth 

reason is the belief that moves to identify adaptation would be seen in some quarters as a 

definitive endorsement of climate science and its proposition that contemporary climate 

change has an anthropogenic basis.  The fifth reason is the belief that discussions held with 

respect to developing funding streams for adaptation would lead to further debates 

concerned with accountability.  Being identified as accountable for the anthropogenic basis 

of climate change would not have been welcomed by developed nations, despite the fact 

that they contribute heavily to GHG emissions.  Consequently, early debates on adaptation 

during the late 1990s were generally framed as a choice between mitigation and adaptation.  

This was in opposition to the current view of the two responses as mutually beneficial, 

interconnected and complementary (Klein 2003, Schipper 2006). 

 

In spite of adaptation now being understood as commensurate with mitigation as a 

response to climate change, there is currently no global institutional framework governing 

how individual countries can or should respond through adaptation.  The 2009 United 

Nations Climate Change Conference, in Copenhagen, was intended to offer a forum for 

discussion and decision in respect of establishing a new international institutional 

framework establishing agreed mitigation targets.  This was intended by governments to act 

as an institutional successor to the Kyoto Protocol.  The meeting failed to develop a legally 

binding mitigation agreement and instead produced a document known as The Copenhagen 

Accord, which sets voluntary mitigation targets for countries.  However, The Accord also 

addresses adaptation.  As such, it is currently the most meaningful approximation of a full 

international agreement on adaptation.   

 

The Copenhagen Accord offers a commitment to adaptation and acknowledges that 

adaptation is necessary for all countries, as it can reduce vulnerability and build resilience to 

climate change impacts (UN 2009a).  It further notes that enhanced international 

cooperation and action is urgently required to develop and implement adaptation actions.  

Whilst the Copenhagen Accord illustrates an agreed need for globalised responses to 

adaptation, it does not set out a firm institutional framework.  Neither is it backed by 

specific institutional directives focused the delivery of adaptation through direct action, the 

use of technologies or capacity building.  Any action in respect taken by countries in respect 

of adaptation is therefore voluntary and subject to domestic institutional recognition and 

response.  However, Australia had begun to respond to climate change stress through 
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adaptation prior to the Copenhagen Accord.  Recent institutional responses to climate 

change stress through adaptation in Australia are discussed in the next section. 

 

2.7.2 Australian responses to climate change through adaptation  
 

Australia began to formally address adaptation as a governmentally mandated response to 

climate change stress in 2004, when the formation of a national climate change adaptation 

program was announced in the Federal Budget.  Two key documents were released in the 

mid-2000s to support this pledge.  The first was a report entitled, The National Climate 

Change Risk and Vulnerability: Promoting an Efficient Response in Australia (AGO 2005).  The 

second was and a framework document which set out potential adaptation actions for 

Australia.  It was entitled, [The] National Climate Change Adaptation Framework (COAG 

2007).  The aim of these documents is to comparatively assess climate change impact risks in 

order to direct the setting of adaptation priorities.  Climate Change, Risk and Vulnerability: 

Promoting an Efficient Adaptation Response in Australia strongly outlines the need for 

adaptation, stating that, “Adaptation strategies [can] increase the resilience of human and 

natural systems to possible changes in climate conditions.  [They are] a framework for 

managing future climate risk [and can offer] the potential of reducing future economic, 

social, and environmental costs as well as protecting life” (AGO 2005, p. viii).  It is also stated 

that, “Prioritising adaptation action requires the identification of vulnerable systems – 

human and natural – the costs if these fail, the scope to reduce this risk and the ability to 

capture any potential benefits” (COAG 2007, p. ix).   

 

A new National Climate Change Policy was issued in 2007 and set out the federal 

government’s commitment to establish a National Climate Adaptation Flagship.  Some $44 

million AUD was made available to support related research and policy development.  

Related strategies to support adaptation research and action were established in the 

National Climate Change Adaptation Framework (COAG 2007).  The framework was to guide 

adaptation work over the following five to seven years.  The National Climate Change 

Adaptation Framework had two major aims.  These were building adaptive capacity and 

reducing sectoral and regional instability.  It also nominated eight specific sectors/regions as 

vulnerable to climate change impacts and offered a set of broad strategic directions to 

reduce vulnerability and promote resilience (COAG 2007, p. 2).  These are: water resources; 
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coastal regions; biodiversity; agriculture, fisheries and forestry; human health; tourism; 

natural disaster management; and settlements, infrastructure and planning. 

 

The most recent national adaptation strategy for Australia was published in 2010 (DCC 

2010).  The document listed six adaptation priorities.  These are: coastal management; 

managing water supplies; infrastructure; natural systems of national significance; preparing 

for and responding to natural disasters; and agriculture.  The document also listed six key 

messages for addressing adaptation across Australia.  These are: the link between current 

decision-making and future vulnerability; that uncertainty not be treated as a reason to 

avoid action; that adaptation takes time; that businesses and communities must be 

understood as vital actors; that governments have an important role in building capacity; 

and that the roles of governments at different scales will vary in addressing in addressing 

adaptation.   

 

A national agenda of research focused on climate adaptation across Australia began in 2008, 

when the Australian Government established the National Climate Change Adaptation 

Research Facility (NCCARF).  The Facility is a partnership between the Australian 

Government Department of Climate Change and Energy Efficiency and Griffith University, 

with a consortium of eight funding partners drawn from across the country.  Seven of the 

partners are other universities and the eighth is the Queensland Government.  The goal of 

NCCARF is to provide decision-makers with the information needed to successfully adapt 

Australia to climate change.  NCCARF had produced 80 research reports and publications by 

early 2013.   

 

Dedicated research into cross-sectoral climate adaptation in South East Queensland (SEQ) 

began in 2009, with the establishment of the South East Queensland Climate Adaptation 

Research Initiative (SEQ-CARI).  This thesis and associated outputs are components of the 

SEQ-CARI research.  The SEQ-CARI project includes a targeted stream designed to assess 

adaptation options related to planning in SEQ.  SEQ-CARI is part of the Commonwealth 

Scientific, Industrial and Research Organisation’s (CSIRO) Adaptation Flagship.  The CSIRO is 

Australia’s national science and research agency and its adaptation flagship program is 

charged with delivering scientific solutions to protect Australia’s national interests in a 

context of global climate change.  The SEQ-CARI project is designed to examine climate 

vulnerabilities in the SEQ region and to develop cost-effective adaptation strategies for 
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different sectors (DIP 2009b).  The sectors are: urban infrastructure; energy; agriculture; 

biodiversity; adaptive capacity; and human settlements.  The project’s major synthesis 

report was released in August 2012 (Low Choy et al. 2012).   

 

2.7.3 Limits to adaptation and maladaptation 
 

Adaptation is now understood as a key institutional response to climate change stress 

(CSIRO 2012, IPCC 2007, 2011, Stern 2006).  However, an over-reliance on adaptation 

coupled with limited efforts towards mitigation is inadvisable as there are limits to the 

capacity of adaptation to manage the worst impacts of climate change.  There are four main 

criticisms of over-relying on adaptation to climate change (Barnett and O’Neill 2010, Adger 

and Barnett 2009).  They are contractions and uncertainties with respect to the window of 

opportunity for adaptation, the difference between adaptive actions and capacity, 

misguided measures of loss and the risk of ‘maladaptation’ (Adger and Barnett 2009, Barnett 

and O’Neill 2010, IPCC 2007, Repetto 2009).  Each criticism is based on an argument that 

there are inherent limits to adaptation and that a failure to utilise mitigation in tandem with 

adaptation will result in these limits being reached and exceeded more quickly and severely. 

 

The first criticism relates to contractions and uncertainties with respect to the window of 

opportunity for adaptation.  Adger and Barnett (2009) argue that global emissions profiles 

are continuing to rise in spite of global agreements and national responses, meaning that 

efforts to limit climate change to 2C may fail.  There remains a capacity to adapt to 

warming of 2C, though that capacity diminishes rapidly when faced with even incremental 

temperature increases beyond that level.  This relates to the possibility of widespread 

changes to global social ecological systems along with unanticipated climate impacts across 

sectors.  As noted by Adger and Barnett, “it is far less certain that widespread adaptation is 

possible beyond 2C of warming” (2009, p. 2801).  Accordingly, capacity for adaptation 

across scales and sectors may diminish significantly in the context of an overreliance on 

adaptation and minimal or no efforts towards mitigation.   

 

The second criticism relates to the fact that adaptive capacity does not guarantee action.  

This is sometimes referred to as the ‘adaptation myth’ (Repetto 2009).  The gap between 

adaptive capacity and action is most obviously observed in failures to plan for future risks in 

current decision-making.  For example, flood risk maps may be based on historical or 
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present risks rather than anticipated or predicted future risks which are in part intensified by 

climate change.  Adger and Barnett argue that the adaptation myth is a real and serious 

issue and that “adaptation has not been well embedded in planning systems...despite 

changes in weather extremes” (2009, p. 2802).  The third criticism of over-relying on 

adaptation to climate change stems from the possibility of disconnections between social 

and material well-being in the context of adaptation.  In other words, perceived successes in 

adaptation from a policy perspective may hide social costs, especially when governments 

remain focused on material well-being (Adger and Barnett 2009, Turner et al. 2008).  An 

example is a case of a small inhabited island facing dramatic sea level rises.  In such a case, 

mitigation may have prevented or lessened the level of impact, but in the absence of 

mitigation, a policy of adaptation through evacuation and relocation may emerge.  

Relocating affected populations may appear to be a successful adaptive response and may 

meet policy goals.  However, prioritising this form of adaptation may lead to psychosocial 

losses as relocated people may face profound cultural, spiritual, historical and familial losses.  

Failure to understand this potential undermines capacity produce equitable outcomes and 

undermines the rationale for relying solely on of adaptation as a response to climate change 

impacts. 

 

The fourth criticism relates to the potential for ‘maladaptation’ (Barnett and O’Neill 2010, 

Granberg and Glover 2011, IPCC 2007).  Maladaptation is defined as, “action taken 

ostensibly to avoid or reduce vulnerability to climate change that impacts adversely on, or 

increases the vulnerability of other systems, sectors or social groups” (Barnett and O’Neill 

2010, p. 211).  Barnett and O’Neill (2010) propose five main forms of maladaptation.  The 

first relates to situations where efforts to adapt to climate change impacts increase 

emissions of GHG.  An example is the use of air conditioners on hot days, where temporary 

relief from heat leads to increased energy demand.  The second form of maladaptation can 

occur where adaptive strategies place disproportionate burdens on vulnerable groups.  

Barnett and O’Neill (2010) use the example of desalination, where large capital costs are 

recovered through substantial increases in water charges.  In such cases, poorer households 

face a higher cost burden relative to income.  This situation is compounded by the fact that 

the same households face limited alternatives as they cannot generally implement 

alternative options such as on-site rainwater collection due to limited income or a lack of 

tenure.  High opportunity costs represent the third potential form of maladaptation.  This 
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can occur when a chosen adaptation strategy has higher economic, social or environmental 

costs relative to alternative strategies.   

 

Another form of maladaptation relates to situations where certain adaptation actions 

reduce incentives to adapt.  An example of this form of maladaptation is the development of 

a large pipeline project to address water shortages, even though simpler policy instruments 

such as rebates on the purchase of domestic water tanks place responsibility for 

consumption on users rather than government, whilst ultimately costing far less.  The fifth 

form of maladaptation proposed by Barnett and O’Neill is path dependency, where large 

infrastructural interventions are prioritised as a form of adaptation.  In such cases, path 

dependency can reduce flexibility to respond to unforeseen changes in climatic, economic, 

social and environmental conditions. 

 

Climate adaptation can become a central institutional response to climate change, but must 

not be over-relied upon.  Mitigation remains vital and necessary, especially if the most 

severe impacts of climate change are to be avoided.  An over-reliance on adaptation could 

be counter-productive and would likely mean that the limits of adaptation were reached 

sooner.  However, it must be acknowledged there is a possibility that conflicts may occur 

and outcomes may not always be complimentary (Biesbrock, Swart and van der Knapp 2009, 

Hamin and Gurran 2009).  There is some scepticism that synergies between mitigation and 

adaptation responses may be difficult to achieve. This is partly related to their contrasting 

scales of application, with mitigation needing to occur at the global scale, whilst adaptation 

is primarily a local-scale response (IPCC 2007b, Klein, Schipper and Dessai 2005).  The 

dichotomy in scales of application presents significant difficulty in formulating institutional 

arrangements which seek to promote complementary outcomes between mitigation and 

adaptation as separate yet related responses to climate change. The complex institutional 

arrangements needed to institutionalise complementary responses also means that it can be 

difficult to identify trade-offs and synergies between mitigation and adaptation (Laukkonen 

et al. 2009).  Maladaptation must also be minimised and adaptation strategies should only 

be chosen where there is confidence that adaptation responses do not have higher 

opportunity costs relative to other approaches.  In short, adaptation offers many potential 

advantages as a means of responding to climate change, but it must be carefully coordinated 

and not allowed to become the sole response strategy. 
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2.8 Conclusion 
 

This Chapter examined the mounting global stresses of anthropogenic climate change in 

terms of its nascent and future impacts across scales.  It specifically addressed the climate 

change stress as an emerging reality for urban settlements.  This Chapter then situated 

climate change stress within the broader context of Australia and the metro-regional 

context of South East Queensland.  Institutional responses to climate change through 

mitigation were critically assessed with reference to the global scale and the national scale 

of Australia.  Limitations of mitigation as an institutional response were also examined.  A 

substantive review of global and Australian institutional responses to climate change stress 

through adaptation were presented and examined in detail.  A central argument of this 

thesis, that responding to climate change stress through climate adaptation is an 

institutional imperative, was discussed and qualified in this Chapter.  This Chapter presented 

three reasons to qualify and situate that key argument.  The first reason was the limited 

success of mitigation responses over the past two decades; the second is the accelerating 

pace of anthropogenic climate change since the early 2000s; and the third was the fact that 

some climate change stress is now made certain by historical greenhouse gas emissions that 

are locked within the atmosphere.   

 

The next Chapter evaluates social scientific perspectives on institutions and examines 

institutional change processes as a means of responding to new or emerging imperatives.  It 

presents a new typology of stressors, referred to as ‘transformative stressors’.  A 

transformative stressor is characterised as a chronic large-scale phenomenon which triggers 

a process of institutional change whereby institutions seek to re-orientate their activities in 

order to better manage the social, economic and environmental impacts created by the 

transformative dynamic.  These are characterised as being capable of promoting 

institutional change due to their severity, impacts and capacity to escalate and intensify over 

time.  The Chapter identifies climate change as a transformative stressor within the 

institutional context of urban and regional planning.  It also specifically situates the need to 

respond to climate change stress through climate adaptation as an institutional imperative 

for planning.  
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Chapter 3: Institutional Processes, Institutional Transformation 
and the Transformative Stressors Model 
 

3.1 Introduction 
 

The previous Chapter examined the mounting global stress of anthropogenic climate change 

and assessed the necessity of institutional responses through mitigation and adaptation.  It 

established a central argument of this thesis: that responding to climate change stress 

through climate adaptation is an institutional imperative.  This Chapter builds upon this 

argument.  First, it tests and evaluates social scientific perspectives on institutions and 

institutional processes.  It then closely examines institutional change as a key institutional 

process, particularly when institutions are faced with new or emerging imperatives.  This 

chapter assess the utility of the ‘storylines’ model proposed by Hajer (1993, 1995) as means 

for understanding how narratives of social reality may become institutionally recognised and 

how they may condition institutional change.   

 

This Chapter argues that existing scholarly understandings of institutional change 

underestimate the phenomenon of how particular stressors have the capacity to compel 

institutional change, irrespective of the influence of institutional actors and institutional 

capacity.  A central intellectual contribution of this thesis emerges from this.  Specifically, 

this Chapter presents new typology of stressors, referred to as ‘transformative stressors.’  

These are characterised as being capable of compelling institutional transformation by virtue 

of the acute severity, longevity and escalation of their impacts.  The transformative stressors 

conceptualisation offers a new conceptual model for understanding institutional change in 

specific contexts.  It provides new knowledge and conceptual thinking to existing social 

scientific scholarship concerned with institutions and their capacity to respond to large-scale 

stress phenomena.  This Chapter characterises climate change, rapid population growth and 

sustainability as transformative stressors.  The transformative stressors conceptualisation is 

central in Chapters 6-8, where it is used as a theoretical lens to elucidate the nature and 

circumstances of institutional transformations within the South East Queensland (SEQ) 

metro-regional planning regime.  This provides a deeper and more qualified report of how 

climate adaptation ultimately became institutionalised within metro-regional planning 

governance in SEQ. 
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3.2 Institutions in Social Science 
 

The presence and character of institutions as social scientific objects has been the subject of 

extensive scholarly debate, across many decades of enquiry (Connor and Dovers 2004, 

Kingston and Caballero 2009, Matthews 2011a).  The task of defining and characterising 

institutions continues to yield opinion, counter-opinion and critique within scholarly 

literature (Hodgson 2006, Kingston and Caballero 2009, March and Olsen 1989).  Institutions 

are important to scholarship and wider society, principally because a significant volume of 

modern governance occurs through them (Bell 2002, Healey 2006, Kingston and Caballero 

2009).  By extension, institutional actors, who may be internally or externally attached to 

specific institutions, play a significant role in conditioning governance relationships through 

institutional processes.  Institutional actors may include appointed or elected state and 

policy officials, external consultants, bureaucrats, advocacy groups and public stakeholders, 

acting either individually or collectively.  

 

Many definitions of institutions have been advanced within the social sciences.  For 

example, Connor and Dovers argue that institutions are “the fundamental building blocks of 

social systems”, which provide a “generalized regulatory framework for socially acceptable 

behaviour” (2002, p. 7).  In other words, Connor and Dovers view institutions as underlying 

and consistent patterns of rules and behaviour (2002, 2004).  Jepperson sees an institution 

as “an organised, established, procedure…the constituent rules of society” (1991, p. 143).  

Healey (2006), Levi (1990) and Low and Astle (2009) all similarly argue that institutions 

incorporate a system of rules.  North defines institutions as the “humanely devised 

constraints that shape human interaction…[they] reduce uncertainty by providing structure 

to everyday life” (1990, p. 3).  Accordingly, are not physical things, but rather are social 

constructions that use rules of governance to structure action in social contexts, reduce 

uncertainty and provide clarity by creating and imposing rules designed to structure and 

facilitate certain forms of social engagement (Bell 2002, Healey 2006).   

 

Institutional rules may be formal or informal (North 1990, Connor and Dovers 2002).  Formal 

and informal institutional rules may exist independently as a single rule of governance, or as 

part of multiple or hierarchical sets (Connor and Dovers 2002, Healey 2006).  Formal rules 

include policies, laws, constitutions and rules.  They are expressed through instruments 
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including legislation, statutory plans and regulations.  They are generally written down, 

easily accessible to social actors and open to interpretation and comment within democratic 

societies.  As such, they should appear clear to most social actors (North 1990).  Informal 

institutional rules are often less evident.  Examples include less rigid social or group 

conventions, cultural norms, social conventions pertaining to acceptable language, religious 

belief systems and accepted norms of behaviour.  The separation of formal and informal 

rules may be understood in terms of formal rules being those that are explicit and widely 

enforced by various social actors, whist informal rules tend to be implicit and specifically 

understood and enforced by members of particular social groups (Kingston and Caballero 

2009).   

 

Institutional scholarship notes the capacity for tension to exist between institutions and 

social actors (Kingston and Cabellero 2009, Dovers and Connor 2004, North 1990, March and 

Olsen 1989, 1995).  This tension often arises as a result of social actors interpreting or 

challenging institutional rules in order to meet their own objectives.  The desire to produce a 

satisfactory outcome may in turn compel actors to test or stretch the limits of institutional 

rules.  This may be a two-way process, however, as institutions can learn from contentious 

interactions with actors and may modify or reinterpret certain rules based on the nature and 

consequences of these interactions (Connor and Dovers 2002, 2004, Powell and DiMaggio 

1991). 

 

The debate over the social scientific status of institutions remains unsettled as scholars 

continue to seek an exact definition of institutions.  Jepperson (1991) notes that this has 

created a situation where there is more conceptual variety than conceptual certainty within 

institutional scholarship.  Nonetheless, there appears a general acceptance within social 

scientific scholarship that institutions guide social behaviour through the creation and 

imposition of rules that provide stable social structures to facilitate human interaction in 

social, economic and political contexts (Connor and Dovers 2002, 2004, Hall and Taylor 1998, 

Kingston and Caballero 2009, Levi 1990, March and Olsen 1989, 1995, North 1990, 1993).  

Institutional rules are designed to direct behaviour within societies in particular ways (Olsen 

1992, Ostrom 2005, Selznick 1996).  For example, policies are an expression of institutional 

rules and exist to structure the relationship between state officials and societal actors within 

the policy process (Cortell and Peterson 1999, Young 2002).  North (1990) argues that the 

institutional frameworks made up of rules essentially represent system of incentives within 
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societies, where compliance is rewarded with the ability to engage in certain activities.  This 

thesis applies a definition of institutions that corresponds to general social scientific 

characterisations (Bell 2002, Connor and Dovers 2004, Kingston and Caballero 2009, North 

1990, Powell and DiMaggio 1991).  It defines institutions as social constructs, designed to 

purposefully coordinate social, economic and political processes and interactions through 

the creation and imposition of forms of governance, including policies. 

 

3.2.1 ‘New’ Institutionalism 
 

Social scientific conversations on institutions have a long history dating back to political 

science in the nineteenth century (Bell 2002).  Institutional research and scholarship entered 

a new phase in 1980s, with the rise of ‘new institutionalism’ (March and Olsen 1989, 1995, 

Powell and DiMaggio 1991).  New institutional scholarship sought to better understand 

increases in the complexity and importance of institutions and their ability to influence state 

action and public policy in the 1970s and 1980s (Bell 2002, March and Olsen 1989).  This 

intellectual movement grew from a renewed interest in the nature of the state and ‘statism’ 

(Krasner 1984, Skocpol 1985), the quest to explain why countries responded in such 

different ways to common crises including oil shocks and rising inflation and unemployment 

in the 1970s and 1980s (Thelen and Steinmo 1992), questions regarding the nature, 

impetuous and form of institutional change (March and Olsen 1989, 1995) and the nature 

and impact of major public policy revisions and public sector reforms of the 1970s (Bell 

2002).   

 

There are four schools of new institutionalism (Bell 2002, Hall and Taylor 1998).  Each school 

of new institutionalism understands institutions as social rule sets, but places different 

emphasis on particular characteristics of institutions as social scientific entities (Bell 2020, 

Healey 2006).  As such, the schools of new institutionalism are sub-fields within broader 

social scientific discussions of institutions.  The new institutional schools are rational choice 

institutionalism (Koelble 1995, Shepsle 1989), historical institutionalism (Hay and Wincott 

1998, Steimo, Thelen and Longstreth 1992, Thelen and Steimo 1992) sociological 

institutionalism (Hall and Taylor 1996, Powell and DiMaggio 1991, Selznick 1996), and 

discursive institutionalism (Schmidt 2008, 2010).  Figure 4 distils the key points of each 

school. 
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 Rational Choice 
Institutionalism 

Historical 
Institutionalism 

Sociological 
Institutionalism 

Discursive 
Institutionalism 

Object of 
Explanation 

Behaviour of 
rational actors 

Structures and 
practices 

Norms of 
culture and 
social agents 

Ideas and 
discourses of 
sentient agents 

Key Authors Koelble 1995; 
Shepsle 1989 

Hay and 
Wincott 1998; 
Steimo, Thelen 
and Longstreth 
1992 

Hall and Taylor 
1996; 
Powell and 
DiMaggio 1991; 
Selznick 1996 

Schmidt 2008, 
2010 

Broad 
definition of 
Institutions 

Incentive 
structures 

Macro-historical 
structures  

Cultural norms 
and frames 

Meaning 
structures and 
constraints 

Explanation of 
Change 

Exogenous 
shocks or crises 

Exogenous 
shocks or crises 

Exogenous 
shocks or crises 

Endogenous 
process led by 
discourse 

Approach to 
Change 

Static – 
continuity 
mainly through 
fixed 
preferences 

Static – 
continuity 
mainly through 
path 
dependency 

Static – 
continuity 
through cultural 
norms 

Dynamic – 
change through 
ideas and 
discursive 
interaction 

Figure 4: A characterisation of the schools of ‘new institutionalism’. 

 

Rational choice institutionalism is the first school of new institutionalism established within 

scholarship.  It has a foundation in economics and is built around a perspective of social 

actors as rational beings, with fixed preferences and a desire to strategically maximize those 

preferences (Hall and Taylor 1998, Koelble 1995, Ostrom 2005, Schmidt 2010).  Rational 

actors are posited to view institutions as structures charged with reducing uncertainties that 

result from a multiplicity of individual preferences and issues occurring throughout societies.  

Institutions and institutional frameworks are viewed as generally stable and fixed in the 

rational choice tradition, whilst institutional change is understood to occur principally in 

response to exogenous shocks or crises (Koelble 1995, Shepsle 1989).  Exogenous shocks are 

those that occur outside of institutional settings in wider society, but which nonetheless 

require specific institutional responses. 

 

Historical institutionalism is the second school of new institutionalism.  It views institutions 

as sets of regularized practices, akin to rules, that exist to create and direct both action and 

outcomes (Hay and Wincott 1998, Schmidt 2010, Steimo, Thelen and Longstreth 1992, 

Thelen and Steimo 1992).  Historical institutionalism also views institutions as static entities 

and sees institutional change as occurring in response to exogenous shocks or crises.  This 

school questions how institutions condition political outcomes.  Institutions are understood 
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to play a key role in these processes because they use constraints to shape individual social 

actions.  Whereas rational choice institutionalism places significant emphasis on the power 

of strategic individuals to condition institutional form, historical institutionalism emphasizes 

a greater role for institutions in conditioning individual behaviours (Schmidt 2010, Steinmo, 

Thelen and Longstreth 1992).  In this regard, it sees institutions themselves as the principal 

force conditioning their own form. 

 

The third established school of new institutionalism is known as sociological institutionalism.  

It focuses on structuring the forms and procedures of organisational life and related 

interactions and relationships across many forms of governance (Hall and Taylor 1998, 

Powell and DiMaggio 1991, Schmidt 2010, Selznick 1996).  Sociological institutionalism 

examines how institutional rules are expressed and replicated through institutional 

discourses and cultural norms and practices (March and Olsen 1989, 1995, Powell and 

DiMaggio 1991).  As such, institutions guide human action according to a “logic of 

appropriateness” (Schmidt 2010, p. 13).  Institutional change is understood to occur 

principally in response to exogenous shocks within sociological institutionalism.   

 

Sociological institutionalism draws heavily on structuration theory (Healey 2006, Powell and 

DiMaggio 1991, Selznick 1996).  Structuration theory proposes that human social activity is 

conditioned by two major factors: agency and structure (Giddens 1984).  Agency broadly 

refers to human actions and interactions, while structure is understood as a socially 

constructed and shared set of socio-cultural orientations.  Structuration theory argues that 

social actors produce or reproduce different types of social structure through their actions 

and that links between agency and structure shape the material perceptions and identities 

of actors, which, in turn, leads to the creation of the structural forces (Bryson and Crosby 

1992, Giddens 1984, Healey 2006).  The key linkages identified by Giddens include the flow 

of material resources; the flow of regulatory power; and the flow of ideas and frames of 

reference (Giddens 1984, Healey 2006).   

 

Structuration theory is subject to some critique within scholarship.  For example, Steinman 

(1998) criticizes Giddens for placing too much emphasis on the role and functions of 

individuals as actors and suggests the concept of agency assumes that actors are more 

reflexive and aware than they may in fact be.  As such, the idea that actors actively shape 

structure may underestimate the strong conditioning effect of broader social processes.  
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Giddens’ theory is similarly critiqued by Thrift (1996), who argues that it overlooks the wider 

networks that influence and inform individual action.  Stones (1996) argues that 

structuration theory is principally an analytical device and is of little empirical use.  

Nonetheless, structuration theory features heavily within sociological institutionalism, in 

spite of scholarly critiques.  Institutional actors are understood to generate agency, which in 

turn conditions, constructs, changes and removes institutional rules through structuration  

(Hall and Taylor 1996, Levi 1990, Powell and DiMaggio 1991, Selznick 1996).  Institutional 

actors assume significant power within their specific institutional settings as a consequence 

of their continual conditioning of institutional rules (Levi 1990). 

 

Discursive institutionalism is a recent addition within the spectrum of new institutionalism 

proposed by Schmidt (2008, 2010).  It does not command the extent of scholarly attention 

given to the established traditions, though its popularity and support may grow over time.  

Discursive institutionalism endorses the importance and necessity of institutions, but rejects 

the preference of the other new institutional traditions towards exogenous shocks as key 

factors in institutional change processes.  It instead focuses on the role of discourse in 

conditioning institutional change and views institutional change as a process connected to 

the emergence of endogenous shocks.  Endogenous shocks are understood to occur 

internally within institutions as actors import wider issues into specific institutional settings. 

These may then become endogenous shocks if they are discursively translated and distilled 

into institutional issues that are understood to require institutional response through new 

forms of governance.  As such, discursive institutionalism understands endogenous shocks 

as linked to their discursive depiction within institutions, rather than their initial emergence 

and impact in wider society.  The tradition views institutions as capable of simultaneously 

directing social behaviour through constraints, whilst constructing meaning through 

dynamic discursive processes led by internal institutional actors.  As such, institutions 

themselves condition their own change processes, relative to on-going discussions amongst 

internal actors, leading in turn to action and finally, structure.   

 

This institutional approach applied in this thesis is a modified version of discursive 

institutionalism (Schmidt 2008, 2010). Its conceptualisation of institutional transformation in 

response to the emergence of transformative stressors is similar to discursive 

institutionalism. This thesis identifies discursive processes, specifically the use of 

institutional storylines, as central objects of explanation. It also utilises an approach to 
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institutional change that regards change processes as dynamic and heavily conditioned by 

discursive articulation. However, the approach used in this thesis differs from Schmidt’s 

work in its explanation of change. Schmidt explains institutional change as an endogenous 

process led by discourse, whereas this thesis conceptualises change as a result of discursive 

articulations of exogenous shocks within institutions. As such it applies a different 

explanation of institutional change and thus utilises a modified version of discursive 

institutionalism. 

 

3.3 Institutional Transformation in Response to Stressors 
 

In addition to institutional definitions and depictions, the process by which institutions 

transform is also a critical question for scholars (Bell 2002, Hogan 2006, Schmidt 2010).  The 

nature, character and circumstances of institutional transformation are central to the 

conceptual and empirical work undertaken within this thesis.  This Chapter offers a 

conceptualisation of a particular type of stressor, referred to as ‘transformative stressors.’, 

which may prompt institutional transformation in response to the severity and escalation of 

their associated impacts  This thesis recognises institutions as social constructs designed to 

shape social action through the imposition of various rules of governance (Cortell and 

Peterson 1999, Healey 2006, Young 2002).  An important characteristic of institutions within 

this context is their capacity for transformation.  Institutional transformation is understood 

to take place when an institution amends or re-orientates its rules of governance in an effort 

to deliver improved social outcomes (Alexander 2005, Kingston and Caballero 2009, North 

1993).  A capacity for transformation is fundamental within institutions, as shifting social 

conditions can produce change imperatives which create demands for new, improved or 

amended forms of governance (Connor and Dovers 2002, 2004, Hogan 2006, Young 2010, 

2002, 1999).   

 

Institutional transformation happens when an institution faced with particular stresses or 

phenomena that are not easily managed through existing rules of governance (Alexander 

2005, Cortell and Peterson 1999, Kingston and Caballero 2009).  Affected institutions can 

respond by undergoing transformative processes aimed at amending existing governance or 

creating new forms of governance in order to deliver improved social outcomes by directing 

social behaviour in new or different ways.  An illustrative example of when and how 

institutional transformation may occur relates to the management of climate change 
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impacts in urban systems. Institutional efforts to respond to stresses associated with climate 

change in urban settings may significantly stretch the capacity of existing institutional 

frameworks.  This may in turn create a need for institutional transformation as existing 

governance proves inadequate and new institutional rules become increasingly necessary to 

meaningfully respond to such a unique and potentially severe change imperative (Matthews 

2012).  Institutions are faced with two options in such a case.  In the first instance, the 

institution can conceptualise the nature, impact and extent of the imperative and respond 

to it through a process of transformation, leading to the creation of new or improved forms 

of governance.  In the second instance, the change imperative can be resisted or ignored.  

Institutions that resist or ignore compelling change imperatives and fail to transform may 

become obsolete or face being replaced with new institutions that are better equipped to 

address the imperative (Olsen 1982, Young 1999, 2010).   

 

The capacity of any institution to undergo transformation is conditioned by the nature and 

character of both the institution and the change dynamic, along with the influence of 

internal and external institutional actors (Cortell and Peterson 1999, Hogan 2006, Young 

1999, 2002).  Institutional capacity to react to a change dynamic varies considerably.  Some 

institutions may transform quickly and freely, while others resist change or change slowly.  

In the latter case, institutions confronted with demanding change dynamics can be resistant 

due to institutional inertia (Olsen 1982, Young 2010).  This occurs when institutions become 

entrenched, rigid and unable to adapt to new imperatives (Dovers and Hezri 2010, Olsen 

1982, Young 2010).  It leads to a decline in their capacity to withstand stress and an 

associated vulnerability to stress events.  A consistent failure to respond to change 

imperatives can lead to institutions becoming irrelevant or unfit for purpose (Cortell and 

Peterson 1999, Young 2010).  Upon reaching this point, affected institutions are likely to be 

dissolved or replaced.   

 

Institutional scholarship within the social sciences generally understands institutional 

transformation within democratic societies as a three-factor process (Cortell and Peterson 

1999).  Figure 5 depicts this process and the interplay between the three factors. The first 

factor involves the manifestation of one or more stressors that acts as triggers for change.  

This occurs as an external shock or series of shocks manifest and begin to act as triggers 

(Cortell and Peterson 1999, Hogan 2006, Schmidt 2010, Young 1999, 2002, 2010).  Triggers 

create and escalate social stresses, which in turn prompt institutional change, as affected 
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institutions attempt to manage the impacts of the change dynamic and associate stresses.  

Examples of stressors or triggers include acute demographic change, a resource shock, a 

public health emergency or an unanticipated fall or rise in economic activity.  However, 

there is no standard taxonomy of stresses affecting institutional change arrangements 

(Young 2010). 

 

 

Figure 5: Necessary factors for institutional transformation in democratic societies. 

 

Trigger events and their associated stresses are not always sufficient to compel institutional 

transformation (Cortell and Peterson 1999, Hajer 1993, 1995, March and Olsen 1989, 1995, 

North 1990, Young 2010).  Whilst trigger events are the first factor in institutional change 

processes, institutional change is conditioned by two other factors.  The second factor is 

‘change-orientated preference,’ the phenomenon where the reactions of institutional actors 

can shape whether or not institutional change follows a trigger event (Cortell and Peterson 

1999, Hogan 2006).  Institutional actors can either block or facilitate change based on their 

perceptions of the stress created by a trigger event and its consequences (Cortell and 

Peterson 1999, Garrett and Lange 1995).  Change-orientated preferences may be 

problematic in situations where actors are presented with change dynamics that require 

institutions to confront problems that are substantively different in scale and character to 

those previously encountered (David 1985, Low and Astle 2009, Moser and Ekstrom 2010).  

Difficulties can arise in such cases if actors fail to understand or ignore the gravity of a 

change dynamic and consequently hinder or block institutional change processes.   
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The third factor necessary for institutional change to occur is referred to as ‘institutional 

capacity’ (Cortell and Peterson 1999).  This describes a situation where an institutional 

actor’s ability to take advantage of an opportunity for change depends on their institutional 

position (Garrett and Lange 1995, Steimo, Thelen and Longstreth 1992).  Accordingly, while 

some actors may recognise a trigger and an associated window of opportunity for change 

and try to compel change in response, they may be over-ruled by other actors in more 

senior positions.  The potential for institutional change can diminish substantially in such 

cases.  Institutional capacity speaks to the idea that hierarchies of institutional actors can 

block or compel institutional change depending on prevalent institutional perspectives and 

the hierarchical and decision-making capacity of those who align with or reject the 

perspectives (Cortell and Peterson 1999, Healey 1998, Ostrom 2005).  As such, institutional 

change may not occur in cases where a trigger and change-orientated preferences exist, 

because institutional hierarchies may decide that change is unnecessary.  Conversely, 

institutional capacity may also compel change in cases where triggers are weak and where 

change-orientated preferences are generally limited, because a cluster of high-ranking 

institutional actors decide that institutional change is necessary and seek to deliver it. 

 

3.3.1 The role and function of ‘storylines’ in conditioning institutional 
change 
 

Scholarship has extensively debated how institutional change processes may be constituted 

and transmitted (Bulkeley 2000, Hajer 1993, 1995, Lovell, Bulkeley and Owens 2009, Low, 

Gleeson and Rush 2003, Young 2010, 2002).  The conceptual model of ‘storylines’ presented 

by Hajer (1993, 1995) has been proposed as a means of understanding why institutional 

change has occurred or failed to occur in particular cases.  Hajer characterises storylines as 

social narratives “through which elements from many different domains are combined and 

that provide actors with a set of symbolic references that suggest a common understanding” 

(1995, p. 62).  They can fulfil an essential role in directing institutional discourse by 

clustering knowledge and positioning actors.  Groups of actors who subscribe to particular 

storylines may form ‘discourse coalitions’, which are characterised by collections of 

storylines, the actors who subscribe to them and the institutional practices through which 

elements of associated social narratives are espoused (1995, p. 65).  As such, storylines are 

“prime vehicles of change” because they can facilitate or block the development of new 

institutional rules, as expressed through whatever medium is appropriate to the institution 

in question (Hajer 1995, p. 63). 
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Hajer (1993, 1995) developed the storylines concept to test how particular narratives 

promoted or blocked institutional change in respect of the emergence of ecological 

modernization as an environmental language used to address the acid rain phenomenon in 

the UK and the Netherlands.  These analyses show that storylines influence institutional 

change processes by discursively framing specific issues and establishing them as compelling 

institutional narratives.  New institutional change imperatives can be blocked or advanced 

by particular storylines if the storylines gain sufficient traction to influence institutional 

decision-making.  In this regard, particular storylines can strongly condition institutional 

change by attaching meaning to circumstances and allowing institutional actors to 

conceptualise or re-conceptualise both general and specific facets of particular change 

imperatives.  However, it is important to acknowledge that institutions do not operate in 

vacuums and may be influenced by numerous simultaneous and potentially competing 

storylines.  In such cases, it is usual that storylines with greatest institutional traction tend to 

become dominant and consequently more likely to condition institutional responses (Hajer 

1993, 1995, Lovell, Bulkeley and Owens 2009). 

 

Hajer’s storylines model is widely regarded in scholarship.  For example, the storylines 

model has been used to examine how particular energy and climate change storylines have 

emerged in the UK energy sector and in turn driven institutional change, resulting in varying 

degrees of policy change (Lovell, Bulkeley and Owens 2009).  The model was also employed 

by Fischer (2003) as a means of explaining the position taken by the Bush administration in 

refusing to ratify the Kyoto Treaty on global warming.  Low, Gleeson and Rush (2003) applied 

Hajer’s work to transport planning in their examination of the institutional and discursive 

barriers to implementing sustainable transport mechanisms in the cities of Sydney and 

Melbourne.  They concluded that despite many planners ideologically supporting a 

reduction in car dependency and the promotion of sustainable cities, they nonetheless 

collectively aligned with dominant institutional storylines that promoted private car travel 

and road building.  Figure 6 synthesises three instances documented by scholarship where 

storylines framed institutional change processes. 
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Author(s) Issue Pathways Barriers 
Hajer 
(1995) 

Emergence of 
Ecological 
Modernization 
as a new 
environmental 
language 

 Denial of environmental 
damage is no longer a 
credible stance for 
politics or industry 

 View that evidence of 
environmental damage 
provides a reason to 
innovate 

 Political acceptance of 
‘new scientific evidence’ 

 Political assertions that 
the science of acid rain 
lacks a strong empirical 
basis 

 Perspectives that 
regulating industrial 
emissions would harm 
industry and job 
creation and compound 
economic difficulties 

Low, 
Gleeson 
and Rush 
(2003) 

Sustainable 
Transport 
Planning in 
Sydney and 
Melbourne 

 Desire to reduce ‘public 
transport deficit’ 

 Belief that sustainable 
transport promotes 
economic development 
by enhancing urban 
conditions 

 Argument that 
Sustainable transport 
reduces sprawl and 
increases amenity  

 Imbalance of political 
and bureaucratic power 

 High levels of funding 
for road building 

 View that public 
transport restricts 
freedom of travel for 
individuals which has 
economic cost 

 

Fischer 
(2003) 

Bush 
Administration
’s refusal to 
ratify the 
Kyoto Treaty 

 Understanding that 
climate change 
demands response 

 Acceptance that 
collective action leads 
to better possibilities 
for addressing the 
problem 

 Belief that technical 
problems undermine 
the Treaty 

 View that data is too 
limited to commit to 
emissions reductions 

 

Figure 6: Storylines as pathways and barriers to institutional change in three cases. 

 

A further model that is frequently used in institutional scholarship to explain why certain 

institutions may become static and resist certain change imperatives is path dependence.  

Path dependence refers to situations where institutions resist change because of an 

established and embedded focus on a specific set of issues (Cortell and Peterson 1999; David 

1985; Low and Astle 2009).  Path dependence can exert a strong negative influence on 

institutional change.  Institutions functioning within path dependence often lack capacity for 

alternative thinking and decision making, even when confronted by emerging imperatives.  

As Low and Astle (2009, p. 48) note, path dependency can create situations where 

“institutions that have grown up around one sort of problem may be unable to respond 

adequately when confronted by a quite different sort of problem.”  Applying path 

dependency to the storylines concept suggests that it can block the institutionalisation of 

new storylines.  This inhibits the institutionalisation of new narratives reflecting shifting 
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social circumstances.  In such cases, institutional change may be slow or unsuccessful or be 

completely blocked if on-going path dependence eventually leads to institutional inertia. 

 

The storylines model is used in this thesis as a means of examining and explaining 

institutional transformation.  It understands storylines as capable of conditioning 

institutional contexts by framing change imperatives.  This can positively or negatively 

influence institutional change processes.  The use of the storylines model in this thesis is 

designed to add to scholarly discussions focused on how institutional change processes may 

be conditioned by particular storylines and the manner in which they can frame change 

imperatives.  Later Chapters report how particular storylines framed change imperatives and 

in turn conditioned institutional transformation within the SEQ metro-regional planning 

system, specifically in the context of transformative stressors.   

 

3.4 Transformative Stressors – A New Conceptual Model of 
Institutional Transformation 
 

Institutional change is a key institutional process and is a necessary response to triggers and 

stressors in many cases.  As illustrated, adequate responses may not manifest even in the 

presence of trigger events because institutional actors may block change.  This can happen 

because institutions are faced with new problems of which they have little or no experience.  

In such cases, actors may try to ignore the problem or resist addressing it, meaning that 

institutional change is slow, inadequate or does not occur at all.  In other cases, certain 

institutional actors or groups of actors may seek to compel change in response to a trigger 

only to be over-ruled or blocked by actors who occupy a more senior position in the 

institutional hierarchy.  This thesis argues that institutional scholarship does not adequately 

articulate the idea that certain triggers can create such severe stresses that institutional 

change must follow, or the institutions in question will risk becoming redundant.  

Institutional actors remain important in these cases, but their capacity to block institutional 

change is diminished by the severity of the change imperative itself.   

 

This thesis agrees with scholarly perspectives that identify triggers and their associated 

stresses as important factors in prompting institutional change processes.  However, it 

argues that these perspectives are undermined by their over-emphasis on the view that 

institutional actors matter more in directing institutional transformation than actual change 
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imperatives and their associated social stresses.  Scholarship widely acknowledges the fact 

that institutional actors exert strong influence on institutional decision making, especially 

when related to institutional change processes (Hajer 1993, 1995, March and Olsen 1989, 

1995, North 1990, 1993, Young 2010).  The ways actors respond to broader changes 

imperatives in their domestic and international environments heavily characterises the 

nature of institutional change (Cortell and Peterson 1999).  As McFaul (1995, p. 216) 

succinctly argues, institutions “do not change of their own accord; they are changed.”   

 

Many imperatives can influence institutional actors’ perspectives and understandings.  How 

actors understand, react and respond to these issues can in turn shape the probability and 

extent of institutional change occurring in the context of trigger events.   Storylines may be 

highly influential in shaping the perspectives of institutional actors and setting institutional 

contexts through discursive framing (Hajer 1993, 1995).  Institutions and their actors may 

become used to particular storylines and institutional contexts and become comfortable and 

set within their dimensions.  Institutional scholarship also recognises other factors that may 

condition institutional transformation by influencing institutional actors.  These factors 

include, but are not limited to, the influence of lobby groups (Liebcap 1989); levels of 

understanding relating to new or emerging social phenomena (Fünfgeld 2010, Moser and 

Ekstrom 2010); collective bargaining (Alston 1996); and political objectives (Ostrom 2005).  

As such, these perspectives may set or shape institutional contexts.   

 

A new conceptualisation of institutional transformation is advanced by this thesis.  It is 

based on the proposition that transformative stress, as distinct from severe stress, can 

compel institutional transformation because of the chronic, escalating and ongoing nature 

of the stress impacts.  This thesis argues that scholarship places too much emphasis on the 

role of institutional actors in blocking or facilitating institutional transformation when 

confronted with change imperatives, even when faced with severe stress.  It proposes a 

typology of stressors, referred to as transformative stressors, which can compel institutional 

transformation, regardless of change-orientated preferences or institutional capacity.  As 

distinct from severe stress, the acute and escalating nature of transformative stress can lead 

to situations where embedded institutional contexts, storylines and path dependencies may 

be overcome, leading to transformative institutional change.   
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A transformative stressor is characterised as a chronic, large-scale phenomenon, which 

triggers a process of institutional transformation, whereby institutions seek to re-orientate 

their activities in order to better respond to the social, economic and environmental impacts 

created by the transformative dynamic (Matthews 2012, 2011b).  Transformative stressors 

can compel both incremental and episodic institutional transformation, though incremental 

change will generally give way to episodic change over time, as stress impacts continue to 

escalate.  Institutional transformation in response to the manifestation of a transformative 

stressor will lead to the creation and imposition of new forms of institutional governance 

designed to manage or reduce the impacts of transformative stress.  Several points are of 

note in defining and characterising a transformative stressor and in distinguishing 

transformative stress from severe stress.  First, a transformative stressor must be chronic, 

meaning that its impacts must be acute, critical, ongoing and escalating.  It can be a chronic 

phenomenon in environmental, economic or social terms, or in a combination of these.  The 

chronic nature of a transformative stressor also implies that transformative stress will 

quickly manifest as a trigger for institutional transformation and that associated impacts will 

escalate and continue to present over time.   

 

The second issue of import in characterising a transformative stressor and differentiating 

transformative stress from severe stress is scale.  Transformative stressors may occur across 

scales, in both spatial and systemic terms.  They may occur at global, transnational, national, 

regional and, in limited circumstances, local spatial scales.  The impact of transformative 

stress may also be felt across spatial scales.  They may also occur across systemic scales, 

meaning that a single transformative stressor may impact upon more than one institution.  

Indeed, it is possible that transformative stressors may impact in various ways, with 

implications for a variety of different institutions.  Affected institutions may be spatially 

separated with vastly different institutional priorities or may be closely located and 

orientated towards similar social issues.  However, there is no link between the character 

and severity of a transformative stressor and whether spatial and systemic closeness or 

separation prevails between impacted institutions.  The third issues relates to temporality.  

As noted, transformative stressors are inherently chronic.  As such, their temporal impact is 

expected to occur in the medium to long term, meaning that they may generate acute stress 

impacts over long periods of time.  Short-term institutional inaction will merely prolong the 

challenge of responding to a transformative stressor and increase the level of response 

required later.  Moreover, institutions which significantly delay responding to transformative 
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stress may find that the extent of required response increases over time, in line with the 

escalating impacts of a transformative stressor. 

 

The transformative stressors concept, as distinct from other social scientific 

conceptualisations of institutional change, is premised upon the argument that certain 

stressors have potential to compel institutional transformation.  This thesis characterises 

institutional transformation as occurring when an institution amends or re-orientates its 

rules of governance in an effort to deliver improved social outcomes (Alexander 2005, 

Kingston and Caballero 2009, North 1993).  This process can lead to substantial re-

orientation, reorganisation and restructuring of institutional governance.  The manifestation 

of a transformative stressor creates impacts that act as triggers and open windows for 

institutional transformation.  It is the extent, longevity and chronic nature of these impacts 

that characterise a transformative stressor and elevate transformative stress above other 

forms of severe stress.  Transformative stressors typically demand institutional responses 

because their wider social impacts are so pervasive and severe, whilst also possessing 

capacity to escalate over time and potentially continue for many years.  Institutions must 

respond through transformation, leading to new rules of governance, or potentially risk 

irrelevance when faced with a transformative stressor.  Clearly uncertainty has some 

capacity to condition the nature of institutional responses to the manifestation of a 

transformative stressor.  However, whilst a critical discussion of the potential impact of 

uncertainty in conditioning responses to transformative stressors would be of value, it is not 

directly germane to this thesis and is therefore not presented here. 

   

Institutional recognition, acceptance and response to transformative stressors are 

understood to relate to their articulation through storylines.  Institutions and institutional 

actors can interpret and respond to transformative stressors through storylines, as storylines 

create descriptions of particular transformative stressors and their impacts.  This thesis 

proceeds on the basis that transformative stressors possess strong capacity to influence the 

nature and form of institutional transformation processes by generating, removing or re-

orientating institutional storylines.  The extent of support for particular storylines amongst 

institutional actors can strongly influence which storylines lead to governance responses.  It 

holds that the degree of institutional support for specific storylines, even when multiple 

storylines relate to the same transformative stressor, means that those with most support 

are likely to dominate institutional responses through governance.  However, there remains 
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a possibility for new transformative stressors and associated storylines to emerge.  A new 

transformative stressor may displace or relegate existing storylines because the new 

stressor and its storylines may gain greater priority amongst a majority of institutional 

actors.  Figure 7 demonstrates the institutional process through which transformative 

stressors may be detected, recognised, framed through storylines and eventually responded 

to through the creation of new or amended forms of governance.  The Figure also 

demonstrates the fact that institutions which ignore transformative stress may continue to 

be challenged to respond as stresses escalate over time and continue to create mounting 

impacts, which leads to the creation of more storylines to describe the transformative stress 

and its impacts both within institutions and wider society. 

 

Change-orientated preferences and institutional capacity remain valid in shaping 

institutional responses through change processes within the transformative stressors 

concept.  However, the capacity of actors to block transformation is significantly diminished 

by the chronic and potentially escalating stresses created by the transformative stressor.  

Actors may still try to hinder, slow or block institutional change when faced with 

transformative stress, but will likely find that escalating levels of stress will create an 

institutional context where slow or insufficient institutional transformation becomes 

increasingly difficult to justify.  Actors and their personal preferences will assume less 

importance when institutions are faced with transformative stressors.  Transformative 

stressors can create new storylines or overwhelm some that already exist.  Ultimately, 

institutional actors will have to respond by enacting institutional transformation, leading to 

new forms of governance, or the institutions they belong to will face increasing probability 

of becoming redundant or failing.   

 

An ontological issue arises in respect of the transformative stressors conceptualisation.  

Specifically, two questions may be posed.  The first is whether transformative stressors are 

real things, generated by wider social, environmental and economic processes, or rather are 

constructed by their perception.  The second is whether transformative stressors are in fact 

just social scientific constructions, designed to explain wider material processes.  This thesis 

adopts the perspective that transformative stressors are both real occurrences and social 

scientific constructions.  The conceptual model that is proposed and utilized in this thesis 

exists to provide a social scientific lens through which to explain institutional responses to a 

particular typology of institutional stressors.  As such, the concept addresses a deficiency in 
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institutional analysis identified by Gorges (2001), as provides a conceptual lens to examine 

institutional transformations that can be applied to similar cases across countries, sectors or 

time.  However, the characterisation and identification of transformative stressors still also 

relate to real phenomena, which exist in the material world and which possess capacity to 

challenge institutional structures worldwide. 

 

 

This thesis argues that a limited number of transformative stressors currently exist and their 

impacts are already evident and leading to escalating social stresses.  Global scale examples 

include climate change, sustainability imperatives, petroleum depletion, rapid demographic 

change and severe food and water insecurity.  This thesis specifically characterises and 

examines climate change, rapid population growth and sustainability as existing 

transformative stressors within the metro-regional context of South East Queensland.  These 

characterisations are discussed in the next section of this Chapter.  Chapters 6-8 later report 

and critically examine research findings in respect of how the SEQ metro-regional planning 

regime responded to these transformative stressors.  The Chapters also report and examine 

how associated institutional transformations conditioned institutional responses to climate 

change as transformative stressor through climate adaptation.   

 

3.5 Climate Change, Rapid Population Growth and Sustainability as 
Transformative Stressors 
 

Figure 7: Transformative stressors flow diagram. 
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Climate change, rapid population growth and sustainability are examples of transformative 

stressors.  Each phenomenon has the potential to severely challenge institutional 

frameworks across scales.  Each has the capacity to compel institutional transformation 

through the severity, longevity and escalation of their impacts.  These impacts have the 

potential to be profound, both spatially and institutionally.  Climate change, rapid 

population growth and sustainability are identified as transformative stressors in this 

section.  Institutional transformation, leading to new forms of governance better designed 

to respond to transformative stresses, is identified as a necessary and vital institutional 

responses to these transformative stressors. 

 

Climate change corresponds to the characteristics of a transformative stressor (Matthews 

2001c, 2012).  As illustrated in Chapter 2, climate science demonstrates clearly that the 

phenomenon is large-scale and its impacts will escalate, with potential to generate many 

different forms of stress at national, regional and local levels (CSIRO 2012, IPCC 2011b, 2007, 

Steffen 2009).  Predicted impacts include damage to physical infrastructure; social upheaval; 

extreme weather events; physical harm to natural and man-made environments; escalating 

economic costs; biodiversity losses; and resource reductions (Garnaut 2008, IPCC 2007, 

Stern 2006).  These impacts are likely to negatively affect and stress societies in many ways.  

Climate change is fundamentally different from most other stress phenomena faced by 

institutions.  Its impacts are predicted to be chronic and will be acutely felt across human 

and natural systems.  These have the potential to become critical in some cases.  Climate 

change will create substantial cost impacts if left unaddressed and these are likely to 

eventually challenge cost tolerability (Stern 2006).  However, these costs may not be 

similarly distributed and may impact most severely on countries and regions that are least 

capable of responding (IPCC 2007).  

 

Climate change may be understood as a transformative stressor as its incidence and impacts 

are predicted to be chronic and likely to escalate in severity.  Climate change impacts will 

also occur across spatial and institutional scales.  In addition, climate change will continue to 

be a long-term challenge, meaning that stresses related to it are likely to be ongoing.  

Indeed, climate change impacts are predicted to continue to occur even if greenhouse gas 

(GHG) emissions stop abruptly, due to historical GHG currently in the atmosphere (CSIRO 

2012, 2011, IPCC 2007).  For example, global sea levels are predicted to rise by between 

27cm and 71cm during the 21st century due to anthropogenic GHG already locked into the 
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atmosphere (American Meteorological Society 2012).  Efforts to advance climate change 

mitigation through reductions in GHG emissions may still limit the severity and incidence of 

climate change effects, but are unlikely to eliminate all impacts (Garnaut 2008, Stern 2006). 

Consequently, this thesis argues that responding to climate change as a transformative 

stressor through climate adaptation is an institutional imperative, particularly for planning 

regimes.  It views climate adaptation as an especially urgent institutional agenda for 

planning and sees a clear and immediate need to respond by institutionalising adaptation as 

a central tenet of planning governance.  The institutionalisation of climate adaptation refers 

to adaptation becoming incorporated, codified and implemented as a central tenet of 

planning governance.  However, it is noted that the fact that climate change corresponds to 

the conceptual definition of a transformative stressor does not guarantee that institutional 

transformations will follow in every case.  It is acknowledged that institutional 

transformations may not occur in some instances.  In such instances, institutions that fail to 

transform when faced with transformative stresses connected to climate change are likely to 

risk redundancy the more they persist in resisting change imperatives. 

 

Rapid population growth may manifest as a transformative stressor, particularly in urban 

contexts.  The majority of the world’s population is now urbanised andthe trend is on-going 

and increasing.  This means that urban population growth, which places significant social, 

economic and environmental pressures on cities, is a chronic issue and its management is a 

significant institutional challenge (UN 2009).  The trend towards increased urbanisation is 

prevalent in both the developed and developing world.  Rising standards of living and lower 

land prices in outer suburban areas have allowed individuals, families and businesses to 

relocate beyond to outer suburban areas in the developed world (Dodson 2010, Forster 

2006, Rogers 1998).  The trend towards urbanisation in the developing world is principally 

driven by the perception, if not reality, of economic opportunities in cities.  Consequently, 

there is a sustained inflow of people into cities and away from rural areas in the developing 

world (UN 2009b).  Many cities have expanded beyond their historical borders and have 

begun to function as city-regions.  Large urban populations now live in small, distant urban 

areas and rural locations, yet depend on the dynamism and prosperity of the core city within 

the region (Rodriguez-Pose 2008).  This situation is now replicated in many parts of the 

world. 
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Rapid population growth is a substantial challenge and will generate on-going stresses in 

urban settings.  Unregulated and potentially unfettered urban growth can generate 

profound social, economic and environmental stresses, including increased pollution, waste, 

road congestion and greenhouse gas emissions.  It also impacts upon the causal relationship 

between the form and function of cities and predicted climate change impacts (Wilson and 

Piper 2010).  These impacts and their associated stresses will intensify in the absence of 

management strategies.  Rapid urban population growth may be characterised as a 

transformative stressor for these reasons.  Urban institutions must respond to this challenge 

and institutional transformation will be required.  New expressions of institutional 

governance are likely to become necessary across scales.  Institutions may be compelled to 

respond to rapid population growth as a transformative stressor through institutional 

transformation, leading to new rules of institutional governance and new instruments with 

which to manage the phenomenon.  These may include the development and application of 

growth management strategies, formal plans, urban growth boundaries, prioritizing mixed-

use developments and densification of existing urban areas.  Rapid population growth in 

urban settlements appears unlikely to slow or recede over the coming decades, meaning 

that institutions must respond to the phenomenon as a transformative stressor, or risk 

failure or redundancy by failing to do so. 

 

Sustainability may also be characterised as a transformative stressor.  The necessity of 

sustainability and sustainable development was widely accepted after 1987, when the 

Bruntland Report articulated an emerging global debate and associated realization that 

human development activities were inherently unsustainable if present-day needs are met 

at the expense of future generations (Bruntland Commission 1987).  The Bruntland Report 

outlined a vision of sustainable development based on recognition of the interdependence 

between economy, environment and society and the need to strive for a balance between 

each as a core element of development activities.  The Report (Bruntland Commission 1987, 

p. 43) defines sustainable development as “development that meets the needs of the present 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.”  Failure to 

achieve sustainable development therefore has social, economic and environmental impacts 

that may create manifest stresses across spatial and temporal scales.  Moreover, 

unsustainable development can intensify climate change stress through escalating 

greenhouse gas emissions, leading to more intense consequences for future generations 

(Laukkonen et al. 2009).  Responses to climate change through both mitigation and 
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adaptation may therefore be understood as forms of sustainable development, as they can 

potentially reduce inter-generational stress (Laukkonen et al. 2009, Shaw, Colley and Connell 

2007).   

  

The pursuit of sustainability may be understood as a transformative stressor within the 

institutional context of planning.  Responding to sustainability imperatives can challenge 

planning regimes to address environmental concerns as equal to social and economic 

concerns (Kowalczyk 2009, McDonald 1996, Pierce 1991).  This has become an institutional, 

technical, regulatory and practical challenge for planning at all scales.  Difficulties associated 

with institutionalizing and implementing responses can be particularly acute as planning 

attempts to balance development demands, traditionally driven by economic concerns, with 

broader concerns focused on environmental protection (McDonald 1996, Shaw and Kidd 

1996).  Unsustainable contemporary development patterns and activities will lead to 

escalating environmental, social and economic stresses over time and will exacerbate 

climate change stress for future generations (Laukkonen et al. 2009).  These stresses may 

intensify to a point where they begin to challenge existing institutional structures if new 

rules of governance are not provided.  Responding to sustainability as a transformative 

stressor is therefore a substantial institutional challenge for many planning regimes, 

operating at a variety of scales.  Planning regimes that respond to this challenge by 

prioritizing sustainability may also find it becomes possible to address climate change as part 

of a broader trend towards the institutional prioritization of sustainability (Owens and 

Cowell 2010, Shaw, Colley and Connell 2007). 

 

Institutions are central in managing and coordinating urban environments (Fünfgeld 2010, 

Ruth and Coelho 2007).  Institutional governance frameworks are and will be required to 

change and re-orientate in order manage the severe stresses wrought by climate change, 

rapid population growth and sustainability (Connor and Dovers 2002, Dodson, Gleeson and 

Spiller 2009, Wilson and Piper 2010).  Many different types of institutions will be forced to 

react by conceptualizing the character, impact and extent of these phenomena as applied to 

their spheres of governance.  Institutions will have no choice but to respond, or risk 

becoming obsolete.  Institutional capacity and change-orientated preferences will remain 

important in conditioning responses to these change imperatives, though it is likely that 

institutions which display inertia will either need to undergo significant levels of 

reorientation.  Failure to do so may risk being replaced by alternative institutional 
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arrangements better equipped to recognise and respond to climate change and urban 

growth management as transformative stressors.  Urban and regional planning regimes are 

key institutions in meeting these challenges.  A capacity for successful institutional 

transformation will be vital if successful outcomes are to follow.  Institutional responses to 

these transformative stressors within the South East Queensland case study are critically 

examined in Chapters 6-8. 

 

3.6 Conclusion 
 

This Chapter critically examined scholarly perspectives on institutions as social scientific 

objects and situated this thesis within the context of institutionalism.  It addressed 

institutional transformation as a key institutional process, particularly when institutions are 

faced with new or emerging imperatives.  This Chapter assessed the ‘storylines’ model as 

means for understanding how narratives of social reality may become institutionally 

recognised and how they may condition institutional change.  This Chapter provided a 

central intellectual contribution of this thesis through its presentation of a new typology of 

stressors, referred to as ‘transformative stressors.’  These were characterised as being 

capable prompting institutional transformation, as institutions seek to respond to stresses 

associated with the severity, intensification and longevity of their impacts.  Climate change, 

rapid population growth and sustainability were identified as transformative stressors.  The 

transformative stressors model is central to this thesis and its over-arching case study 

enquiry, which focuses on how the metro-regional planning regime in South East 

Queensland institutionally responded to climate change stress through climate adaptation.   

 

The next Chapter builds upon this institutional approach used by this thesis.  It characterises 

planning regimes as multi-scalar institutions that must undergo institutional transformation 

in order to adequately respond to transformative stressors, particularly climate change, in 

urban and metropolitan contexts.  It depicts planning regimes as multi-scalar institutions 

and builds upon social scientific understandings of planning as a set of institutional 

processes.  Responding to the transformative stresses of climate change through climate 

adaptation is identified as a key institutional imperative for planning regimes.  The next 

Chapter also provides detailed and critical discussions on how institutional transformation is 

likely to be a fundamental within planning regimes seeking to respond to climate change 

through climate adaptation. 
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Chapter 4: Institutionalising Responses to Climate Change 
through Metro-Regional Planning 
 

4.1 Introduction  
 

The previous Chapter examined the nature and character of institutions as social scientific 

objects and identified institutional transformation as a fundamental element of institutional 

efforts to respond to new imperatives.  This Chapter examines social scientific 

characterisations of planning as a set of institutional processes and identifies the definition 

of planning used by this thesis.  This Chapter reviews scholarly debates concerned with 

institutional accommodation of climate change through planning by examining scholarly 

depictions of planning regimes as multi-scalar institutions.  It builds upon social scientific 

understandings of planning regimes as institutions and planning as a set of institutional 

processes and depicts climate change as an immediate institutional challenge for planning.  

This Chapter also offers critical discussion on how planning can institutionally respond to 

climate change through institutional transformation, leading to climate adaptation 

becoming institutionalised as a key facet of planning governance.  

 

This Chapter highlights the importance of climate adaptation as an institutional planning 

endeavour through a review of limitations associated with responding to climate change 

through planning-led mitigation.  The capacity of planning to institutionalise climate 

adaptation through policy, plan-making, infrastructural delivery and design standards is 

highlighted and discussed in this Chapter.  An extensive examination of the potential 

advantages of institutionally accommodating climate adaptation through planning at the 

metro-regional scale is also provided.  A knowledge gap within scholarship in respect of the 

circumstances under which planning regimes may successfully respond to climate change at 

this scale is identified through this examination.  Reducing this deficiency in scholarship is 

identified as a key contribution of the broader research enquiry undertaken by this thesis. 

 

4.2 Characterising Planning Regimes as Multi-Scalar Institutions 
 

The characterisation of ‘planning’ as a discipline and practice has been widely debated in 

social scientific scholarship.  Many definitions of planning exist.  For example, one definition 
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holds that planning is “a set of governance practices for developing and implementing 

strategies, plans, policies and projects and for regulating the location, timing and form of 

development” (Healey et al. 1999, p. 31).  Another understands planning as “the ability to 

plan, in a democratically accountable way, the activities of economic and services sectors 

(such as housing, energy, economic development, transport, water, waste, social welfare 

and health) that have wider social and environmental context” (Wilson and Pier 2010, p. 10).  

Other characterisations hold that planning is a set of strategic endeavours which function as 

governance processes, through which concepts of spatial organisation are mobilized with 

the aim of shaping the materialities and identities of particular spaces and places, using a 

combination of resources, authority and imaginative forces (Forester 1989, Giddens 1984, 

Healey 1997).   

 

This thesis utilises a definition of planning as a set of institutional processes, in line with 

recent scholarly trends towards using an institutional lens to characterise planning, 

particularly in the context of its complex social setting (Healey 1999, Healey et al. 1999, 

Jepperson 1991, March 2010).  As such, this thesis applies the perspective planning occurs 

within an institutional context which produces governance intended to guide social 

behaviour towards particular spatial outcomes (Alexander 2005, Healey et al. 1999).  This is 

understood as a key focus of institutional planning activity across scales, including the 

metro-regional scale, which is of specific interest to this thesis.  Actors, including planners, 

are understood to exist within wide and inter-connected governance settings.  

Consequently, planners and other actors function within a wider institutional context and 

therefore can both shape and be shaped by planning governance (Healey 1999, March 

2010).  

 

Alexander (2005), Fünfgeld (2010), Healey (2006) and Jepperson (1991) frame planning 

regimes as institutions that establish and enforce specific rules to direct and regulate the 

form and function of spatial and land-use development.  This function is central to urban 

and metropolitan coordination and management through planning.  A central institutional 

challenge faced by planning regimes is the task of trying to balance and negotiate the 

development aims of specific individuals and groups with broader social needs, including 

environmental protection, the provision of amenity, delivery of social services, 

infrastructure, public space, aesthetics, liveability, etc. (Faludi 2000).  Planning regimes 

utilize existing institutional arrangements and accommodate new arrangements in order to 
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discharge these obligations, both in times of institutional stability and in times of change and 

uncertainty (Forester 1989, March 2010).  New or emerging challenges, including the arrival 

of transformative stressors like climate change, may be at odds with the existing institutional 

arrangements of planning regimes.  In such cases, institutional transformation may be 

necessary in order to reconcile existing institutional arrangements with the need to respond 

to new planning challenges (Alexander 2005; Alden, Albrechts and da Rosa Pires 2001, 

Matthews 2012). 

 

The task of responding to climate change through planning is an institutional imperative 

(Matthews 2012, 2013).  New or emerging change imperatives faced by planning regimes 

can often be at odds with existing institutional arrangements, creating pressure for 

institutional change (Alden, Albrechts and da Rosa Pires 2001; Alexander 2005).  Change 

imperatives may challenge the vested political, social, cultural or economic interests of both 

internal and external institutional actors, leading to contention within planning regimes 

(Matthews 2013).  Institutional actors including politicians, government officials, developers, 

the public and other stakeholders may either embrace or reject the need for new forms of 

planning governance (Fünfgeld 2010, Matthews 2011c, Wilson 2006).  The next section 

discusses how planning regimes may be situated within specific institutional frames with 

respect to climate change and how this may condition the nature of their responses to the 

climate change stress. 

 

4.3 Planning ‘In’ Climate Change as an Institutional Planning Frame 
 

Steele and Gleeson (2009, 2010) propose an institutional frame, referred to as planning ‘in’ 

climate change, as a potential pathway towards institutional change in the context of 

climate change as a current and manifest stressor.  Planning ‘in’ climate change is proposed 

as a new model of institutional thinking and action, to which planning regimes may adapt.  

Steele and Gleeson contend that planning must be reconceived to take account of the reality 

that it is an institutional activity already located in climate change.  Planning regimes actively 

recognise and respond the immediacy of climate change as a lived institutional challenge 

with multiple and on-going implications within an institutional context of planning ‘in’ 

climate change.  Responses occur decisively and quickly through institutional change, 

leading to the imposition of new rules of governance and the recognition of climate change 

management as a core planning agenda.   
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The multi-faceted manifestations and stresses associated with climate change raise 

substantial institutional and spatial challenges for planning, which must be addressed 

through engagement, strategic action and democratic coordination across spatial scales, in 

both the short and long terms (Garnaut 2008, Lowe 2006, Stern 2006).  Steele and Gleeson 

(2009, 2010) argue that the planning ‘in’ climate change frame should be an institutional 

meta-theme for planning, leading to planning responses focused on addressing the 

immediacy of climate change stresses through institutional planning endeavours.  They also 

argue that current institutional constructions of climate change within planning are 

generally located outside the planning ‘in’ climate change frame.  Instead they are situated 

in either the planning ‘about’ climate change frame or, more commonly, the planning ‘for’ 

climate change frame.   

 

Planning ‘about’ climate change understands climate change as a potential threat but sees it 

as a distant problem for planning.  It is characterised by a relational dimension that regards 

the phenomenon as a real but still distant agenda that represents just one part of a wider 

suite of planning interest and activity (Steele and Gleeson 2009, 2010).  An example of 

planning ‘about’ climate change may be seen in the Planning Education Discussion Paper, 

prepared for the Planning Institute of Australia in 2008.  The Paper provides a framework to 

guide future planning education and practice in Australia, yet treats climate change as a 

peripheral issue within the wider scope of planning activity (Gurran, Norman and Gleeson 

2008).  Another example of planning ‘about’ climate change appears in Directions 2031, the 

metropolitan planning framework for Perth (Western Australian Planning Commission 

2010).  The document only mentions climate change once and identifies it as a long-term 

planning challenge, along with population growth, national productivity and “other social, 

economic and environmental drivers of change” (Western Australian Planning Commission 

2010, p. 13).  It offers no further considerations or policy expressions of climate change as 

an emerging and intensifying phenomenon, or as a significant and current issue for planning. 

 

Steele and Gleeson (2009, 2010) assert that the institutional frame of planning ‘for’ climate 

change is characterised by the view that climate change is just one of many planning 

challenges that may require attention in the short-term.  As such, it is unlikely to warrant 

immediate strategic action.  It leads to a policy agenda focused on developing policies and 

planning tools to manage climate change impacts, but falls short of responding through 
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institutional change, leading to the development and institutionalisation of clear climate 

change management strategies, including climate adaptation.  An example of the planning 

‘for’ climate change approach is the evident in Future Direction 2.4.1 of the Hobart Strategic 

Plan 2008-2013 (Hobart City Council 2008).  Future Direction 2.4.1 states there is a need to 

“identify emerging research in the field of climate change adaptation and examine 

implications for the natural and built environments [and to] participate in regional 

approaches to climate change-related initiatives” (Hobart City Council 2008, p. 10).  This 

approach does add climate change to the mix of planning considerations for Hobart, but is 

extremely tentative and appears unlikely to compel the kind of institutional change that 

would lead the institutionalisation of clear and manifest climate change management 

strategies through planning. 

 

The planning ‘in’ climate change frame, as distinct from planning ‘about’ or planning ‘for’ 

climate change frames, understands the immediate threat of climate change as inherently 

linked to all present and future planning activity (Steele and Gleeson, 2009, 2010).  Applied 

to Hajer’s (1993, 1995) ‘storylines’ concept and the transformative stressors concept, it may 

be argued that the planning ‘in’ climate change frame may involve storylines that recognise 

the immediacy of climate change and the longevity, severity and potential escalation of its 

associated stresses.  Related storylines may lead to climate change becoming more clearly 

understood as a transformative stressor within an institutional context of planning ‘in’ 

climate change.  This could prompt institutional change, leading to the institutionalisation of 

clear and manifest climate change management strategies, including adaptation policies and 

technical regulations, through planning. 

 

This thesis characterises climate change as a transformative stressor, with immediate and 

serious implications for the discipline and practice of planning.  Stresses associated with 

climate change and its impacts are already becoming manifest (American Meteorological 

Society 2012, Garnaut 2008, IPCC 2012, Stern 2006).  This thesis views the 

institutionalisation of climate change adaptation strategies through planning as a key 

response to climate change impacts in urban and metropolitan contexts.  This will likely 

require institutional transformation, leading to the creation and imposition of new 

institutional governance focused on adaptation.  Accordingly, this thesis adopts the 

conceptual perspective that planning activity designed to adapt to climate change will 

develop and function best within an institutional context of planning ‘in’ climate change.  
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This is because the reality and immediacy of climate change will benefit from more 

substantial institutional acceptance, support and expression through storylines.  However, 

an institutional shift to planning ‘in’ climate change is itself likely to involve institutional 

change. 

 

 Relational Dimension Temporal Dimension Praxis Dimension 

Planning 
‘about’ climate 
change  

Climate change is 
disconnected from 
planning 

No action required at 
present, though may 
be necessary at a 
later stage 

Limited consideration 

Planning ‘for’ 
climate change  

Climate change is 
distant but real and 
part of a wide suite of 
planning issues 

Some action perhaps 
required at present; 
more later if 
warranted 

Principally a policy 
issue, with limited 
operationalisation 
 

Planning ‘in’ 
climate change  

Climate change is a 
lived institutional 
challenge for 
planning, with 
multiple and 
perpetual 
implications 

Immediate action is 
necessary, with 
continual follow-on 
activity into the 
foreseeable future 

Extensive planning 
activity focused on 
transformative change 
expressed in a wide 
variety of ways, i.e., 
adaptation, building 
resilience, mitigation  

Figure 8: Planning and climate change: a relational framework for institutional action 

(adapted from Steele and Gleeson 2010) 

 

4.4 Institutionally Responding to Climate Change through Planning 
 

Climate change represents an unprecedented and escalating challenge for urban systems 

and human settlements (UN-HABITAT 2011).  The importance and necessity of planning as 

means of responding to climate change in urban contexts is significant and planning must 

become a key response mechanism (IPCC 2007b, Stern 2006).  Steele and Gleeson argue that 

the current agenda of climate change is a “call to arms” for planning and “offers a 

compelling supra-narrative for finding fundamentally different ways of understanding and 

doing planning” (2010, p. 108).  A key goal for planning regimes may therefore be 

understood as the comprehensive integration of climate change management responses 

into planning governance (Gleeson 2008, Matthews 2011c, 2012, Newman, Beatley and 

Boyer, 2009, Smith et al. 2010, Wilson and Piper 2010).  Anxieties over future climate 

change impacts on urban systems have quickly and forcefully encroached on the discipline 

of planning.  Consequently, planning now faces serious and complex challenges, as it seeks 
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to re-orientate planning practice to address emergent, but intensifying, climate impacts 

(Smith et al. 2010).   

 

Planning regimes can play a key role in guiding and shaping the form, function and structure 

of urban systems and so face profound challenges related to climate change (Gleeson 2008, 

Sanchez-Rodriguez 2009, Wilson 2006).  However, planning is capable of responding to 

these challenges.  Wilson (2006) and Wilson and Piper (2010) argue that planning regimes 

are well positioned to anticipate, prepare for and manage adverse climate change impacts.  

This is because planning regimes are key public policy areas, which imbues them with an 

experiential basis from which to strategically anticipate and prepare for emerging challenges 

and imperatives.  Climate change considerations can ideally be built into planning processes 

and systems to facilitate better management and responses to climate change impacts in 

urban systems and human settlements (Matthews 2011c, Wilson 2006).  Planning responses 

to climate change can occur through the development of spatial and land-use strategies, 

strategic stakeholder engagement, technical activities and capacity building (Garnaut 2008, 

Gleeson 2008, Hamin and Gurran 2009, Lowe 2006, Matthews 2011a, Stern 2006).   

 

Planning activity can respond to climate change through mitigation or adaptation, or a 

combination of both (Biesbrock, Swart and van der Knapp 2009).   Technical planning 

activities, including plan-making, development management, urban design and zoning are 

near universal within the discipline of planning and can each be used to address climate 

change in particular ways (Gleeson 2007, Hamin and Gurran 2009, Kentwell 2007).  

However, a firm governance basis must be present in order to facilitate technical 

interventions (Biesbrock, Swart and van der Knapp 2009, Matthews 2011a, 2011c, Wilson 

and Piper 2010).  As planning regimes correspond to social scientific characterisations of 

institutions, the institutionalisation of policies and technical regulations as forms of 

governance designed to facilitate planning-led responses to climate change becomes an 

institutional requirement (Alexander 2005, Dovers and Hezri 2010, Matthews 2011a). 

 

4.5 Limitations of Planning in Institutionally Responding to Climate 
Change through Mitigation  
 

Responding to climate change through mitigation involves efforts to reduce the severity and 

extent of climate change and its impacts by directly or indirectly lowering greenhouse gas 
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(GHG) emissions associated with certain activities, structures and practices (IPCC 1990).  

Planning may respond to climate change in urban systems by using its professional tools and 

powers to purposefully direct development patterns, urban form, open-space provision, 

transport options, building codes, densities and energy efficiencies in order to make new 

and existing settlements less carbon intensive (Biesbrock, Swart and van der Knapp 2009, 

Ewing et al. 2008, Hamin and Gurran 2009, Pizarro 2009, Stern 2006).  Planning-led 

responses to climate change through mitigation can occur at any scale where there exists a 

functioning planning framework, though generally between the neighbourhood and national 

scales (Biesbrock, Swart and van der Knapp 2009, Wilson 2006).  Meaningful efforts towards 

delivering mitigation through planning are more likely to succeed where planning regimes 

have a clear policy basis and strategic planning frameworks that support an institutionalised 

mitigation response (Biesbrock, Swart and van der Knapp 2009, Wilson 2006, Wilson and 

Piper 2010).   

 

Planning scholarship highlights two principal ways in which planning can promote climate 

change mitigation, though both are heavily contested.  The first approach involves 

increasing densities of built stock in order to increase population and dwellings per unit area 

(Ewing et al. 2008, Hamin and Gurran 2009, Shaw, Colley and Connell 2007).  This approach 

holds that high densities can reduce GHG emissions by reducing land use requirements and 

consolidating the delivery of services and utilities.  Increased densities can allow for the 

provision of greater amounts of open and green space, which both cools urban areas and 

absorbs GHG.  Higher densities and more compact urban form can also bring a mix of land 

uses into closer proximity (Shaw, Colley and Connell 2007).  Residential, employment, retail 

and other services can be planned to exist in closer proximity, further reducing GHG 

emissions as people need to travel less for common activities like grocery shopping and 

commuting to and from work. 

 

The second approach focuses on improving public transport provision, both in the context of 

existing urban form and in tandem with efforts to increase densities (Wilson and Piper 

2010).  This is based on a view that cities with dense populations and form tend to use less 

transport energy per capita on aggregate (Rickwood et al. 2008).  Good public transport 

provision is increasingly understood as a key component of sustainable and functional cities 

(Mackay 2008, Mees and Dodson 2011).  Planning can seek to respond to climate change 

through mitigation by adopting an integrated approach to development and public transport 



69 

 

provision.  Quality public transport is especially useful in lowering car dependence, which in 

turns acts as a form of mitigation by minimising congestion, land clearing for road provision 

and gas emissions from vehicles (Wilson and Piper 2010).  As such, it represents another way 

for planning to attempt to promote climate change mitigation in urban systems. 

 

Whilst it is important that planning endeavours to respond to climate change through 

mitigation, there are significant limitations to this response.  In particular, the built 

environment is very slow to change and building stock and service infrastructure is designed 

to last anywhere from 50 to 150 years, perhaps longer (Biesbrock, Swart and van der Knapp 

2009).  Efforts towards consolidated urban form through increased densities are therefore 

more likely to be of use in future development, whilst being of limited use with respect to 

existing urban spaces.  As such, planning is limited in its capacity to re-orientate existing 

built stock and urban form.  Recent scholarship also suggests that the idea of higher 

densities equating with improved mitigation outcomes may be overly simplistic and that 

higher density developments, especially high-rise apartment buildings, may in fact be more 

energy intensive than dispersed suburban settlements (Gray, Gleeson and Burke 2010, 

Perkins et al. 2009).  There is also evidence that planning has had a relatively weak influence 

on travel behaviour even when it has prioritised consolidated urban forms (Headicar 2009).   

 

Mitigation through manipulation of the built environment may therefore exceed the scope 

of meaningful planning response.  As Gleeson argues, “the imminence, scale and speed of 

climate change threats seem to overwhelm the principal mitigation strategies on offer” 

(2007, p. 1).  Nonetheless, this thesis supports the proposition that planning-led mitigation 

remains an important response to climate change.  This need is reinforced by recent climate 

science, which demonstrates that atmospheric GHG concentrations associated with urban 

systems are rapidly increasing (Climate Commission 2011, CSIRO 2012).  Consequently, this 

thesis does not suggest that planning should ignore the necessity for mitigation.  However, it 

does recognise that there are severe limitations associated with planning-led mitigation and 

that mitigation through manipulation of urban forms will take many years to yield useful 

returns.   As such, this thesis argues that mitigation through planning should be utilised in 

the knowledge that the approach is a long-term strategy that is unlikely to significantly 

reduce GHG levels for the foreseeable future.  It is in the context of these limitations to 

mitigation as a planning response to climate change that this thesis supports adaptation as a 

potentially more meaningful and immediate planning response to climate change.  
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4.6 The Capacity of Planning to Respond to Climate Change through 
Adaptation  
 

Many urban scholars, including Bulkeley and Kern (2006), Dovers and Hezri (2010), Gleeson 

(2008), Newman, Beatley and Boyer (2009), Smith et al. (2010) and Wilson and Piper (2010) 

argue an urgent necessity for planning to respond to climate change impacts through 

adaptation.  Gleeson, for example, argues that, “The climate emergency is the greatest 

environmental imperative facing cities and human societies.  Urban studies and policy must 

assist human settlements to adapt to the climate dislocations ahead, including finding ways 

to minimise the risks to human well-being, even life, as the changes unfold” (2008, p. 2667).  

This thesis agrees with these scholarly perspectives on the benefits and applicability of 

adaptation as a planning response to climate change.  It views climate adaptation as an 

urgent institutional agenda for planning and sees a clear and immediate need to 

institutionalise climate adaptation responses, irrespective of whatever mitigation strategies, 

if any, are employed.   

 

Scholars have argued that climate adaptation falls within the scope of planning as it can be 

implemented locally, quickly and with the use of existing planning tools such as zoning, 

design and coordination and delivery of services and utilities (Gleeson 2007; Matthews 

2011c, Newman, Beatley and Boyer 2009, Wilson and Piper 2010).  Planning regimes that 

recognise climate adaptation as an urgent institutional challenge can begin to respond by 

taking steps to increase the adaptive capacity of both new and existing developments.  For 

example, planning can use existing technical tools like development assessment and design 

standards to direct the use of climate sensitive infrastructure, design and materials.  

Examples may include green roofs, sustainable urban drainage systems, water sensitive 

design and urban forestry (Matthews 2011c).  These can help to cool urban spaces, limit 

urban heat island effect (UHE), better manage stormwater run-off associated with intense 

rainfall events and attenuate flood impacts.  Plan -making may be utilised to coordinate the 

preparation of bespoke, location-specific adaptation plans focused on delivering targeted 

adaptive interventions (Matthews 2011c, Wilson and Piper 2010).  These may be used to 

direct new development and re-development in specific ways to ensure that spatial, land-

use and infrastructural interventions have in-built adaptive capacity.  Planning regimes may 

also build adaptive responses directly into local development plans and planning schemes, 

along with specific implementation and monitoring strategies (Matthews 2011c, Wilson and 

Piper 2010).   
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Well-formulated planning policy can improve the potential for success of planning regimes 

seeking to institutionalise climate adaptation within their own functional areas (Fünfgeld 

2010, Wilson 2006, Wilson and Piper 2010, Wolf 2009).  Well-formulated policy guidance 

defines parameters, sets clear agendas and supports individual planning regimes as they try 

to develop and implement localised adaptation strategies (Burton et al. 2002, Gleeson 2008, 

Wilson and Piper 2010).   High-level policy support for adaptation can allow local planning 

regimes to implement locally appropriate adaptive responses through plan-making, 

codifying development standards, defining targets, setting implementation strategies and 

establishing design criteria (Fünfgeld 2010, Matthews 2011c, Wilson 2006). 

 

Adaptive responses have greater potential for success if they are integrated into local 

development frameworks and planning schemes (Bulkeley and Kern 2006, Wilson 2006, 

Wilson and Piper 2010).  This point is also noted by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change (IPCC 2007a), who argue that proper plan-making will increase adaptive capacity in 

urban systems by including adaptation measures in land-use planning, infrastructure and 

design.  Advantages of a plan-led approach to climate adaptation include the potential for 

developing specific objectives based on the particular climate change effects facing 

wherever jurisdiction the plan applies to (Fünfgeld 2010).  In tandem with this process, 

development and design standards may be codified through policies and standards in urban 

development plans, which are designed to ensure that urban development and 

redevelopment initiatives possess adaptive capacity (Matthews 2011c, Wilson and Piper 

2010).  This may increase potential for stakeholder support and political interest.  It may also 

improve potential for securing increased budgetary support to ensure the delivery and 

implementation of adaptation strategies.   

 

Scholarship demonstrates that discipline and practice of planning offers three key 

advantages for responding to climate change in urban systems through adaptation (AGO 

2006, Kentwell 2007, Newman, Beatley and Boyer 2009, Sanchez-Rodriguez 2009).  First, 

planning is a societal tool charged with creating order among activities in urban settlements, 

reducing conflicts between them and improving people’s wellbeing as a consequence.  As 

such, the discipline has a long history of managing both anticipated and unanticipated 

challenges in urban settings (Wilson and Piper 2010).  The second advantage of planning in 

responding to climate change in urban settlements through adaptation is the fact that a 
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large number of urban areas worldwide already have planning agencies tasked with 

managing spatial change (Wilson and Piper 2010).  This reduces the need for new 

institutions.  There is the possibility that some planning agencies may have limited human, 

technical and economic resources.  These deficiencies may be overcome through local 

political leadership and collaboration with the scientific community (Sanchez-Rodriguez 

2009).  The third advantage is the fact that urban planners play a key role in defining the 

form, function and structure of urban settlements (Hamin and Gurran 2009, Shaw, Colley 

and Connell 2007, Wilson 2006).  As such, many urban areas have planning departments and 

the planners working within those departments are central to envisioning and facilitating 

the evolution and growth of urban systems, which are physically represented through their 

form, function and structure.  Developing and implementing responses to climate change 

through adaptation should be helped by the pre-existence of both skilled professionals and 

institutional planning networks. 

 

Broadly described, some planning regimes are already responding to climate adaptation 

through two principal mechanisms. The first is through plan-making. England offers a good 

example of a jurisdiction where formal policy guidance exists to direct planning regimes in 

respond to climate adaptation through plan-making. Planning policies in respect of climate 

adaptation established at the national scale in England.  Policy guidance with respect to 

climate adaptation is provided by Supplement to Planning Policy Statement (PPS) 1: Planning 

and Climate Change (DCLG 2007) and must be followed by local-scale planning regimes 

when preparing local development plans.  A key policy principle is that new development 

should be planned to minimise future vulnerabilities associated with climate change.  

Planning regimes are required to minimise vulnerabilities by referring to data from the UK 

Climate Impacts Program to take account of future impacts on built development, 

infrastructure, services and water availability associated with climate change impacts (DCLG 

2007, pp. 10-13).  Scotland provides another example of this trend. Like England, national 

planning policies pertaining to climate adaptation in Scotland must be transposed into local 

development plans by local planning regimes.  The Second National Planning Framework for 

Scotland provides a policy basis that requires local development plans provide a basis for 

climate adaptation in the built environment.  This is to be achieved through prioritisation of 

building materials that reduce extremes associated with unusually hot or cold temperatures 

associated with climate change (Scottish Government 2009, p. 16).  In Australia, the 30-Year 

Plan for Greater Adelaide, which applies at the strategic regional level, provides a suite of 
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policies to guide local-level plan-making focused on adaptation.  These include policy 

preferences for more thermally efficient buildings, the provision of more green space to 

provide natural shading and cooling, the embedding of sea-level rise management strategies 

in coastal plans, and the protection of future critical infrastructure by locating it away from 

or above areas with potential for future inundation (Government of South Australia 2010, 

pp. 155-156).   

 

The second way in which some planning regimes are already responding to climate 

adaptation is through the use of technical standards, which preference infrastructure, 

materials and design approaches with adaptive potential.  Such technologies, often 

described as green infrastructure, include green roofs, sustainable urban drainage systems 

and urban forestry.  Some planning regimes have already begun to actively promote 

provision of various forms of green infrastructure as a form of climate adaptation.  For 

example, the planning system in Toronto established technical regulations which require 

new buildings to have between 25 and 50 per cent green roof cover, depending on type and 

use.  Planning regimes in Chicago, Boston and Minneapolis have also applied similar 

standards for green roofing provision (Buckwalter Berkooz 2007).  The adaptive value of 

green roofs relates to their capacity to lower ambient air temperatures, attenuate the flow 

of excess rainwater and lower building cooling demands during hot weather (Gartland 

2011).  Another example relates to planning requirements in the city of Columbus, Georgia.  

Current planning requirements now include design standards to preserve as many existing 

urban trees as possible within new urban development areas.  Requirements for new tree-

planting may also be imposed as a condition of development consent for new 

developments.  Urban design programs undertaken by the City of Columbus Planning 

Division are also now required to include urban forestry strategies in city development plans 

(Schwab 2009).  Urban forests can capture some excess water generated by heavy rainfall, 

lower ambient air temperatures and provide shading at street level which reduces heat 

stress. 

 

While planning may offer advantages for responding to climate change in urban systems 

through adaptation, the task of institutionalising climate adaptation strategies as a key facet 

of institutional planning governance is complex and difficult (Condon, Cavens and Miller 

2009; Gleeson 2008; Wilson 2006).  Nonetheless, planning regimes are capable of 

responding to the challenge, though should seek to address this challenge through 
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anticipatory rather than retrospective action (Matthews 2011c, 2013, Wilson 2006, Wilson 

and Piper 2010).  Climate change impacts are already being felt in many urban systems, so 

the institutionalisation of climate adaptation through planning should not be delayed.  

Failing to address anticipatory adaptation may ultimately prove damaging and costly, even in 

the context of potential uncertainties around the extent, timing and ultimate costs of 

planning-led adaptation.  As such, anticipatory adaptation can potentially lead to better 

outcomes than a ‘wait and see’ approach (Wilson 2006). 

4.7 Responding to Climate Adaptation through Planning at Metro-
Regional Scale  
 

Metro-regions or city-regions have emerged as dominant spatial units in advanced nations 

and it is probable that they will become key arenas for development decision-making (Faludi 

2000, Gleeson, Dodson and Spiller 2010, Neuman 2007).  Scholarship offers many definitions 

that may be used to characterise a metro-region.  For example, Davoudi (2003) characterises 

a metro-region as not just the commuting hinterland of a city, but rather the whole area, 

which is economically, socially and culturally dominated by the city.  Scott (2001) views 

metro-regions as agglomerations of capital, labour and social life that extends from a 

metropolis into hinterlands, which may themselves be the sites of scattered urban 

settlements.  Hildreth and Clark (2005) characterise a metro-region as comprising a 

dominant city or cities, which extend into a surrounding hinterland, creating important 

economic, environmental and social interdependencies between the city or cities and 

neighbouring towns and commuter hinterlands.   

 

This thesis does not aim to add to definitional debates about city or metro-regions.  It 

instead draws upon the work of Jurczek (2001) and uses his definition to inform its 

characterisation of a metro-region for the purposes of its research enquiries.  As such, it 

understands a metro-region as referring to “a metropolis (in some cases more than one) and 

its respective hinterland…or in other words, an area of medium spatial dimension within a 

larger territory, characterised by particular features, functional interdependences or a 

specific perception” (Jurczek 2001, p. 2).  Planning at the metro-regional scale therefore 

refers to institutionalised planning activity that applies to this spatial area.  South East 

Queensland (SEQ), the case study region examined by this thesis, fits Jurczek’s model, as it is 

an inter-connected and inter-dependent coastal conurbation, which stretches over 200km 

and has two major metropolitan areas (Brisbane and Gold Coast City), as well as a large 
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hinterland.  Scholarship has referred to the SEQ metro-region as the ‘200-kilometre city’ 

(Spearitt 2010). 

 

Scholarship began to examine issues connected to institutional responses to climate change 

metro-regional scale in the mid-2000s (Gore and Robinson 2009, Hodson and Marvin 2009, 

Toly 2008).  Rodriguez-Pose (2008) notes that addressing climate change through the metro-

regional governance offers significant advantage to planning.  Principally, climate change 

impacts are unlikely to adhere to local administrative boundaries and so institutional efforts 

to prepare human settlements to cope climate change stress will likely deliver better 

outcomes if established on a wider geographic scale.  This logic applies especially to the 

efficacy of adaptation as an institutionalised planning response (Fussel 2007).   

 

Alber and Kern (2008) argue that climate change remains a marginal issue for metro-

regional governance and is often disconnected from policy making within many municipal 

authorities, including metro-regional planning regimes.  However, Gleeson, Dodson and 

Spiller (2010) argue strongly for a shift to formal metro-regional governance as a means of 

institutionally accommodating planning responses to the manifest threats presented by 

climate change.  The authors build their argument upon the premise that institutional 

failings at the urban scale can seriously undermine attempts to address significant 

challenges that occur across larger scales.  As such, a switch to institutional governance at 

the metro-regional scale is identified as a potential solution, offering a more adequate scale 

for governance arrangements to address large-scale challenges like climate change.   

 

Bulkeley et al. (2009) argue that mitigation continues to attract significantly more attention 

as an issue for metropolitan planning governance than adaptation.  Nonetheless, some 

metro-regions have begun to substantively address climate change adaptation through 

planning instruments.  The Chicago Climate Change Action Plan 2008-2020 (City of Chicago 

Department of Environment 2008), King County Climate Plan (King County 2007) and 30 Year 

Plan for Greater Adelaide (Government of South Australia 2010) are good examples.  The 

Chicago Climate Change Action Plan 2008-2020 (City of Chicago Department of Environment 

2008) sets out planning-led adaptation strategies for the Chicago metro-region.  The Plan 

establishes nine detailed actions that planning can deliver in order to reduce the impact of 

expected climate change impacts.  A progress report on the Plan’s effectiveness noted that 

significant achievements had already occurred throughout the region in the delivery of 
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green infrastructure, the use of natural planting to reduce urban heat islands and managing 

stormwater and flood events through an increase in permeable surfaces (City of Chicago 

Department of Environment 2010).   

 

King County is a metro-region in Washington State, USA.  The city of Seattle functions as its 

primary metropolis.  The King County Climate Plan (King County 2007) directs that all plans 

and policies throughout the metro-region be reviewed so that they consider and include 

strategies to cope with projected climate change impacts.  The 30 Year Plan for Greater 

Adelaide (Government of South Australia 2010) also offers a substantial policy basis for 

planning to respond to climate change through adaptation in the Adelaide metro-region.  It 

contains policies to enable planning to deliver improved building design and standards in 

order to better cope with heat fluctuations and to use green infrastructure for urban 

cooling.  It also provides a policy basis for planning to manage the impacts of sea level rise 

and storm surges on coastal settlements by incorporating adaptation measures, including 

design standards and location controls, into local development plans. 

 

Scholarship notes that metro-regional scale planning may offer significant advantages in 

responding to climate change, including through adaptation (Gleeson, Dodson and Spiller 

2010, Gore and Robinson 2009, Hodson and Marvin 2009, Toly 2008).  However, scholarship 

is deficient in identifying and explaining the circumstances that may prompt the 

institutionalisation of climate adaptation as a form of metro-regional planning governance.  

As such, there is currently limited knowledge within scholarship to explain how and under 

what circumstances planning regimes may begin to institutionally respond to the stresses 

wrought by climate change through adaptation.  This thesis seeks to reduce this deficiency in 

scholarship by investigating and evaluating the circumstances that prompted the 

institutionalisation of climate adaptation as a form of planning governance within the SEQ 

metro-regional planning regime.  Understanding the role of transformative stressors in 

conditioning associated institutional transformations is a central element of this task.  The 

findings of this thesis will offer timely and useful contributions to scholarly of how climate 

adaptation may become institutionally accommodated within planning, as well as the 

nature, character and circumstances of associated institutional transformations.   
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4.8 Conclusion 
 

This Chapter developed social scientific understandings of institutions.  It characterised 

planning regimes as multi-scalar institutions and planning activities as institutional 

processes.  It critically examined scholarly debates concerned with institutional 

accommodation of climate change through planning and identified climate change as a 

transformative stressor within the institutional context of planning.  This Chapter critically 

assessed the capacity of planning to respond to climate change through both mitigation and 

adaptation.  It identified the institutionalisation of climate adaptation within planning 

governance as a more significant and necessary planning response, given the immediacy of 

climate change stress.  The potential advantages of addressing this challenge through 

planning at the metro-regional scale were also examined in detail.  A knowledge gap in 

respect in respect of the circumstances under which planning regimes may successfully 

respond to climate change through adaptation at the metro-regional scale was 

demonstrated in this Chapter.  Reducing this deficiency in scholarship was identified as a 

central aim of the broader enquiry undertaken by this thesis. 

 

This Chapter completed the literature review and conceptual development that underpin 

and situate this thesis.  Chapter 2 identified the mounting global stress of anthropogenic 

climate change and responses to the phenomenon.  It developed and qualified a central 

argument of this thesis: that responding to climate change stress through climate adaptation 

is an institutional imperative.  Chapter 3 built upon that argument and evaluated social 

scientific perspectives on institutions and institutional processes and examined institutional 

change as a key institutional process, particularly when institutions are faced with new or 

emerging imperatives like climate change.  It also provided a central intellectual contribution 

of this thesis, specifically, a new typology of stressors, referred to as ‘transformative 

stressors.’  These were characterised as being capable of compelling institutional 

transformation by virtue of the acute severity, longevity and escalation of their impacts.  The 

current Chapter contextualised and deepened conceptual issues identified and discussed in 

Chapter 2 and 3.  Specifically, it identified and examined the intersections between planning 

regimes as institutions, climate change stress in urban settlements and the potential 

capacity to respond by institutionalising climate adaptation as a central tenet of planning 

governance. 
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The next Chapter presents the research methodology underpinning this thesis.  It 

demonstrates the research methods used to conduct research and collect data relevant to 

the empirical enquiries of this thesis.  It provides a rational for using a single case study 

approach and explains why SEQ was selected as the case study area.  It presents and 

critically discusses the methods of analysis used to interpret and understand data related to 

the case study. 
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Chapter 5: Research Methodology 
 

5.1 Introduction 
 

This Chapter details the research methods used to conduct the research that informs this 

thesis.  These methods focus on collecting and analysing data for two purposes: to improve 

social scientific understanding of institutional transformation in response to transformative 

stressors, specifically climate change; and to understand recent and future institutional 

possibilities for planning-led responses to climate change through adaptation within the SEQ 

metro-regional planning regime.  The Chapter outline the rationale for using a case study 

approach and discuss how the data collection process was conducted using a combination of 

textual analysis and interviews with key actors in the SEQ metro-regional planning regime 

during the period 1990 to 2012.  It discusses the methods of analysis used to interpret and 

understand data related to the case study.  It also addresses matters relating to the 

reliability of the research, potential limitations to it, the avoidance of bias and its compliance 

with ethical standards. 

 

5.2 The Single Case Study 
 

This research adopts a case study approach.  Case study research is detailed and focuses on 

“holistic description and explanation” (Berg 2007, p. 4).  The use of a case study approach in 

social scientific enquiry facilitates an understanding of complex social phenomena by 

directing research towards real-world contexts (Sarantakos 2005, Punch 1998).  As Yin 

(2003, p. 13) observes, a case study is “an empirical enquiry that investigates a 

contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries 

between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident; and in which multiple sources of 

evidence are used.”   

 

Stake (1995) distils case study enquiries into two distinct strands.  These are intrinsic case 

studies and instrumental case studies.  An intrinsic case study takes place when the 

researcher is specifically interested in the case at hand and approaches the subject with the 

aim of learning about that case only.  An institutional case study is undertaken when the 

researcher focuses on a specific case in an effort to generalise findings from that case and 
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apply these discoveries to understanding a wider phenomenon.  My case study investigation 

of the SEQ metro-regional planning regime draws upon both strands.  It is intrinsic as it 

focuses on how the regime responded to specific imperatives, most especially climate 

change, as transformative stressors.  Equally, it also encompasses elements of an 

instrumental approach as its discoveries and insights will likely resonate with other metro-

regional planning regimes seeking to respond to climate change through adaptation at the 

regional scale. 

 

 

 

The case study approach is also acknowledged as “one of the most challenging of all social 

science endeavours” (Yin 2003, p. 1).  However, the validity of case studies in social scientific 

enquiry has been challenged and they are considered by some to be an inferior method of 

enquiry (Flyvbjerg 2001, 2006, Sarantakos 2005, Stake 1995, Yin 2003).  Perceived 

inadequacies with the case study approach tend to focus on arguments that case studies are 

of little use and minimal significance as methods of enquiry because they offer limited scope 

for quantification (Sarantakos 2005).  Such perspectives are now changing (Flyvbjerg 2001, 

2006, Riege 2003, Tellis 1997).  Flyvbjerg (2001, 2006), in particular, offers a robust defence 

of the case study approach, stating that criticisms of case study approaches tend to be based 

on misunderstandings rather than fact.  He outlines and refutes five categories of 

misunderstanding about case studies, which, he contends misrepresent the nature, 

application and advantage of the method.  Flyvbjerg systematically addresses each 

‘misunderstanding.’  These include beliefs that context-dependent knowledge generated by 

case studies is inferior to context-independent knowledge produced by other methods of 

enquiry; that case studies do not offer a suitable basis for generalisation; that they are only 

useful for generating hypothesis; and, that they allow too much scope for bias and that 

specific case studies do not support general propositions and theories.  Flyvbjerg debates 

and ultimately rejects each of these misunderstandings, concluding that case studies are a 

valid and useful method of social scientific enquiry and as such have a compelling and 

important role in methodological work.  Moreover, he argues that there is little if any merit 

in attempting to force positivist approaches onto social scientific enquiries.  Instead, 

 Case studies provide the dimensions of context to the study which includes 
uncovering the historical dimensions of a phenomenon or setting 

 They provide information from a number of sources and over a period of time 

 They facilitate the grounding of observations and concepts about social action 
and structures in natural setting and situated close at hand (Feagin et al. 1991) 

Figure 9: Key benefits of a case study approach. 
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different methodological approaches can be mutually beneficial by offering specific insights, 

which conjunctively develop more nuanced understandings of specific issues, problems and 

phenomena. 

 

 

 

Flyvbjerg (2001, 2006), Riege (2003), Tellis (1997) and Forester (1989) all highlight the 

advantage of the case study approach as a means of investigating a phenomenon by 

engaging with actors from outside the scholarly arena.  These include political actors, policy-

makers, professionals, community actors, etc.  This is especially useful within the context of 

my study as a substantial part of my methodological focus is focused on understanding the 

roles, perceptions and orientations of various actors within these spaces.  Forester in 

particular identifies the value of case studies for directing enquiry within the planning field, 

noting that case studies focused on addressing aspects of planning practice “teach in part by 

showing complexity and detail, political entanglement and moral perception” that shape 

planning practice (1999, p. 244).  This perspective on case study use in planning is especially 

appropriate in the context of my study given its focus on institutional processes and the role 

these play in promoting institutional change within the SEQ metro-regional planning regime.   

 

5.3 Selecting the Case Study Area 
 

The key factor in selecting a case study approach for this thesis is the uniqueness and 

significance of the SEQ metro-regional planning regime, both nationally and internationally.  

Flyvjberg’s (2001) work proves the value of a single case study when the issue of enquiry is 

of strategic importance in the context of a general problem or issue.  The strategic 

importance of the SEQ case is the institutionalisation of climate adaptation metro-regional 

planning governance, which occurs in the context of managing larger environmental and 

developmental imperatives in the region.  The SEQ metro-regional planning system is an 

exemplar of successful regional planning and is accordingly important to both Australian and 

1. That context-dependent knowledge generated by case studies is inferior to 
context-independent knowledge produced by other methods of enquiry  

2. That they do not offer a suitable basis for generalisation  
3. That cases studies are only useful for generating hypothesis  
4. That they allow too much scope for bias  
5. Specific case studies do not support general propositions and theories 

(Flyvbjerg 2001) 

Figure 10: Five ‘misunderstandings’ about case studies as methods of enquiry. 
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international planning study and practice (Abbott 2012, Dodson 2009).  It is distinctive and 

valuable as a case study area for three reasons.  The first is its evolution from a collaborative 

model of regional planning across scales of government to a statutory regime.  The move 

from a collaborative arrangement, back by regional growth management frameworks, to a 

statutory arrangement with a single guiding regional plan, offers valuable learning, context 

and experience in terms of metro-regional planning in other parts of Australia, as well as 

internationally (Abbott 2012).   

 

The second distinctive aspect of the SEQ regime is its unusual institutional framework.  The 

regime has operated on a statutory basis since 2004, meaning that strategic planning policy 

is established and codified at the regional scale.  Each of the region’s 11 local councils has 

agreed to the statutory system, which requires them to fully transpose regional policy and 

guidance into their local planning schemes, policies, regulations and standards.  This holds 

true for planning policy in respect of environmental imperatives, including those related to 

climate change and climate adaptation.  This gives that SEQ’s metro-regional planning 

regime significant institutional status and ensures that strategic planning decisions are first 

made at the regional scale (DIP 2008).  The third distinctive aspect of the SEQ metro-regional 

planning regime is its historic willingness to address environmental imperatives through 

planning.  This holds true for climate change mitigation and adaptation, air quality, water 

quality and supply, open space preservation, biodiversity protection and natural resource 

management (DIP 2009a).  Indeed, as Chapter 6 explains, one of the key starting positions 

for regional planning in SEQ was environmental protection, particularly in the context of 

rapid population growth.  This focus has remained central to the regime throughout its 

evolution and as such, provides an unusual but advantageous context for addressing 

environmental issues through planning at the metro-regional scale. 

 

The SEQ region is also noteworthy for reasons beyond the institutional significance of its 

regional planning framework.  SEQ is the fastest growing metropolitan region in Australia.  

The region has a current population of over 2.7 million people, a number expected to 

increase to around 4.4 million by 2031 (DIP 2009a, p. 8).  The SEQ metropolitan region forms 

a long coastal conurbation, running from Noosa in the north to Coolangatta in the south.  

This has been referred to as the 200-kilometre city (Spearitt 2010).  Another major 

conurbation in SEQ runs west from the coast, via Brisbane, to the city of Toowoomba.  It 

contains two of Australia’s major cities, Brisbane and Gold Coast City, which are respectively 
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third and sixth largest nationally.  Brisbane is currently the fastest growing mature city in the 

world in terms of GDP (Jones Lang LaSalle 2012).  The city is forecast to have an average 

annual GDP growth rate of 5% between 2012 and 2020.  To contextualise, only Singapore, 

Austin (Texas) and Hong Kong currently have average growth rates above 4%. Demand for 

housing, infrastructure, energy, employment and amenity is increasing steadily in SEQ and 

creates on-going development pressures in the region.  Whilst these pressures are 

significant planning challenges in their own right, they are likely to be greatly exacerbated by 

predicted climate change impacts (DIP 2009b).  

 

Deciding upon single case study approach for this thesis meant it was necessary to 

chronologically bind the research (Punch 1998).  Yin (2003) notes that defining an 

appropriate start and end point can be difficult with case studies, as they inherently have a 

history and future.  Following an extensive preparatory examination of scholarship, statutory 

and non-statutory plans, policy documents, parliamentary records, government discussion 

papers and other published material, the decision was taken to situate the study within the 

timeframe of 1990-2012.  This 22-year examination facilitates a comprehensive investigation 

of the evolution of regional planning in SEQ, from its beginnings as a non-statutory 

institutional arrangement to its current iteration and primacy.  The period from 1990-2012 

was critical for metro-regional planning in SEQ and offered a wealth of valuable research 

material for analysis.  In addition to covering the period where metro-regional planning in 

SEQ moved from non-statutory growth management to statutory regional planning, the 22-

year period examined in this thesis was also characterised by the emergence of several 

transformative stressors.  These included population surges, the severe drought that 

affected the region from 2001-2009 and the identification of SEQ as one of the most 

vulnerable regions to climate change in Australia by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change (Hennessy et al 2007).  As such, the time period bounding the case study represents 

a critical time for metro-regional planning in SEQ in terms of general institutional processes 

and specific institutional efforts to address and manage transformative stressors, including 

climate change. 

 

5.4 Research Methods 
 

The research design for this thesis and its case study methodology is qualitative and focuses 

on developing a deep and considered understanding of institutional responses to 
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transformative stressors, particularly climate change, through planning in South East 

Queensland (SEQ).  Two interlinked methodological approaches are used: textual analysis 

and semi-structured interviewing.  These methods were chosen to provide valuable, 

appropriate and efficient research outcomes.  Qualitative research is exploratory and 

designed to generate understanding of actions resulting from human behaviour, reasoning 

and decision-making (Alvesson and Skoldberg 2000, Winchester 2000).  Applied to the 

discipline and practice of planning, it can be argued that actions taken are quintessentially a 

product of human behaviour, reasoning and decision-making, which is guided and managed 

through various rules of governance which were in turn generated by institutional 

processes.  Additionally, planning is a contested discipline, where actions are often the result 

of participation and decision-making from many institutional actors.  This ensures that 

ultimately planning actions taken are often based on particular local circumstances and 

power relations (Forrester 1989).  This rationale applies equally to the South East 

Queensland experience, both in terms of wider planning activity and in terms of planning 

responses to transformative stressors. 

 

5.4.1 Textual analysis 
 

A large volume of primary data utilized in this thesis is textual.  Textual analysis is a 

qualitative method that involves the analysis of documents and material relevant to the 

research area (Alvesson and Skoldberg 2000).  The aim of such work is to generate an 

understanding of the text content so that the researcher becomes familiar with key issues, 

narratives, actions and problems.  This can provide a strong basis of understanding for 

subsequent enquiry and analysis, such as the identification of ‘storylines’ and transformative 

stressors.  Textual analysis can provide a rich source of data for social research and analysis 

(Punch 1998, Yin 2003).  The extensive program of textual analysis undertaken for this thesis 

was crucial for identifying what appeared to be dominant institutional storylines.  The 

process was fundamental in directing and orientating the subsequent program of 

interviewing and helped to establish important elements of later interview schedules.  These 

were purposefully designed to gain detailed insights into institutional storylines as 

recounted, clarified and critically discussed by institutional actors who had direct experience 

of the context, reproduction and impact of the storylines within the institutional context of 

the SEQ metro-regional planning regime.   
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The documents examined covered the time period from 1990-2012 and detailed various 

aspects of the evolution of metro-regional planning in SEQ.  As such, they provided a rich 

source of information to identify storylines and contextualise many institutional processes 

that occurred during that time.  Over 170 separate documents were examined, which were 

sourced using a ‘purposeful’ approach (Patton 1990).  The original documents were 

gathered via extensive inspection over many months.  This involved accessing university 

libraries, state government libraries, digital resources and professional networks to source 

the necessary texts.  Once gathered, the documents were assessed and grouped together 

under four headings: 

 

1. Scholarship (focused regional and metropolitan planning and specifically on the SEQ 

context) 

2. Official planning documents (including statutory and non-statutory regional plans, 

framework documents, information sheets, discussion papers, review papers, 

position papers, planning legislation and local council planning schemes) 

3. Minutes of peak planning committees in SEQ (including the Regional Planning 

Advisory Group, the Regional Coordination Committee, the Regional Planning 

Committee and the Council of Mayors) 

4. Parliamentary records (Hansard transcripts from Queensland Parliament) 

 

The examination of these documents began with a dedicated reading of scholarship focused 

on metro-regional planning.  A large volume of scholarship was gathered and examined 

through systematic journal and book searches.  The volume of scholarly texts focused on 

SEQ increased in tandem with the development of statutory regional planning, so the 

relatively limited output of the 1990s gave way to a larger volume of output as the system 

gained a statutory basis towards the mid-2000s.  The official planning documents that 

informed this study were examined in order to gain a deeper appreciation of the 

institutional evolution of the metro-regional planning system and associated storylines.  The 

texts included information documents, position papers, policy papers, evaluation papers, 

working reports, discussion papers, framework documents and parliamentary transcripts.  

These helped build understanding of how the regional planning system in SEQ moved from a 

non-statutory arrangement with a broad aim of managing growth to an integrated, 

collaborative system that provides a statutory basis for addressing a wide variety of planning 

challenges across the SEQ region.  Whilst these texts were useful in detailing broad changes 
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to the planning system, they did not adequately address why such changes occurred.  

However, they did provide evidence of emerging, shifting, diminishing and intensifying 

institutional storylines. 

 

The minutes of peak planning agency meetings were a valuable resource and provided 

evidence of the institutional storylines, processes and decision making that supported the 

policies, objectives and institutional positions expressed through official planning 

documents.  A peak planning agency in SEQ planning is responsible for establishing strategic 

planning directions and developing new planning governance.  The minutes of 91 peak 

planning agency meetings were examined.  The examination incorporated the minutes of 

meeting of the Regional Planning Advisory Group (RPAG) from 1991-1994, the Regional 

Coordination Committee (RCC) from 1994-2009 and the Regional Planning Committee (RPC) 

2010-2012.  The minutes of 31 meetings held by the Council of Mayors (COM) from 2006-

2011 were also examined.  These offered detailed insights into the institutional thinking that 

led to certain positions being adopted or rejected by the metro-regional planning system.  

Moreover, they demonstrated many of the storylines and imperatives that conditioned 

institutional thinking and transformation during the period of this study.  They were a crucial 

part of this research and added significant value to the overall textual analysis, as well as 

later interviewing.   

 

Finally, Hansard transcripts from Queensland Parliament were examined.  Hansard records 

provide transcripts of all statements and debates that occur in Queensland Parliament.  The 

system may be searched using key words, themes, dates or names of speakers.  Transcripts 

of debates were found by using the search function.  Amongst the Hansard search criteria 

were the terms ‘SEQ2001’, ‘SEQ2021’, ‘regional framework for growth management’, 

‘regional plan’, ‘climate change’, ‘greenhouse’, ‘climate change adaptation’ and ‘drought’.  

The related transcripts offered detailed insights into a wide array of planning policy and 

objectives for the region during the era of metro-regional planning and added further 

context to conversations that took place in the political arena with respect to metro-regional 

planning in SEQ.   
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5.4.2 Semi-structured interviews 
 

Semi-structured interviewing is a process of conducting purposeful and directed 

conversations designed to explore particular issues with relevant people through a common 

format (Burgess 1982, Dunn 2000).  The role of interviewing is long established as a means 

of qualitative data collection where the information sought concerns the specific opinions, 

recollections, reflections and perspectives of individual actors who were substantively 

involved in the issue of study.  Semi-structured interviewing can bring people into the 

research process by generating data based on people’s experiences, which is described by 

the individuals themselves in their own words (Dunn 2000, Sarantakos 2005). 

 

Interviewing is designed to generate specific data that is relevant to a particular empirical 

enquiry.  It should not be based on a process of engaging respondents in random 

conversation around a vague theme.  Such an approach would lack precision and generate 

largely unusable data.  Consequently, it is important to approach the interview process with 

a specific emphasis and a clear set of points that upon which the researcher wishes elicit 

responses.  Unlike structured interviewing, where the researcher simply asks the subject to 

answer pre-set questions, the semi-structured approach employs an interview schedule that 

lists the general areas the researcher wishes to explore with the respondent (Dunn 2000, 

Sarantakos 2005).  The researcher then engages the respondent and attempts to orchestrate 

the conversation in such a way that the information sought by the interview schedule is 

provided without using pre-set questions as a method of inquiry.  

 

Semi-structured interviewing was undertaken to gain detailed insights into the ‘storylines’, 

issues and institutional positions that were identified through textual analysis.  The 

interview process enabled analysis of the textual data by seeking to establish and 

contextualise the views, recollections and opinions of various key actors who were present 

when the texts were being formulated, published and reviewed.  A specific cross-section of 

18 institutional actors was selected and 14 individuals were interviewed in total.  All 

interviews took place in 2012.  Respondents were chosen and interviews were conducted 

based upon the following criteria: 

 

 Respondents included senior planners, policy makers, politicians, community 

representatives, environmental advocates and scholars 
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 Interviews examined all significant phases of the evolution of metro-regional planning in 

SEQ from 1990-2010 

 Respondents were chosen based on the level of their involvement and knowledge of the 

planning process 

 Recommendations for other potential candidates were sought from respondents (the 

‘snowball’ approach)  

 

A set protocol was required by the ethical clearance granted for this thesis and it governed 

the nature and character of all contact with interview respondents.  Initial contact with 18 

prospective respondents was made by email.  Each was sent an email outlining the study 

and requesting their participation in data collection.  A detailed information sheet and 

consent form were attached to each email so that respondents could learn more about the 

research and be assured that they would be de-identified and that their contributions would 

be anonymous if used in this thesis or any publication that draws upon data.  These 

documents are included in Appendix 1 of this thesis.  Most respondents replied quickly and 

agreed to participate.  A follow-up email was sent to any who did not reply with a few days 

to remind them of my request.  Four respondents declined to be interviewed, giving a 

positive response rate of 78%.   

 

The data generated through textual analysis informed the interview schedule.  Whilst the 

desk-based analysis facilitated a general understanding of important issues, semi-structured 

interviewing facilitated deeper investigations, clarifications and explications of these topics.  

Specifically, this methodological process generated opportunities to directly engage with a 

broad spectrum of institutional actors.  In doing so, it was possible to more adequately 

generate usable data, address specific issues and identify previously unseen issues.  The 

respondents all had their own unique opinions and perspectives, which added significant 

value to my study and research process.  Key issues explored through interviewing were 

selected to address aspects of the overall research questions and included discussions on: 

 

 The evolution and changes to institutional storylines focused on ‘the environment’, 

‘sustainability’, ‘greenhouse’ and ‘climate change’ and how these changed over the 

years; 

 The key role of growth management in driving and directing regional planning and 

environmental protection in SEQ; 
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 The reasons why regional planning moved from a voluntary to a statutory model; 

 The influence of the drought from 2001-2009 on institutional storylines and responses; 

 Institutional recognition and reactions to sustainability, ecologically sustainable 

development and sustainable development as planning issues and stress imperatives; 

 The nature and character of institutional storylines and responses to climate change 

broadly and climate adaptation specifically; 

 Institutional capacity to respond to growth management, sustainability and climate 

change as transformative stressors through planning; 

 Potential future directions and priorities for regional planning in SEQ. 

 

5.5 Methods of Analysis 
 

The data collection process generated a large volume of data to be organised, collated and 

analysed.  The collected data was designed to facilitate a clear identification of institutional 

‘storylines’.  It also facilitated analysis of how and why the metro-regional planning system 

in SEQ responded to change imperatives and whether any of these allied to the 

transformative stressors conceptual model.  The conceptual model of ‘storylines’ is used in 

this thesis.  The model was developed by Hajer (1993, 1995).  Hajer’s approach focuses on 

the way in which storylines inform narratives of social reality through discourse, a process 

which can lead to the production of discourse coalitions.  Storylines and discourse coalitions 

can exert strong institutional influences by discursively framing certain issues and making 

them into compelling narratives for institutionalisation.  This can in turn drive institutional 

change processes.  New social agendas or imperatives, which are developed and advanced 

through storylines and discourse coalitions, can lead to institutional change as relevant 

institutions respond by imposing, altering or removing institutionally imposed constraints.   

 

The storylines model has been used widely in scholarship, yet there are no determined 

methodological processes used to identify and characterise particular storylines (see, for 

example, Fischer 2003, Lovell, Bulkeley and Owens 2009, Low, Gleeson and Rush 2003).  

Many scholarly works use the model but none offer specific insights into how storylines are 

identified.  It became clear over time that this thesis needed to advance its own 

methodological approach for identifying storylines.  In this regard, the appropriateness of 

using the storylines model could be questioned, given its lack of a definitive methodological 

application.  Alternative approaches could have been used.  These may have included 



90 

 

content analysis using a categorical system of coding (for example, Howland, Larsen Becker 

and Prelli 2006), applying a critical discourse approach (Fairclough 2003), or the use of 

framing (see, for example, Entman 1993, Oliver and Johnson 2000). 

 

The work of Yanow (2000) proved to be relevant and valuable in reconciling methodological 

difficulties associated with using storylines.  Yannow’s work enabled the use of storylines by 

providing a structured approach for identifying and characterising storylines through textual 

analysis.  Yanow focuses on conducting interpretive policy analysis and deconstructing the 

architecture of policy arguments by examining how language, symbolic relationships, culture 

and group processes can individually or cumulatively condition particular policy outputs or 

expressions.  Yanow advances an interpretive approach to policy analysis.  The aim is to 

focus “on the meanings of policies, on the values, feelings of beliefs they express and the 

processes by which those meanings are communicated to and read by various audiences” 

(2000, p. 14).   

 

This thesis applies Yanow’s (2000) interpretive approach to Hajer’s (1993, 1995) storylines 

concept and adopts the position that storylines, as a means of discursively framing certain 

issues, condition institutional positions and outputs in the same way as policy outputs.  

Therefore, particular storylines communicate institutional positions, which in turn condition 

the nature, extent and character of institutional responses to specific imperatives.  As these 

responses tend to manifest through the imposition of institutional governance, it becomes 

possible to identify storylines through a process of examining specific institutional outputs, 

including policies, and inferring connections between those and one or more broad 

institutional narratives.  The program of textual analysis undertaken for this thesis was 

crucial for interrogating institutional outputs and policy framing in order to identify 

institutional storylines.  The validity of the inferred storylines could then be tested by 

interviewing institutional actors who directly participated in the articulation, formulation 

and development of the specific policy agendas that appeared to connect to one or more of 

the storylines. 

 

Yanow notes the importance of correctly contextualising the true meaning of specific policy 

outputs and cautions that inferences of meaning are inherently interpretive.  Policies are 

merely tools for the expression of certain meanings but the interpretation of these by users 

may not fully represent the original meanings invested in them.  There is real possibility that 
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embedded meanings may be misinterpreted to varying degrees.  This logic was applied to 

the manner in which storylines were identified in this research process.  Identifying relevant 

storylines began with an application of Yanow’s approach to interpretive policy analysis to 

the texts discussed in Section 4.4.1.  Yanow’s method involves identifying policy artefacts 

that are significant in conveying meanings, along with the communities to who recognise 

and respond to these meanings.  Accordingly, an interpretive process of chronological and 

thematic textual analysis was undertaken for this thesis.  This was intended to identify 

dominant institutional storylines, expressed through planning policy, which appeared to give 

meaning to the nature and character of specific issues addressed over time by metro-

regional planning in SEQ.   

 

The interpretive data analysis utilised a chronological and thematic reading of texts.  The 

chronological examination focused on establishing a chronology of significant planning 

activities from 1990 to 2012.  This began with an examination of all available scholarship 

relating to metro-regional planning in SEQ in order to generate a broad overview of the 

institutional network and its evolution, as well as key moments that were specifically 

important to this research.  A detailed picture of the temporal evolution of the planning 

system was established by systematically reading the documents detailed in Section 4.4.1 

according to their original release date.  This was designed to build a chronological account 

of the evolution of metro-regional planning in SEQ.  It generated a cluster of broad storylines 

related to how the metro-regional planning system had come into existence, its evolving 

aims and important moments which influenced the direction, structure and form of the 

system.  A thematic analysis of the documents followed.  The documents were again 

examined in order to identify and characterise emergent, evolving, dominant and 

abandoned institutional storylines with respect to responding to transformative stresses 

through metro-regional planning.  Common themes were identified within the texts and 

interpreted in the context of their policy expressions.  This generated a complementary 

characterisation of over-arching and dominant institutional storylines that appeared to 

condition institutional responses to various transformative stressors through metro-regional 

planning in SEQ.   

 

The use of this structured, yet interpretive, approach to identifying and characterising 

storylines was carried out with on-going awareness of Yanow’s (2000) caution that 

embedded meanings may be misinterpreted.  To counter this, the accuracy and institutional 
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positioning of identified institutional storylines was subsequently tested and contextualised 

through the semi-structured interview process discussed in section 4.4.2.  Discussions on the 

validity of particular storylines formed a significant part of the interview schedules and 

content.  This approach meant that any interpretive inaccuracies generated by the data 

analysis employed in this thesis could be removed or clarified by institutional actors 

themselves.  This ensured that data generated was more accurate and represented a more 

clearly substantiated cluster of institutional storylines, whilst consciously avoiding 

misinterpretation.  Moreover, the approach facilitated identification and discussion of 

dominant institutional storylines and how these framed and conditioned institutional 

responses to transformative stresses associated with climate change, sustainability and 

rapid population growth. 

 

5.6 Research Ethics, Reliability and Limitations 
 

5.6.1 Research ethics 
 

Griffith University requires that all research undertaken by university personnel be 

conducted in accordance with the Australian National Statement on Ethical Conduct in 

Human Research.  Accordingly, this thesis and its specific research process required ethical 

clearance.  Ethical clearance was granted by Griffith University’s Ethics Committee (ref 

ENV/26/10/HREC) in December 2010.  The key requirements imposed by Griffith University 

on my research process were: 

 

 Only the research team have access to audio recordings of interviews  

 Audio recordings must be erased following transcription  

 Interview respondents must be given sufficient information to understand the risks 

involved if they agree to participate 

 Comments made by respondents are to be de-identified and not be directly 

attributable 

 Content notes from interview are to be available to respondents for comment, if 

requested 

 If requested, an executive summary of research findings is to be made available to 

interview respondents prior to submission of the PhD thesis or any publication 

drawing upon information gathered during interview 
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 Interview respondents are to be assured understand that participation is voluntary 

and may be withdrawn without penalty 

 Interview respondents are to be assured that they can contact the research team if 

they have further questions 

 Interview respondents are to be assured that they can contact the manager, 

Research Ethics, at Griffith University Human Research Ethics Committee if they 

have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the project 

 

5.6.2 Research reliability 
 

All research should strive to meet the highest standards of reliability, though the capacity to 

meet this goal varies depending on the nature of any particular enquiry.  For example, Burns 

argues that “it is impossible to establish reliability in the traditional sense” when 

undertaking qualitative case study research (2000, p. 475).  Unlike quantitative approaches, 

which often try to separate the researcher from the research environment, qualitative 

methodologies often place the researcher close to or within the research environment.  This 

is especially true for qualitative case studies.  However, this fact does not suggest that 

qualitative case study research lacks rigour and reliability when compared to quantitative 

methodologies.  Rather, qualitative researchers use different methods to achieve rigour and 

these are assessed in more general terms than corresponding approaches in quantitative 

work (Sarantakos 2005).   

 

Flick (1998, p. 231-2) argues that “the practical dimensions of research reliability in 

qualitative research vary from case to case.”  He proposes six paths that may be followed 

separately, conjunctively or in clusters to confirm reliability.  Three were used to test the 

reliability of this research.  They are prolonged engagement and persistent observation; peer 

review; and communicative validation. 

 

The first path proposed by Flick (1998) and applied to this thesis was prolonged engagement 

and persistent observation.  The duration of this PhD candidature was spent in South East 

Queensland (SEQ) and so took place within the case study area.  This was a form of 

prolonged engagement in itself and occurred during a time of significant planning activity, 

much of which was compelled by broader change and upheaval.  This included the 

Queensland floods of January 2011, the subsequent establishment of the Queensland 
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Reconstruction Authority (QRA) to oversee the planning and redevelopment.  It also 

included the state election of March 2012, when the incumbent Labor government lost 

office to the Liberal-National Party (LNP) in one of the most extensive electoral swings of 

recent times.  The floods of 2011 and the switch in government in 2012 directly impacted 

upon planning policy and practice in the region.  They were forms of “dynamic and on-going 

social processes that constantly throw up new relations and issues that require constant 

attention” (Dowling 2000, p. 28). 

 

Research is an evolving process and findings may emerge throughout.  Consequently, there 

is an advantage in communicating these discoveries to wider audiences.  Apart from 

disseminating new knowledge, this approach also allows research reliability and findings, 

both empirical and conceptual, to be tested (Flick 1998).  The second path proposed by Flick 

and applied to this thesis is peer review.  Formal peer review is the principal mechanism for 

testing research within scholarly circles.  Testing this work through publications and 

conferences allows a researcher to share and verify their findings through both formal and 

informal peer review.  Peer reviewed papers drawing upon this PhD research were published 

in Local Environment (Matthews 2012), Planning Theory and Practice (Matthews 2013), the 

Proceedings of World Planning Schools Congress 2011 (Matthews 2011b) and the 

Proceedings of the State of Australian Cities Conference 2011 (Matthews 2011c).  The 

comments and feedback offered through peer review of these papers was very valuable and 

often added value to the work by highlighting important issues and identifying scope for 

improvement.  One particular example of this were comments from a journal reviewer 

suggested that the case for transformative stressors needed to be strengthened beyond its 

initial iteration in order to distinguish transformative stressors from other, less severe, 

stressors.  Feedback of this nature was very helpful and useful to this thesis and its empirical 

and conceptual approach. 

 

Parts of this research were presented on nine separate occasions.  Work was presented 

once at CSIRO to the assembled researchers of the South East Queensland Climate 

Adaptation Research Initiative; to the Friends of South East Queensland, an environmental 

advocacy group; at the State of Australian Cities Conference 2011 and at World Planning 

Schools Congress 2011.  Parts of this thesis were presented twice to the Australian Climate 

Change Adaptation Research Network for Settlements and Infrastructure and twice to the 

assembled researchers of the Griffith Climate Change Response Program.  This level of 
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output and scholarly interaction provided enormous benefit and provided many 

opportunities to test the reliability of this work.   

 

The third path derived from Flick’s (1998) typology used to ensure the reliability of this 

research was communicative validation.  This involves validating the researcher’s 

interpretations and analyses by confronting their sources and obtaining their agreement and 

consent that the data generated is accurate.  This was especially necessary following the 

interviews conducted.  A set of content notes and key quotes were compiled after each 

interview.  These were sent to the relevant interviewee to obtain their feedback.  

Interviewees were specifically instructed that they were free to modify or add to the content 

notes and could clarify or correct any inaccurate data.  The option to remove any data was 

also offered, though rarely acted upon.  This was a valuable process and provided an 

excellent means of ensuring that interview content was interpreted correctly and thus 

produced reliable and valid data. 

 

5.6.3 Research limitations 
 

All research faces some degree of limitation.  Nonetheless, this research sought to maintain 

high standards through structured methods and rigour.  Two principal limitations are 

acknowledged relative to the research program undertaken for this thesis.  The first relates 

to the final number of interviews conducted (14).  The original intent was to conduct several 

more interviews.  However, a State government election took place in March 2012 in 

Queensland, whilst the interviewing process for this thesis was still underway.  The change 

of State government from Labor to the Liberal National Party led to a substantial 

reorientation of planning activity across the state.  Many senior planners and policy-makers 

lost their jobs with the State government quickly after the election, meaning that there was 

a significant and unanticipated drop in the number of potential interview respondents.  It 

would not have been appropriate to interview local council staff as an alternative because 

respondents were identified and selected based on their involvement with strategic 

planning at the metro-regional scale.  As such, local council staff could not offer the extent 

of insight on institutional storylines that was sought by the research process designed to 

inform this thesis.  A second limitation may be that much of this research focused on past 

events.  In particular, some of the interviews conducted focused on events that took place 

over 20 years ago, which may have had bearing on the accuracy of some respondent’s 
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recollections, particularly relating to certain events or sequences of events.  It is noted that 

this issue may be difficult to avoid in hermeneutic research.  Another potential limitation 

facing any research is bias.  Since there is a human involvement in all forms of research, 

there is a constant danger that this involvement may influence the process and any 

associated results.  Every effort was made to avoid bias in this research by adhering to 

research rigour in order to generate genuine findings. 

 

5.7 Conclusion 
 

This Chapter outlined and discussed the data collection and analysis used to investigate and 

develop the case study examined in this thesis.  A single case study approach is a valid 

methodological approach and allows for holistic examination of specific social phenomena.  

The holistic examination facilitated by this research seeks to understand recent and future 

institutional possibilities for responding to climate change through climate adaptation within 

the South East Queensland (SEQ) metro-regional planning system.  An interpretive 

approach, as used here with the ‘storylines’ approach, allows for the identification of 

specific narratives within a broader institutional framework of metro-regional planning.  It 

also highlights how transformative stressors conditioned institutional responses to climate 

change, rapid population growth and sustainability.  Chapters 6-8 build on this research 

process and findings in order to systematically address these matters and deepen scholarly 

understandings of institutional responses and change in the context of transformative 

stressors. 

 

The empirical program of this thesis is presented in the next three Chapters.  The Chapters 

utilise conceptual approaches examined and established in Chapters 2-4, particularly the 

capacity of transformative stressors to compel institutional transformation.  The upcoming 

empirical work, presented in Chapters 6-8, investigates and reports how climate change 

adaptation became institutionally accommodated by the South East Queensland (SEQ) 

metro-regional planning regime.  It seeks to add to scholarly debates concerned with 

institutional accommodation of environmental imperatives.  It builds upon the work of 

Connor and Dovers (2002, 2004); Dovers and Hezri (2010); Gleeson (2007, 2008); Steele 

(2011); Steele and Gleeson (2010); and Young (2002, 2010).  Two main aims guide the 

empirical program.  The first is to improve social scientific understanding of institutional 

transformation in response to transformative stressors, specifically climate change.  The 
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second is to understand recent and future institutional possibilities for planning-led 

responses to climate change through adaptation within the SEQ metro-regional planning 

regime. 

 

Chapters 6-8 report and critically discuss empirical findings from a case study inquiry 

focused on the SEQ metro-regional planning regime.  The Chapters examine institutional 

transformations within the SEQ planning regime between 1990 and 2012, a period where 

three distinct, but interrelated, transformative stressors manifested in SEQ.  These were 

rapid population growth, sustainability and climate change.  Chapters 6-8 identify and 

examine how climate change adaptation became institutionally accommodated by the SEQ 

metro-regional planning regime within a broader context of institutional responses to 

transformative stressors.  Chapter 6 reports and discusses institutional responses through 

institutional ‘storylines’.  Chapter 7 reports on the roles and functions of key regional 

planning agencies in terms of developing institutional responses.  Chapter 8 presents 

empirical findings and reports on the development of planning instruments, including 

growth management frameworks, statutory instruments and formal regional plans, as forms 

of institutional response.  The empirical findings presented in Chapters 6-8 are 

contextualised and critically examined in the context of how transformative stressors 

conditioned institutional transformations and responses. 
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Chapter 6: Storylines of Institutional Responses to 
Transformative Stressors in SEQ  
 

6.1 Introduction 
 

This thematic Chapter reports research findings from the case study of South East 

Queensland (SEQ).  SEQ is a heavily urbanised metropolitan region that has rapidly 

expanded since the 1970s, principally due to rapid inward population growth.  The SEQ 

metro-region has developed along the coastline, running 200 kilometres from Noosa in the 

north to Coolangatta in the south.  A second major conurbation runs inland from the coast, 

via Brisbane, to the city of Toowoomba in the west.  Growth pressures have impacted 

heavily on the region’s natural environment.  SEQ is prone to natural hazards and severe 

weather events including bushfires, coastal storm surges and inland flooding.  Future climate 

change impacts and continuing growth pressures will exacerbate these existing regional 

environmental stresses.  The SEQ metro-regional planning regime gained statutory footing in 

2004.  Consequently, all planning activities, regulations, strategies and interventions 

implemented by the local councils in SEQ must correspond with institutional planning 

objectives established at the regional level since 2004.   

 

This Chapter outlines and critically discusses eight dominant institutional ‘storylines’ within 

the metro-regional planning regime of SEQ which were connected to three distinct, but 

interrelated, transformative stressors.  The transformative stressors in question are rapid 

population growth, sustainability and climate change.  The Chapter reports how each 

transformative stressor conditioned planning responses to related stresses and impacts 

through institutional storylines.  An advantage of this approach is the ability to demonstrate 

how the storylines individually and cumulatively compelled planning responses, as particular 

stress impacts were institutionally detected, recognised, interpreted and accepted.  This 

Chapter focuses on how each dominant storyline gained institutional traction and 

specifically conditioned institutional responses to transformative stresses.  As such, its focus 

is specifically concerned with the influence of each storyline in conditioning institutional 

responses, rather than examining background issues, such as particular power dynamics 

underpinning each.  This is in keeping with the key enquiry of this thesis, which is concerned 
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with how understanding institutional responses to climate change in SEQ, developed over 

two decades from 1990 to 2012.  

 

A specific evolution of planning responses in SEQ is depicted in this chapter.  It critically 

discusses how each storyline connected to a particular transformative stressor and how 

each played a specific role in creating an over-arching institutional context where the SEQ 

metro-regional planning regime developed greater institutional response capacity.  This 

Chapter draws on substantial research data to empirically demonstrate how climate change 

ultimately manifested as a transformative stressor in SEQ and how dominant storylines 

created an institutional context where climate adaptation was able to emerge as a planning 

imperative.  Primary data heavily informs the findings and discussions in this Chapter, 

though secondary sources are occasionally used to describe certain features of the case 

study area.  Clear distinctions between primary and secondary sources are made where 

possible. 

 

The conceptual model of ‘storylines’, developed by Hajer (1993, 1995), provides both a 

methodological and theoretical basis for this Chapter, its enquiries and its findings.  Hajer’s 

approach focuses on how storylines can exert strong institutional influences by discursively 

framing certain issues and making them into compelling narratives for institutionalisation.  

Hajer’s model is applied via the transformative stressors conceptual model in this Chapter.  

Consequently, institutional recognition of transformative stressors is understood as related 

to their recognition through storylines.  Institutions, as well as internal and external 

institutional actors, can interpret transformative stressors through storylines as they create 

descriptions of particular transformative stressors and their impacts.  This may be associated 

with the creation of new storylines or the invalidation of existing ones.  This Chapter 

proceeds on the basis that transformative stressors possess the capacity to generate, 

remove or re-orientate institutional storylines.  

 

The storylines discussed in this Chapter were identified through a chronological and 

thematic reading of approximately 170 institutional texts, including policy papers, 

information papers, working reports, framework documents, minutes of peak SEQ planning 

agencies and both statutory and non-statutory regional plans.  The texts are discussed in 

substantial detail in section 5.4.1 of Chapter 5.  They were examined in order to identify and 

characterise historic, emergent, evolving and abandoned institutional storylines with respect 
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to responding to the three transformative stressors discussed in this Chapter.  The data 

analysis approach used for this this thesis applied Yanow’s (2000) interpretive approach to 

policy analysis to Hajer’s (1993, 1995) storylines concept.  It adopted the position that 

storylines, as a means of discursively framing certain issues, condition institutional positions 

and outputs in the same way as policy outputs.  Therefore, particular storylines 

communicate institutional positions, which in turn condition the nature, extent and 

character of institutional responses to specific imperatives.  The context, background and 

validity of the identified storylines were tested through semi-structured interviews with 

senior planners, policy makers, politicians, community representatives, environmental 

advocates and scholars who were closely involved with the SEQ metro-regional planning 

system during the period 1990-2012.  Respondents were asked to discuss and identify 

particular storylines and comment upon the validity of storylines that were identified 

through textual analysis.  These tasks formed a significant part of the interview schedules 

and content and provided a substantial volume of useful and informative research data. 

 

6.2 Storylines of Rapid Population Growth as a Transformative 
Stressor 
 

Storyline: Rapid population growth is unavoidable in SEQ, so must be managed through 

regional planning/growth management 

 

Early manifestations and impacts of rapid population growth as a transformative stressor 

emerged in South East Queensland in the 1970s.  Institutional detection and recognition of 

these impacts followed quickly. Interview Respondent IR1, a senior State government 

planner, noted: 

 

 South East Queensland had been growing very strongly since the 1970s, when there 

 was a spurt of growth…there was a feeling at the time that growth was a problem.   

 

Interview Respondent IR2, a senior director of SEQ regional planning, offered similar 

perspectives on this early institutional detection: 

 

 There was a gradual increase in perception of what was happening in South East 

 Queensland.  It happened over a period of time.  Demographers had begun putting 
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 out reports, which was a major factor in making government take serious note. 

 There were also some private individuals and university individuals raising concerns 

 about how this could be managed.  One of the big things coming through was the 

 negative impact on the region of people coming here. 

 

Regional stresses associated with population growth and associated development demands 

throughout SEQ were recognised by the Queensland Government as problematic and in 

need of urgent and coordinated attention in the early-1970s.  This recognition led to the 

emergence of a storyline that saw regional population growth as unavoidable and needing 

formal response through growth management and regional planning.  The Coordinator 

General’s Office, which promotes development in Queensland and oversees the delivery of 

key infrastructure, responded to the nascent storyline by releasing a document entitled 

Regional Planning and Regional Coordination (COG 1973).  The document’s content sought 

to institutionally address population growth stresses through a regional planning and growth 

management framework.  This illustrated an emerging institutional recognition of 

population growth as a transformative stressor within the State government.  It also 

indicated an incremental institutional change as a response to the emerging stresses.  

Moreover, it demonstrated a widening of the growth storyline to include the 

institutionalisation of growth management through regional planning as a desired 

institutional response.  Specifically, the document stated that the challenge of managing 

population and development demand “necessitated a comprehensive approach to 

planning…a regional approach” (COG 1973, p. 9). 

 

The emergence of a strong institutional storyline concerned with responding to stresses 

associated with population growth through growth management also gained recognition 

within local governments at the time.  Consequently, state and local governments jointly 

initiated investigations into a formal regional planning strategy for the SEQ region in 1974.  

Most of the investigators were drawn from the region’s local governments, with some 

others from the State government.  The investigations were designed to respond to growth 

stresses through a broad regional strategy for managing growth and associated land-use 

(Bimrose 1991).  They ultimately led to the 10-volume Moreton Region Growth Strategy 

(Coordinator-General’s Department and Cities Commission 1976).  The fact that a 

substantial regional growth strategy emerged in just a few years demonstrates a rapid 

institutionalisation of a storyline concerned with regional population growth as a stressor 
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and the perception of regional planning as a key institutional response strategy (Interview 

Respondents IR1, IR2). 

 

The Moreton Region Growth Strategy was not formally institutionalised because local 

governments did not support it (Abbott 2001).  It remained a study and did not inform policy 

making.  Interview Respondent IR8 spoke to this and stated: 

 

 Neither state nor local governments bought into it, as it was not prepared by the 

 formal agencies of government…so it lacked a formal implementation strategy.   

 

However, institutional recognition of rapid population growth as a major stressor continued 

throughout the 1980s.  Interview Respondent IR1 noted: 

 

 There was a feeling by the late-1980s that growth was out of control and that the 

 conservative [state] governments [of the 1980s] had not taken any interest in 

 planning and left it to the councils. 

 

A major institutional shock of recognition occurred in 1989, when the Applied Population 

Research Unit of the University of Queensland released a report that offered confronting 

assessments of future negative impacts related to population trends in SEQ (Skinner and 

Gillam 1989).  The State government had sanctioned the report in order to quantify the 

extent of growth impacts, so that adequate response strategies could be developed and 

implemented.  It predicted that the population of SEQ would rise from 1.85 million to 

between 2.1 and 2.3 million by 2001; that between 150,000 and 250,000 new dwellings 

would be needed to house those people; that Brisbane and Gold Coast would become a 

single conurbation by 2001; and that local government areas bounding Brisbane would 

experience rapid population increases during the 1990s.  Interview Respondent IR1 

emphasised the extent of institutional shock that followed the report’s publication, 

particularly in relation to how clearly the report articulated and illustrated some of its core 

findings: 
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 The report presented its findings in graphic terms, predicting that we would need a 

 new Rockhampton1 every few years for the next 20 years or so. 

 

The publication of the ARU report was a crucial trigger in terms of the issue of rapid 

population growth in SEQ becoming institutionally accepted as a transformative stressor.  

This is because the technical predictions contained within the report were central in 

enhancing both political and public recognition and acceptance of regional population 

growth as a transformative stressor for SEQ.  In addition, the report’s findings gave the 

existing institutional storyline of population growth as an unavoidable regional phenomenon 

greater urgency, as it clearly demonstrated that the population growth that had occurred up 

to the late-1980s was not going to slow down.  The political sphere and the general public 

began to accept rapid population growth as an emerging regional imperative.  The 

Queensland State government came under increasing pressure to decisively respond to the 

growth imperative.  The publication of the report clearly demonstrated that future stresses 

associated with population growth were going to become significantly more challenging to 

manage without a formal and institutionalised regional response.   

 

A Queensland State government election in 1989, held after the population report was 

published, installed a Labor State government.  The new State Premier, Wayne Goss, 

indicated the strength of the population growth storyline by stating that a regional planning 

regime was now a necessary institutional response to address the challenge of managing 

growth.  The government responded to widespread political and public concern, expressed 

through the media, which saw population growth as a major regional stressor that required 

decisive institutional action (Abbott 2001).  The government’s first significant response was 

to convene a conference in December 1990, called SEQ 2001 – A Framework for Managing 

Growth.  This was a clear demonstration that the new government accepted the need to 

manage the transformative stresses of rapid population growth through institutional change 

and the development of new institutional responses.  

 

The conference was an institutional and discursive point of transformation for regional 

planning in SEQ.  It demonstrated a clear institutional acceptance that population growth 

had become a transformative stressor.  It also indicated an institutional acceptance that 

growth management had become an imperative and that institutional change and the 

                                                      
1
 Rockhampton is a coastal city, situated approximately 650km north of Brisbane.  Its population in the early 1990s was 

approximately 60,000.  The city occupied a land area of approximately 190 square kilometres at that time (ABS 2006). 
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enactment of new rules of governance would be necessary to respond.  As noted by 

Interview Respondent IR3:  

  

 The summit was a very substantial occasion, which really established a mandate that 

 we needed to do something about managing growth. 

 

The SEQ 2001 conference brought together approximately 250 representatives drawn from 

the government, academic, environmental, community and the private sectors.  The 

decision by the State government to include a broad range of stakeholders demonstrated 

substantial recognition that the stresses associated with population growth had many cross-

sectoral consequences.  It also established an institutional acceptance that responding to 

stresses associated with rapid population growth would require institutional responses 

through new regional planning processes that transcended local council boundaries.  The 

outcome of the conference was the start of process of episodic institutional transformation 

in response to rapid population growth as a transformative stressor.  Early indications of 

change were articulated through the creation of the SEQ 2001 Project, which was designed 

to develop regional planning and strategic growth management in SEQ.  It may be argued 

that the State government could in fact have viewed growth management as a way of 

facilitating development with the support of development industry actors.  It holds that this 

could be achieved more freely by providing a planning framework to release land and 

support infrastructure.  However, this point was not raised by any of the interview 

respondents.  As such, it remains an interesting though untested hypothesis.  

 

The storyline of rapid population growth as an unavoidable regional phenomenon in SEQ, 

which must be managed through regional planning, was firmly established at the SEQ 2001 

conference.  However, the origins of the storyline go back much further, to the early-1970s.  

It remains a dominant institutional storyline within SEQ regional planning at present, more 

than two decades after it gained formal institutional acceptance.  Subsequent regional 

planning instruments, including the non-statutory growth management frameworks from 

the 1990s and early-2000s and the statutory regional plans from the mid-2000s onwards, 

demonstrate the centrality of growth management as an institutional focus for SEQ metro-

regional planning.  Chapter 8 examines these instruments in detail and reports findings in 

respect of how the storyline of rapid population growth has continued to condition 
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institutional transformations, leading to formal responses through metro-regional planning 

governance. 

 

Storyline: Growth management can enhance capacity for protection of the natural 

environment 

 

The storyline that population growth was unavoidable in SEQ and must be managed through 

regional planning and growth management grew from institutional recognition and response 

to rapid population growth as a transformative stressor.  Subsequent institutional 

discussions, which began after the SEQ 2001 conference, focused on determining the 

character, scope, development and implementation of growth management strategies.  

These discussions were intended to determine the nature and character of institutional 

responses through planning, so that they could be more purposefully directed (Interview 

Respondents 1, 3, 8).  Attention began to focus on environmental stresses and impacts 

associated with growth early in the process.  However, understandings of the ways in which 

the expanding built environment was affecting the natural environment were initially quite 

simplistic.  Interview Respondent IR7, a regional planning advisor, noted:  

 

 There was a limited but increasing appreciation of the interplay between the human 

 environment and the natural environment. 

 

Institutional discussions began to focus on environmental protection as an element of 

growth management.  This perspective was informed by a growing institutional acceptance 

that unregulated growth was no longer desirable for the SEQ region.  An institutional 

recognition that the absence of an integrated growth management framework, which 

transcended local government boundaries, could also lead to unanticipated environmental 

damage, as well as losses of amenity and livability began to emerge.  Interview Respondent 

IR2 noted: 

 

 [Environmental protection] was an emerging issue that was coming through…When 

 we involved the non-government sector, they began to push through these issues 

 very strongly. 
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The influence and pressure of the community and non-government sectors on these 

institutional discussions led to the emergence of a new institutional storyline within the 

nascent SEQ regional planning regime.  The storyline characterised deliberate growth 

management as a means to enhance capacity for protection of the natural environment in 

SEQ (Interview Respondents 3, 8).  In other words, institutional responses to rapid 

population change as a transformative stressor must maintain a focus on environmental 

protection as an outcome of growth management.   

 

The emergence and subsequent institutional recognition of the storyline was primarily 

driven by submissions received from the community sector and environmental groups.  The 

non-government sector recognised that environmental stresses were escalating across the 

region as a consequence of population growth, leading to diminished air and water quality, 

loss of open space and declines in biodiversity.  Interview Respondent IR4 noted that: 

 

 These groups saw moves towards institutionalised growth management as an 

 opportunity to embed environmental safeguards within regional planning 

 structures.  

 

Similarly, Interview Respondent IR3, a representative of professional planning in the SEQ 

regional planning process since 1990, noted: 

 

 [The need for environmental protection came from] a slowly emerging 

 understanding that human settlement was exerting a heavy toll on natural assets 

 and the environment across the region. 

 

Evidence of an institutional acceptance of the storyline that recognised environmental 

protection as a key focus for regional planning and growth management can be seen in the 

minutes of some early meetings held by the Regional Planning Advisory Group (RPAG).  The 

creation of RPAG was an early outcome of the institutional change processes that followed 

the institutional recognition and acceptance of rapid population growth as a transformative 

stressor.  Evidence of a progress of institutional acceptance can be seen in the minutes of 

early RPAG meetings.  The intensifying institutional traction of the storyline may be seen in 

the minutes of RPAG Meeting 3, where it was noted that urban development was taking 

away valuable environmental land in SEQ (RPAG 1991).  The storyline was articulated more 
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substantially at the RPAG Meeting 4.  Here growth was noted as a function of the market 

that cannot be stopped and must instead be planned for, but that planning responses must 

maintain an environmental focus to be adequate and desirable (RPAG 1991).   

 

A strengthening of institutional acceptance of the storyline of environmental protection 

through growth management was evident at RPAG Meeting 6, where environmental 

protection was institutionally identified as the most important function of growth 

management for parts of SEQ (RPAG 1991).  Another indication of the growing institutional 

recognition and acceptance of the storyline was the decision by RPAG to facilitate 

stakeholder workshops to investigate the use of growth thresholds to conserve natural 

assets.  This demonstrated a continuing institutional recognition that rapid population 

growth would lead to cross-sectoral stresses if left unchecked and that responses should 

therefore be articulated with broad based input from a spectrum of regional stakeholders 

(Interview Respondent IR1). 

 

Acceptance of the institutional storyline of growth management as a way to protect the 

environment within the broader political sphere emerged early in the regional planning 

process.  The Queensland State Premier, Wayne Goss, went on record in 1991 to argue that 

the strong growth trends experienced in SEQ had to change or the region would be faced 

with relentless urban sprawl, leading to severe stress for the region’s environment (Abbott 

2009).  The Premier identified the institutionalisation of regional growth management 

frameworks as a key response to the stresses wrought by unmanaged growth on the 

region’s natural environment.  In another example, Minister Peter Beattie announced to the 

Queensland Parliament in 1993 that regional planning in SEQ was very concerned with 

institutionally responding to population growth and associated car use in order to prevent 

the SEQ region from following the negative example of Los Angeles, where smog had 

severely reduced air quality and was leading to increased respiratory difficulties amongst the 

city’s population (Hansard 1993, November 18). 

 

Institutional recognition and acceptance of the environmental protection storyline 

intensified throughout the 1990s and environmental protection became a central 

institutional aim.  It remains as such two decades later.  The institutional strength of this 

storyline has increased in many ways, especially during the second decade of metro-regional 

planning in SEQ, following a switch from the non-statutory growth management model to 
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statutory regional planning in 2004.  The main changes to institutional expressions of this 

storyline related principally to shifting institutional conceptualisations of what ‘the 

environment’ actually is.  Changes to institutional understandings of ‘the environment’ 

within the SEQ metro-regional planning regime are examined in the next section, as this 

issue represents another key institutional storyline within the broader context of responding 

to regional population growth as a transformative stressor. 

 

Storyline: ‘The environment’ is a malleable concept, which can be institutionally adapted 

to address contemporary environmental priorities through metro-regional planning 

 

Institutional understanding within the SEQ metro-regional planning regime of the nature 

and character of ‘the environment’ has changed over time.  Institutional interpretations of 

‘the environment’ changed as metro-regional planning began to understand the inter-

connectivity of the human and natural environments, as well the capacity for both regional 

and global environmental change to generate stress requiring institutional response.  This is 

a consequence of an institutional storyline that characterises the concept of ‘the 

environment’ as malleable within the context of the SEQ metro-regional planning regime.  In 

other words, institutional interpretations of ‘the environment’ are allowed to be fluid and 

flexible, so they may be adjusted in respect of particular environmental stresses that require 

institutional responses through planning at any specific time (Interview Respondents IR4, 

IR7).   

 

The SEQ regional planning regime recognised environmental protection as an institutional 

issue for planning from its creation.  However, the regime initially lacked a firm 

understanding of what ‘the environment’ meant for planning.  Consequently, it struggled to 

identify intersections between regional environmental stresses and the character of 

potential planning responses.  Interview Respondent IR7 noted: 

 

 Early regional planning and growth management efforts suffered from a limited 

 understanding of environment. 

 

Interview Respondent IR8 offered further perspective on nascent understandings of ‘the 

environment’ as a malleable concept within the SEQ planning regime.  IR8, a coordinator 
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with the South East Queensland Regional Organisation of Councils, specifically noted that 

early institutional perspectives: 

 

 …saw the human and natural environments as separate entities in competition with 

 each other.   

 

However, IR8 also noted that this view subsequently changed:  

 

 The inter-connectedness of the two eventually came to be appreciated as regional 

 planning advanced. 

 

Institutional recognition of ‘the environment’ began to focus on the overlap between human 

activity and the natural world during the 1990s.  Consequently, ‘the environment’ became 

institutionally accepted as a shifting concept, with multiple implications for institutionalised 

growth management and regional planning instruments.  This generated an institutional 

storyline that ‘the environment’ may be understood in terms of specific regional 

environmental stresses that are present at a particular time and which may benefit from 

institutionalised planning responses (Interview Respondents 1, 8). 

 

The emergence of this storyline led to early institutional attention focusing on responding to 

stresses within the natural environment of SEQ that were connected to population growth in 

the 1990s (Interview Respondents 1, 3, 4, 8).  The concept of ‘the environment’ was initially 

understood as relating to immediate biophysical features including air quality, water quality, 

open space provision and biodiversity.  Interview Respondent IR1, a senior State 

government planner, spoke to this early conceptualisation: 

 

 The main focus in environmental terms was the identification and preservation of 

 environmental areas, along with air and water quality.  ‘Environment’ was defined 

 to cover a variety of policy topics including agricultural land, water, nature 

 conservation and open space. 

 

These issues were of broad concern to the environmental movement in SEQ during the 

1990s, when regional planning and growth management strategies were first being 

developed.  Various groups and individuals made representations on the necessity of 
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addressing damage to natural assets within SEQ from stresses associated with rapid 

population growth (Interview Respondents 1, 4).  The institutionally accepted 

conceptualisation of ‘environment’ at the time thus began to shape institutional responses 

to these specific environmental stresses during the early phases of regional planning in SEQ.   

 

Institutional recognition of ‘the environment’ as related to immediate biophysical features 

including air and water quality, open space provision and the protection of biodiversity 

prompted a wide variety of institutional planning responses in SEQ during the 1990s.  These 

responses demonstrated the on-going institutional changes that followed the institutional 

recognition of rapid population growth as a transformative stressor.  Planning responses 

included the development of institutional planning instruments, including plans, policies, 

strategies and the use of targets and indicators.  Responding to threats to air and water 

quality gained a great deal of recognition as planning issues, following early scoping 

exercises that generated quantitative data which demonstrated that both were under 

severe threat from unregulated development across the region (Interview Respondent IR2).  

Maps were produced which showed that all remaining vegetation in SEQ was of state 

significance and should be carefully managed to avoid further harm or declines (Interview 

Respondent IR4).   

 

Interview Respondent IR4, an environmental organiser, stated that these findings were very 

significant, as they firmly focused institutional attention on the unique quality of the natural 

environment in SEQ for the first time.  IR4 stated that the unique biodiversity of SEQ had 

been underappreciated or ignored up to that point and was often assumed to be fungible 

relative to natural environments elsewhere in the state.  However, IR4 also noted: 

 

The discovery that much of the remaining vegetation in SEQ was of state significance 

[demonstrated by the creation of maps showing all remaining vegetation in the 

state] created a greater appreciation of the need to reduce environmental stresses 

through growth management. 

 

The institutional recognition of the importance of the natural environment in SEQ, as well as 

the need to protect it, helped to compel institutional responses to many environmental 

stresses.  The storyline, which depicted ‘the environment’ as a malleable and shifting 

concept which could be related to specific environmental stresses in the context of 
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particular temporal or cognitive manifestations, activated institutional transformation.  The 

transformation enabled an institutional context where environmental stresses and 

responses were more freely institutionally detected, discussed, accepted or rejected.  

Consequently, the storyline also facilitated an institutional context where other 

environmental stresses could be interpreted and framed in terms of institutional responses 

through regional planning governance.   

 

Interview Respondent IR11, Mayor of Noosa Council from 1997-2008 and the Sunshine 

Coast Regional Council from 2008-2012 noted that an outcome of the storyline was that:  

 

 Regional planning in SEQ had a high environmental profile by the early-2000s.  

 

‘The environment’, as understood within SEQ metro-regional planning, moved away from a 

narrow focus on biophysical features like air and water quality during the 2000s.  This shift 

happened in response to new stresses becoming understood as reflective of a more 

contemporary set of environmental concerns, leading to greater institutional recognition 

and response (Interview Respondent IR13).  The planning regime began to recognise 

regional stresses connected to a wider set of environmental issues, particularly global scale 

environmental stress, leading to regional impacts.  Institutionally responding to issues such 

as climate change, the need for sustainability and greenhouse gas reductions entered the 

institutional agenda of planning as a result.   

 

The storyline that ‘the environment’ may be understood in terms of specific environmental 

stresses present at a particular time remains strong within planning in SEQ.  It is closely 

connected to the storyline of environmental protection through growth management and 

regional planning.  Moreover, both storylines relate to the storyline of regional population 

growth as an unavoidable regional phenomenon in SEQ, which must be managed through 

regional planning.  In this regard, each storyline exists within an institutional context that 

seeks to respond to rapid population growth as a transformative stressor through 

institutionalised planning activities.  In this respect, each storyline helped to create an 

institutional context where environmental protection became an established, central and 

on-going form of institutional governance within the SEQ metro-regional planning regime.  

 



113 

 

6.3 Storylines of Sustainability as a Transformative Stressor  
 

Storyline: Regional planning and growth management in SEQ should include sustainability 

principles 

 

The need to respond to sustainability imperatives intensified as a global problem in the late-

1980s, following the publication of Our Common Future, otherwise known as the Brundtland 

Report (Brundtland Commission 1987).  The Report outlined the key principle and challenge 

of sustainable development, namely, that contemporary development should meet the 

needs of present generations without compromising the ability and capacity of future 

generations to meet their own development needs.  An important part of this vision is a 

perspective that economy, environment and society are mutually interdependent and 

efforts to achieve a balance between each are fundamental to sustainable development.  

The Brundtland Report represented a major moment in global storylines related to 

sustainability and sustainable development as institutional stressors and imperatives for 

response. 

 

Australia had a long, if not always successful, history of responding to environmental and 

ecological threats prior to the publication of the Brundtland Report (Common and Norton 

1992, Dovers 1992).  The Australian Federal Government responded to demands for a 

greater articulation of sustainable development following the Brundtland Report by 

publishing the National Strategy for Ecologically Sustainable Development (Australian 

Government 1992, Dovers 1995).   

 

Ecologically sustainable development (ESD) was defined as, ‘using, conserving and 

enhancing the community's resources so that ecological processes, on which life depends, 

are maintained, and the total quality of life, now and in the future, can be increased’ 

(Australian Government 1992, p. 1).  The focus on ESD departed from the Brundtland 

Report’s determination of sustainable development, by placing specific emphasis on the 

maintenance of ecological processes as central to meeting sustainability goals.  However, 

the strategy was important in framing and characterising sustainability in the Australian 

context.  It was supported by close to two hundred plans, strategies, policies, initiatives and 

schemes, which were developed over the following three years (Dovers 1995).   
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Interview Respondent IR5, a Senior Representative of Friends of South East Queensland 

(FOSEQ), stated that activity related to sustainability in South East Queensland intensified 

following the release of the Brundtland Report, having been extremely limited up to that 

point.  IR5 noted: 

 

 We didn’t do things [related to sustainability] in Australia until about 1987 and it 

 took a long time to whittle down to South East Queensland.  We had the Bjelke-

 Petersen government2 until 1989, so we were really in the dark ages as far as 

 international policy and obligations and ratifying UN conventions and declarations 

 and Local Agenda 21.   

 

An institutional storyline that sustainability principles should be reflected in growth 

management and metro-regional planning strategies in SEQ emerged soon after formal work 

began on developing growth management strategies in the early-1990s.  The storyline had 

emerged from global storylines connected to the Brundtland Report, which filtered down 

through national policy processes in Australia.  Interview Respondent IR5 stated: 

 

 There was political support [in SEQ] for addressing sustainability following the 

 Federal Government’s national strategy [for ESD]. 

 

Interview Respondent IR2 also noted the emergence of the storyline that regional planning 

in SEQ should seek to respond to the need for sustainability and stated that many state 

agencies and local councils began to accept sustainability as a planning issue.  There was also 

a nascent public demand for sustainability goals to be articulated through planning policies 

and processes.  This led to an acceptance that sustainability should be addressed through 

regional scale planning.  Speaking to this point, Interview Respondent IR2 stated:   

 

 Regional planning in SEQ has been influenced by what happens in the US and, to 

 some extent, the UK.  My sense is that developments around sustainable 

 development in those places meant that some government agencies here paid 

 attention and became vocal about sustainable development and how growth in SEQ 

 could happen sustainably. 

                                                      
2 The ‘Bjelke-Peterson government’ refers to the State government of Queensland from 1968 to 1989, which was run by 
the National Party under the Premiership of Joh Bjelke-Peterson.  The administration was known for prioritising 
economic development over environmental protection, corruption and the suppression of protest and opposing political 
views. 
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The non-government sector, particularly groups with environmental agendas, also 

advocated strongly for sustainability within regional planning.  Interview Respondent IR6 

stated that: 

 

 Unlike government employees, representatives from the non-government sector 

 could sit on numerous planning groups.  That gave them a strong voice when 

 pushing for sustainability. 

 

Many non-government environmental groups were involved in developing and 

institutionalising growth management strategies in SEQ, following the commencement of 

the regional planning.  That involvement provided them with capacity and opportunity to 

promote an institutional storyline of sustainability.  Lobbying by environmental groups 

helped to place sustainability on the planning agenda.  This led to an emerging institutional 

recognition and acceptance of the storyline that sustainability principles should be reflected 

in growth management and metro-regional planning strategies in SEQ.  The transformative 

stresses that compelled institutional responses to sustainability were internal rather than 

external in this case, as they came primarily from institutional actors within the SEQ metro-

regional planning regime. 

 

The institutional storyline that recognised sustainability as an issue to be addressed through 

regional planning and growth management in SEQ did not place a specific emphasis on a 

specific term associated with the broader concept.  As such, institutional interpretations of 

sustainability tended to approach ecological sustainable development, sustainable 

development and sustainability as relevant to the same broad set of goals (Interview 

Respondents IR1, IR4, IR7).  Whilst the Australian Federal Government focused on the 

concept of ESD as their preferred interpretation of sustainability, the state and local 

governments of SEQ were less rigid in their understandings of sustainability, particularly 

when articulating it as a regional planning issue through committee meetings and early 

reports.  Interview Respondent IR2 spoke to this point: 

 

  The use of the term ‘ESD’ [in SEQ] just reflected the wider use of it at Federal level, 

 but it was not the total of how sustainability was understood or discussed here.   
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The storyline that regional planning and growth management in SEQ should address 

sustainability gained increasing levels of institutional traction throughout the 1990s.  The 

need for sustainability was increasingly being recognised as necessary and vital in the 

context of environmental protection through regional planning.  As Interview Respondent 

IR8 noted: 

 

 The realisation was that the rate and nature of growth in SEQ was impacting 

 adversely on the natural systems.  I think there was also a growing awareness of our 

 dependence and interdependence on those natural systems and I think the 

 imperatives of trying to achieve a balance between the natural systems and the 

 growth paradigm were being investigated.  The perception of that balance of course 

 varied between stakeholders and over time, but it was really throughout that era 

 [the 1990s] that it sustainability became an issue in South East Queensland. 

 

Early institutional responses to the emergence of sustainability were connected the storyline 

that regional planning should include sustainability principles.  Institutional recognition of 

sustainability as a regional planning imperative was heavily conditioned by global storylines 

of sustainability connected to the Brundtland Report.  These global storylines filtered down 

through national policy processes in Australia and entered the institutional agenda of 

regional planning in SEQ.  Non-governmental groups with environmental agendas, who were 

directly connected to the regional planning regime during its early years, were also 

influential in framing sustainability as a stressor in need of institutional response through 

planning.  Institutional transformation began to occur in response and the storyline that 

regional planning and growth management in SEQ should respond to sustainability 

intensified during the 1990s.  That transformation became more substantial over time, as 

sustainability intensified as a transformative stressor and became a central institutional 

planning agenda, leading to extensive institutional transformation. 

 

Storyline: Sustainability is a central institutional planning agenda 

 

The institutional storyline that sustainability principles should be addressed through metro-

regional planning and growth management in SEQ had significant institutional traction 

during the 1990s.  Many of the planning instruments released during that decade expressed 

an institutional recognition of sustainability problems and associated stresses.  However, 
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they were less adequate in articulating meaningful institutional responses to guide and 

orientate planning activity across the region.  The storyline that sustainability principles 

should be part institutionalised regional planning was becoming increasingly understood as 

in SEQ metro-regional planning by the end of the 1990s.  Nonetheless, the success of 

regional planning in institutionally responding to sustainability imperatives was being 

questioned within the planning regime.   

 

Interview Respondents IR2 and IR3 both commented that there was a growing institutional 

concern in relation to the perceived failures of regional planning and growth management in 

delivering sustainability.  These concerns were partly informed by emerging data from 

regional environmental indicators, which showed a continuing decline in regional 

environmental features like air and water quality.  Consequently, there was increasing 

concern that a decade of regional planning frameworks had not adequately responded to 

the mounting problem of sustainability.  This led to an institutional acknowledgement that 

planning activities and processes needed be more purposefully shaped to fit within a 

framework of sustainability.   

 

The emerging institutional awareness that efforts to respond to sustainability through 

planning were largely failing led to significant institutional debate.  The debate focused on 

reframing the importance and centrality of sustainability within planning in order to produce 

better outcomes (Interview Respondents IR3, IR4).  It took place at a time when there was 

an increasing political support for sustainability in Australia following the Earth Summit, and 

the World Summit on Sustainable Development, both held in 2002 (Interview Respondents 

IR2, IR3, IR5).  The increase in support for sustainability at federal level prompted the 

Queensland State government to reaffirm its commitment to sustainability as both a broad 

priority and a specific priority for planning in SEQ (Interview Respondent IR11).   

 

Sustainability appears to have become fully established as a transformative stressor in SEQ 

between 2001 and 2002.  This was due to a combination of four factors which were 

particularly relevant to the SEQ region.  The first was the increasing institutional awareness 

that regional planning frameworks had not adequately responded to the mounting problem 

despite more than a decade of action.  These failures were exacerbating environmental 

stresses connected to poorly planned development.  As Interview Respondent IR1, a senior 

State government planner from 1989-2010, noted:  



118 

 

  

 Sustainability is an unarguable concept; a powerful concept in planning…to make a 

 difference through planning was the hard part. 

 

The second was a growing local political recognition of the necessity of sustainability, which 

was significantly influenced by global debates and international summits focused on 

sustainable development.  This placed substantial pressure to respond on the SEQ planning 

regime to translate political support for sustainability into planning outcomes.  The third 

factor was the emergence of a new sustainability indicators report, produced by the State 

government but never published, which showed that sustainability targets were not being 

met in SEQ.  Interview Respondent IR4 spoke of this report and noted: 

 

 It was not published, as certain key policymakers did not want evidence of further 

 failures gaining public attention.   

 

The fourth factor was increasing pressure from the community and non-government sectors.  

Many of these groups wanted more comprehensive planning responses to sustainability 

within regional planning.  Interview Respondent IR4 noted that community and non-

government groups were: 

 

 …publishing their own reports, drumming up data and demanding that sustainability 

 be more meaningfully addressed. 

 

A new storyline emerged that built upon the existing storyline of sustainability as an issue to 

be addressed through regional planning and growth management is SEQ.  Specifically, the 

new storyline institutionally reframed sustainability as a core planning agenda.  This signified 

the intensification of an institutional transformation, where regional planning governance 

would be reconceived to more fully and adequately respond to sustainability imperatives.  

As Interview Respondent IR3 noted: 

 

 [Responding to] sustainability was becoming a much more core part of the regional 

 planning process by the early-2000s.  [This] was partly led by a growing maturity 

 within planning that sustainability should be a core planning concern. 

 



119 

 

Evidence of broad institutional acceptance of sustainability as a transformative stressor and 

of the related emergence of new storyline was evident in the naming of the second phase of 

metro-regional planning in SEQ, which was titled SEQ 2021: A Sustainable Future.  Interview 

Respondent 3 claimed to have devised the SEQ 2021 title and stated that: 

 

 It was designed to reflect the fact an increasing institutional acceptance that 

 sustainability must be central to planning activity.   

 

The intensifying manifestation of sustainability as a transformative stressor in SEQ 

discursively framed the sustainability as a major regional stressor and established it as a 

compelling narrative for institutionalisation through metro-regional planning.  Of particular 

note is the fact that the four factors prompting the emergence of sustainability as a 

transformative stressor in SEQ were closely connected to specific regional contexts and 

conditions.  Their collective institutional recognition and acceptance allowed for a greater 

institutional acceptance and response to the storyline.  These factors provided the basis for 

the significant institutional transformation, leading to new forms of planning governance, 

which followed.  Government rhetoric began to “focus on sustainable growth” (Interview 

Respondent IR4) and debates began which focused on the potential for balancing inevitable 

growth with sustainability targets and indicators.  The institutional recognition of 

sustainability as a serious matter requiring institutional response led to the formation of 

planning sub-committees.  These were specifically formed to re-examine sustainable 

development as a planning issue and to identify emerging issues and challenges associated 

with it that may require new forms of planning response in SEQ.  The increased institutional 

focus on promoting sustainability and pursuing sustainable growth eventually led to new 

forms of planning governance, as sustainability gained greater articulation through statutory 

regional policies.  The character, scope and significance of formal institutional responses to 

the emergence of sustainability as a transformative stressor are discussed in later Chapters. 

 

The emergence of the institutional storyline that framed sustainability as a central planning 

agenda appears directly related to the manifestation of sustainability as a transformative 

stressor.  This occurred within an existing institutional context that already accepted 

environmental protection as a central planning function, prompted by the manifestation of 

rapid population growth as a transformative stressor.  The sustainability storyline continues 

to benefit from strong institutional acceptance.  Perhaps the ultimate expression of the 
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institutional weight of the storyline occurred in 2005, when the pursuit of sustainability 

through regional planning was given a statutory basis as Desired Regional Outcome Number 

1 in SEQ.  This established sustainability as the premier goal of metro-regional planning in 

SEQ.  As such, it may be argued that this is the point at which the storyline generated the 

most extensive degree of institutional transformation within the SEQ metro-regional 

planning regime.  This perspective is explored in more detail in Chapter 8. 

 

6.4 Storylines of Climate Change as a Transformative Stressor 
 

Storyline: Climate change is an important regional planning challenge for SEQ and must 

responded to through planning activities, processes and instruments 

 

The SEQ 2021 Project marked the start of a new phase of metro-regional planning in SEQ, 

beginning in 2001.  A central aim of the project was to address and improve perceived 

institutional and governance deficiencies connected to wider regional planning and growth 

management agendas (Abbott 2012).  The failure to adequately respond to stresses 

associated with unsustainable development in the region became an over-arching aim of the 

project. This generated new institutional discussions concerning the nature and character of 

sustainability as a core planning agenda in the early-2000s.  Responding to climate change 

emerged from these discussions as a vital element of an over-arching regional approach to 

meeting the challenge of sustainability through planning. 

 

Climate change had gained some institutional recognition in the 1990s, but had not been 

articulated through storylines.  Interview Respondent IR4 noted that climate change was 

discussed amongst some of the region’s local councils in the 1990s, principally in response to 

representations from conservation groups.  IR4, an environmental organiser, stated: 

 

 Climate change was acknowledged as an issue, the greenhouse effect had been 

 known about since the ‘80s…sea level rise was already known to be an issue.   

 

Interview Respondent IR3, a long-standing professional representative of SEQ regional 

planning, agreed with this assessment and noted that:  
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 There were discussions about climate change going on in the 90s, but they weren’t 

 really influencing regional planning…climate change wasn’t really seen as a big issue, 

 it was just something else you might have to do something about.  Then it faded a 

 bit, before coming back in the early-2000s. 

 

The fact that climate change failed to gain greater institutional traction when first identified 

as a potential planning issue may be due to the fact that it had not yet generated specific 

stresses for SEQ.  Climate change was discussed in the abstract by the SEQ planning regime 

in the 1990s and was viewed as a distant problem.  This perspective aligns with the planning 

‘about’ climate change frame advanced by Steele and Gleeson (2009, 2010).  The relational 

dimension of climate change, as articulated through storylines within the institutional 

context of planning at the time, appears to have viewed climate change as relatively 

disconnected from planning activity.  The temporal dimension of climate change also viewed 

the issue as a distant problem that did not warrant immediate attention.  Placed within the 

context of the transformative stressors framework, it may be argued that the lack of 

manifest social, environmental or economic impacts in SEQ meant that climate change was 

detected but failed to generate further institutional impact due to a lack of impact. 

 

Climate change re-emerged as a planning issue in SEQ in the early-2000s.  Interview 

Respondent IR1 spoke of the discussions held by the Regional Coordination Committee 

(RCC), the peak planning advisory committee within the SEQ metro-regional planning regime 

from 1995 to 2009.  These discussions were identified by the respondent as central to 

establishing climate change as an institutional storyline.  Interview Respondent IR1 noted: 

 

 We [the RCC] did this scoping exercise of identifying new policy areas that we hadn’t 

 dealt with…we identified eleven topics and set up groups to investigate them.  

 Energy and greenhouse was one of those topics and we started to look at it.   

 

These investigations marked the institutional recognition of climate change as a planning 

issue in SEQ.  Interview Respondent IR3 argued that climate change became “central to 

regional planning” at this point and responding to it began to generate significant 

institutional attention and discussion.  This was partly influenced by broader discussions 

within political and public circles, which recognised the emerging challenges of climate 

change, its potential impacts and need to respond through mitigation, specifically by 
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lowering greenhouse gas emissions.  Interview Respondent IR7, a regional planning policy 

advisor, spoke to this point and stated that: 

 

 There was a recognition by government that it needed to deal with climate change, 

 there was a significant amount of work at the Commonwealth level on emissions 

 trading schemes…admitting that it [climate change] is going to happen is a bit 

 difficult politically.  There was a sufficient understanding that there were some 

 climate change issues that we needed to address and one of the vehicles through 

 which that could be done was regional planning. 

 

The growing institutional recognition of climate change generated a new institutional 

storyline that framed climate change as an important regional planning issue, requiring a 

variety of planning responses.  The storyline gained momentum throughout the 2000s.  

Interview Respondent IR6 stated that climate change was central to the institutional agenda 

by the middle of the decade.  IR6 noted that climate change was seen as an “area of 

improvement” and that there was a strong desire to connect climate change to land use and 

strategic planning.  However, political support for the storyline appears to have been 

stronger in local government than in the State government.  As Interview Respondent IR10, 

an Executive Director for Planning Policy at the Department of Local Government and 

Planning, noted:  

 

 Many of the local councils were independently pursuing climate change policies and 

 initiatives…and many had their own local level programs.  So, they were very, very 

 keen and used the regional planning process to encourage the State government to 

 actually commit to policy settings.  State government was interested at the time but 

 was wary of committing.  There has been that tension forever as part of the 

 process. 

 

Institutional support for the storyline of climate change as a metro-regional planning issue in 

SEQ continued throughout the 2000s.  However, the detection and recognition of climate 

change did not immediately lead to substantial institutional change within the metro-

regional planning regime.  Instead, the broader storyline, which now recognised climate 

change as a planning issue, generated two further and distinct institutional storylines.  Each 

was the product of specific institutional thinking and perspective on the perceived value and 
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applicability of responding to climate change through planning by either mitigation or 

adaptation.  Moreover, each storyline was influenced by particular climate change stresses.  

The storylines are examined in the following sections.  Particular attention is paid to the 

effects that regional stresses related to climate change had in conditioning institutional 

preferences for either response as preferred.  Of particular note is the emergence of climate 

change as a transformative stressor and the institutional shift from planning ‘about’ climate 

change to planning ‘for’ climate change.   

 

Storyline: Mitigation should be the principal planning response to climate change stresses 

 

Responding to climate change through mitigation of greenhouse gas emissions has been a 

significant institutional issue globally since the 1990s and has substantially influenced 

climate change discourse (Steffen 2009, Schipper 2007).  These debates, which focus on 

trying to limit potential climate change impacts and associated stresses through emissions 

reductions, began to gain attention within the SEQ metro-regional planning regime in the 

early-2000s.  An existing institutional storyline saw climate change response as a regional 

planning issue, but decisions still needed to be made concerning the nature of appropriate 

responses through planning.  As Interview Respondent IR6, a Queensland State government 

policy advisor, noted: 

 

 Mitigation was recognised by some of the people that were tapped into the 

 international literature and there was a recognition that we needed to do it in SEQ.  

 There was also what was happening in Australia with the planning institute 

 [advocating mitigation] and what was happening internationally.  But people still 

 sometimes weren’t conscious of why we needed to have things like energy 

 conservation…[they didn’t see that] the reason was not just to reduce energy alone, 

 but because there was an over-arching social and environmental responsibility to 

 reduce greenhouse gas emissions. 

 

Institutional concerns in respect of the adequacy or need for mitigation persisted for some 

time.  Interview Respondent IR1 stated: 

 

There was a perception in the early-2000s that extreme weather events were not 

unusual [in SEQ, given its historical exposure to certain extreme weather events, 
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including bushfires, coastal storm surges and inland flooding].  Climate change was 

not viewed as a major contributing factor at the time…there was limited recognition 

of climate change as directly contributing to extreme events in SEQ.   

 

IR1 noted that this perspective acted as a barrier to enabling planning-led mitigation 

strategies.  Consequently, there was a limited amount of institutional urgency in terms of 

developing institutional consensus toward establishing mitigation as a planning response.   

 

Lobbying from the community and non-government sectors finally disrupted this 

institutional inertia.  Interview Respondent IR4 noted:  

 

 The public campaign had been building for decades, we had various environmental 

 groups pushing the agenda, we had various reports and models showing what 

 climate change could do to South East Queensland.  

  

Interview Respondent IR2, a Senior Director of SEQ Regional Planning from 1990-2012, also 

spoke to this point:  

 

 Advocacy from the community was a factor…there was more public awareness of 

 some of the issues around climate change.   

 

Interview Respondent IR6 also commented on the impact of lobbying by the non-

government and community sectors and stated:  

 

 There was a large stakeholder enthusiasm for mitigation…and so it was seen as quite 

 an imperative to embrace.  There was very, very strong public support for mitigation 

 actions, in particular those focused around renewable energy and whilst there was a 

 range of professional opinions…there was a clear response from the public for 

 mitigation.  This was a validation that key stakeholders felt that way. 

 

The extent of stakeholder support in respect of responding to climate change to planning-

led mitigation strategies, coupled with international debate focused on mitigation, led to the 

emergence of an institutional storyline that specifically viewed mitigation as the principal 

planning response to climate change in SEQ.  The storyline gained traction around 2003.  It 
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may be argued that the emergence of this particular storyline was not related to specific 

climate change stresses, but was rather a response to stakeholder concern based on the 

potential for future stresses linked to climate change impacts.   

 

Interview Respondent IR1 noted that the view of climate change impacts as a future 

problem worked well with the mitigation storyline because the prevalent institutional view 

at the time was that climate change was a long-term issue and therefore unlikely to lead to 

major stresses in the near-term.  Accordingly, mitigation was seen as an appropriate 

planning response in the context of institutional recognition and understanding of climate 

change as an issue for SEQ at the time.  This view of climate change as a distant problem 

indicated a continuation of institutional focus on planning ‘about’ climate change that had 

been prevalent since the 1990s.  Moreover, the apparent institutional certainty that extreme 

weather events up to that point were unrelated to climate change would have led to a 

situation where climate change was recognised and had generated storylines, but had not 

gained full institutional acceptance. 

 

Whilst the storyline of mitigation as principal planning response became established, there 

remained substantial institutional uncertainty in respect of how regional planning could 

deliver mitigation.  Interview Respondent IR6 noted:  

 

 We sought advice as to what we should seek to do.  There was work to see where 

 emissions come from, what could be done and how policies could be put in place to 

 respond.   

 

IR6 also noted that specific planning-led mitigation strategies were heavily questioned and 

there were significant doubts amongst some institutional actors about whether changes to 

urban forms would actually reduce emissions.  In short, even though mitigation was 

established as the preferred institutional response to climate change, doubts and knowledge 

gaps remained in terms of how it might actually work as a planning response.  Consequently, 

certain institutional actors continued to oppose the mitigation storyline, even though it held 

broad institutional support.  Interview Respondent IR12, former Director of Resource and 

Landscape Planning at the Department of State Development, Infrastructure and Planning 

(DSDIP), discussed this issue and stated that:  
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 It was as though people were trying to turn their backs on it, [they] were unwilling 

 to accept it for a multitude of reasons, not least it being too hard to resolve. 

 

The fact that certain institutional actors continued to question the benefits of mitigation as a 

key planning response to climate change ultimately didn’t matter, as the primacy of this 

storyline only lasted a few years.  Mitigation continues to feature as a planning response to 

climate change in SEQ, but the storyline that depicts it as the principal planning response 

has lost institutional traction and support.  It began to diminish around 2006, when a series 

of direct and indirect climate change stresses began to manifest in SEQ.  These impacts 

acted as trigger events and firmly established climate change as a transformative stressor for 

planning in SEQ.  The need to respond through climate adaptation consequently became a 

new and dominant storyline and propelled climate adaptation onto the planning agenda.  

The next section discusses these developments and their institutional significance.   

 

Storyline: Climate change is an emergency planning issue for SEQ and climate adaptation 

is a vital response 

 

Climate change became established as a transformative stressor for planning in SEQ in the 

mid-2000s.  Three trigger events occurred in close succession, leading to a substantial 

strengthening of institutional recognition and acceptance of climate change as a 

phenomenon likely to create serious social, environmental and economic stresses for SEQ.  

The existing institutional storyline, which understood mitigation as the principal response 

strategy for planning, became secondary to a new and dominant storyline once climate 

change fully manifested as a transformative stressor.  The new storyline focused on climate 

change adaptation as an emergency planning issue for SEQ.   

 

The first trigger event that increased institutional focus on climate change as an immediate 

issue, requiring response through adaptation in SEQ, was the extensive political debate on 

adaptation at the national level in Australia.  Climate adaptation became a key topic of 

attention at federal level in 2004, following the federal government’s announcement of a 

national climate change adaptation program in the budget.  The program was developed as 

a response to growing scientific evidence that mitigation alone would not be sufficient to 

manage to climate change impacts already made inevitable by historic emissions.  The 

federal government’s announcement of a national climate change adaptation program 
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started a process of assessing national climate change risk and vulnerability, so that 

appropriate adaptation strategies could be generated.  Responding the climate adaptation 

through planning was a central issue of discussion.  Interview Respondent IR7, Chair of 

Council of Australian Governments (COAG) Working Group on Climate Change Adaptation, 

noted: 

 

 It [adaptation] came out of a recognition by government that it needed to deal with 

 climate change.  There was a significant level of activity at Commonwealth level.  

 There were some climate change issues that we needed to address and understand 

 as necessary through planning.   

 

The increasing institutional focus on adaptation at the federal level quickly filtered down to 

the state level in Queensland.  The State government recognised the rising profile of 

necessity of adaptation and began to look closely at how it might respond to the imperative.  

Interview Respondent IR7, Chair of Council of Australian Governments (COAG) Working 

Group on Climate Change Adaptation, noted: 

 

 State government itself acknowledged that climate change adaptation needed to be 

 addressed in some form.  Was government taking it on board?  Yes, it was.  One of 

 the vehicles through which that could be done was through regional planning. 

 

Interview Respondent IR2 also spoke to this point: 

 

 A general awareness [of adaptation] was starting to come through government.  

 These issues were starting to fall from the top.  The Queensland government was 

 starting to generally take a bigger interest in terms of climate change.  

 

The role of planning as a vehicle for responding to climate change through adaptation was 

also recognised by the State government in Queensland at the time.  Interview Respondent 

IR6, a Queensland State government policy advisor, commented: 

 

 Orders [were issued] by the highest levels of State government that climate change 

 adaptation must be dealt with through regional planning. 
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The debates on adaptation, both at the national level in Australia and at the state level in 

Queensland, contributed to the emergence of a new institutional storyline that recognised 

the necessity and immediacy of adaptation as vital issue for regional planning.  Adaptation 

was becoming understood as a contemporary necessity because the limitations of mitigation 

were becoming more widely appreciated.  A second trigger event compounded institutional 

recognition on the necessity of adaptation and added further weight to the storyline that 

saw adaptation as an emergency issue for SEQ.  This was the identification by the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), in their Fourth Assessment Report (AR4), 

that SEQ was one of the six areas most vulnerable areas to climate change in Australia 

(Hennessy et al. 2007). 

 

The IPCC predicted that climate change impacts in SEQ during the current century would 

include inland storm surges; reductions in water availability; increased coastal and inland 

inundation; sea level rises of up to 0.79m over current levels and an increase in the number 

of days with temperatures in excess of 35C (Hennessy et al. 2007).  This triggered 

substantial institutional alarm in SEQ, as it became apparent that climate change impacts 

would compound existing damaging weather events and natural hazards, including 

bushfires, inland flooding and coastal storm surges.  The metropolitan region of SEQ, already 

challenged by significant development pressures, unsustainable development and existing 

natural hazards, was now clearly identified as facing nascent and potentially severe climate 

change stresses.  This led to further institutional concern and accelerated recognition of 

climate change as a transformative stressor for SEQ.  Consequently, AR4 also added 

substantial weight to the storyline of adaptation as an emergency planning issue.  As 

Interview Respondent IR6 noted: 

 

 I feel certain that it was the IPCC AR4…I think that was very confirming that the 

 terminology of adaptation was accepted.  The findings removed any ambiguity that 

 climate change was a major issue for the region.  There was a legitimacy in SEQ that 

 we needed to do adaptation.  [It] gave voice to a reasoning for planning responses. 

 

Similarly, Interview Respondent IR13, a planner who worked on the South East Queensland 

Regional Plan 2005-2026, South East Queensland Regional Plan 2009-2031 and Draft South 

East Queensland Climate Change Management Plan 2009, noted: 
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 The scientific findings broadened the discussion on climate change and adaptation. 

 

Interview Respondent IR11, who was Mayor of Noosa Council from 1997-2008 and the 

Sunshine Coast Regional Council from 2008-2012, spoke to the connection between the 

findings of AR4 and the need for planning-led adaptation: 

 

 It was interesting to have it confirmed [by the IPCC] that the region was very 

 vulnerable to climate change.  A concern was that the insurance industry would start 

 to do make decisions on behalf of government if the government didn’t do 

 something about adaptation. 

 

The IPCC findings represented another major trigger event that compelled the emergence of 

climate change as a transformative stressor in SEQ in the mid-2000s.  Moreover, the report 

added scientific certainty to regional vulnerabilities related to climate change and confirmed 

the need to respond through metro-regional planning activities.  This factor, combined with 

wider debates on the necessity of adaptation, further emphasised the nature of adaptation 

as an emergency planning issue in SEQ in the context of stresses related to climate change.  

Institutional responses through the emergence of a storyline, which accepted this new 

knowledge, gained further traction.  However, one more significant event also added the 

emerging storyline and associated institutional change processes.  That event was the near 

decade-long drought that had severely affected SEQ during the 2000s. 

 

Severe drought conditions became established in SEQ in the early-2000s and lasted for most 

of that decade.  Water availability fell substantially year on year, leading to severe 

restrictions on water use across sectors.  This led to widespread recognition of the drought 

as a crisis issue.  It also compelled widespread behaviour change.  Interview Respondent IR5, 

a senior representative of the environmental advocacy group, Friends of South East 

Queensland, noted: 

 

The drought was a major crisis for SEQ.  It caused significant behaviour change.  

Once the dams got to 15% [capacity], people’s behaviour changed very quickly.  SEQ 

gave a  demonstration to the rest of the world of how behaviour change can 

radically reduce resource use.  We went from average water consumption per person 

of 600 litres per day to less than 140 litres. 
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Interview Respondent IR10, Former Executive Director of Planning Policy in the Department 

of Local Government and Planning, also spoke of the severity of the drought: 

 

 It was like a war-time coming together of the community to address a particular 

 threat. 

 

The severity of the drought also manifested in less direct ways.  In particular, policymakers 

began to realise that the rapid population growth that had impacted SEQ since the 1970s, 

and which was understood as inevitable and therefore in need of planning responses, was 

heavily contingent on water availability.  As such, an increasing population, coupled with 

decreasing water supplies, was of substantial institutional concern in terms of its potential 

to create on-going economic and social stresses, in addition to environmental stresses.  This 

led to a greater urgency in terms of responding to limited water availability through 

planning.  It also formed a link between storylines concerned with addressing rapid 

population growth as a transformative stressor through metro-regional planning, with the 

storyline that adaptation was an emergency issue for regional planning, that had grown 

from the manifestation of climate change as a transformative stressor.  As Interview 

Respondent IR8 noted: 

 

 You couldn’t not hear the drought.  It certainly highlighted that population growth 

 had been so reliant on water supply.  The association of that with the arguments 

 about adaptation started to hit home.  Some people recognised that we needed to 

 respond through better planning and adaptation to address water availability. 

 

The drought represented a severe stress event for SEQ, but was not directly attributed to 

climate change.  As Interview Respondent IR7, Chair of Council of Australian Governments 

(COAG) Working Group on Climate Change Adaptation, noted: 

 

 The issue of water scarcity expressed itself very strongly.  It was always going to be a 

 challenge to say that this drought is proof of climate change or it isn’t...what you 

 could say was that it was a picture of a potential climate change future.   
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Interview Respondent IR5 also spoke to this point: 

 

 People didn’t really link the drought to climate change because that label was never 

 attached. 

 

Whilst the drought was never directly connected either scientifically or popularly to climate 

change, it did prompt shifts in public and political perceptions.  Specifically, people began to 

view the drought as illustrative of potential future scenarios under climate change.  This 

thinking also took hold within the institutional setting of regional planning.  Institutional 

attention again focused on the need for adaptation and the necessity of developing 

adaptation responses through planning that could be used for similar events into the future.  

This created further traction for the storyline that saw climate change adaptation as an 

emergency issue for planning in SEQ.  As Interview Respondent IR 10, Former Executive 

Director of Planning Policy, Department of Local Government and Planning, noted: 

 

 The drought led to a greater receptiveness and appreciation of the impacts of 

 climate change and possible different futures and what might have to happen 

 socially and economically to adapt to that.  One of the great learnings was that with 

 properly coordinated activities across levels of government, across community, you 

 can achieve things that might look almost too difficult to commit to.  World leading 

 things were done. 

 

The drought was the third event that led to the manifestation of climate change as a 

transformative stressor in SEQ in the mid-2000s.  The drought linked to the substantial 

Federal government debates on climate adaptation, which took place in the early-2000s and 

the publication of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) Fourth Assessment 

Report (AR4) in 2007, which identified SEQ as highly vulnerable to climate change impacts.  

The impacts associated with the drought combined with those related to the findings of AR4 

from the IPCC and wider debates on the necessity of adaptation.  These cumulative impacts 

and their institutional recognition and acceptance within the SEQ metro-regional planning 

created the dominant institutional storyline that climate change adaptation is an emergency 

issue for planning in SEQ.   
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The emergence of this storyline indicates a significant institutional transformation event.  

Specifically, existing perceptions of climate change as a future problem, needing long-term 

response through mitigation of greenhouse gases, were displaced by a dominant 

institutional view.  This new perspective accepted climate change as a real and 

contemporary issue for planning, requiring near-term institutional responses through 

climate adaptation.  As such, the storyline that climate change adaptation is an emergency 

issue for planning in SEQ represents an institutional transformation within planning in SEQ, 

leading to a repositioning away from an institutional focus on planning ‘about’ climate 

change towards a focus on planning ‘for’ climate change.  This shift in institutional thinking 

and narrative appears intrinsically linked to the emergence of climate change as a 

transformative stressor in SEQ.  It generated an institutional acceptance of climate 

adaptation as a necessary and immediate response strategy and a vital component of 

planning governance.   

 

The emergence of the storyline that climate change adaptation is an emergency issue for 

planning in SEQ is therefore an outcome directly connected to a series of trigger events, 

which cumulatively compelled institutional transformation.  In short, adaptation may not 

have gained strong institutional traction or become part of a dominant institutional storyline 

were it not for escalating and intensifying stresses connected to the context of climate 

change in SEQ.  These impacts cumulatively led to the full manifestation of climate change 

as a transformative stressor.  In addition, the existing institutional experience of responding 

to the environmental implications of transformative stressors, especially in terms of 

interpreting them through storylines, substantially conditioned institutional context within 

the SEQ metro-regional planning regime.  As such, existing institutional capacity allowed 

adaptation to be institutionalised as a core planning response to climate change more 

quickly and comprehensively, following the manifestation of climate change as a 

transformative stressor. 

 

6.5 Discussion: Institutional Storylines beyond 2012 
 

The SEQ metro-regional planning agenda was an initiative of the Labor party.  It was 

overseen by successive Labor State governments from 1990 to 2012, with the exception of a 

two-year period from 1996 to 1998, when a National State government briefly assumed 

power.  There was a state election in Queensland in March 2012 and Labor lost office to the 
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Liberal/National Party (LNP) in a landslide.  The LNP quickly sought to reorientate planning 

activity across the state, focused on four key priorities.  These are: Tourism, resources, 

agriculture and construction.  The new government cancelled many existing climate change 

response programs and policies across the state.  It also diluted of a suite of environmental 

legislation on the basis that it impedes development.  This new agenda was still under 

development at the time of writing this thesis.  That fact notwithstanding, the metro-

regional planning regime in SEQ still has statutory force, having gained it in 2004.  As such, 

metro-regional planning governance in respect of climate adaptation, established in 

response to the transformative stresses of climate change, still holds statutory force. 

 

The three institutional storylines associated with rapid regional population growth as a 

transformative stressor identified by this Chapter appear likely to remain institutionally valid 

for the foreseeable future.  The storylines are directly interconnected and all exist within an 

institutional context that seeks to respond to rapid population growth as a transformative 

stressor through institutionalised planning activities. The storyline of managing unavoidable 

regional population growth through growth management prompted the development of 

metro-regional in SEQ in 1990.  It remains the over-arching storyline of regional planning 

more than two decades later, especially as regional population continues to increase at 

pace.  Responding to growth impacts through regional planning will continue to be 

necessary, even if the new State government is more amenable to regional growth than 

previous administrations.  Interview Respondent IR9, a Regional Planner with Council of 

Mayors (COM), noted: 

 

 Growth management remains as much of an imperative for regional planning as 

 ever. 

 

The storyline that understands regional planning as a means to enhance capacity for 

protecting environmental assets is inherently connected to the larger growth management 

storyline.  It is uncertain at present whether the new State government will subscribe to the 

storyline.  It may have no choice, however, if the impacts of future population increase lead 

to obvious environmental impacts.  Such an occurrence could again become a significant 

public and political issue, as it did in the past.  The State government may therefore have to 

support a continuing institutionalisation of this storyline to avoid future electoral problems.   
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The third interconnected storyline, which characterises the concept of ‘the environment’ as 

malleable in respect of institutionally responding to specific or contemporary environmental 

stresses, also remains valid.  That storyline initially guided institutional responses focused on 

responding to broad environmental impacts including damage to natural assets, biodiversity 

decline, and deterioration of air and water quality.  It later enabled an up-scaling of 

institutional recognition and response of sustainability and climate change as global-scale 

environmental stressors, with specific regional impacts in SEQ.  It is likely that the storyline 

will hold institutional status relative to the extent of future institutional focus on responding 

to environmental impacts associated with growth through metro-regional planning.  

However, it is very possible that institutional focus on responding to environmental impacts 

associated with growth will decline under the LNP State government. 

 

Two storylines of sustainability as a transformative stressor were discussed in this Chapter.  

The first is that regional planning should include sustainability principles.  The second builds 

upon the first and depicts sustainability as a central institutional planning agenda.  Both 

storylines may have institutional traction into the future.  Responding to sustainability 

imperatives through regional planning gained substantial institutional weight in 2005, when 

the pursuit of sustainability was given a statutory basis as Desired Regional Outcome 

Number 1.  Sustainability retains that status within current regional planning instruments.  

Interview Respondent IR10, former Executive Director of Planning Policy, Department of 

Local Government and Planning, spoke to the likelihood of both storylines continuing to 

have institutional status in terms of responding to sustainability as a transformative stressor 

into the future: 

 

 Sustainability is main-stream now.  It’s not enough just to say ‘sustainability’.  There 

 are more incentives for sustainability now.  There has been a mainstreaming.  It’s 

 like we went through an experimental phase about what we wanted [from 

 sustainability].  There’s still innovation to happen.  The key focus is how you do it on 

 a large scale now.  All planning schemes must now be sustainable, so everyone has a 

 sustainability objective.  It’s our current paradigm. 

 

Interview Respondent IR14 discussed the possibilities for future institutional acceptance of 

the sustainability storylines: 
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 The discussion about sustainability is still a common thing.  Whatever a plan does, 

 whatever its focus is, you have to do it sustainably.   

 

This Chapter discussed three storylines connected to the manifestation of climate change as 

a transformative stressor.  The first storyline depicted climate change as an important 

regional planning challenge, requiring institutional response through planning activities, 

processes and instruments.  The storyline had strong institutional support during the 2000s.  

It conditioned institutional thinking on the perceived value of responding to climate change 

specifically through mitigation and adaptation.  Both responses subsequently generated 

their own storylines.  As such, the storyline of climate change as a challenge requiring 

planning responses has functioned well do far in directing institutional thinking and 

response.  It remains valid, but its institutional articulation may increase or decline relative 

to future impacts and stresses.   

 

A connected storyline, which depicts mitigation of greenhouse gases as the principal 

planning response to regional climate change stresses, began to diminish around 2006, 

when climate change fully manifested as a transformative stressor in SEQ.  Mitigation will 

likely continue to feature as a planning-led response to climate change in SEQ, but is unlikely 

to again be institutionally understood as the principal planning response to climate change 

impacts.  Consequently, this particular storyline looks to have limited, if any, institutional 

expression in future. 

 

The third storyline of climate change as a transformative stressor depicts climate change as 

an emergency planning issue for SEQ.  This storyline increased institutional focus on the 

impacts associated with climate change as a transformative stressor, leading to the 

emergence of climate adaptation as a response through regional planning.  This storyline is 

likely to continue into the foreseeable future, as it understands planning-led adaptation as 

response to damaging or harmful regional impacts.  It provides an institutional context for 

adaptation responses to continue to be part of regional planning.  The storyline may persist 

even if there is a decline in political or institutional acceptance of potential causation 

between the impacts of severe weather or natural disasters and climate change.  In short, 

the storyline provides for the institutionalisation of responses to the impacts of climate 

change as a transformative stressor through planning-led adaptation.  Impacts in SEQ may 
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therefore be institutionally responded to through metro-regional planning, even if they are 

wilfully or mistakenly attributed to natural occurrences or climate variability.    

 

6.6 Conclusion 
 

This Chapter identified rapid population change, sustainability and climate change as 

distinct, but interrelated, transformative stressors for the metro-regional planning regime of 

SEQ.  Each transformative stressor compelled a variety of planning responses as specific 

stress impacts were institutionally detected, recognised, interpreted and accepted through 

eight dominant institutional storylines.  This process spanned two decades from the 

beginning of the 1990s.  It facilitated an institutional evolution within the SEQ metro-

regional planning regime that enabled an increasing capacity within the regime to respond 

to specific stresses and impacts over time.  This happened as each transformative stressor 

was interpreted through particular storylines.   

 

The institutional evolution within the SEQ metro-regional planning regime created an 

institutional context where climate change could be recognised and responded to as a 

transformative stressor in the mid-2000s.  This ultimately facilitated institutional responses 

to climate adaptation through the emergence of a new, dominant storyline.  The storyline 

understood adaptation as an emergency planning issue and followed the manifestation of 

climate change as a transformative stressor.  It was concluded that adaptation might not 

have gained such substantial institutional acceptance and response had it not been for a 

series of escalating and intensifying trigger events, which impacted on the SEQ metro-

regional planning regime in the mid-2000s.  The regime had an established context and 

capacity for responding the transformative stressors and their environmental implications 

through planning by that time.  Consequently, adaptation could gain rapid and purposeful 

planning response when climate change manifested as a transformative stressor in SEQ. 

 

The next Chapter critically examines the roles, functions and input of five key SEQ planning 

agencies in institutionalising planning responses to transformative stresses associated with 

rapid population growth, sustainability and climate change.  The Chapter reports how the 

transformative stressors and the storylines through which they were conveyed prompted 

each planning agency to develop and coordinate particular planning responses.  The 

agencies examined are: The Regional Planning Advisory Group (RPAG), the Regional 
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Coordination Committee (RCC), the South East Queensland Regional Organisation of 

Councils (SEQROC), the Council of Mayors (COM) and the Regional Planning Committee 

(RPC).
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Chapter 7: Institutional Responses to Transformative Stressors 
through Regional Planning Agencies 
 

7.1 Introduction  
 

This thematic Chapter demonstrates and critically examines the roles, functions and 

contributions of five key planning agencies in institutionalising planning responses to 

transformative stressors within the South East Queensland (SEQ) metro-regional regime.  

The agencies examined are: The Regional Planning Advisory Group (RPAG), the Regional 

Coordination Committee (RCC), the South East Queensland Regional Organisation of 

Councils (SEQROC), the Council of Mayors (COM) and the Regional Planning Committee 

(RPC).  Institutional responses to rapid population growth, sustainability and climate change 

are examined as three distinct, but interrelated, transformative stressors.  This Chapter 

reports how each transformative stressor and the storylines through which they were 

conveyed prompted key planning agencies to develop, structure and coordinate planning 

responses to associated stresses and impacts.  It demonstrates an institutional evolution 

from 1990, through which the five key planning agencies contributed to the development of 

an overall institutional capacity, capable of responding to transformative stressors through 

regional planning governance.  This institutional capacity strengthened over two decades 

and ultimately allowed the metro-regional planning regime to respond to climate change 

through climate adaptation when it began to manifest as a transformative stressor in the 

mid-2000s.   

 

This Chapter draws on more than 25 years of SEQ documentary data to purposefully 

demonstrate the specific role that each agency had developing an over-arching institutional 

capacity to respond to transformative stressors, leading to an eventual institutional 

response to climate change through adaptation.  Research data was generated through a 

chronological and thematic reading of plans, policy documents, minutes, government 

circulars, position papers, information papers and scholarship.  Semi-structured interviewing 

generated further insights, as well as deeper contextualisation of the documentary research 

data.  Discussions on how internal institutional debates and wider political and public 

discourse conditioned the responses of the agencies to transformative stressors formed a 

significant part of the interview schedules.  Associated findings provided a substantial 
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volume of valuable research data.  This Chapter presents many of these findings in the form 

of direct quotes from interview respondents. 

 

7.2 The SEQ 2001 Project, 1990-2000 
 

Chapter 6 identified the publication of a report in 1989 by the Applied Population Research 

Unit of the University of Queensland (Skinner and Gillam 1989) as the point at which rapid 

population growth became institutionally accepted as a transformative stressor in South 

East Queensland.  The regional population predictions presented by the report significantly 

enhanced public and political recognition and acceptance of rapid population growth as a 

transformative stressor.  Its predictions also reinforced an existing institutional storyline of 

population growth as an unavoidable regional phenomenon that required strategic regional 

responses.   

 

The Queensland state election of 1989, which was held shortly after publication of the 

report, returned a Labor State government.  Hon. Wayne Goss became State Premier and 

Hon. Tom Burns became Deputy Premier.  The Goss government accepted that population 

growth was a major stressor that required decisive response.  Hon. Wayne Goss went on 

record to argue that the strong growth trends experienced in SEQ had to change or the 

region would be faced with relentless urban sprawl, which would in turn severely affect the 

region’s environment.  Goss identified the creation of a regional planning regime as a 

necessary institutional response to address the challenge of reconciling growth and 

environmental protection (Abbott 2009).   

 

Initial discussions on the form and function of regional planning responses in SEQ took place 

at a conference in December 1990, called SEQ 2001 – A Framework for Managing Growth.  

Approximately 250 representatives attended the conference from the government, 

academic, environmental, community and the private sectors.  The decision to include such 

a broad range of stakeholders at the SEQ 2001 conference was a shrewd and strategic first 

move by the new State government keen to generate support for a new and potentially 

challenging endeavour.  As Interview Respondent IR1, a Senior State government Planner 

from 1989-2010, noted:  
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 The Goss government didn’t have a strong agenda for regional planning, but they 

 did have a strong agenda for consultation. 

 

The conference led to the institutionalisation of the SEQ 2001 regional planning project, 

which was intended to facilitate coordinated, structured and collaborative regional planning 

responses across SEQ.  The strategic aim of the SEQ 2001 project was to, “reflect community 

values for environmental management and social, economic and physical development [and 

to] integrate these strategies into a system for the on-going management of the region’s 

growth” (SEQ 2001 Project 1991, p. 1).  The creation of a strategic framework for regional 

planning in SEQ occurred during a time of intensifying international interest in developing 

institutional planning frameworks at the regional scale.  Regional planning gained increasing 

support during the 1990s as a way to provide governance structures that would support and 

advance the economic development of some cities and increase their capacity to 

economically compete (Brenner 2003, Salet, Thornley and Krukels 2003).  This wave of 

institutional change, leading to governance rescaling, was especially well supported in 

European contexts (Salet, Thornley and Krukels 2003).  Criticisms of the trend towards 

regionalisation include difficulties in translating metropolitan visions into implementable 

planning strategies (Williams 1999) and that state rescaling to prioritise regional 

competitiveness often leads to contradictory and self-undermining outcomes (Brenner 

2003). 

 

The creation of the SEQ 2001 project represented a clear institutional change in response to 

rapid population change as a transformative stressor in SEQ.  However, institutional focus at 

this early stage was principally on growth management and had minimal environmental 

concern.  The SEQ 2001 regional planning project faced major barriers from the outset 

(Abbott 2012).  Specifically, there were strong negative views about regional planning within 

many of the region’s local governments and state agencies, in part following the perceived 

failure of the Moreton Region Growth Strategy in the 1970s.  However, the new Labor 

government remained determined to facilitate the SEQ 2001 project and to institutionalise a 

regional planning framework for SEQ.  That determination was backed by a substantial 

cross-sectoral acceptance that rapid population growth was unavoidable in SEQ and needed 

to be managed in order to preserve the region’s environment.  As such, the SEQ 2001 

project represented the first time in Queensland that a regional planning exercise was 
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undertaken with a reasonable expectation that its conclusions would be implemented (Low 

Choy and Minnery 1994). 

 

The SEQ 2001 project was to be the “flagship for regional planning in the state [of 

Queensland]” (Low Choy and Minnery 1994, p. 208).  It was agreed that the project would 

respond to land-use, infrastructural, environmental and social aspects of growth 

management (RPAG 1992).  It was also agreed that the project would be run on a 

collaborative and cooperative basis, with both responsibility shared equally between the 

State government and the region’s local governments (Abbott 1995).  Planning governance 

was to be institutionalised at regional scale, so that local councils could orientate their 

planning activities and processes in order to achieve better local and regional outcomes.  

The SEQ local governments were determined that their involvement was contingent on the 

use of a collaborative model.  As Interview Respondent IR2, a Senior Director of SEQ 

Regional Planning from 1990-2012, noted: 

 

 There was a strong view, especially coming from local governments, that growth 

 management would have to be  voluntary, cooperative and collaborative. 

 

These concerns were recognised by all parties and the SEQ 2001 project was purposefully 

designed to utilise a collaborative model.  The collaborative approach was identified in 

interview as ultimately one of the most successful outcomes of the SEQ 2001 project.  For 

example, Interview Respondent IR12, a Former Director of Resource and Landscape Planning 

at the Department of State Development, Infrastructure and Planning, noted:  

 

 One of the most impressive things about SEQ 2001 was that it facilitated councils in 

 talking regionally rather than locally…councils were talking in a more constructive 

 way. 

 

While the SEQ 2001 project focused on institutionalising a regional planning framework, 

most institutional actors were cautious about using the term ‘regional planning’.  They 

particularly feared that it would create negative sentiment following the failures of efforts to 

develop regional planning structures in the 1970s.  Institutional discussions focused on 

‘growth management’ or ‘growth management strategies’ connected to the SEQ 2001 
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project often referred to regional planning without using the specific term.  Interview 

Respondent IR1 spoke to this point and stated that: 

 

 Regional planning wasn’t really an acceptable term at the time. 

 

Consequently, the term ‘growth management’ was generally used instead of ‘regional 

planning’ in institutional discourse in order to sidestep these concerns.  As noted by 

Interview Respondent IR3, a long-standing representative of professional planning in SEQ 

regional planning process:  

 

 Growth management was a euphemism that was more politically acceptable than 

 [regional] planning. 

 

The SEQ 2001 project ran from 1991 to 2000.  A major outcome of the project was the 

institutionalisation of growth management policies, priorities and principles in response to 

rapid population change as transformative stressor.  These included regional vision 

statements to direct planning activity to better accommodate the demands for land, housing 

and infrastructure associated with a rising population, policies for protecting the region’s 

natural environment and strategies for enhancing coordination between State and local 

government.  However, the planning responses developed through the SEQ 2001 project, 

which structured institutional planning responses to rapid population growth and its impacts 

on the regional environment of SEQ, were non-statutory.  Three main agencies contributed 

to the project.  These were the Regional Planning Advisory Group (RPAG), the Regional 

Coordination Committee (RCC) and the South East Queensland Regional Organisation of 

Councils (SEQROC).  The roles, functions and contributions of these agencies are critically 

discussed in the following sections.  The institutional debates and political changes that 

influenced the activities and functions of the agencies are also contextualised and discussed. 

  

7.2.1 The RPAG under the SEQ 2001 project 
 

The Regional Planning Advisory Group (RPAG) was established in July 1991 under the 

auspices of the SEQ 2001 project.  The RPAG was the first peak planning advisory group to 

be established to guide regional planning in SEQ and was a key element of the institutional 

arrangements that developed under SEQ 2001 (Abbott 2009).  Membership was drawn from 
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a diversity of stakeholders.  These included three State government ministers, the Lord 

Mayor of Brisbane, representatives from the business, professional and community sectors 

and senior members from the South East Queensland Regional Organisation of Councils 

(SEQROC).  The decision to open RPAG up to cross-sectoral membership was deliberate and 

strategic.  Interview Respondent IR7, a Regional Planning Policy Advisor, noted: 

 

 We came out of a period where there was no regional planning and nor was there a 

 perception in the community of community involvement in planning.  We knew we 

 needed to engage much more broadly in the debate about what our vision for 

 South East Queensland was.  The government’s intentions were probably not all that 

 well formed, but they were keen to open the debate out.   

 

The RPAG was formed as an institutional response to the growing political and public 

recognition of rapid population growth as a transformative stressor in SEQ.  As such, its 

creation was directly connected to an institutional acceptance of the need for a structured 

approach to regional planning in SEQ to manage growth and ensure environmental 

protection.  Its principal function was to act as a representative group to advise levels of 

government on ways to manage growth in the region (SEQ 2001 Project 1991).  The agency 

was established with eight terms of reference to guide its work.   

 

 

 (SEQ 2001 Project , 1991) 

 

 Establish a set of principles to guide the management of growth in the region to 
achieve agreed social, economic and environmental objectives; 

 Identify gaps and priority issues in state and local government policies; 

 Identify priority tasks that should proceed with urgency, including strategies for 
urban consolidation, the protection of water supplies, and the protection of major 
habitats and wildlife corridors; 

 Advise government on the impact of specific state and local policies; 

 Organise appropriate and effective consultation to consider all relevant views of 
managing growth in SEQ; 

 Develop options for an appropriate on-going regional planning framework which 
gives priority to specific land use strategies to achieve economic, social and 
environmental objectives; 

 Investigate appropriate methods and locations for regional waste disposal; 

 Derive a common set of principles for managing growth in SEQ arising from 
submissions to the December 1990 SEQ 2001 Conference. 

 
Figure 11: RPAG terms of reference. 
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Political and public concerns about manifest stresses of rapid population growth meant that 

significant expectations were placed upon RPAG to meet its terms of reference and advance 

growth management strategies for SEQ.  There was no precedent for the agency and the 

State government were anxious to see it succeed.  The RPAG occupied a unique position, as 

government departments did not directly supervise it.  It was equally answerable to state 

and local governments, but was not directly controlled by either.  However, RPAG did not 

have any statutory powers and was unable to directly alter planning schemes or to adopt 

regulations.  Interview Respondent IR7 suggested that this was a specific decision: 

 

 Local governments were fairly keen to ensure that their planning powers were not 

 constrained and that was, I think, one of the reasons why it (RPAG) was not statutory 

 and was advisory. 

 

This unusual organisational arrangement offered the RPAG considerable advantage and 

professional latitude, but also placed a great deal of expectation on it to respond to the 

stresses that led to its creation.  It also meant that the agency needed to maintain a keen 

focus on facilitating dialogue amongst all stakeholders.  The Hon. Tom Burns, Chair of the 

RPAG, addressed the level of expectation placed on RPAG as the opening item of the first 

RPAG meeting (RPAG 1991).  Interview Respondent IR12, a former Director of Resource and 

Landscape Planning at the Department of State Development, Infrastructure and Planning, 

also spoke to this point: 

 

 There were a lot of detailed things that needed to be addressed, but it was felt that 

 unless we had some sort of structure to address cross-border issues and unless we 

 started to talk regionally we would never get it done. 

 

The RPAG began to examine responses to regional stresses through planning immediately 

after the committee’s first meeting.  An early response was to facilitate presentations from 

two planning academics and a consultant planner on strategies for building capacity for 

regional planning in SEQ.  The presentations were delivered at RPAG Meeting 3 and 

identified three key strategies (RPAG 1991).  The first was to learn from the experiences of 

other metro-regions that had adopted regional planning structures.  The second was to 

inform the public on the potential advantages of regional planning.  The third was to assess 

the public’s attitudes towards the existing urban structure in SEQ and to elicit their views on 
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alternative patterns.  These strategies were debated at length within the RPAG and it was 

decided to prepare a list of priority actions to advance the strategies in order to enhance 

public support for metro-regional planning. 

 

Another early response by the RPAG was to set up a Technical Support Group, made up of 

personnel seconded from government, industry and the community sectors.  The group was 

given responsibility for managing the operations of the SEQ 2001 project and for liaising 

between the agencies and groups involved in the project (SEQ 2001 Project 1991).  The 

RPAG then set up five working groups to oversee different elements of its planning brief.  

These were: The Environmental Management Group, the Infrastructure Group, the Social 

Planning Group, the Transport Group and the Urban Futures Group.  The organisational 

structure of RPAG, including the Working Groups, is illustrated in Figure 12.  Membership of 

each group was drawn from government and other interest groups involved in the RPAG.  

The exchange of information and ideas between the working groups and the Technical 

Support Group proved to be very advantageous and helped to disseminate ideas and 

strategies for developing and promoting regional planning strategies.  Interview Respondent 

IR3 noted: 

 

 One of the best things that came out of the whole process was that the groups got 

 used to talking to each other and working with each other.  It’s a lot harder to have 

 an argument with someone when you’re sitting across the table and they’re telling 

 you what they think, as opposed to having an argument in the newspaper.  So that 

 started to build mandates and created conditions where even though it was only a 

 voluntary model, people were able to agree that they needed to address particular 

 things. 
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Figure 12: RPAG organisational structure. 

 

The RPAG working groups were required to develop recommendations and actions for 

regional planning policy areas, which would ultimately inform a regional planning framework 

document (Abbott 2009).  They prepared fourteen policy papers by June 1993.  The span of 

interests covered by these reports is depicted in Figure 13.  Each paper offered a set of 

thematic recommendations to government on how to respond to the transformative 

stresses of rapid population growth and its environmental impacts through regional 

planning.  The groups had for the first time addressed these issues within a context of a new 

institutional storyline, which understood that responding to rapid population growth 

through strategic growth management could also enhance capacity for protection of the 

natural environment.  Interview Respondent IR7, a Regional Planning Policy Advisor, noted 

the influence of this recognition on the debates that took place within the RPAG and its 

working groups: 

 

 We were talking in a spatial sense…if you were going to deal with air and water 

 quality and related issues, what was the best way for dealing with that spatially?  

 We had lots of discussions about air sheds and that kind of thing. 

 

Chapter 6 discussed the storyline within SEQ metro-regional planning that ‘the environment’ 

is a malleable concept, which can be institutionally adapted to address contemporary 

environmental priorities. The presence of the storyline meant that institutional 

conceptualisations of ‘the environment’ within SEQ metro-regional planning in the 1990s 

focused on biophysical features, including air quality, open space, water quality and 
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biodiversity.  The reports issued by the RPAG working groups reflected this institutional 

thinking.  Separate reports made recommendations for institutional responses to each topic 

through regional planning.  Each report offered evidence of nascent institutional 

transformation in response to the manifestation of rapid population growth as a 

transformative stressor.  The reports also demonstrated growing institutional recognition of 

the need to respond to associated environmental impacts through metro-regional planning 

governance.  The RPAG report on water and wastewater demonstrated institutional 

acceptance of the benefits for SEQ of linking water and wastewater service provision to 

land-use planning processes (RPAG 1993b).  The report on open space illustrated 

institutional recognition that a regional open space network could create ecological and 

economic benefits for the region (RPAG 1993c).  The rivers and coastal management report 

showed an institutional an emerging institutional acceptance of the need for planning 

responses to development pressures on coastal and riverine ecosystems across the region 

(RPAG 1993d).   

 

None of the reports directly addressed a need to respond to climate change as a planning 

issue, though the major centres report did call for consolidated urban form throughout the 

metro-region to reduce greenhouse gas emissions associated with low residential densities 

(RPAG 1993e).  The transport report recommended that traffic volumes be reduced to 

improve air quality, though the recommendation was based on improving regional air 

quality, rather than lowering emissions as a form of climate change mitigation (RPAG 1993f).  

The lack of institutional recognition of climate change by RPAG at that time is likely due to 

the fact that climate change had not yet presented as a transformative stressor in SEQ and 

was likely viewed as a distant problem that did not warrant specific attention through 

regional planning. 

 

  

Figure 13: RPAG policy papers, July 1993 

 

1. Agricultural Land 
2. Cultural Development 
3. Extractive and Mineral Resources 
4. Human Services Infrastructure 
5. Industry Location and Tourism 
6. Livability 
7. Major Centers 

8. Nature Conservation 
9. Open Space and Recreation 
10. Rivers and Coastal Management 
11. Rural Residential 
12. Solid Waste 
13. Transport 
14. Water and Wastewater 
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The RPAG released a two-volume report, entitled The Preferred Pattern of Urban 

Development for SEQ (RPAG, 1993a) at the same time as the fourteen policy papers.  It was 

released for public comment in tandem with the policy papers.  The submissions received on 

all were reviewed by the RPAG steering committee.  This review process ultimately led to 

the Regional Framework for Growth Management 1994 (1995 RFGM) (RPAG 1994).  This 

document was the first official metro-regional plan for SEQ.  Its publication represented a 

moment of significant institutional transformation within the SEQ metro-regional planning 

regime, as the document was the first of a metro-regional plan created for the region with 

the full participation and support of State and local governments.  It demonstrated that 

rapid population growth had become institutionally accepted as a transformative stressor 

and provided the first regional-scale set of institutional responses to stresses associated with 

rapid population change.  The fact that it included responses to environmental stresses, 

including the impacts of rapid population growth on regional biophysical features, was also 

very significant.  That provided evidence of an emerging institutional acceptance that 

regional planning governance could be used to promote and direct environmental 

protection across SEQ. 

 

The publication of the 1995 RFGM signified the formal end of the RPAG.  However, the 

institutionalisation of metro-regional planning in SEQ had gained significant momentum by 

then.  Political and public support for the institutionalisation of growth management 

strategies through metro-regional planning was strengthening.  This generated an 

institutional desire to further planning responses to the transformative stresses of rapid 

population change.  In short, the RPAG had completed its technical functions, but in doing so 

generated further momentum for the SEQ 2001 project.  Consequently, institutional 

ambitions for responding to rapid regional growth as a transformative stressor grew and 

perceptions of the value of regional planning for developing and directing planning 

responses increased.  A major outcome of this institutional change was the formation of the 

Regional Coordination Committee (RCC) to act as the new peak planning advisory agency in 

SEQ.  The RCC was to have substantial significance within the institutional context of metro-

regional planning governance in SEQ.  The agency would influence major institutional 

transformations, including the switch to statutory regional planning in 2004 and the 

institutionalisation of climate adaptation within planning governance in 2009. 
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7.2.2 The RCC under the SEQ 2001 project 
 

The Regional Coordination Committee (RCC) was established in 1994, following the 

disbandment of the RPAG.  This made the RCC the peak planning advisory group for regional 

planning in SEQ under the SEQ 2001 Project.  The RCC was established as an inter-

governmental advisory forum, involving the federal, state and local tiers of government.  

Figure 14 depicts the organisational structure of the RCC.  The RCC is the focal point of 

regional planning in SEQ and a key element in the effectiveness of the overall process 

(Abbott 2001).  As such, the agency is central to the institutionalisation of metro-regional 

planning in SEQ.  The RCC remains the peak planning advisory group for regional planning at 

the time of writing (2013).  Indeed, the most significant change to the agency relates to its 

name, which changed from Regional Coordination Committee (RCC) to the Regional Planning 

Committee (RPC) in 2010.   

 

The over-arching strategic aim of the RCC is to promote the coordination of regional 

planning and to provide advice and direction to government on issues relevant to growth 

management in SEQ.  A key task for the agency is to promote and monitor the 

implementation of regional frameworks for growth management and to promote 

cooperative and coordinated regional planning across levels of government.  Institutionally 

responding to transformative stressors through planning governance is therefore part of the 

agency’s remit. 

 

Core membership of the RCC is limited to elected representatives from state and local 

governments and officials from the federal, state and local tiers of government.  The 

committee does not facilitate direct input from non-members.  This is in contrast to RPAG, 

which had a wide diversity of membership.  Outside observers and advisors are allowed to 

attend RCC meetings on occasion, but the agency can exclude them if it wishes.  Outside 

parties may also be invited to join RCC working groups, but that does not confer 

membership of the core committee.  The more limited scope for membership of the RCC 

relative to the RPAG could be interpreted as regressive.  However, the RCC accepted reports 

from a sub-committee, known as the Regional Non-Government Sector Committee [RNGSC] 

until 2007.  This at least meant that non-government organisations and the wider 

community could potentially participate in RCC business, albeit with reduced scope.  Whilst 

this was not necessarily progressive, it at least reduced the regressive impacts of the RCC’s 

more limited scope for membership.  The RNGSC was made up of representatives from the 
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community and professional sectors.  The RCC allowed a representative from the RNGSC to 

attend their meetings in order to make representations.  Interview Respondent IR2, a former 

Director of Resource and Landscape Planning at the Department of State Development, 

Infrastructure and Planning noted the importance of the RNGSC in promoting an 

environmental focus within regional planning, especially during the early years of the RCC: 

 

 The non-government group were much more vocal on environmental issues than 

 the Environment Department or the State government. 

 

 

Figure 14: RCC organisational structure. 

 

The creation of the RCC and the setting of its strategic aims represent a key institutional 

response to the manifestation and strengthening of rapid population growth.  The creation 

of the RCC also demonstrates continuing institutional recognition of the importance of 

regional planning in SEQ following the conclusion of the RPAG’s work.  Institutional 

responses to rapid population growth and its negative impacts on the environment of SEQ 

had intensified as a result of the RPAG’s successful tenure.  Consequently, the SEQ 2001 

project was strengthening during the mid-1990s when the RCC was created.  The creation of 

the RCC also demonstrated an institutional reorientation, where regional planning 

outcomes, rather than ideas, were becoming a priority.  As Interview Respondent IR12 

noted: 

 

 It was outcomes we wanted.  We were focused on the outcomes [by that time]. 
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An early task for the RCC was to review the Regional Framework for Growth Management 

1994 (1994 RFGM), which had been drafted by the RPAG (RPAG 1994).  The RCC reviewed 

the plan in response to concerns raised by local governments regarding regional population 

distribution, housing densities and funding arrangements and the impacts that these would 

have on wider social, economic, environmental and development trends in SEQ.  The 

concerns raised by local governments led to a period of discussion between the councils and 

the RCC (Abbott 2001).  This was a useful early exercise for the RCC as it opened dialogue 

and validated the input of the RCC when agreements were reached on each of the problem 

areas.   

 

The institutionalisation of regional planning in SEQ was put in doubt between 1996 and 

1998, when Labor lost office and were replaced by a National Party State government.  The 

SEQ 2001 project and the RCC were products of a Labor State government and concerns 

were raised about the continuation of regional planning under a National government.  This 

had direct implications for the RCC.  The relevance and use of the agency could have become 

the subject of political scrutiny, particularly as the Hon. Di McCauley, the National Planning 

Minister, became chair of the RCC.  The new government initiated a review of the entire 

regional planning endeavour.  Ultimately, they decided to continue with it and stated a 

commitment to regional planning for SEQ.  Interview Respondent IR3, a long-standing 

professional representative of professional planning in the SEQ regional planning process, 

identified Hon. Di McCauley as heavily influential in shaping the decision, stating that: 

 

 She was very good and effective considering that she was a junior minister…she did 

 a great job [advocating for the continuation of regional planning].   

 

The RCC continued to guide the institutionalisation of regional planning as a response to the 

transformative stresses of rapid population growth and its environmental impacts 

throughout the remainder of the 1990s.  The committee’s central position in terms of the 

institutionalisation of metro-regional planning in SEQ meant that it was responsible for 

delivering Regional Frameworks for Growth Management in 1995, 1998 and 2000.  Each of 

these plans is critically examined in Chapter 8.  The publication of each plan represented a 

major output of the SEQ 2001 project and developed and improved institutional planning 

responses to regional stresses.  Moreover, the involvement and strategic direction provided 



153 

 

by the RCC ensured that each plan provided a platform for enhancing environmental 

protection through growth management.  The RCC was also responsible for ensuring that 

more emphasis was put on the integration of environmental topics within planning from the 

mid-1990s.  Interview Respondent IR8, a South East Queensland Regional Organisation of 

Councils (SEQROC) Coordinator from 1994-2006, noted: 

 

 Early on in the SEQ 2001 process there was an initiative that involved putting 

 individuals in charge of creating portfolios for various environmental issues.  Those 

 people worked mainly in isolation from each other.  RCC put more emphasis put on 

 the integration of these topics from 1995.  

 

7.2.3 The SEQROC under the SEQ 2001 project 
 

The South East Queensland Regional Organisation of Councils (SEQROC) was formed in 1991 

to represent the local governments of SEQ on matters of common interest within the 

emergent regional planning framework.  Membership of the organisation was voluntary, 

though support for the initiative was strong at local government level.  Consequently, 

twenty local councils joined the SEQROC when it was formed.  The catalyst for the 

organisation’s formation was the commitment by SEQ local councils to actively participate in 

the SEQ 2001 project.  An important element of this was to be the development of coherent 

regional aims, which represented the priorities of the local governments in respect of 

regional planning responses to various issues and stresses (Bertelsen 2002).   

 

The strategic aim of the SEQROC was to ensure the “resolution of regional matters to 

promote the collective interest of all members without injuriously affecting the interests of 

any member council” (SEQROC 1992, p. 35).  The SEQROC was made up of four affiliate 

groups, each representing a sub-region of SEQ.  These were the Northern Sub-Regional 

Organisation of Councils [NORSROC]; the Southern Sub-Regional Organisation of Councils 

[SouthROC]; the Western Sub-Regional Organisation of Councils [WESROC]; and Brisbane 

City.  Indeed, Brisbane City was large enough to be considered a sub-region in itself.  

Brisbane City was instrumental in creating the SEQROC.  Specifically, Brisbane’s newly 

elected Lord Mayor, Councillor Jim Soorley “drove SEQROC into existence” in 1991, in order 

to promote coherence rather than division between the local councils of SEQ (Interview 

Respondent IR1). 
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SEQROC provided local government input into the regional planning process under the SEQ 

2001 project through submissions, technical reports and representations.  The organisation 

developed its own internal structures and functions to coordinate with its member councils 

and to develop a strategic direction in respect of regional planning policies and activities.  

Interview Respondent IR8 noted: 

  

 We had a chairman and the participants were the mayors of each of the councils.  Its 

 (SEQROC) focus was on joint input to the regional planning process.  We had 

 technical working groups on planning, on transport, on social issues and 

 environmental issues. 

 

The SEQROC and the RPAG were fundamental agencies within the SEQ 2001 project and the 

activities of both contributed greatly to the development of planning responses to the 

transformative stresses associated with rapid population growth.  Whereas the RPAG was 

created to design and coordinate overall regional planning policy, the SEQROC was designed 

to channel specific and often fine-grained institutional planning inputs, based on the 

practical experiences and observations of the region’s councils.  As such, the RPAG provided 

the ‘top-down’ component of the regional planning process, while the SEQROC provided the 

‘bottom-up’ component (Alexander 2009).  Consequently, the interplay between both 

agencies was central to the institutional development of metro-regional planning within the 

SEQ 2001 project.  

 

The nature and character of this relationship continued after the RPAG was wound down 

and the RCC took over.  The chairs of each of the sub-ROCs were granted membership of the 

RCC.  The allowed the interplay between the RCC and SECROC to continue in similar manner 

to that which existed with the RPAG.  The arrangement continued until 2005, when the SEQ 

Council of Mayors (COM) replaced the SEQROC.  The COM replaced the SEQROC because the 

majority of SEQ Mayors felt that the SEQROC had too much technical focus and they wanted 

a new organisation that was more focused on advocacy in regional planning. 

 

The SEQROC had been involved in the preparation of the Regional Framework for Growth 

Management 1994 (1994 RFGM) through its role in the RPAG.  The 1994 RFGM was the first 

regional plan for SEQ.  The RPAG was then replaced by the RCC, who undertook a review of 
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the 1994 RFGM in response to lingering disagreements on the plan’s content.  The SEQROC 

played an important role in addressing many of these issues.  The organisation responded by 

initiating a sub-regional planning exercise, where each sub-ROC was required to develop 

responses to perceived institutional deficiencies within the planning framework presented 

by the 1994 RFGM.  As noted by Interview Respondent IR8, a South East Queensland 

Regional Organisation of Councils (SEQROC) Coordinator from 1994-2006: 

 

 SEQROC prepared a sub-regional framework that guided [council’s] input into the 

 wider regional process.  That was an excellent exercise from a local government 

 perspective because it helped local authorities to better articulate their own 

 interests. 

 

The sub-regional planning exercise was particularly beneficial from an environmental 

protection perspective.  Abbott (2001) argues that regional environmental issues received 

deeper and more comprehensive policy responses as a result of the SEQROC sub-regional 

initiative.  The SEQROC was also responsible for developing institutional storylines focused 

on sustainability as an institutional planning agenda.  Local councils recognised a need to 

respond to sustainability early in the SEQ 2001 project and sought to have the issue 

addressed through regional planning.  Interview Respondent IR5, a senior representative of 

the environmental advocacy group, Friends of South East Queensland (FOSEQ), noted the 

influence of local government advancing sustainability through institutional storylines:  

 

 Sustainability was really pushed by the local councils. 

 

Interview Respondent IR5 noted that significant factor that helped generate this support 

was an emerging understanding amongst local councils they would have to respond to the 

problem of sustainability within their own functional areas.  Institutional storylines focused 

on responding to sustainability through metro-regional planning governance were closely 

connected to the councils’ nascent awareness of sustainability as an issue for local planning.  

Consequently, councils wanted clarity on how to respond to sustainability through local 

planning and sought guidance from regional planning instruments.  The led the SEQROC to 

advocate for planning strategies to respond to the need for sustainability through regional 

planning. 
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The SEQROC also made another major contribution to the SEQ 2001 project by advocating 

strongly for the continuation of regional planning when a National State government took 

office in 1996.  Abbott (2001, p. 117) states that, “The real power that saved SEQ 2001, and 

regional planning generally, was the lobbying of local governments.  They argued that they 

had spent five years developing the RFGM and they wanted to see it implemented.  They 

had moved from opposition to regional planning to a position of strong support.”  The 

actions of the SEQROC in this respect may not have resulted in specific planning outcomes, 

but were nonetheless fundamental to the continuation of the institutional arrangements 

that constituted the SEQ metro-regional planning regime.  Accordingly, the continuing 

existence of the regime more than twenty years after its establishment may be largely 

attributed to the SEQROC adhering to its strategic aim of promoting the collective interests 

of its members in regional planning matters. 

 

7.3 The SEQ 2021 Project, 2001 - 2004 
 

The SEQ 2001 project was successful in many ways, not least because it institutionalised a 

regional planning framework that was collaboratively produced and acceptable to both state 

and local governments.  The majority of stakeholders from the government, private, 

community, environmental, academic and voluntary sectors supported the project and its 

outcomes (Abbott 2001).  The project had facilitated an institutionalised metro-regional 

strategy that was considered fair and workable and which was widely adhered to.  However, 

a notable deficiency of the SEQ 2001 project was the fact that its framework approach to 

metro-regional planning was backed by weak underlying institutional force.  Regional 

planning did not have a statutory basis under SEQ 2001.  This meant that while local 

governments in SEQ were guided regional planning governance, they were not bound to 

directly coordinate their local planning activities or development within its provisions. 

 

The SEQ 2001 was regarded as a success in terms of its development of institutional 

responses to continuing manifestation of rapid population change as a transformative 

stressor.  A conference was held in Parliament House, Brisbane in December 2000 to mark 

ten years since the launch of the SEQ 2001 project and to review its achievements and 

limitations in that time.  While the project was viewed as an overall success, metro-regional 

planning in SEQ was nonetheless seen as an unfinished institutional endeavor, faced with 

new and existing challenges.  Councilor Jim Soorley, then Lord Mayor of Brisbane and Chair 
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of SEQROC, recognised this fact and stated, “The SEQ 2001 project has been an outstanding 

success [and is] one of the most successful models of regional cooperative planning, [but] 

we still have a long way to go” (Soorley 2000, p.1).  Interview Respondent IR1, a Senior 

Director of SEQ Regional Planning from 1990-2012, noted that: 

 

 There were views in the early-2000s that some aims of regional planning and growth 

 management had not been met, but that the enterprise had done well so far. 

 

The December 2000 conference marked a new phase in metro-regional policy development 

for SEQ because it launched a successor to the SEQ 2001 project.  The new regional planning 

project was called SEQ 2021: A Sustainable Future.  It was designed to run from 2001 to 

2004 and had an initial budget of $3 million, which was split evenly between state and local 

governments.  This symbolic gesture demonstrated that the cooperative model that had 

guided regional planning for the previous decade had on-going support and was to be 

retained under the SEQ 2021 project (Abbott 2012).  Responding to the rapid population 

growth through regional planning was the key aim of the project, as it had been with the 

SEQ 2001 project.  The storyline of rapid population growth as a an unavoidable 

phenomenon requiring planning responses and the storyline of institutionalised regional 

planning as capable of protecting the region’s natural environment had strong institutional 

traction in the early-2000s and were key drivers of the SEQ 2021 project. 

 

Institutional responses to sustainability were to be expanded under SEQ 2021.  Sustainability 

was being recognised as a key institutional challenge for metro-regional planning in SEQ in 

the early-2000s.  Institutional storylines of sustainability as central to regional planning were 

intensifying within the SEQ metro-regional planning regime.  This was principally because of 

emerging data from regional environmental indicators, which showed continuing declines in 

biophysical features across the region.  An institutional response to these storylines involved 

setting a priority for the SEQ 2021 project to respond more fully to sustainability through 

metro-regional planning.  Interview Respondent IR3 states that the SEQ 2021 project title 

was purposefully designed to reflect that fact that: 

 

 …by that point sustainability was becoming a much more core part of the regional 

 planning process. 
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Chapter 6 argued that sustainability appears to have been institutionally recognised as a 

transformative stressor in SEQ around the time the SEQ 2001 project was launched and that 

four factors influenced this.  The first was an increasing institutional awareness that regional 

planning had not responded adequately to sustainability during the SEQ 2001 project.  The 

second was increasing political recognition, prompted by global debates, that sustainable 

development was necessary.  The third was the fact that regional environmental indicators 

showed that sustainability targets were not being met in SEQ.  The fourth factor was 

increasing levels of community pressure on government to meaningfully address 

sustainability through planning in SEQ.  Interview Respondent IR7, a Regional Planning Policy 

Advisor, spoke of the increased institutional appreciation of the importance of prioritising 

sustainability within the SEQ 2021 project: 

 

 We saw what we were doing as fitting into a sustainability framework…when we 

 started SEQ 2021, there was a more conscious view of developing a more 

 sustainable context for the whole thing [regional planning].  The title changed to 

 show that. 

 

Responding to climate change was also identified as one of a cluster of new policy issues to 

be addressed through the SEQ 2021 project (Abbott 2012).  This was prompted by the 

emergence of a storyline, discussed in Chapter 6, which saw climate change as an important 

regional challenge for SEQ requiring response through metro-regional planning governance.  

Early terminology referred to it in terms of the ‘greenhouse effect.’  Responding to climate 

change was initially understood as a component of wider institutional efforts to responding 

to sustainability.  Climate change had not yet fully manifested as a transformative stressor 

when the SEQ 2021 project was launched, which likely explains why the issue was not given 

specific priority at the time. 

 

Two main agencies were responsible for articulating storylines and structuring planning 

responses to rapid population growth, sustainability and climate change as transformative 

stressors under the auspices of the SEQ 2021 project.  These were the Regional Coordination 

Committee (RCC) and the South East Queensland Regional Organisation of Councils 

(SEQROC).  Their roles and responses are outlined and critically examined in the following 

sections, as are the institutional and political debates that shaped and contextualised 

specific planning responses. 
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7.3.1 The RCC under the SEQ 2021 project   
 

Responding to sustainability through regional planning became a key institutional storyline 

within the RCC under during the SEQ 2021 project.  Debates within the both RCC and the 

wider political sphere were increasingly focused on the perceived failure of regional 

planning in SEQ to address sustainability goals.  There was also a perception amongst a 

growing group of institutional actors that the unsustainable development was not being 

stringently controlled.  As Interview Respondent IR2, a Senior Director of SEQ Regional 

Planning from 1990-2012, noted: 

 

 There was a view that we really hadn’t got on top of sustainable development and 

 that there needed to be some stronger controls in relation to the whole issue of 

 urban development.  The government and some of the ministers were starting to 

 become particularly concerned.  

 

A Performance Monitoring Report was published by the RCC in 2002, which was “intended 

to inform the regional community about current trends and issues in the region and to 

facilitate informed debate on these matters” (RCC 2002, p. vii).  The Report reiterated the 

need to respond to rapid population increase through growth management as the on-going 

principal aim of regional planning in SEQ.  As such, the transformative stresses of rapid 

population growth continued to prompt strong institutional response.  The Report also 

focused closely on the necessity of responding to sustainability goals through regional 

planning as a new institutional imperative under the SEQ 2021 project.  It set out a new and 

clear vision of the priority the RCC placed on sustainability, which indicates that 

sustainability was becoming institutionally accepted as a transformative stressor.  

Specifically, the report stated that, “The SEQ 2021 regional planning process must…ensure 

that the outcomes are consistent with community attitudes and aspirations for a 

sustainable, high quality of life in South East Queensland” (RCC 2002, p. ix). 

 

An increased institutional focus on responding to sustainability prompted the RCC to set up 

a working group to develop policy recommendations to help planning to move towards a 

regional sustainability framework for SEQ.  The group, called the Sustainability Indicators 

Working Group, was established in January 2003.  It had three main tasks (RCC 2003a).  The 

first was to define sustainability in the regional context.  The second was to explore issues 

and options related to regional sustainability indicators.  The third task was to consider 
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linkages between desired regional outcomes and sustainability indicators within regional 

planning.  The articulation of such broad institutional responses to the emergence of 

sustainability as a transformative stressor indicated the beginning of a substantial 

institutional transformation within the SEQ metro-regional planning regime. 

 

The Working Group extensively debated definitions of sustainability that would fit the 

regional context of SEQ.  The aim was to articulate the character of sustainability, so that 

appropriate planning governance could be developed to respond to it.  However, the Group 

failed to articulate a singular definition and instead developed a very broad ‘vision 

statement’, published in their final report (RCC 2003a).  Sustainability was characterised as 

activity that maintained ecological processes, addressed the needs of present residents 

without compromising the options available to future generations and balanced social, 

economic and environmental systems.  Ultimately, the vision statement proved to be an 

inadequate basis for developing planning governance as a response to the manifestation of 

sustainability as a transformative stressor.  Consequently, the definition of ecological 

sustainable development (ESD) that had been used at federal level since the early-1990s was 

adopted by the RCC instead.  Bringing the ESD term back into institutional discourse 

represented a compromise strategy, meant to increase the possibility that institutional 

response through transformation could still occur.  This was because the term was more 

easily understood and accepted by institutional actors.  Interview Respondent IR11, the 

Mayor of Noosa Council from 1997-2008 and Mayor of the Sunshine Coast Regional Council 

from 2008-2012, specifically noted: 

 

 ESD came back in regional planning because of this [the failure of the RCC working 

 group to define sustainability].  That’s how it came in.  It was the State government’s 

 position, signed off on by the Premier, and was much more closely aligned with 

 what is a much more commonly accepted definition.  A number of key agencies 

 were uncomfortable with the ESD approach because the balancing approach – of 

 social, environmental and economic needs – is much more to their liking because 

 you can always make an argument to add more development in because it’s 

 ‘balanced’. 

 

The Sustainability Working Group also advanced suggestions for using sustainability-based 

indicators to measure, monitor and track sustainability outcomes across SEQ.  However, the 
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Group realised that it would be difficult to measure successes or failures relative to regional 

planning policies and local council planning schemes.  There was also confusion in terms of 

how to balance inevitable population growth with sustainability targets and indicators.  

Interview Respondent IR4, an environmental organiser, spoke to this point: 

 

 The sustainability indicators group would ask – how do you convert sustainability 

 rhetoric into measures?  The only way to do that through policy is to have targets 

 that you need to set and indicators so you can then say whether your policies are 

 meeting those.  Are we actually sustainable or not?  What we talked about a lot was 

 if you couldn’t manage growth you should at least manage the impacts of growth.  

 So if your population grew by 8% you had to reduce air pollution by 8%, otherwise 

 you’re going backwards.  Because the government rejected a population cap, the 

 only way you could get sustainability was by decreasing your level of impacts related 

 to your increasing population.  It was about getting the ‘E’ in ESD.  

 

Institutional debates within the RCC concerned with responding to sustainability as a 

transformative stressor continued throughout the SEQ 2021 project.  Efforts to develop 

policy recommendations to guide regional planning towards a sustainability framework 

failed to generate specific outcomes that could be clearly articulated through planning 

policies and implemented through planning processes.  Sustainability became a key 

institutional concern for the RCC, but the agency struggled to articulate clear planning 

responses.  Nonetheless, the fact that institutional recognition and acceptance of the 

necessity of responding to sustainability through planning governance had increased 

substantially appears to have demonstrated the weight of institutional storylines focused on 

responding to sustainability. 

 

The acceptance of sustainability as a regional planning imperative by the RCC also 

conditioned an institutional context where climate change could be meaningfully addressed 

for the first time.  Debates within the RCC on the nature and character of sustainability led 

to an institutional recognition that responding to climate change had to be part of a broad 

agenda of sustainability.  As Interview Respondent IR1 noted: 

 



162 

 

 The RCC during the period 2001-2 went through a laboured process as to what kind 

 of policies to work on…we figured we couldn’t really have a sustainability context 

 without looking at issues of greenhouse and energy, which we hadn’t before.   

 

Climate change became a subject of focused institutional discussion in 2002, when 

‘greenhouse’ was identified as a new area of policy development for regional planning at 

RCC Meeting 37 (RCC 2002).  The emerging institutional focus on climate change mitigation 

at the time was partly influenced by actions at the international level.  These included the 

publication of the Third Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change (IPCC), which further evidenced the need for greenhouse gas abatement across 

sectors (IPCC 2001).  Additionally, many countries were also actively investigating 

institutional responses to climate change through mitigation, as the Kyoto Protocol, 

designed to stabilise global greenhouse gas emissions globally, was due to come into effect 

in early 2005.  RCC Meeting 38 included a resolution to form an Energy and Greenhouse 

Working Group (RCC 2002).  The Group’s objective was to collate and present policy options 

for incorporating energy and greenhouse abatement strategies into the SEQ 2021 planning 

project (RCC 2003b).  Interview Respondent IR1, a senior State government planner from 

1990-2010, spoke to this point: 

 

 Greenhouse came up as part of scoping work looking at issues that the growth 

 management process had missed or hadn’t fully addressed. 

 

The Energy and Greenhouse Group released their report, entitled, Final Report of the Energy 

and Greenhouse Working Group, in May 2003 (RCC 2003b).  The Report was very 

comprehensive on climate change as a potential stress phenomenon and an issue requiring 

planning response.  It identified greenhouse issues as important at global, national, regional 

and local levels.  It noted that information on climate change has a technical and scientific 

focus and that the translation of this information into regional planning frameworks would 

challenge planners as they tried to formulate responses through policy.  The Report 

addressed planning-led mitigation as a strategy for responding to climate change.  It 

identified a clear link between mitigation through greenhouse gas abatement and growth 

management and identified strong links between land-use, settlement patterns and 

transport related emissions.   
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The Final Report of the Energy and Greenhouse Working Group identified the SEQ regional 

planning framework as an advantageous institutional context for developing appropriate 

planning responses to climate change impacts.  The Report noted the “history of regional 

planning initiatives in the South East Queensland region [which] offers opportunities 

stemming from the presence of existing structures, processes, networks and cooperative 

efforts from previous activities spanning over a decade” (RCC 2003b, p. 32).  It also identified 

four specific contributions which regional planning can make to greenhouse issues.  These 

were: growth and development, through efficient land-use, urban form and transport 

networks; coordination of policies amongst local councils; the translation of sustainability 

principles into local government planning schemes; and the development of regionally 

tailored responses to climate change through adaptation. 

 

This publication of the Final Report of the Energy and Greenhouse Working Group 

represented the first time that there was institutional recognition of climate adaptation in 

SEQ metro-regional planning.  Climate change had not yet become fully institutionally 

accepted as a transformative stressor because substantial stress impacts had not yet 

manifested in the early-2000s.  Nonetheless, the RCC report addressed adaptation as a 

planning issue in substantial detail.  It demonstrated firm institutional recognition of climate 

change as an issue requiring planning response.  It notably identified adaptation as “one of 

the most critical aspects of climate change response” (RCC 2003b, p. 27).  The Report also 

noted that the residence time of CO2 in the atmosphere meant that adaptation would 

remain necessary even with substantial mitigation of greenhouse gases.  This awareness 

indicates an institutional awareness of intensifying international scientific discussion on 

climate change.  The report stated that SEQ local governments have a critical role in 

developing and implementing adaptation strategies through planning, but that many did not 

seem to be in a position to address adaptation.  Additionally, the report advocated for a new 

Desired Regional Outcome that focused on responding to climate change through 

adaptation within SEQ regional planning.  Specifically, the report stated that, “All regional 

and local planning responds to observed and predicted climatic change” (RCC 2003b, p. 28). 

 

This institutional recognition of adaptation within SEQ metro-regional planning is 

noteworthy for three reasons.  The first is that climate change had not yet manifested as a 

transformative stressor in SEQ when the report was released in 2003.  Therefore, there were 

no significant trigger events that may have compelled an institutional focus on adaptation.  
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The second point of note is that a dominant institutional storyline within SEQ metro-regional 

planning focused on mitigation as the principal response to climate change through planning 

at the time.  This was discussed in Chapter 6.  The third point is the fact that international as 

well as domestic scientific and political debate on adaptation was still at a nascent stage in 

the early-2000s and adaptation was widely regarded as secondary to mitigation.  Indeed, the 

recognition of adaptation by the RCC was substantially ahead of wider government 

discourse and response.  As Interview Respondent IR2, Senior Director of SEQ Regional 

Planning from 1990-2012, noted: 

 

 Climate change adaptation was identified in 2003 by the RCC but the government 

 didn’t have the wherewithal to approach it for another few years. 

 

The level of attention that energy and greenhouse report gave to climate adaptation and 

mitigation demonstrated considerable intellectual awareness within the RCC that climate 

change was emerging as an important institutional issue for metro-regional planning in SEQ.  

It also demonstrates that adaptation was institutionally detected as another response to 

climate change and its impacts.  Climate change entered the institutional agenda as a 

storyline within a broader context of responding to sustainability as a transformative 

stressor.  Climate change is unlikely to have benefited from such substantial institutional 

attention had sustainability not first become a transformative stressor and compelled 

institutional response and transformation, led by the RCC.  Moreover, responding to 

sustainability was directly connected to broader planning responses to rapid population 

change as a transformative stressor.  That created an institutional context for sustainability 

to become a planning issue, which in turn created a context for regional planning to begin 

responding to climate change.  Thus, institutional responses within the RCC to other 

transformative stressors during the SEQ 2021 project were vital in shaping an institutional 

context where metro-regional planning in SEQ could later respond to climate change as a 

transformative stressor through adaptation.   

 

7.3.2 The SEQROC under the SEQ 2021 project 
 

A key aim of the SEQ 2021 project was to address the perceived institutional and 

governance deficiencies of the non-statutory framework approach to metro-regional 

planning in SEQ (Abbott 2012).  This was to include an investigation of the potential for 
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reducing institutional deficiencies by transitioning the regional planning regime to a 

statutory model.  The SEQROC directed this process and organised a study tour to the USA 

and Canada to examine perceived best practice approaches to metro-regional planning in 

Portland, Seattle and Vancouver.  The tour group included elected councillors, council 

officers and State government agency officers.  Their aim was to generate ideas for 

improving the institutionalisation and effectiveness of metro-regional planning as a 

mechanism for responding to regional challenges.  The tour also sought to gather 

information to help form an institutional position in respect of whether a switch to statutory 

planning in SEQ would be of benefit in terms of responding to regional stresses.  Interview 

Respondent IR8, a SEQROC coordinator from 1994-2006, discussed the aims and outcomes 

of the tour: 

 

 One thing that reinforced the need for statutory regional planning was a study tour 

 in 2001 to the US and Canada to see where the SEQ region was in terms of other 

 metro regions.  They (SEQROC) started in LA to see where SEQ could be headed, 

 then moved to Seattle to see what they were aiming for and then to Portland and 

 Vancouver to see where they potentially could go.   

 

Observations and experiences from the tour prompted the SEQROC to advocate strongly for 

a move to statutory regional planning during the SEQ 2021 project.  The tour had proved 

useful to the organisation and had strengthened their resolve that a statutory regional 

planning regime would benefit SEQ.  Interview Respondent IR8 noted that: 

 

 The tour really increased appreciation of some of the advantages that statutory 

 regional planning could offer. 

 

The SEQROC published a report after the tour, which presented a strong case for statutory 

metro-regional planning in SEQ.  The report stated that, “We should commit to 

strengthening implementation arrangements [and] create stronger statutory links between 

the regional and local plans” (SEQROC 2001, p. 58-59).  SEQROC felt that regional planning in 

SEQ could institutionally respond more efficiently to major regional stresses and produce 

better outcomes if it had a statutory basis.  Local councils in SEQ were generally pleased 

with how the collaborative and non-statutory regional planning framework had functioned 

since its creation, but felt that it needed to institutionally evolve.  The fact that the SEQROC 
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were strongly supportive of a move to a statutory metro-regional planning system suggests 

that local governments in SEQ were beginning to recognise and accept the advantages of 

responding to transformative stressors within an institutionalised regional planning 

framework.  However, the SEQROC’s advocacy for a move to statutory regional planning 

would not have generated wide support were it not for the institutional capacity that had 

developed since the early-1990s.  Interview Respondent IR3 spoke to this point: 

 

 We couldn’t have moved to a statutory system without the work of the previous 12 

 to 14 years…that work created a mandate. 

 

The SEQROC’s enthusiasm for metro-regional planning to gain a statutory institutional basis 

was not enough to immediately compel the issue forward, despite an on-going and 

constructive dialogue between the organisation and the RCC.  The SEQROC were becoming 

increasingly frustrated by a perception that the State government was losing interest in 

regional planning (Abbott 2012).  The SEQROC were concerned by this, fearing that the 

continuation of regional planning in SEQ was at risk, along with any chance of it becoming 

statutory.  For example, State government ministers only attended RCC meetings 

occasionally in 2002 and 2003, breaking with an established tradition of state ministers 

attending all RCC meetings.  There was also perception amongst some institutional actors 

that Nita Cunningham, the Planning Minister at the time, was not committed to the SEQ 

2021 project.  Interview Respondent IR1 spoke to this point: 

 

 There was a feeling in the councils that State government wasn’t really supporting 

 regional planning.  We had a very weak minister at the time.  She wasn’t even sure 

 we needed regional planning, even though we had done lots of policy work and had 

 broad council support. 

 

The perceived benefits of statutory metro-regional planning in SEQ became a major topic of 

debate in public and political circles following a sustained media campaign run by the 

Courier Mail newspaper throughout 2003 (Abbott 2012).  The Courier Mail ran the campaign 

to capitalise on growing public frustrations generated by continuing impacts associated with 

rapid population growth.  These included pressure on infrastructure, increases in the cost of 

living, contracting access to housing and congestion.  The media campaign added credence 

and support to the SEQROC’s position.   
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A major institutional transformation occurred in 2004, when the SEQ metro-regional 

planning regime gained a statutory basis.  The transformation occurred in February 2004, 

following a state election, which returned the incumbent Labor government.  Strong 

advocacy by the SEQROC and clear public support for statutory regional planning 

emboldened the new government to manage an institutional transformation within metro-

regional planning, leading to the creation of a statutory framework.  The switch to statutory 

regional planning happened a few months after the election.  The State government 

supported the SEQROC’s position and began working with them to build institutional 

capacity for a move to statutory metro-regional planning.   SEQROC’s long-standing efforts 

finally led to their desired outcome of a statutory regional planning framework in SEQ.  This 

marked a moment of significant institutional transformation. 

 

7.4 Statutory Regional Planning in SEQ, 2004 – 2012  
 

The result of the February 2004 state election in Queensland gave the re-elected Labor State 

government a strong mandate to advance regional planning and growth management in SEQ 

through a statutory framework (Abbott 2012).  SEQROC had supported a move to statutory 

regional planning and immediately agreed to work with the State government to progress 

the issue.  The SEQROC and Terry Mackenroth, Minister for Planning and Chair of the 

Regional Coordination Committee (RCC), established a timetable for the creation of a 

statutory metro-regional plan for SEQ within a few weeks of the election.  It was agreed that 

a draft statutory regional plan would be completed by October 2004.  The role of the RCC to 

act as an inter-governmental advisory forum and to promote coordinated regional planning 

was reiterated under the statutory system.   

 

Rapid population growth, which had become a transformative stressor in SEQ in the early-

1990s, continued to generate regional impacts, including environmental stresses.  

Developing better responses to these environmental impacts was central in compelling the 

institutionalisation of statutory regional planning in SEQ (Abbott 2012).  There was a great 

deal of public support for on-going and substantial planning responses.  Interview 

Respondent IR14, a Regional Planner with Queensland Government, noted the influence of 

this public support: 
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 Community consultations showed that members of the public were concerned 

 about environmental issues like climate change and vegetation clearance.  The 

 planning response to this was to go from non-statutory to statutory planning 

 arrangements. 

 

Abbott (2012) notes that the newly re-elected State government’s decision to agree to the 

institutionalisation of statutory regional planning in SEQ in 2004 was compelled by their 

clear mandate to respond to the impacts of on-going population growth.  As such, 

institutional recognition and acceptance of rapid population growth as a transformative 

stressor remained substantial in the mid-2000s.  The State government’s efforts were also 

supported by a more than a decade of positive collaboration between tiers of government, 

as well as the strong support of the SEQROC.  The offered the government sufficient comfort 

to advance efforts towards developing a statutory institutionalisation of metro-regional 

planning. 

 

The move to statutory regional planning in SEQ was complete by 2005, when the South East 

Queensland Regional Plan 2005-2026 [SEQRP 2005] (OUM 2005) came into force.  The 

SEQRP 2005 detailed the institutional preferences of the SEQ metro-regional planning 

regime for responding to major planning issues and regional stresses.  It represented a 

significant advancement in terms of the institutionalisation of metro-regional planning 

policies in SEQ (Gleeson and Steele 2010, Matthews 2012).  It also meant that responses to 

transformative stressors, institutionalised at the regional scale, would have to be 

implemented at the local scale, through the planning activities of local councils in SEQ.  The 

fact that the plan had statutory force ensured that all planning activities, regulations, 

strategies and interventions implemented by the local councils in SEQ had to correspond 

with institutional objectives expressed in the plan (OUM 2005).  This gave the SEQ metro-

regional planning regime significant institutional strength and established its responsibility 

for providing governance frameworks to manage regional growth and whilst protecting the 

region’s environment and quality of life.    

 

Rapid population growth and sustainability continued to manifest as transformative 

stressors following the institutionalisation of statutory regional planning in SEQ.  However, 

responding to climate change as a transformative stressor became a major institutional 

focus as regional climate change stresses began to compel institutional change, leading to 
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new planning governance.  Responding through climate adaptation became a key 

institutional focus within the statutory planning regime. Three agencies were principally 

responsible for developing and implementing planning responses.  These were the Office of 

Urban Management (OUM), the Council of Mayors (COM) and the Regional Coordination 

Committee (RCC).  The roles, inputs and responses of these agencies are critically discussed 

in the following sections and are contextualised within the institutional and political debates 

that influenced and directed them. 

 

7.4.1 The OUM under statutory regional planning 
 

The Queensland State government established the Office of Urban Management (OUM) in 

March 2004.  The agency was given responsibility for preparing a statutory regional plan for 

SEQ.  It was designed to complement the role of the RCC, which continued to function as the 

peak planning body in SEQ following the shift to a statutory model.  The key role of the OUM 

was to create and deliver a full regional plan that would have a statutory basis and be better 

equipped to respond to regional imperatives and stressors through planning.  Interview 

Respondent IR1 noted: 

 

A new office was set up… the focus was on preparing a statutory regional plan.  We 

were given a timetable for doing the first regional plan of about six months, starting 

in May of 2004.  The move was from the very broad policy work onto a statutory 

basis.  Most of the existing policy work was taken as ok and incorporated in some 

way [by OUM].   

 

OUM was established as an independent office within the State government’s Department 

of Planning.  OUM was staffed by a specialist planning staff seconded from the Department 

of Planning, as well as other state and local agencies.  Each local council supplied a senior 

planner to OUM.  The mix of state and local council staff within OUM facilitated a valuable 

two-way flow of information (Abbott 2012).  Many OUM staff had prior experience of 

metro-regional planning in SEQ, having worked on various elements of the SEQ 2001 project.  

OUM reported directly to Terry Mackenroth, the State government Minster for Planning and 

Chair of the Regional Coordination Committee (RCC).  This meant that the minister had 

substantial powers in relation to the institutionalisation of statutory metro-regional planning 

policies in SEQ at that time. 



170 

 

 

The principal aim of statutory regional planning in SEQ was to manage growth and 

environmental impacts associated with rapid population change.  As such, OUM assumed an 

important role in developing institutional responses to rapid population growth through 

metro-regional planning.  An early action by OUM was to brief the RCC on contemporary 

regional growth management issues facing SEQ at RCC Meeting 44 in June 2004 (RCC 2004).  

OUM used this engagement to reestablish context for its work and to ensure that the RCC 

was fully aware of ongoing stresses associated with regional population growth. 

 

The OUM was also keen to improve planning responses in respect of sustainability as a 

transformative stressor.  The agency promoted the importance of the issue both internally 

and to the RCC.  OUM stated to the RCC at Meeting 49 that sustainability required more 

emphasis in the regional plan (RCC 2004).  The agency acknowledged that it had received 

many submissions that demonstrated a significant support for sustainability amongst the 

public.  That level of support compelled OUM in their quest to develop better planning 

responses to sustainability. 

 

Responding to climate change through statutory regional planning was also addressed by 

the OUM.  However, the agency principally focused on developing responses through 

mitigation rather than adaptation.  Chapter 6 discussed a dominant institutional storyline 

within regional planning at the time, which saw mitigation as the principal planning response 

to climate change stresses.  Climate change had not fully manifested as a transformative 

stressor during the period between 2000 and 2005.  Consequently, it is unsurprising that 

OUM focused on mitigation as a longer-term response to climate change stress.  The 

dominance of the mitigation storyline, coupled with a lack of severe climate change impacts, 

meant that climate adaptation storylines had not yet gained institutional traction.  As 

Interview Respondent IR1, a Senior State Government Planner from 1989-2010, noted: 

 

 At the time, I guess we would have thought that a lot of the stuff we were doing, 

 you know, in terms of policies and densities and TODs [transit-orientated 

 developments] – that sort of thing – was all contributing to a focus on mitigation.  

 There was a lack of information on what was ahead to do much on adaptation.  
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The OUM released the Draft South East Queensland Regional Plan 2004 [DSEQRP 2004] 

(OUM 2004) in October 2004.  The State government was keen to publicize the Plan and to 

facilitate as much public comment as possible.  The State government commissioned a 30 

minute primetime television program to promote the Plan and its potential to respond 

substantively to regional stressors, especially rapid population growth and associated 

environmental impacts.  The Plan was made available for public consultation and generated 

a great deal of interest amongst the public.  Close to 8,500 formal submissions were 

received during the consultation period (Abbott 2012).  OUM reviewed these and prepared 

a consultation report.  This was followed by the release of the first statutory metro-regional 

plan for SEQ, entitled, The South East Queensland Regional Plan 2005-2026 [SEQRP 2005] 

(OUM 2005) in May 2005.   

 

The SEQRP 2005 provided a statutory basis for regional planning to respond to rapid 

population growth, sustainability and climate change as transformative stressors.  Chapter 8 

discusses these responses in substantial detail.  The Plan represented a substantial 

institutional evolution and transformation, as it was the first statutory regional plan released 

by the SEQ metro-regional planning regime.  Gleeson and Steele (2010) note that the SEQRP 

2005 enjoyed considerable cross-sectoral support from state and local government, 

community groups and the development industry.   

 

The State government disbanded OUM in 2008, despite the agency having produced a 

successful and broadly supported statutory regional plan.  Interview Respondent IR13, a 

Planner who worked on the South East Queensland Regional Plan 2005-2026, South East 

Queensland Regional Plan 2009-2031 and Draft South East Queensland Climate Change 

Management Plan 2009, spoke to possible reasons for the abolition of the OUM:  

 

 Standard agencies see special agencies that are not accountable back to traditional 

 line managers as a threat and they see a threat to their authority, power and 

 resources, so they’ll do everything in their power to bring them back into the fold. 

 

Abbott (2012) argues that winding up the OUM had a very negative impact on metro-

regional planning in SEQ.  Specifically, Abbott argues that the “abolition of OUM and the 

dispersion of its staff and functions meant the loss of a coordinated SEQ strategic planning 

focal point and area of knowledge and capacity within the State government” (2012, p. 54).  
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Nonetheless, the creation of the OUM marked an important institutional transformation 

within the SEQ metro-regional planning regime.  It demonstrated that the development of 

statutory institutional responses to transformative stressors had become a central focus of 

the regime.  Moreover, those institutional priorities were strongly supported by the 

Queensland State government and the SEQ local governments. 

 

7.4.2 The COM under statutory regional planning 
 

The South East Queensland Regional Organisation of Councils (SEQROC) was responsible for 

many successes within SEQ regional planning, not least in advocating for the continuation of 

the regime in the mid-1990s and compelling its shift to a statutory model in the mid-2000s.  

The SEQ mayors organised a meeting in April 2005 to reflect on the SEQROC’s on-going role 

in the region.  Interview Respondent IR8, a SEQROC coordinator from 1994-2006, spoke 

about the meeting: 

 

 That was April 1st, 2005.  The mayors had a meeting and they specifically excluded 

 technical officers from it and the agenda for that meeting to review SEQROC’s role in 

 the region.  It was the view of the then Chair and at least one other member, who 

 managed to persuade the majority of members that, having produced the 2005 

 Regional Plan, that that job was done and that the role of SEQROC should change 

 from being a planning coordination group to being a political advocacy group. 

 

The SEQROC formally disbanded itself following the meeting and was replaced by a new 

agency, known as the Council of Mayors (COM).  Interview Respondent IR9, a Regional 

Planner with the Council of Mayors, discussed the rationale behind the switch: 

 

 By the time it got to 2004ish, there had been a change in local governments and 

 there were a number of new mayors around the table.  They decided that there was 

 a need for a lot stronger focus on the political advocacy side of things.  There had 

 been a lot of technical officers and taskforces [within the SEQROC].  Officers had a 

 strong influence and controlling influence on how things worked.  So there was a 

 shift from that perspective.  The mayors wanted to have more control over what  was 

 happening so they changed the organisation and made it smaller.  Thus the 

 Council of Mayors was formed. 
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Interview Respondent IR9 also suggested that many of the region’s mayors felt that the 

need for technical expertise had declined following the switch to statutory regional planning 

and that more focused political advocacy had become a more pressing concern.  The COM 

now focuses on three separate areas of advocacy.  These are regional planning; 

infrastructure; and environment and sustainability.  The COM’s Environment and 

Sustainability Committee aims to achieve integrated and coordinated approaches to 

environmental and sustainability issues across SEQ through regional planning.  The COM 

holds significant influence with the Regional Coordination Committee (RCC), as SEQ mayors 

are entitled to core membership of the RCC.  Accordingly, the switch from the SEQROC to 

the COM did not diminish the power of local governments to be closely involved in RCC 

decision-making and processes.  Consequently, the COM began to advocate on behalf of its 

councils soon after it formed for regional planning responses to climate change through 

climate adaptation.   

 

The institutional storyline, discussed in Chapter6, of climate change as an emergency issue 

for SEQ and adaptation as a vital planning response began to emerge in the mid-2000s.  The 

storyline was connected to growing institutional detection of three trigger events.  These 

were debates on climate adaptation at the Federal level in Australia, the near-decade long 

drought in SEQ that began in 2001 and the identification of SEQ as a climate change ‘hot 

spot’ by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) (Hennessy et al. 2007).  The 

storyline of adaptation as a vital planning response to climate change stress appears to have 

gained substantial attention within the COM almost immediately after the agency formed.  

The COM quickly began to advocate for responses to climate change through adaptation to 

be part of statutory metro-regional planning governance.  Interview Respondent IR1 noted: 

  

The councils were pretty keen to do some stuff on climate change [from 2005]. 

 

Interview Respondent IR6, a Queensland State government policy advisor, also noted the 

advocacy role taken by the COM with respect to institutionalising climate adaptation within 

regional planning governance: 

 

 One of the instrumental issues in how to take that [climate change] forward was the 

 SEQ Council of Mayors.  They are a major stakeholder in the SEQ regional plan, so 
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 there was early engagement with Council of Mayors.  There was strategic discussion 

 about how the SEQ plan should take a look at climate change adaptation and in 

 what manner. 

 

The COM continued to advocate for climate change adaptation up to 2009, when the second 

statutory regional plan for SEQ was released.  Many local councils in SEQ recognised that 

they would be required to respond to climate change stresses through adaptation.  They 

consequently wanted the COM to advocate for the statutory regional planning regime to 

provide an institutional basis for them to develop and implement local adaptation responses 

through their own planning schemes and activities.  The COM therefore became central in 

advocating for climate adaptation to become an institutional response to climate change 

through metro-regional planning in SEQ.   

 

7.4.3 The RCC under statutory regional planning 
 

Climate change fully manifested as a transformative stressor for the SEQ metro-regional 

planning regime in the mid-2000s.  Evidence of this can be seen in the context of the 

institutional recognition and response to climate change in SEQ metro-regional planning.  

This development was prompted by three trigger events: intensifying national debates on 

the necessity of climate adaption within Australia; the assessment of SEQ as highly 

vulnerable to climate change by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC); and 

the severe drought that gripped SEQ for most of the first decade of the 2000s.  These 

stresses created new institutional storylines, as well as a substantial increase in institutional 

acceptance that climate change could create serious environmental, social and economic 

stress in SEQ.  The acceptance of climate change as a transformative stressor prompted 

institutional transformation, where new forms of regional planning governance were 

developed to try and better respond to climate change impacts.  These responses principally 

focused on the operationalisation of climate adaptation through planning.  

 

The first trigger event that led to the institutional recognition of climate change as a 

transformative stressor for SEQ and acceptance of climate adaptation as a necessary 

response was the extensive political debate on adaptation at the national level in Australia.  

The debate was informed by a growing scientific consensus that mitigation alone would not 

be sufficient to respond to climate change due to the legacy of historic greenhouse gas 
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emissions.  The second trigger was the Fourth Assessment Report from the IPCC, which 

identified SEQ as highly vulnerable to climate change impacts (Hennessy et al. 2007).  This 

caused significant institutional alarm in SEQ, as it became apparent that future climate 

change impacts would compound existing damaging weather and natural hazards.  The third 

trigger was the near decade-long drought in SEQ in the 2000s, which led to severe water 

shortages across the region.  Interview Respondent IR6 spoke of how the confluence of 

trigger events provoked a strong response from the State government: 

 

 [The trigger events] facilitated political moves in respect of managing climate 

 change.  There was a climate of greater awareness.  It led to orders from the highest 

 levels of State government that climate change must be comprehensively dealt with 

 through regional planning. 

 

The Regional Coordination Committee (RCC) was fully cognisant of the manifestation of 

climate change as a transformative stressor and the need to respond through planning 

governance by 2007.  The committee was also aware of the State government’s position, as 

well as the Council of Mayor’s (COM) on-going advocacy for regional planning to 

comprehensively respond to climate change through adaptation.  The growing institutional 

recognition of the emerging transformative effects of climate change is explicitly 

demonstrated in the minutes of Meeting 60 of the RCC (RCC 2007).  The content and policy 

enunciations of the South East Queensland Regional Plan 2005-2026 [SEQRP 2005] were 

being reviewed at the meeting with regard to improving them for the next iteration of the 

regional plan.  Officials from the Office of Urban Management (OUM) were also present at 

the meeting.  The minutes record that the RCC accepted “an urgent need to address climate 

change in SEQ” and that the task required rapid institutional response through the next 

regional plan (RCC 2007, p. 5).   

 

Councillor Bob Abbot, then Mayor of the Sunshine Coast Regional Council and a member of 

the COM, also identified climate change as a compelling issue at RCC Meeting 60.  He stated 

it had been “on the radar” for some time, but was now in need of urgent response (RCC 

2007, p. 6).  Meeting 61 of the RCC also demonstrated nascent institutional awareness 

within the RCC, as the committee resolved to include climate change as an urgent area for 

review in respect of developing the next regional plan.  The RCC also endorsed terms of 



176 

 

reference for developing improved climate change strategies, including adaptation, through 

regional planning in SEQ at Meeting 61 (RCC 2008). 

 

Institutional acceptance of climate change within the RCC was very strong by 2007.  

However, it appears that Andrew McNamara, the then Queensland Minister for 

Sustainability, Climate Change and Innovation, was instrumental in influencing the RCC’s 

decision to develop planning responses, particularly through climate adaptation, in response 

to the manifestation of climate change as a transformative stressor.  Several interview 

respondents identified Andrew McNamara as a powerful figure in steering institutional 

responses to climate change through adaptation.  For example, Interview Respondent IR6, 

who did specific policy and consultation work on Draft South East Queensland Climate 

Change Management Plan 2009, noted that: 

 

 Andrew McNamara was renowned for being forward looking. 

 

Interview Respondent IR11, Mayor of Noosa Council from 1997-2008 and Mayor of the 

Sunshine Coast Regional Council from 2008-2012, also spoke of the Minister McNamara’s 

influence: 

 

Andrew McNamara was the reason climate change became an urgent issue [within 

the RCC].  Until he became Minister, there was no urgency.  He believed in climate 

change and gave force to it as a planning issue.  In the minds of people who didn’t 

understand climate change initially, there was a feeling of, “Oops, maybe this 

climate change adaptation thing is right and maybe Andrew [McNamara] is the right 

man for the job and is asking the right questions”. 

 

Interview Respondent IR11 added that Minister McNamara’s determination to respond to 

climate change through regional planning also influenced the State government’s position: 

 

 The government, by Andrew’s hounding, did change their attitude considerably 

 towards the concept of global warming. 

 

The manifestation of climate change as a transformative stressor in SEQ was prompted by 

three trigger events: Debates on climate adaptation at the Federal level in Australia, the 
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near-decade long drought in SEQ that began in 2001 and the identification of SEQ as a 

climate change ‘hot spot’ by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 

(Hennessy et al. 2007).  The emergence of climate change as a transformative stressor 

initially led to institutional recognition and later to institutional acceptance.  The acceptance 

of climate change it as a transformative stressor prompted the RCC to respond by 

institutionalising climate adaptation within metro-regional governance.  The agency’s 

decision to respond was also influenced by Minster McNamara’s recognition of the 

transformative stresses associated with climate change and the need to respond through 

climate adaptation.  The RCC responded by institutionalising climate adaptation within the 

South East Queensland Regional Plan 2009-2031 (2009 SEQRP) (DIP 2009a) and the Draft 

South East Queensland Climate Change Management Plan (2009 DSEQCCMP) (DIP 2009b).  

This meant that adaptation became a statutory planning issue and a central tenet of regional 

planning governance in SEQ from 2009 onwards.  The institutionalisation of climate 

adaptation within metro-regional planning governance represented a critical moment of 

institutional transformation within the SEQ metro-regional planning regime.  Moreover, it 

demonstrated that impacts associated with the manifestation of a transformative stressor 

could lead to institutional transformation. 

 

7.5 Discussion: SEQ Metro-Regional Planning Agencies beyond 2012 
 

The Regional Coordination Committee (RCC) changed its name to the Regional Planning 

Committee (RPC) in 2010.  The change had no impact on the agency’s key function or role 

and was designed to reflect the agency’s key function as the region’s peak planning group.  

The election of the Liberal/National Party (LNP) to State government in 2012 and 

subsequent reorientation of planning activity towards tourism, resources, agriculture and 

construction, may have major implications for the RPC.  Interview Respondent IR14, a 

Regional Planner with the Queensland government, spoke to the current status of the RPC: 

 

 The RPC were to meet in February 2012 but the former Deputy Premier decided to 

 postpone due to the election.  They will likely be reconvened once the review of the 

 current regional plan is announced next year [2013]. 

 

The RPC have not yet reconvened following the 2012 Queensland state election, such that 

they have not met since April 2011.  The SEQ regional planning project has consequently 
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functioned without input from its peak planning advisory group over the intervening period.  

Interview Respondent IR11 suggested that this might signal that the new State government 

does not intend to reactive the RPC.  This is not ideal, considering that the RPC/RCC were 

central in providing a forum for the regional planning regime to develop strategies, policy 

directions and implementation actions since the mid-1990s.  Their key function has always 

been to coordinate regional planning across levels of government.  As such, the agency is 

central in developing institutional responses to transformative stressors through planning.  

The fact that the committee has not met in more than two years raises concerns about the 

current and future institutional capacity of the SEQ regime to respond to transformative 

stressors, including climate change.   

 

Local government elections took place in Queensland in April 2012, a month after the State 

government election.  The LNP gained control of the majority of local councils in SEQ, adding 

to their successes at state level.  Consequently, the majority membership of the Council of 

Mayors (COM) is currently made up of LNP mayors.  The COM reconvened quickly after the 

election and began to examine its strategic position with respect to regional planning and 

the change of State government.  The agency decided to endorse the State government’s 

new vision for planning at their meeting in August 2012 (COM 2012).  The State 

government’s new vision for planning focuses on four key priorities: Tourism, resources, 

agriculture and construction.  Responding to climate change does not feature amongst the 

State government’s priorities.  This may be interpreted as suggesting that actors are in fact 

more influential in orientating institutional responses than the manifestation of stresses 

associated with climate change.  However, the transformative stressors conceptualisation 

acknowledges that such developments may occur.  In such cases actors may reject the 

stressor, but the stresses associated with it will likely continue to escalate and impact over 

time, meaning that institutional change imperatives will intensify.  Institutional actors who 

continue to ignore the transformative stressor therefore risk rendering their institutions 

irrelevant if they fail to respond by facilitating institutional transformation leading to the 

creation and implementation of new or improved forms of governance. 

 

The COM has aligned closely with the State government’s new vision for planning in 

Queensland.  The COM resolved at their meeting in December 2012 to work closely with 

local councils and the State government to develop a new SEQ regional plan when the State 

government initiate the process (COM 2012).  As such, they are likely to support a 
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reorientation of regional planning in SEQ towards the priority areas of tourism, resources, 

agriculture and construction.  This is unsurprising considering the LNP now control the 

Queensland State government and a majority of local councils in SEQ.  It will almost certainly 

have implications for institutional responses to rapid population growth, sustainability and 

climate change as transformative stressors.  It is too early to comment meaningfully on what 

these implications may be.  Nonetheless, it appears probable that the COM may be less 

concerned with responding to stresses associated with rapid population growth.  The agency 

may instead seek to actively promote growth on the basis that it generates regional 

economic activity and wider demand for goods and services produced by the tourism, 

resources, agriculture and construction sectors.   

 

The COM may become the peak planning agency in SEQ if the RPC remains inactive.  This will 

give the agency an important function in terms of developing and advocating for planning-

led institutional responses to transformative stressors.  As mentioned, they may reject rapid 

population growth as a transformative stressor in line with the new State government’s 

agenda of growth.  Interview Respondent IR11, Mayor of Noosa Council from 1997-2008 and 

Mayor of the Sunshine Coast Regional Council from 2008-2012, spoke to this point: 

 

 They [state and local governments] find themselves in a position where the state has 

 a 6% unemployment rate, businesses are closing down, people aren’t spending.  I 

 think that’s what’s motivating their thinking.  I think in two or three years’ time, if 

 the economy comes good, other things will raise their head. 

 

It remains to be seen how the COM may respond to transformative stresses associated with 

sustainability and climate change.  One possibility is that the COM may seek to continue the 

institutionalisation and operationalisation of climate change adaptation through metro-

regional planning, given that climate change impacts are often most severe at the local level.  

Pressure from local governments could force the State government to align with their 

position.  There is precedent in SEQ metro-regional planning for this.  For example, the 

South East Queensland Regional Organisation of Councils (SEQROC) was instrumental in 

ensuring that sustainability was institutionalised in the mid-1990s, as well as in lobbying 

State government to switch to a statutory model of regional planning.  As such, there is 

some potential for the COM to insist that the State government should respond to 

transformative stresses associated with future climate change impacts, through more 
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substantial institutionalisation of planning-led climate adaptation within metro-regional 

planning governance in SEQ. 

 

7.6 Conclusion 
 

This Chapter critically illustrated and examined how five key planning agencies within the 

SEQ metro-regional planning regime recognised, accepted and institutionally responded to 

rapid population growth, sustainability and climate change as transformative stressors.  It 

also discussed future possibilities for institutional responses.  The agencies were the 

Regional Planning Advisory Group (RPAG), the Regional Coordination Committee (RCC), the 

South East Queensland Regional Organisation of Councils (SEQROC), the Office of Urban 

Management (OUM) and the Council of Mayors (COM).  Agency-led planning responses to 

each transformative stressor, beginning with rapid population growth in the early-1990s, 

contributed to a strengthening institutional context over time.  That in turn created an over-

arching institutional capacity to respond to transformative stressors over two decades.  This 

Chapter identified how this institutional capacity ultimately allowed planning agencies to 

respond to climate change as a transformative stressor through planning governance 

focused on adaptation.   

 

It is unlikely that climate adaptation could have become as strongly institutionalised were it 

not for two important factors.  The first was the cumulative institutional impact of three 

trigger events in SEQ in the mid-2000s.  These were national debates on climate adaptation 

in Australia, the identification of SEQ as extremely vulnerable to climate change by the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change in 2007 and the near-decade long drought in 

SEQ, which began in 2001.  The triggers represented a series of escalating and intensifying 

impacts.  They cumulatively led to institutional detection, recognition and articulation of 

climate change as a transformative stressor through institutional storylines within key SEQ 

planning agencies.  Acceptance of climate change as a transformative stressor by SEQ 

planning agencies prompted an overall institutional transformation, which resulted in 

climate adaptation becoming institutionalised within metro-regional planning governance in 

2009. 

 

The second factor was the established capacity of the metro-regional regime for responding 

to transformative stressors.  This was created by its historical institutional responses to rapid 
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population change and sustainability as transformative stressors through the SEQ 2001, SEQ 

2021 and statutory regional planning projects.  Institutional detection, recognition, 

acceptance and responses to rapid population change and sustainability as transformative 

stressors contributed to the emergence of a strengthened institutional ability to develop and 

implement responses through regional planning governance.  This institutional capacity for 

response appears to have facilitated key planning agencies in responding to climate change 

as a transformative stressor through the institutionalisation of climate adaptation within 

metro-regional planning governance.   

 

A cursory appraisal indicates that other planning jurisdictions in Australia sought, like SEQ, to 

institutionally respond to climate change at the metropolitan scale through adaptation.  For 

example, metropolitan planning in Melbourne began to address climate adaptation slightly 

earlier than SEQ (Department of Infrastructure 2002).  Institutional planning responses to 

climate adaptation at the metropolitan scale were established for Adelaide shortly after SEQ 

(Government of South Australia 2010).  Metropolitan planning in Sydney followed later still 

(Department of Planning and Infrastructure 2012).  Unfortunately it is not possible to 

definitively comment on the conditioning factors that prompted responses from 

metropolitan planning regimes outside of SEQ, as it would involve an empirical process 

beyond the scope of this thesis.  Consequently, it is not possible to attribute these responses 

to the emergence and institutional recognition of specific transformative stressors.  

However, the fact that three other metropolitan planning regimes acted to respond to 

climate change through planning governance focused on adaptation suggests that each must 

have undergone institutional transformation. These processes may have been similar to the 

SEQ experience, where change imperatives were institutionally recognised, articulated 

through storylines and debated internally by strategic agencies before new forms of 

planning governance were institutionally established.   

 

The next Chapter reflexively examines the institutional evolution of the SEQ metro-regional 

planning regime in terms of how it has responded to rapid population growth, sustainability 

and climate change through key regional planning instruments.  It assesses how institutional 

detection, recognition and acceptance of each transformative stressor generated responses 

through key regional planning instruments.  It examines how the manifestation 

transformative stressors prompted institutional transformations, leading to planning 

governance expressed through metro-regional planning instruments.  The Chapter 
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demonstrates how climate adaptation became institutionalised within SEQ metro-regional 

planning governance as a response to the manifestation of climate change as a 

transformative stressor.  It also discusses prospects for future institutionalisation of climate 

adaptation governance within metro-regional planning instruments in SEQ. 
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Chapter 8: Planning Instruments as Institutional Responses to 
Transformative Stressors 
 

8.1 Introduction 
 

This Chapter outlines and reflexively examines the institutional evolution of the South East 

Queensland (SEQ) metro-regional planning regime in terms of responding to transformative 

stressors through key regional planning instruments.  The instruments examined include 

non-statutory regional plans, statutory regional plans, plan updates and state planning 

policy.  The Chapter reports how planning instruments provided institutional responses to 

rapid population growth, sustainability and climate change as distinct, but interrelated, 

transformative stressors.  The Chapter demonstrates an institutional evolution over two 

decades, beginning with the first Regional Framework for Growth Management 1994.  This 

evolution continued through to the South East Queensland Regional Plan 2009-2031 and 

complementary Draft Climate Change Management Plan 2009, as well as Temporary State 

Planning Policy 2/12, which was released in 2012.  The Chapter demonstrates how this 

evolution resulted in climate adaptation becoming institutionalised within SEQ metro-

regional planning governance and discusses future prospects for institutional response.  It 

also discusses prospects for future institutionalisation of climate adaptation governance 

within metro-regional planning instruments in SEQ. 

 

The Chapter critically examines how institutional detection, recognition and acceptance of 

each transformative stressor generated responses through key regional planning 

instruments over time.  It closely examines how the manifestation of each transformative 

stressor prompted institutional changes, leading to formal planning responses.  Institutional 

responses to interactions between the three transformative stressors are also depicted.  

Research data supporting the findings of the Chapter draws heavily on the specific content 

of the planning instruments examined.  Data was generated through chronological and 

thematic reading of the planning instruments.  The minutes of meetings held by planning 

agencies in SEQ were also reviewed to provide insight into institutional debates on plan 

content and policy formulation.  Findings were further contextualised and tested through 

semi-structured interviews with senior planners, policy makers, stakeholders and 
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environmental advocates who were directly involved in creating and reviewing the planning 

instruments examined in the Chapter.  

 

8.2 The Regional Framework for Growth Management 1994  
 

The Regional Framework for Growth Management 1994 (1994 RFGM) was the first metro-

regional plan created for SEQ.  However, it did not have statutory force.  The Regional 

Planning Advisory Committee (RPAG) produced the plan under the auspices of the SEQ 2001 

planning project.  The South East Queensland Regional Organisation of Councils (SEQROC) 

supported the plan and noted that process was “an extremely valuable cooperative 

exercise” (RPAG 1994, p. 3). The institutionalisation of growth management strategies 

through regional planning was widely supported by all tiers of government as well as public 

stakeholders (Abbott 2001).  The 1994 RFGM was the first purposefully developed plan 

designed to provide regional scale planning responses to rapid population growth as a 

transformative stressor in SEQ.  Local councils in SEQ were able to draw upon the 

institutional provisions of the 1994 RFGM to ensure that their local area plans, planning 

activities and interventions were carried out in accordance with its institutional provisions.  

The hierarchy was designed to enable more cohesive and comprehensive regional responses 

to stresses associated with rapid population group. 

 

In 1993 the RPAG commissioned fourteen policy papers to generate and develop 

recommendations and actions for regional policy areas.  These included patterns for urban 

development, transport provision and the location of major regional centres.  Environmental 

policy areas included water and wastewater, rivers and coastal management and open space 

provision.  This was connected to an institutional storyline, discussed in Chapter 6, which 

viewed regional planning as an institutional mechanism for enhancing protection of the 

natural environment in SEQ.  The findings and recommendations of the RPAG policy papers, 

along with public comment, guided the policy development process that ultimately led to 

the development of institutional responses through the 1994 RFGM.  The 1994 RFGM 

provided a framework to direct growth management through principles and priority actions.  

This form of institutional expression reflected the fact that the plan did not have a statutory 

basis and was based on a cooperative model, where it guided the actions of local councils in 

SEQ, but did not forcefully direct them.  However, the plan did state that its vision 
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statement, principles and priority actions “should be adopted by all spheres of 

government…as a basis for managing growth” (RPAG 1994, pp. 14-15). 

 

The principal aim of the 1994 RFGM was to provide a regional plan capable of responding to 

stress associated with rapid regional population growth and to limit associated 

environmental damage.  The aim was based on a regional vision statement.  The vision was 

for SEQ to be “internationally renowned for its livability, natural environment and economic 

vitality” and that its “natural assets, including air, water, forests, riverine and coastal areas 

and significant elements of the built environment will be protected and managed” (RPAG 

1994, p. 16).  The plan further stated that the on-going participation of government and 

community was required to achieve its aims and realise its regional vision.  These 

statements were clear and forceful and may be seen as clear evidence of two institutional 

storylines.  These were examined in detail in Chapter 6 of this thesis.  The first storyline is 

that regional population growth must be managed through regional planning.  The second is 

that growth management can enhance capacity for protection of the natural environment. 

 

The 1994 RFGM provided a set of over-arching principles for responding to rapid population 

growth through growth management.  The first principle sought the continuation of the 

collaborative, cross-governmental model that led to regional planning under the SEQ 2001 

project, which ran from 1990-2000.  The second sought to use land-use planning to achieve 

desired economic, social and environmental outcomes.  The third principle sought to avoid 

creating unnecessary levels of bureaucracy.  The fourth placed institutional focus on 

achieving outcomes and not on process.  The fifth identified a need for ongoing monitoring 

of the growth management framework.  The sixth principle noted the value of coordination 

between spheres of government in directing planning responses.  The seventh principle 

identified the need to institutionalise growth management strategies at the regional scale, 

while the eighth sought to maximise efficiencies for all sectors to help achieve desired 

regional outcomes. 

 

The storyline of regional population growth as an unavoidable phenomenon requiring 

response through regional planning guided the SEQ 2001 project.  The principles established 

in the 1994 RFGM reflected this fact.  The eight principles for responding to rapid population 

growth through planning demonstrated the strong institutional acceptance of rapid 

population growth as a transformative stressor.  This was fundamental to metro-regional 
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planning in SEQ as all subsequent regional plans built upon this foundation.  The 1994 RFGM 

also provided principles and priority actions for protecting the natural environment in SEQ 

through the growth management framework.  The institutional acceptance that growth 

management could enhance capacity for environmental protection was largely prompted by 

input from the community and non-government sectors.  Institutional recognition of the 

capacity for environmental protection through regional scale planning led to the emergence 

of an institutional storyline that reflected this fact.  This was discussed in detail in Chapter 6 

of this thesis. 

 

Principles and priority actions for environmental protection were grouped under three 

headings in the 1994 RFGM.  These were the natural environment, water quality and air 

quality.  Principles and priorities for conserving the region’s natural environment included 

reducing land take for development; protecting regionally significant natural areas from 

urban encroachment; halting vegetation declines; and developing integrated catchment 

management strategies for riverine and coastal resources.  Protection of water quality 

principles and actions included minimising damage to water resources, protecting water 

supplies, and ensuring that development in sensitive catchment areas does not generate 

adverse impacts.  Principles and actions for air quality protection included reducing 

commuting distances to minimise air pollution; adhering to national air quality standards in 

SEQ; and increasing public transport options to reduce traffic volumes. 

 

The inclusion of principles and priority actions for environmental protection in the 1994 

RFGM illustrated an emerging institutional awareness that urban development could lead to 

negative environmental impacts in SEQ.  The environmental content of the 1994 RFGM also 

reflected an institutional storyline, which understood ‘environment’ as a malleable concept 

that could be adapted to address contemporary environmental priorities.  As such, the 

environmental content of the 1994 RFGM, which focused on the natural environment, air 

and water, reflected institutional perceptions of environmental issues that were current at 

the time.  Neither sustainability nor climate change had manifested as transformative 

stressors in SEQ when the 1994 RFGM was released.  Consequently, neither issue featured in 

the framework.  Nonetheless, the 1994 RFGM provided a starting point for responding to 

environmental imperatives through SEQ metro-regional planning instruments. 
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8.3 The Regional Framework for Growth Management 1995 
 

The Regional Coordination Committee (RCC) superseded the Regional Planning Advisory 

Group (RPAG) in 1994 and assumed responsibility for preparing the Regional Framework for 

Growth Management 1995 (1995 RFGM).  The 1994 RFGM was scheduled for review within 

a year of its release.  This work was overseen by the RCC and was to provide an opportunity 

to review the plan in terms of local concerns and issues.  The review involved preparing four 

sub-regional planning reports to test and validate the 1994 RFGM at the sub-regional level 

(Abbott 2001).  The South East Queensland Regional Organisation of Councils (SEQROC) 

coordinated the four sub-regional reports.  They were used by the RCC to review the 1994 

RFGM and to inform policy amendments for the 1995 RFGM.  The amendments focused 

particularly on responding to rapid population change by institutionalising growth 

management objectives that could be implemented at the local level through the planning 

processes of the SEQ local councils (RCC 1995). 

 

The 1995 RFGM was formally endorsed by the RCC in September 1995.  The plan was 

launched at Parliament House in Brisbane a few weeks later and was endorsed by each tier 

of government as the principal regional planning strategy for SEQ.  The instrument 

acknowledged this fact and stated that the regional-scale growth management framework 

should be used “by decision makers to ensure that planning and development in the region 

fulfils desired environmental, social and economic objectives” (RCC 1995, p. 7).  The 1995 

RFGM did not have a statutory basis, but did direct that local government planning schemes 

and processes should have regard to its institutional provisions.  Local councils were not 

obliged to adhere to the 1995 RFGM, but were expected to, since they were fully participant 

in the collaborative regional planning endeavour.  As such, the regulatory power of the 

instrument was weaker than it would have been, had it been established as a statutory 

instrument. 

 

Institutional storylines in the mid-1990s held that regional population growth was inevitable 

and must be managed through regional planning and that regional planning could also 

enhance capacity for protection of the natural environment in SEQ.  The principal aim of the 

1995 RFGM, to provide an institutional framework to manage the transformative stresses of 

regional population growth and to limit associated environmental damage, was a direct 

response to the storylines.  Recommendation 1 of the 1995 RFGM was to continue the 

voluntary coordinated partnership approach to growth management in SEQ between all 
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spheres of government and the community sector.  The 1995 RFGM also reiterated the 

regional vision statement presented in the 1994 RFGM.  It’s focused on ensuring that SEQ 

would be known for its livability, environment and economic vitality and that its natural 

assets would be managed and protected through metro-regional planning.  As such, the 

1995 RFGM demonstrated a continuing institutional focus on the storyline that understood 

regional planning as a means of responding to rapid population growth, as well as the 

storyline that depicted growth management as a way to enhance capacity for environmental 

protection. 

 

The 1995 RFGM provided detailed institutional governance for responding to rapid 

population growth as a transformative stressor.  It included fifteen separate policy areas, 

which broadly corresponded to those explored and examined in the policy papers 

commissioned by the RPAG in 1993.  The plan’s aims in this regard were to provide a 

coordinated growth management framework that could be implemented by State and local 

governments through planning processes, development control and the coordination of 

planning and infrastructure programs.  This was to ensure that the 1995 RFGM provided a 

basis for planning for a regional population of between 2.9 and 3.2 million people by the 

year 2011 (RCC 1995, p. 14).  The fact that the instrument provided an institutional basis for 

responding to population growth through planning for the following fifteen years appears 

demonstrative of substantial institutional acceptance of rapid population growth as a 

transformative stressor with multiple and on-going regional impacts. 

 

The aims of the 1995 RFGM for managing population growth were “underpinned by the 

central principle of protecting and enhancing the region’s environmental, social and 

economic assets” (RCC 1995, p. 14).  The principles and priority actions for environmental 

protection provided by the 1995 RFGM were similar to those in the 1994 RFGM.  They were 

similarly grouped under natural environment, water quality and air quality.  The role of 

regional planning in conserving the region’s natural environment was to include the 

development of integrated catchment management strategies for riverine and coastal 

resources; reducing land-take for development; halting vegetation declines; and protecting 

regionally significant natural areas from urban encroachment.  Principles and priority actions 

for protecting water quality included minimising damage to water resources, protecting 

water supplies, and ensuring that development in sensitive catchment areas did not 

generate adverse impacts.  Air quality protection was to involve increasing public transport 
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options to reduce traffic volumes; reducing commuting distances to minimise air pollution; 

and adhering to national air quality standards in SEQ.   

 

These elements of planning governance for environmental protection again illustrated an 

institutional storyline, which recognised the fact that urban development could create 

negative environmental impacts in SEQ.  They also reflected another institutional storyline, 

which depicted ‘the environment’ as a malleable concept that could be institutionally 

moulded to reflect contemporary environmental priorities.  Conservation of the natural 

environment, and protecting regional water and air quality were key environmental 

imperatives in SEQ in the mid-1990s.  As such, the institutionalisation of planning responses 

to these through the 1995 RFGM was very much a product of institutional thinking at the 

time.  However, this new planning governance also represented an instrumental 

transformation, prompted by increasing institutional acceptance of rapid population change 

as a transformative stressor.  Specifically, the 1995 RFGM provided regional scale 

institutional responses to associated stresses through its policies and principles that were 

collaboratively developed and endorsed by both the Queensland State government and the 

local governments of SEQ.  

 

Sustainability was institutionally addressed for the first time in SEQ regional planning 

through the 1995 RFGM.  This was connected to an institutional storyline that sustainability 

principles should be institutionalised within regional planning.  Chapter 6 of this thesis 

identified advocacy from community groups and local councils as key in compelling an 

increased institutional recognition of sustainability as an issue requiring a regional planning 

response.  This appears to have given the storyline of sustainability as a regional planning 

issue greater institutional traction in the early-1990s, leading to institutional change and the 

inclusion of sustainability in the 1995 RFGM.   

 

The inclusion of sustainability in the 1995 RFGM represented an institutional evolution as its 

presence in a formal regional plan for the first time provided evidence of dedicated 

institutional response expressed through new governance priorities.  This outcome 

demonstrated a clear institutional recognition of sustainability as a regional planning issue 

with multiple implications for current and future spatial development.  Situating 

sustainability within the 1995 RFGM also provided a starting point for responding to 

sustainability through subsequent regional planning instruments. The 1995 RFGM offered 
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strong support for responding to ecologically sustainable development principles through 

planning.  Whilst it did not provide a direct policy basis for responding to sustainability 

through planning, it did offer statements to situate sustainability within the institutional 

context of metro-regional planning in SEQ.  It stated that decision-making processes that 

integrate both short and long-term sustainability considerations should be used where 

possible.  It also stated that developments that may lead to irreversible environmental 

damage should be postponed until scientific certainty about their impacts can be provided.  

The instrument also stated that global dimensions of environmental impacts should be 

recognised and considered and that economic advancement should be balanced with 

environmental protection. 

 

The 1995 RFGM represented an institutional and instrumental evolution for two reasons.  

The first was that it was the first SEQ metro-regional plan to be formally endorsed by each 

tier of government.  The planning governance provided by the instrument also represented 

an instrumental transformation, prompted by strengthening institutional acceptance of 

rapid population change as a transformative stressor.  The 1995 RFGM provided regional 

scale institutional responses to rapid population growth through its policies and principles, 

which were collaboratively developed and endorsed by both the Queensland State 

government and the local governments of SEQ.  State and local governments were required 

to orientate their own planning activities to correspond with regard institutional provisions 

in the 1995 RFGM.  However, the instrument was non-statutory, so its regulatory power was 

not as strong as it could have been.  The 1995 RFGM represented an institutional evolution 

also because of its recognition of sustainability as a matter for planning response.  This 

provided an initial basis for responding to sustainability through planning and facilitated the 

development of further responses through subsequent regional planning instruments.  

 

8.4 The Regional Framework for Growth Management 1995: Update 
1996 
 

The on-going institutionalisation of regional planning in in SEQ entered a period of 

uncertainty in 1996 when a National Party government replaced the Labor State 

government.  The regional planning endeavour was a Labor agenda and doubts were raised 

about the new government’s commitment to its continuation.  The National Party 

government created a review group to examine the SEQ regional planning project.  The 
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review “endorsed, in principle, the continuation of the regional planning and coordination 

projects currently underway, to the extent of available funds and…in accordance with 

appropriate principles and guidelines” (RCC 1996, p. 4).  The findings convinced the new 

government that regional planning had merit and they decided to continue the project. 

 

The new government also asked the regional planning review group to identify issues 

requiring amendment or addition to the 1995 RFGM (RCC 1998).  The group’s principal 

recommendation was that economic development be added as a policy topic to regional 

planning.  The recommendations were endorsed by the RCC and the SEQROC.  The RCC did 

not believe it necessary to produce a new growth management framework for one extra 

policy area and instead opted to update the 1995 RFGM.  The Regional Framework for 

Growth Management 1995: Update 1996 (1995 RFGM Update) was the result of this 

decision. 

 

The 1995 REFGM Update was designed to function as a complementary element of the main 

framework.  It only offered new policies for economic development.  Its institutional basis 

for responding to growth management, environmental protection and sustainability 

remained unaltered.  As such, it did not offer any further institutionalisation of associated 

responses through planning.  However, it demonstrated that the National Party State 

government accepted that regional planning was necessary to respond to rapid population 

growth as a transformative stressor in SEQ.  It also demonstrated that the new government 

accepted the validity of existing policy issues and storylines, including environmental 

protection and sustainability, as requiring planning responses expressed through the 

principal planning instrument in SEQ. 

  

8.5 The Regional Framework for Growth Management 1998 
 

The Regional Framework for Growth Management 1998 (1998 RFGM) was prepared by the 

Regional Coordination Committee (RCC).  It was seen by the RCC “as a consolidation and 

updating process [of the earlier SEQ regional plans] rather than a comprehensive review” 

(RCC 1998, p. 8).  While the 1998 RFGM superseded the 1995 plan and its 1996 update, its 

content did not represent a significant policy departure.  Indeed, the 1998 RFGM itself notes 

that it was principally a consolidated framework for managing growth in SEQ (RCC 1998).  It 

was endorsed by the RCC in March 1998 at Meeting 16 (RCC 1998). 
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The institutional focus on responding to the transformative stresses of rapid population 

change through regional planning was reiterated by the 1998 RFGM.  The plan stated that it 

was designed to provide a policy framework and context for coordinated planning for all 

spheres of government.  Recommendation 1 emphasized the necessity to continue the 

partnership approach to growth management in SEQ between the community sector and all 

tiers of government.  Recommendation 2 stated that the plan was the primary regional 

planning strategy for SEQ and was to be used “by all spheres of government and community 

sectors to cooperatively manage growth” (RCC 1998, p. 11).   

 

The 1998 RFGM reiterated the regional vision statement that appeared in the earlier growth 

management framework.  It also provided an institutional basis for responding to rapid 

population growth as a transformative stressor that was very similar to the 1995 RFGM.  This 

included policies concerning residential development, densities, livability, transport, major 

centres and urban growth.  Economic development was the only new policy area, having 

been added to the regional planning policy spectrum by the National Party State 

government that was elected in 1996. 

 

Principles and priority actions for environmental protection in the 1998 RFGM again focused 

on conserving the region’s natural environment, air quality and water quality through 

regional planning.  This indicated the on-going strength of institutional storylines that 

recognised the potential for negative environmental impacts as a consequence of growth 

and which depicted ‘the environment’ as a shifting concept that could be moulded to fit 

current priorities.  Environmental principles included protecting water supplies and 

resources, reducing commuting distances to minimise air pollution, increasing public 

transport options to reduce traffic volumes, adhering to national air quality standards in 

SEQ, minimising land-take for development, protecting regionally significant natural areas 

from urban encroachment and halting vegetation declines. 

 

Sustainability featured in the 1998 RFGM, which again situated the issue within the 

institutional context of metro-regional planning in SEQ.  The inclusion of sustainability 

illustrated a continuing institutional recognition of the potentially negative impacts 

associated with unsustainable development practices.  This recognition was connected to an 

institutional storyline, discussed in Chapter 6, that sustainability principles should feature in 
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SEQ metro-regional planning.  The plan reflected the provisions of the 1995 RFGM by 

providing institutional support for the principles of ecological sustainability (ESD).  The 

principles included recognising the global dimensions of environmental impacts, balancing 

economic advancement with environmental protection, integrating short and long-term 

sustainability considerations into decision-making and waiting for scientific certainty before 

proceeding with developments that may lead to irreversible environmental damage.   

 

The 1998 RFGM failed to strengthen the institutionalisation of sustainability beyond the 

provisions of the 1995 RFGM.  This was perhaps not surprising, as responding to 

sustainability as a core planning concern did not become an institutional storyline until the 

early-2000s.  The 1998 RFGM demonstrated an institutional recognition of sustainability, 

though not a sufficient acceptance of it as a transformative stressor.  As such, it impacts 

were not sufficient to compel institutional change at the time, leading to improved regional 

planning governance and a policy basis for response. 

 

The 1998 RFGM represented a minor institutional evolution relative to the 1995 plan.  The 

fact that it provided only limited new planning governance is likely explained by the fact that 

it was principally a consolidated framework for managing growth, created to draw together 

the contents of the 1995 RFGM and the 1996 Update.  Despite this, its existence was 

beneficial in providing an up to date institutionalisation of regional planning governance in 

SEQ. Its evolution as a planning instrument was primarily connected to the fact that it 

maintained institutional responses to rapid population change as a transformative stressor.  

Responses included providing institutional planning responses to associated environmental 

impacts, including those connected to the region’s natural environment and its air and water 

quality.  The 1998 RFGM also maintained an institutional recognition of sustainability, 

meaning that sustainability was addressed in two regional plans by that point.   

 

8.6 The Regional Framework for Growth Management 2000 
 

The Regional Coordination Committee (RCC) prepared the Regional Framework for Growth 

Management 2000 (2000 RFGM) in late-1999.  The plan stated that, “The objectives and 

principles in the RFGM are agreed and are not subject to review or change unless there has 

been some other high level process involving the RCC and State and Local governments” 

(RCC 2000, p.7).  As such, the primary driver for preparing the 2000 RFGM was to 
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institutionalise necessary new principles or actions within the regional growth management 

framework, rather than change existing content.  The plan was formally endorsed at RCC 

Meeting 29 in September 2000 (RCC 2000).  The 2000 RFGM provided the same core 

recommendations, regional vision and policy responses to growth management as the 1995 

and 1998 plans.  It also provided the same institutional support for the principles of 

ecological sustainable development (ESD) as its predecessors.   

 

The 2000 RFGM reiterated existing regional planning principles for conserving air and water 

quality in SEQ.  The section on the natural environment also reiterated the role of regional 

planning in conserving the region’s natural environment.  Principles and actions again 

focused on integrated catchment management strategies for riverine and coastal resources; 

reducing land-take for development; halting vegetation declines; and protecting regionally 

significant natural areas from urban encroachment.  However, there was one important 

addition to natural environment section of the 2000 RFGM.  That was the identification of 

sea level rise as a potential source of negative impacts on SEQ. 

 

Sea level rise was addressed in the 2000 RFGM under priority action 1.11.  The action 

identified a need to carry out assessments of the impacts of sea level rise on coastal 

developments and on the Moreton Bay islands.  This was the first time that a direct climate 

change impact had been institutionally recognised in an SEQ regional plan.  Interview 

Respondent IR4, an Environmental Organiser, stated that sea level rise was included in the 

2000 RFGM to establish a watching brief.  The respondent also spoke about the 

circumstances that prompted the institutional change that led to the inclusion of sea level 

rise in the 2000 RFGM: 

 

 Climate change science wasn’t as clear at the time.  There was acknowledgement of 

 it though.  Sea level rise was already known to be an issue.  There was measurable 

 data and Australia had some of the better tide data to do that.  The Sunshine Coast 

 Environment Council were concerned about it [sea level rise], as were the Gold 

 Coast Environment Council.   

 

The inclusion of sea level rise as a planning issue in the 2000 RFGM was a significant 

development for SEQ regional planning.  It marked an institutional evolution in terms of the 

content of the region’s principal planning instrument.  It also demonstrated that climate 
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change had been institutionally detected and accepted for the first time.  The fact that sea 

level rise gained only limited attention in the 2000 RFGM was far less significant than the 

fact that climate change had entered the institutional agenda and was beginning to be 

understood as an issue potentially requiring planning responses. 

 

The 2000 RFGM did not provide new institutional responses to either rapid population 

growth or sustainability as transformative stressors, relative to the 1995 and 1998 plans.  As 

with its predecessors, it did not offer a policy basis for addressing sustainability through 

regional planning.  However, its identification of sea level rise as an issue for planning did 

represent an institutional evolution.  It indicated that an institutional change occurred in the 

SEQ metro-regional planning regime and that climate change and its impacts were now on 

the institutional agenda for the first time.  The 2000 RFGM was the first principal planning 

instrument in SEQ to formally institutionalise responses to the three distinct, but 

interrelated, transformative stressors of concern to this thesis.  As such, it provided the basis 

for the more substantial institutional responses to each that would feature in all future SEQ 

regional plans and planning instruments. 

 

8.7 The South East Queensland Regional Plan 2005-2026 
 

The South East Queensland Regional Plan 2005-2026 (2005 SEQRP) represented a 

substantial institutional evolution as it was the first statutory regional plan released by the 

SEQ metro-regional planning regime.  Policies and objectives set out in the 2005 SEQRP had 

statutory force, meaning that all planning activities and processes carried out by the region’s 

local councils had to be fully compatible with the regional plan (see Figure 15).  Previous 

growth management frameworks did not have this level of regulatory strength, as they were 

non-statutory.  
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Figure 15: Hierarchy of statutory metro-regional planning instruments in SEQ after 2005. 

(adapted from DIP 2009a) 

The 2005 SEQRP was prepared following extensive consultation with key planning agencies, 

particularly the South East Queensland Regional Organisation of Councils (SEQROC) and the 

Regional Coordination Committee (RCC).  Interview Respondent IR13, a Planner who worked 

on the South East Queensland Regional Plan 2005-2026, South East Queensland Regional 

Plan 2009-2031 and Draft South East Queensland Climate Change Management Plan 2009, 

noted the significance and achievement of the first statutory regional plan for SEQ: 

 

 This was a major achievement for metro-regional planning in SEQ and the 

 result of a truly collaborative effort. 

 

The 2005 SEQRP was designed to manage “growth and associated change in the most 

sustainable way and to protect and enhance the quality of life in the region” (OUM 2005, p. 

1).  Its primary purpose was “to provide a sustainable growth management strategy for SEQ” 

(OUM 2005, p. 1).  The plan’s over-arching function may therefore be interpreted as the 

provision of statutory planning responses to the impacts of rapid population growth and 

sustainability as transformative stressors.  Operationalising institutional responses to rapid 

population growth originally prompted the development of regional planning and growth 

management strategies in SEQ.  Responding to sustainability was a later institutional 

objective.  However, both transformative stressors continued to generate impacts in the 

mid-2000s, when the switch to statutory regional planning took place.  As such, the 

institutionalisation of statutory responses to both through the 2005 SEQRP represented an 

important institutional change within the metro-regional planning regime. 
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The 2005 SEQRP provided a wide policy basis for managing growth in SEQ.  Many associated 

policies had an environmental focus.  This indicated the continuation of an institutional 

storyline discussed in Chapter 6 of this thesis, which characterised institutionalised growth 

management as a means of enhancing capacity for protection of the region’s natural 

environment.  Key environmental priorities within the plan included identifying and 

protecting regional landscape and rural areas from inappropriate development, allocating 

adequate land to accommodate future growth and protecting regional biodiversity.  Other 

environmental priorities included using regulatory provisions to prevent development that 

was inconsistent with the plan’s environmental aims, maintaining high standards of regional 

air quality and protecting and enhancing the region’s waterways, wetlands and floodplains. 

 

Institutional growth management priorities and associated policies were designed to ensure 

that growth would be purposefully planned and specifically directed in an effort to avoid 

unsustainable development and unplanned urban sprawl.  The 2005 SEQRP aimed to 

implement these priorities by linking the plan with state infrastructure provision, service 

delivery programs and budgetary processes, as well as with local government infrastructure 

programs and budgets.  However, the plan also cautioned that trade-offs may be necessary 

to achieve its aims and that definitive outcomes could not be assured as other factors may 

influence planning activities (OUM 2005). 

 

Sustainability had become a central institutional planning issue in SEQ the early-2000s.  

Chapters 6 and 7 of this thesis discussed how sustainability became institutionally 

recognised as a transformative stressor and articulated through storylines, prompting 

institutional responses.  A substantial institutional response is evident in the 2005 SEQRP, 

where the pursuit of sustainability through regional planning was established as Desired 

Regional Outcome Number 1.  This established sustainability as the pre-eminent goal of 

statutory metro-regional planning in SEQ.  The 2005 SEQRP stated that “current trends and 

patterns of development in SEQ are generally not sustainable” and that “an appropriate 

balance of environmental, social and economic objectives needs to be used in assessing 

major planning and development proposals and in better managing the use of resources, 

[including] land, water and energy” (OUM 2005, p. 22).   

 

The 2005 SEQRP offered a broad characterisation of sustainable development in SEQ.  This 

focused principally on compact urban forms with efficient use of resources, minimal 
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environmental impacts and vibrant, inclusive and diverse communities.  However, the 2005 

SEQRP did not establish a policy basis for achieving such outcomes.  Instead, it responded by 

providing a policy basis for developing regional sustainability indicators.  These were to be 

used to establish baseline conditions and to measure “the region’s progress toward 

achieving sustainability” (OUM 2005, p. 24).  Whilst the establishment of sustainability as a 

Desired Regional Outcome was laudable, the failure to establish a clear policy basis for 

delivering it through planning was problematic and continued a deficiency that manifested 

in the prior Regional Frameworks for Growth Management.  Chapter 7 of this thesis 

discussed how the RCC failed to generate specific policies for delivering sustainability 

through planning processes in 2003.  As such, the lack of a policy basis in the 2005 SEQRP 

indicates that this remained an institutional problem. 

 

The 2005 SEQRP demonstrated a growing institutional recognition of climate change.  The 

plan stated that, “Queensland’s climate is subject to the influence of the greenhouse effect 

and associated global warming, with discernible changes now being detected in temperature 

and rainfall monitoring records” (OUM 2005, p. 32).  Policy 2.3.4 stated that planning 

processes must “assess the impact of potential climate change in preparing planning 

schemes and land use strategies” (OUM 2005, p. 32).  Policy 2.3.5 sought to raise community 

awareness and knowledge of climate change.  Part F08 of the plan focused on urban 

development.  Policies in that section did not directly nominate climate change as a planning 

issue but the focus of some policies indicated institutional awareness of climate change.  

Policies 8.2.1, 8.2.3, 8.2.4, 8.2.5, 8.7.3, 8.7.4 and 8.7.6 demonstrated institutional 

preferences for sub-tropical design principles, densification, urban consolidation, transit 

orientated development and the promotion of regional activity centres to decentralise 

employment and minimise car dependence and energy demand (DLGPSR 2005, pp. 65-75).   

 

The policy basis provided by the 2005 SEQRP focused entirely on responding to climate 

change through mitigation.  This demonstrated that climate change mitigation was 

institutionally accepted by the SEQ metro-regional planning regime in the mid-2000s, but 

that climate adaptation was not.  Climate adaptation had been identified as an issue for 

planning by the RCC Energy and Greenhouse Working Group in 2003, but mitigation appears 

to have been the preferred institutional response to climate change when the 2005 SEQRP 

was being drafted.  This position was commensurate with an institutional storyline of the 

time, which understood mitigation to be the principal planning response to climate change 
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stresses.  Interview Respondent IR8, a South East Queensland Regional Organisation of 

Councils (SEQROC) Coordinator from 1994-2006, spoke to this point: 

 

 Adaptation was absent from the 2005 plan because of a strong feeling that effective 

 mitigation would remove the need for adaptation. 

 

This institutional position may also be explained when applied to the transformative 

stressors framework.  Of import is the fact that the 2005 SEQRP was prepared between 2003 

and 2004, at a time when climate change had not yet manifested as a transformative 

stressor in SEQ.  The severe drought in SEQ that lasted until 2010 was still at an early stage, 

national debates on climate adaptation were only beginning and the Intergovernmental 

Panel on Climate Change [IPPC] had not yet published its Fourth Assessment Report, which 

identified SEQ as a climate change ‘hot-spot’ (Hennessy et al., p. 525).  As such, trigger 

events were limited when the 2005 SEQRP was being drafted.  It may be argued that the 

implementation of rules of governance designed to operationalise climate change 

adaptation through planning would have appeared unnecessary to institutional actors at 

that time because climate change had not yet established itself as a transformative stressor. 

 

The 2005 SEQRP represented a substantial institutional evolution in terms of directing 

planning responses to transformative stressors through regional planning.  The plan had a 

statutory basis, which gave it considerable institutional force as the region’s principal 

planning instrument.  Accordingly, the plan’s policy basis for responding to rapid population 

change and associated environmental impacts could specifically direct planning processes in 

the region.  The fact that the plan established sustainability as Desired Regional Outcome 

Number 1 also demonstrated that sustainability had become institutionally accepted as a 

core planning issue following its emergence as a transformative stressor in the early-2000s.  

The 2005 SEQRP also represented a major institutional evolution as it provided a clear policy 

basis for responding to climate change through planning-led mitigation for the first time.  

This showed a clear institutional recognition and acceptance of climate change as an 

important regional planning challenge that needed to be responded to through the principal 

metro-regional planning instrument in SEQ. 
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8.8 The South East Queensland Regional Plan 2009-2031 
 

The South East Queensland Regional Plan 2005-2026 (2005 SEQRP) was due for review after 

five years, yet was replaced after only four by The South East Queensland Regional Plan 

2009-2031 (2009 SEQRP).  When asked about the shortened timeframe, Interview 

Respondent IR13, a Planner who worked on the South East Queensland Regional Plan 2005-

2026, South East Queensland Regional Plan 2009-2031 and Draft South East Queensland 

Climate Change Management Plan 2009, stated: 

 

 The planning process was shortened by a year to accommodate the production of a 

 regional plan ahead of the [2009 state] elections.  In other words, it was put out to 

 neutralise any public criticism that the government hadn’t achieved its targets.  That 

 meant there was a 12-month deficiency in the planning process and 12 months of 

 research that was to occur but didn’t. 

 

Interview Respondent IR11, former Mayor of Noosa Council from 1997-2008 and the 

Sunshine Coast Regional Council from 2008-2012, stated that climate change impacts also 

influenced the State government’s decision to begin preparing a new regional plan ahead of 

time: 

 

 Climate change became a critical issue because the State government deemed it to 

 be…it was cited as a justification for an early review of the 2005 plan. 

 

The 2009 SEQRP was prepared under quite different circumstances from its predecessor.  

The State government, having dissolved the Office of Urban Management (OUM) in 2008, 

hired a consultant to prepare the plan with the help of a small team within the State 

government’s Department of Infrastructure and Planning (DIP).  Much of the work was 

carried out in private.  This was a departure from the open and collaborative arrangements 

that were in place during the preparation of the 2005 SEQRP.  However, the Regional 

Coordination Committee (RCC) and Council of Mayors (COM) remained closely involved in 

preparing the 2009 SEQRP.  

 

All levels of government endorsed the 2009 SEQRP, despite the unusual circumstances 

around its preparation (Abbott 2012).  The 2009 SEQRP will remain in force until 2014.  It is 

designed to provide an institutional and governance framework for strategically managing 
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spatial development and growth on a metropolitan scale.  Like its predecessor, the 2009 

SEQRP has primacy over all other planning policy documents in SEQ and all planning activity 

and processes in the region must be compatible with its policies and objectives (DIP 2009a).  

As such, it has substantial institutional status over all other planning instruments in SEQ.   

 

The purpose of the 2009 SEQRP is to “manage regional growth and change in the most 

sustainable way to protect and enhance quality of life in the region” (DIP 2009a, p. 4).  The 

plan states that it was created following a review of the 2005 SEQRP, which found that 

regional growth management issues, including “continued high population growth and 

climate change” required a modified strategic and policy framework (DIP 2009a, p. 4).  As 

such, it may be said that the plan was in part prepared as a direct institutional response to 

transformative stresses associated with rapid population change and climate change.  This is 

also represented a direct acknowledgement that climate change had become institutionally 

accepted as a transformative stressor and that its impacts had prompted institutional 

response, leading to the institutionalisation of new rules of planning governance. 

 

The 2009 SEQRP states that SEQ had a population of approximately 2.7 million people in 

2009, making it the fastest growing metropolitan region in Australia.  Regional population 

projections in the plan anticipate an increase to around 4.4 million people by 2031.  Demand 

for housing, infrastructure, energy, employment and amenity is identified as increasing 

steadily, leading to substantial development pressures in the region.  The plan states that 

the provision of 754,000 dwellings will be necessary to cater for this population growth (DIP 

2009a, pp. 8-9).  Responding to the stresses and impacts of population growth remains a 

substantial institutional challenge for the SEQ metro-regional planning regime.  As Interview 

Respondent IR10, former Executive Director of Planning Policy, Department of Local 

Government and Planning, noted: 

 

 Growth management is still the primary driver of regional planning in SEQ [and] the 

 whole regional planning framework is still aimed at managing growth. 

 

The 2009 SEQRP provides a wide range of policies and strategies for responding to stresses 

associated with rapid population growth.  The plan aims to ensure that residential and 

employment growth is distributed throughout the region so that choice, housing 

affordability and regional self-containment can be achieved.  This is to be delivered through 
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a combination of redevelopment, densification, use of underutilised urban land, limited rural 

living and further suburbanisation.  The plan also emphasises an aim to develop the region’s 

Western Corridor, where there is significant land availability.  These growth management 

aims are all connected to a regional vision for SEQ as a place of “interconnected 

communities, with excellent accessibility and an extensive and efficient public transport 

system” (DIP 2009a, p. 10).   

 

Sustainability retains its status as Desired Regional Outcome Number 1 within the 2009 

SEQRP, though it now shares that status with climate change.  Specifically, ‘Sustainability 

and Climate Change’ is Desired Regional Outcome Number 1 within the 2009 SEQRP.  The 

retention of sustainability as a key regional planning agenda demonstrates a continuation of 

the institutional storyline that developed in the early-2000s, which depicts sustainability as a 

central planning agenda for SEQ.  Evidence of this storyline may be seen in the plan, where it 

is stated that, “The overriding intent of the SEQ Regional Plan is to ensure that the region 

grows and changes in a sustainable way…the SEQ Regional Plan will guide the region 

towards sustainable development” (DIP 2009a, p. 39). 

 

Planning responses to sustainability as a transformative stressor are more clearly articulated 

within the 2009 plan than they were in the 2005 plan.  The 2009 SEQRP reiterates the broad 

characterisation of sustainable development in SEQ offered by the 2005 plan.  It places focus 

on compact urban forms with efficient use of resources, high-frequency public transport 

options, minimal environmental impacts and vibrant, inclusive and diverse communities.  

However, the 2009 SEQRP redresses the failures of the 2005 SEQRP and earlier Regional 

Frameworks for Growth Management to establish a policy basis for responding to 

sustainability imperatives by setting three specific policies.  These directly establish 

institutional acceptance of the need to respond to sustainability through regional planning. 

 

Policy 1.1.1 of the 2009 SEQRP states that all planning decisions should reflect the 

Queensland framework for ecologically sustainable decision-making.  Policy 1.1.1 is the 

highest-ranking policy within SEQ metro-regional planning.  The fact that is institutionalises 

sustainable development at the core of regional planning demonstrates the on-going 

institutional importance of responding to sustainability through planning.  Policy 1.1.2 adds 

further institutional weight to this aim, by requiring all land use and infrastructure planning 

to reflect sustainability characteristics.  Policy 1.2.1 requires that regional targets for 
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sustainability be developed to provide an information base for the five-year review of the 

2009 SEQRP.  This adds further force to the policy basis for sustainability, as it creates a 

direct link between the performance of planning activity during the lifetime of the 2009 

SEQRP and the formulation of policy responses within future regional plans.   

 

The increased institutional attention on responding to sustainability through planning 

governance in the 2009 SEQRP indicates an increase in institutional recognition and 

acceptance of sustainability as a regional planning issue.  In particular, the policy 

improvements relative to the 2005 SEQRP suggest that further institutional change occurred 

within the SEQ metro-regional planning regime after 2005, leading to better-articulated 

policy responses.  Sustainability first manifested as a transformative stressor in the early-

2000s, but it took the regional planning regime until 2009 to adequately respond.  

Nonetheless, the eventual institutional responses were substantial and lead to an outcome 

that placed sustainability at the centre of all regional planning activity in SEQ. 

 

Climate change was clearly institutionally acknowledged within the 2009 SEQRP.  The plan 

states that SEQ is vulnerable to climate change and provides a policy basis for responding 

through both mitigation and adaptation.  This demonstrates an increased level of 

institutional recognition of the phenomenon as a regional planning issue during the 

preparation of the 2009 SEQRP.  This was likely linked to the manifestation of climate 

change as a transformative stressor in the mid-2000s, leading to institutional recognition of 

its potential impacts and an acceptance of the need to respond through improved planning 

governance.  Interview Respondent IR6, who did specific policy and consultation work on 

Draft South East Queensland Climate Change Management Plan 2009, noted:   

 

 Climate change was very much on the agenda during the review of 2005 SEQ 

 Regional Plan.  It was a priority topic.  At that point, there was a process to identify 

 some of the key issues [for the 2009 SEQRP].  Some things were recognised as areas 

 for improvement and I think climate change was near the top of that list. 

 

The 2009 SEQRP focuses strongly on responding to climate change through mitigation.  It 

states that, “The regional planning process in SEQ can make a significant contribution to the 

reduction of greenhouse gas emissions” (DIP 2009a, p. 42).  The plan provides six key 

policies to support planning-led responses through mitigation.  Policy 1.3.1 states that 
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planning and design measures must be incorporated in development, land management and 

planning decisions to reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions.  Policy 1.3.2 promotes a 

reduction in GHG emissions from transport through the provision of public transport and 

urban forms that reduce unnecessary travel.  Policy 1.3.3 seeks an improvement in energy 

efficiency through better building design, siting, technologies and construction.   

 

Policy 1.3.4 prioritises the local provision of renewable energy and low emission 

technologies in areas identified to accommodate future growth, as well as in activity centres 

and development areas.  Policy 1.3.5 offers a policy basis for carbon storage and 

sequestration through the retention and planting of trees and other vegetation throughout 

the region.  Finally, Policy 1.3.6 seeks to minimise GHG emissions from landfill and the 

implementation of technologies to capture and re-use landfill gases. 

 

The extensive policy response to climate change through mitigation in the 2009 SEQRP 

indicates an increased institutional recognition of climate change as a transformative 

stressor within the SEQ metro-regional planning regime.  The institutional storyline that saw 

mitigation as the principal planning response to climate change had begun to diminish by 

the time the 2009 SEQRP was drafted.  However, mitigation had not been institutionally 

dismissed.  Rather, there was an on-going institutional recognition that mitigation was an 

important and necessary response to climate change through planning and that the regional 

planning framework was capable of directing responses.  The substantial policy basis for 

mitigation within the 2009 SEQRP demonstrates this.   

 

Chapter 6 of this thesis discussed the emergence of a new institutional storyline in the mid-

2000s, which understood climate adaptation as an emergency issue for planning in SEQ.  

This was prompted by three trigger events that were responsible for the manifestation of 

climate change as a transformative stressor.  The triggers were national debates on 

adaptation within Australia; the publication of the Fourth Assessment Report by the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPPC), which identified SEQ as severely 

vulnerable to climate change; and the near-decade long drought in SEQ that severely 

restricted regional water availability.  An agenda of institutional response through planning-

led adaptation followed, leading to the establishment of climate adaptation as a policy issue 

within the 2009 SEQRP.  As Interview Respondent IR7, Chair of Council of Australian 

Governments (COAG) Working Group on Climate Change Adaptation, stated: 
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 Regional planning was identified as a key way to address climate change challenges 

 within SEQ through the 2009 plan. 

 

The 2009 SEQRP is the first major planning instrument in SEQ to directly provide governance 

basis for responding to climate change through climate adaptation.  The Council of Mayors 

(COM) and Regional Coordination Committee (RCC) were both instrumental in delivering this 

outcome.  Chapter 7 discussed the roles that each agency had in this process, as well as the 

influence that the manifestation of climate change as a transformative stressor had on their 

activities.  Both agencies advocated strongly for the enunciation of climate adaptation 

policies in the 2009 SEQRP.  This advocacy eventually compelled the State government to 

respond.  Interview Respondent IR13, a Planner who worked on the South East Queensland 

Regional Plan 2005-2026, South East Queensland Regional Plan 2009-2031 and Draft South 

East Queensland Climate Change Management Plan 2009, noted: 

 

 There was a state position on climate adaptation by the time the 2009 plan was 

 being prepared. 

 

Interview Respondent IR7 also spoke to this point and stated that: 

 

 Adaptation was recognised as being missing from the 2005 plan and that it should 

 have been there.  That led to more work looking at how to adequately address the 

 issue. 

 

The 2009 SEQRP directs that planning can respond to climate change through adaptation 

and that it should “increase the resilience of communities, development, essential 

infrastructure, natural environments and economic sectors to natural hazards including the 

projected effects of climate change” (DIP 2009a, p. 44).  It states that planning can respond 

to risks from projected climate change effects in SEQ “by establishing adaptation strategies 

to minimize vulnerability” (DIP, 2009a p. 44).  The plan also prioritises the avoidance of 

development in hazardous areas, improving the design of developments to make them more 

suited to varied climatic conditions and improving community and infrastructure resilience.   
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Three main policies in the 2009 SEQRP specifically address planning-led adaptation to 

climate change.  Policy 1.4.1 calls for the establishment of adaptation strategies to minimise 

vulnerability to riverine flooding, storm tides, sea level inundation, coastal erosion, bushfires 

and landslides.  Policy 1.4.2 states that planning activities should seek to reduce risks from 

the projected effects of climate change, by establishing adaptation strategies to minimise 

vulnerability to heat-waves, high temperatures, variable rainfall, cyclones, severe storms, 

hail and cyclones.  Policy 1.4.3 states that planning schemes and development decisions in 

coastal areas are to be in accordance with the Queensland Coastal Plan.  However, the 

coastal plan was only available in draft form in 2009. 

 

The institutionalisation of climate adaptation policies within the 2009 SEQRP is laudable.  

However, the three policies are quite vague and their wording suggests that they are largely 

aspirational.  Moreover, they offer limited operational guidance to direct planning responses 

at the local scale in the context of any of the specific vulnerabilities that they identify.  This 

suggests that incremental, rather than episodic, institutional change took place within the 

metro-regional planning regime following institutional acceptance of climate change as a 

transformative stressor and adaptation as a response.  In other words, adaptation was 

recognised as a planning response but associated incremental institutional transformation 

was not sufficient to establish adaptation as a central tenet of planning governance.  

Nonetheless, the policies in the 2009 SEQRP do represent institutional responses to climate 

change through climate adaptation.  However, episodic institutional transformation, leading 

to adaptation becoming more forcefully espoused with metro-regional planning governance, 

may be required in order to fully establish adaptation as a central tenet of planning 

governance in SEQ. 

 

The limited extent of institutional change in respect of adaptation corresponds to the 

planning ‘for’ climate change institutional frame, rather than the planning ‘in’ climate 

change frame presented by Steele and Gleeson (2010).  The policy basis for adaptation in 

the 2009 SEQRP indicates an institutional recognition of adaptation as a response to climate 

change.  However, the lack of specific operational guidance to direct planning responses 

indicates an institutional view that extensive planning activity focused on responding to 

transformative stresses through adaptation is not yet warranted.  It also suggests disconnect 

between the clear scientific predictions of future climate change impacts in SEQ and related 

planning responses.  It appears the institutional storyline that recognises climate adaptation 
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as an emergency issue for planning in SEQ has not yet gained sufficient institutional traction 

to compel a level of institutional change capable of resituating the SEQ metro-regional 

planning regime within the planning ‘in’ climate change institutional frame. 

 

The 2009 SEQRP represents the most substantial institutionalisation of planning responses 

to rapid population growth, sustainability and climate change as transformative stressors 

thus far in SEQ metro-regional planning.  It is the first statutory regional plan to specifically 

provide a policy basis for planning to respond to the transformative stresses of climate 

change through climate adaptation.  As such, it demonstrates that the SEQ metro-regional 

planning regime accepted climate change as a transformative stressor following national 

debates on adaptation within Australia, the identification of SEQ as severely vulnerable to 

climate change (Hennessy et al. 2007) and the near-decade long drought in SEQ during the 

2000s.  This led to a process of institutional transformation, resulting in adaptation 

becoming institutionalised within regional planning for the first time.  This was an important 

development, irrespective of the fact that policies pertaining to adaptation offer limited 

operational guidance.  The 2009 SEQRP also establishes climate change as commensurate 

with sustainability by combining both issues into the current Desired Regional Outcome 

Number 1.  This establishes both transformative stressors as principal priorities for metro-

regional planning in SEQ and demonstrates a further institutional evolution in terms of 

responses to environmental imperatives through key SEQ planning instruments. 

 

8.9 The Draft South East Queensland Climate Change Management 
Plan 2009 
 

The Draft South East Queensland Climate Change Management Plan 2009 [DSEQCCP] was 

prepared in tandem with the South East Queensland Regional Plan 2009-2031 (2009 SEQRP).  

The 2009 DSEQCCMP presents draft actions to implement the climate change policies of the 

2009 SEQRP and states that the metro-regional planning regime in SEQ can respond to 

climate change through both adaptation and mitigation.  The purpose of the plan is to “help 

make future development, infrastructure and communities in SEQ more resilient to the 

possible impacts of climate change and help reduce greenhouse gas emissions [and to] 

provide guidance for ensuring the future sustainability of SEQ” (DIP 2009b, p. ii).  Interview 

Respondent IR6, who did specific policy and consultation work on Draft South East 

Queensland Climate Change Management Plan 2009, noted: 
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 There was an appetite for being proud of our capacity for being environmentally 

 responsible.  The main thinking around the climate change plan was that climate 

 change needed to be given greater substance as a topic.  That took it beyond a 

 section or Chapter in the main regional plan. 

 

A steering committee was formed to oversee development of the 2009 DSEQCCMP.  Three 

working groups were created to investigate specific climate change issues and to report back 

to the steering committee.  The first working group focused on climate change science, the 

second on mitigation and the third on adaptation.  Interview Respondent IR6 spoke about 

the work involved in preparing the 2009 DSEQCCMP: 

 

 There was a steering committee formed to oversight the development of the 

 climate change management plan.  That was a very influential process.  The 

 focused discussions between the peak [planning] groups like the Council of Mayors, 

 showed that there seemed to be a number of stakeholders with considerable 

 expertise in climate change adaptation as well as mitigation.  There was a large 

 enthusiasm for the ways we needed to undertake adaptation as well as mitigation.  

 It was seen as quite an imperative amongst stakeholders. 

 

The 2009 DSEQCCMP notes that both mitigation and adaptation present challenges to 

planning, not only because of projected climate change impacts, but also because of other 

social and economic trends in the region.  The plan identifies continuing rapid population 

growth as a major issue, particularly since 754,000 dwellings will need to be provided by 

2031 (DIP 2009b, p. 10).  Accommodating this growth, whilst responding to climate change, 

is identified as a major challenge for regional planning.  The plan also states that 

modifications of the region’s natural landscape alter natural processes, presenting further 

challenges to efforts to respond to climate change impacts through planning.  These 

statements may be understood as an institutional acknowledgement of climate change as a 

transformative stressor with both present and future impacts and manifestations 

throughout SEQ. 

 

Climate change aspirations for SEQ are set out in the 2009 DSEQCCMP.  The plan states that 

“achieving the SEQ Regional Plan vision for SEQ and the desired regional outcome for 
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sustainability and climate change will be advanced by embracing climate change aspirations 

for sustainable development in our region” (DIP 2009b, p. 14).  The aspirations are divided 

into four categories – regional, neighbourhood, community and buildings.  They include the 

provision of frequent and reliable public transport; more compact urban forms; an increase 

in renewable technologies; climate sensitive street design; resilient communities; efficient 

water management; and more localised food provision.  The regional planning regime is 

identified as a key institutional mechanism for ensuring that these aspirations are delivered, 

leading to greater levels of sustainability and climate sensitivity throughout SEQ. 

 

The 2009 SEQRP offers policies 1.3.1 to 1.3.6 to direct planning-led responses to climate 

change through mitigation.  Policy priorities in respect of mitigation include improving 

development and transport decisions to reduce greenhouse (GHG) emissions, promoting 

energy efficiency, increasing the use of renewable energy technologies, storing carbon and 

reducing GHG emissions from landfills.  The 2009 DSEQCCMP links to the 2009 SEQRP by 

proposing seventeen actions to implement its mitigation policies.  The 2009 DSEQCCMP also 

identifies lead agencies and contributing partners, who will be involved in implementing the 

proposed actions. 

 

Actions to implement the mitigation policies of the 2009 SEQRP include connecting the 

regional plan to a regional transport plan, completing guidelines for the development and 

delivery of transport orientated development (TOD) precincts, and identifying priority 

locations for TOD precincts.  Other actions include the preparation and implementation of 

energy-efficiency guidelines for multi-unit housing, the drafting of energy-efficient urban 

design standards, identifying significant regional sources of renewable energy and 

developing planning guidelines for on-site energy generation.  Actions to increase carbon 

sequestration through tree planting and the development of biogas technologies at landfill 

sites are also proposed. 

 

The extensive provision of actions in the 2009 DSEQCCMP for implementing mitigation 

policies from the regional plan demonstrates an on-going institutional recognition of 

mitigation as a necessary form of planning-led response to climate change.  Whilst the 

storyline that prioritised mitigation as the principal planning response to climate change had 

diminished by 2009, institutional recognition of mitigation had not.  Climate change 

manifested as a transformative stressor in SEQ in the mid-2000s, leading to an on-going 
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institutional acceptance of the need for mitigation.  The fact that eight of proposed actions 

in the 2009 DSEQCCMP were already underway by the time it was released may be 

understood as demonstrative of that fact. 

 

Policies 1.4.1 to 1.4.3 in the 2009 SEQRP focus on climate change adaptation.  Policy 

priorities include establishing adaptation strategies to minimise vulnerability to bushfires, 

landslides, riverine flooding, storm tides, sea level inundation and coastal erosion.  Other 

priorities include establishing adaptation strategies to minimise vulnerability to heat waves, 

high temperatures, variable rainfall, cyclones, severe storms, hail and cyclones.  Another 

policy priority is to link planning schemes and development decisions in coastal areas to the 

Queensland Coastal Plan. 

 

The 2009 DCCMP reiterates the necessity of climate adaptation in SEQ and provides thirteen 

proposed actions to implement adaptation policies in the 2009 SEQRP.  These include 

preparing a new coastal plan, update coastal planning guidelines to incorporate current 

climate change science, acquiring digital elevation data for coastal areas and enhancing 

government directives, guidance and mapping to reduce the exposure and vulnerability of 

coastal communities to coastal hazards.  Other actions include developing a regional 

summary of projected climate change impacts for SEQ, preparing local-scale climate-resilient 

urban planning and design guidelines and reviewing and updating planning policies focused 

on responding to natural hazards to incorporate projected climate change impacts. 

 

The inclusion of proposed actions in the 2009 DSEQCCMP for implementing the adaptation 

policies set out by the 2009 SEQRP is significant because it demonstrates an institutional 

acceptance of adaptation as a necessary and valid response to climate change through 

planning.  The climate change management plan was prepared following extensive 

consultation with a wide spectrum of stakeholders, as well as with peak planning bodies like 

the Regional Coordination Committee (RCC) and the Council of Mayors (COM).  Many 

stakeholders prioritised the inclusion of adaptation actions, suggesting that the 

manifestation of climate change as a transformative stressor was widely recognised and 

accepted by both internal and external stakeholders in SEQ.   

 

Applied to the transformative stressors framework, these developments suggest that some 

institutional change did occur within the SEQ metro-regional planning regime, creating a 
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context for institutionalising climate adaptation within metro-regional planning governance.  

However, the 2009 DSEQCCMP never gained a statutory basis, so the actions it proposes in 

respect of adaptation do not have strong institutional force.  As such, the statutory 

adaptation policies in the 2009 SEQRP are severely undermined by the fact that they 

supported by non-statutory implementation strategies.   

 

The reasons why the 2009 DSEQCCMP did not gain a statutory basis were discussed in 

interviews conducted for this thesis.  Three reasons were identified.  The first was that the 

State government was content to be seen to do something by preparing a plan, but giving it 

a statutory basis was never a priority.  The second reason identified was that the councils 

were more anxious than the State government to implement climate change initiatives.  The 

councils also strongly lobbied the State government to fund many of the programs 

contained in the 2009 DSEQCCMP.  That led to rancour and delays between the tiers of 

government and prompted the State government to delay giving the plan a statutory 

footing.  The third reason was that the Queensland Office of Climate Change rejected the 

making the plan statutory as they didn’t create it and therefore did not want its provisions 

interfering with or contradicting their work. 

 

The institutional change that occurred within the SEQ metro-regional planning regime in 

respect of operationalising adaptation through the 2009 DSEQCCMP represented a 

significant institutional evolution.  However, the fact that the plan has not gained statutory 

force undermines the efficacy of the institutional transformation.  It also demonstrates an 

institutional alignment with the planning ‘for’ climate change institutional frame, rather than 

the more substantive planning ‘in’ climate change frame.  Climate change did manifest as a 

transformative stressor, prompting institutional transformation and resulting in an increased 

focus on adaptation as a response.  However, the level of institutional change was 

insufficient to fully establish climate adaptation as a central principle of metro-regional 

planning governance.  As such, the institutional elaboration of climate adaptation as a 

central issue of planning governance in SEQ is considerably weakened by the failure of the 

State government to provide the 2009 DSEQCCMP with statutory powers. 

 

8.10 Discussion: Regional Planning Instruments beyond 2012 
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The election of the Liberal/National Party (LNP) to State government in Queensland in 2012 

started a process of reorientation for planning across the state.  The new State government 

has stated a desire to stimulate economic activity by prioritizing tourism, resources, 

agriculture and construction through planning.  The local government elections of 2012 also 

gave power to the LNP in the majority of local councils in SEQ.  As such, the LNP now have 

significant power in guiding the institutional content of future regional planning instruments 

in SEQ.  The combination of LNP governments at state and local level could profoundly 

change the nature and character of metro-regional planning in SEQ.  Indeed, it could 

potentially even terminate the endeavour.  However, the new governments appear support 

a continuation of regional planning in SEQ.  Interview Respondent IR 14, a Regional Planner 

with the Queensland government, stated: 

 

SEQ has about 70% of the [Queensland] population in about 5% of the area.  The 

interest is here.  The State government is committed to regional planning and 

working with the councils directly. 

 

The new State government released Temporary State Planning Policy 2/12 in August 2012 

(DSDIP 2012).  The statutory document seeks to remove many regulatory barriers that are 

perceived to impede economic growth, particularly in the agricultural, tourism, mining, 

commercial and industrial sectors.  The State government’s key aim appears to be for 

planning activity to focus on facilitating economic growth.  The policy does not address 

sustainability or climate change.  The only area of the policy that may be construed as 

connected to climate change is a brief mention of resilience to natural hazards as a potential 

planning issue.  All planning instruments across Queensland must begin to align with the 

provisions of Temporary State Planning Policy 2/12 by late-2012.  This includes the regional 

planning instruments of SEQ.   

 

The Southeast Queensland Regional Plan 2009-2031 (2009 SEQRP) continues to function as 

the primary planning document in SEQ at present.  Its policies and objectives remain in 

force, including its institutional responses to rapid population growth, sustainability and 

climate change as distinct, but interrelated, transformative stressors.  However, the 2009 

SEQRP is scheduled for review with intent to produce a new regional plan in 2014.  The 

terms of reference for the review will be announced sometime in late-2013.  It is likely that 

they will closely adhere to the new State government’s economic priorities for planning.  
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Local councils in SEQ, represented by the Council of Mayors (COM), will likely support the 

terms of reference, given that the majority of them are also under LNP control. 

 

It appears the institutional focus of the next regional plan for SEQ may still focus on 

providing institutional responses to rapid population growth as a transformative stressor, 

albeit in a different way.  Managing growth is the over-arching institutional aim of prevailing 

statutory metro-regional planning in SEQ.  Current political priorities appear less concerned 

with the negative impacts of rapid population growth, viewing it instead as a potential 

economic driver.  The institutional provisions of the next regional plan are likely to reflect 

this ideology.  Interview Respondent IR11, former Mayor of Noosa Council from 1997-2008 

and the Sunshine Coast Regional Council 2008-2012, spoke to this point: 

 

 The next regional plan will likely be much more by edict and much more enabling of 

 development than the current one. 

 

Interview Respondent IR13, a Planner who worked on the South East Queensland Regional 

Plan 2005-2026, South East Queensland Regional Plan 2009-2031 and Draft South East 

Queensland Climate Change Management Plan 2009, also discussed the likely character and 

content of the next SEQ regional plan: 

 

 The next regional plan will be dumbed-down.  Their [the new LNP government] 

 philosophy measures success in terms of the economy and whether its in deficit or 

 surplus.  They’ll try to have policies and programs that keep short-term stuff like the 

 building industry going.  They’re hardly 21st century industries.  You’ll see more 

 short-term things that fit with the electoral cycle.   

 

Responses to sustainability as a transformative stressor appear likely to also reduce in the 

next regional plan and future regional planning instruments.  Interview Respondent IR13 

also spoke to future prospects for the institutionalisation of sustainability: 

 

 It looks like the new regional planning process that seems to be evolving will not 

 deal with sustainability under DRO 1 [Desired Regional Outcome Number 1]. 
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In short, this seems that the meaning of sustainability will likely be institutionally 

reinterpreted within future regional planning instruments.  The economic aspect of 

sustainability is likely to gain precedence.  Interview Respondent IR11 stated that an 

increased economic focus in the future institutionalisation of sustainability would lead to 

inherently unsustainable outcomes: 

 

 You can’t sustain the liveability of the region in the context of the scale of 

 development that will take place. 

 

Future prospects for institutional responses to climate change as a transformative stressor 

through regional planning instruments also appear limited.  Associated policies and actions 

in respect of climate change and climate adaptation, institutionalised in the 2009 SEQRP and 

along with the Draft Southeast Queensland Climate Change Response Plan 2009 (2009 

DSEQCCMP), remain in place at present.  However, there appears to be a strong likelihood 

that direct references to climate change as a planning issue may be fewer or possibly absent 

from future planning instruments.  As discussed, Temporary State Planning Policy 2/12 does 

not address climate change.  Interview Respondent IR13 stated: 

 

 DRO 1 may not deal with climate change in future. 

 

Interview Respondent IR12, a Former Director of Resource and Landscape Planning at the 

Department of State Development, Infrastructure and Planning, offered similar views: 

 

 There is a political move to get the economy moving again and some climate change 

 initiatives will wilt on the vine for a few years yet. 

 

Current regional planning instruments provide a policy basis for responding to climate 

change as a transformative stressor through climate adaptation.  However, the policies 

provided are vague and insufficient to fully institutionalise adaptation as a central tenet of 

metro-regional planning governance in SEQ.  Nonetheless, while they provided some basis 

for response, future regional planning instruments may not.  This could be a form of 

negative institutional transformation in response to the already established transformative 

stresses associated with climate change impacts in SEQ.  This could lead to planning 

institutions becoming irrelevant, particularly if they continued to reject or respond to 
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mounting social, environment and economic stresses associated with climate change 

impacts in SEQ. 

 

There remains scope for improved responses through adaptation in future SEQ regional 

planning instruments.  Severe flooding in early 2011 devastated large parts of SEQ and the 

wider state.  Loss of life, livelihoods and assets were experienced across the region.  The 

consequences and stresses of the floods may yet come to represent a set of triggers strong 

enough to prompt substantial institutional change within the SEQ metro-regional planning 

regime.  That could ultimately compel a fuller institutionalisation of climate adaptation as a 

central tenet of metro-regional planning governance.  However, future institutional 

storylines associated with climate adaptation may refer to ‘resilience to natural hazards’ 

rather than ‘climate adaptation’.  The use of ‘resilience to natural hazards’ would more 

closely reflect terminology used by the current State government in Temporary State 

Planning Policy 2/12 (DSDIP 2013). 

 

The SEQ planning regime has demonstrated a capacity for incremental institutional 

transformation in respect of climate adaptation.  However, episodic institutional 

transformation appears necessary if climate adaptation is to be fully institutionalised within 

planning governance and through planning instruments.  Increased incidences and severity 

of flooding are part of the predicted impacts of climate change in SEQ.  In this regard, the 

floods of 2011 offer a vivid example of one type of transformative stress that climate change 

may bring to bear on SEQ through similar events over the coming decades. Transformative 

stresses created by the 2011 floods and other future events may have the capacity to ensure 

that institutional actors will find it difficult to resist significant institutional transformation in 

respect of climate adaptation over time.  Such transformation may yet occur irrespective of 

the political or ideological orientations of institutional actors, including those in State or 

local governments.   

 

It must be noted that a suite of cost-effective climate adaptation strategies for human 

settlements in SEQ now exists, should state and local governments wish to use 

institutionalise them within regional planning instruments (Low Choy et al. 2012).  The 

Southeast Queensland Climate Adaptation Research Initiative [SEQ-CARI] developed regional 

climate adaptation strategies between 2010 and 2012.  The SEQ-CARI project, to which this 

thesis belongs, was designed to examine climate vulnerabilities in the SEQ region and to 
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develop cost-effective adaptation strategies for different sectors (DIP 2009b).  The SEQ-CARI 

project included a targeted stream designed to assess adaptation options related to 

planning in SEQ.   

 

The findings and recommendations of the main SEQ-CARI project were released in late 2012 

(Low Choy et al. 2012).  They are ready for implementation through the SEQ metro-regional 

planning regime and its associated planning instruments.  The LNP state and local 

governments have not thus far indicated a willingness to implement the SEQ-CARI findings.  

However, the findings will be very valuable in directing a fuller operationalisation of 

adaptation as a central tenet of metro-regional planning governance in SEQ, should climate 

change intensify as a transformative stressor and prompt episodic institutional change. 

 

8.11 Conclusion 
 

This Chapter illustrated and reflexively examined how the SEQ metro-regional planning 

regime responded to rapid population growth, sustainability and climate change as 

transformative stressors through key regional planning instruments.  These included non-

statutory metro-regional plans, statutory regional plans, plan updates and state planning 

policy.  It demonstrated an institutional evolution over two decades, where institutional 

detection, recognition and acceptance of each transformative stressor prompted 

institutional transformations.  These lead to the institutionalisation of planning responses 

through planning governance, expressed through key regional planning instruments.  This 

Chapter demonstrated how planning responses changed over time, based the impacts of 

each transformative stressor and an increasing institutional capacity for establishing 

planning responses within key regional planning instruments. 

 

The planning instruments examined in this Chapter were drafted in accordance with the 

provisions of whichever state-wide planning legislation was in effect throughout Queensland 

at the time.  Three separate Acts are of relevance.  Of interest is that each Act placed heavy 

emphasis on achieving positive environmental outcomes through planning (Davis 2011).  The 

first piece of relevant legislation was the Local Government (Planning and Environment) Act 

1990. The 1990 Act was largely procedural and principally governed procedure for local 

councils in assessing development applications and preparing planning schemes.  However, 

the purposeful placement of the word ‘environment’ in the Act’s title “allowed for an 
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acceleration of the importance of the environment in planning which was to follow”  (Davis 

2011, p. 3).  The Integrated Planning Act (IPA) 1997 followed.  It placed a heavy emphasis on 

achieving sustainability through coordinated and strategic planning activities.  Davis (2011, 

p. 5) notes that the IPA 1997 provided planners in Queensland with “their own Hippocratic 

Oath – we will seek to achieve ecological sustainability”. The Sustainable Planning Act (SPA) 

2010 replaced IPA 1997.  Its title and content once again demonstrated a key emphasis on 

pursuing sustainability through planning.  As such, the changes to metro-regional planning 

governance in SEQ, enacted through the planning instruments discussed in the Chapter, 

were undertaken in accordance with relevant state-wide planning law at all times.   

 

The increasing institutional capacity of the SEQ metro-regional planning regime to respond 

to transformative stressors meant that institutional responses to climate change through 

climate adaptation were possible by the late-2000s.  The metro-regional planning regime 

had more than 15 years of experience of institutionally responding to environmental 

challenges, including sustainability and damage to regional biophysical assets associated 

with rapid population growth, by the late-2000s.  This Chapter demonstrated how the South 

East Queensland Regional Plan 2009-2031 and complementary Draft South East Queensland 

Climate Change Management Plan 2009 provided institutional responses to climate change 

through the enunciation of climate adaptation governance in the form of policies and 

actions.  It is unlikely that this would have happened in the absence of an evolved and 

strengthened institutional capacity for responding to other transformative stressors, 

specifically rapid population growth and sustainability, through planning instruments.  As 

such, there was sufficient institutional capacity to respond to the manifestation of climate 

change as a transformative stressor through adaptation.  However, this Chapter argued that 

the efficacy of the institutional change in respect of responding to climate adaptation 

through planning instruments was insufficient to fully establish adaptation as a central tenet 

of metro-regional planning governance.   

 

The Chapter concluded that the failure of the State government to provide the Draft South 

East Queensland Climate Change Management Plan 2009 (2009 DSEQCCMP) with statutory 

powers was a significant institutional failure.  It meant that institutional responses to climate 

change through climate adaptation governance within the DSEQCCMP 2009 could not 

become central tenets of metro-regional planning governance in SEQ.  The Chapter also 

concluded that the prospects for future institutionalisation of climate adaptation within 
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metro-regional planning governance in SEQ appear limited at present.  This is principally due 

to a change in State government in 2012 and the new government’s desire to orientate 

planning activity primarily towards economic growth.  However, the Chapter argued that 

transformative stresses associated with potential future climate change impacts may make 

responding through climate adaptation within planning instruments an institutional 

necessity, irrespective of wider political ideological orientations amongst institutional actors, 

including those within State or local governments. 
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Chapter 9: Conclusions, Key Findings and Final Reflections 
 

9.1 Introduction 
 

This Chapter provides a critical review of the overall conclusions and key findings from this 

thesis.  These focus on framing and reviewing the conceptual and empirical outcomes of the 

thesis, relative to the research aims and questions.  The Chapter thematically addresses each 

research question and critically reflects on key conclusions and implications from the South 

East Queensland (SEQ) case study.  It also reviews and examines the contributions of this 

thesis to social science, particularly in respect of conclusions related to how transformative 

stressors impact on institutional arrangements and how they may enact institutional 

transformation.  This Chapter examines and reviews how this thesis met its research aims by 

thematically addressing each of the four research questions and critically reflecting on its 

key conclusions and implications for SEQ and for social science generally.  The broader 

implications for social science of the conceptual and empirical work presented in this thesis 

are also summarised and examined.   

 

9.2 Key Research Conclusions 
 

This thesis addressed the escalating global stress of climate change and the necessity of 

institutional responses through climate adaptation.  It aimed to add to scholarly debates 

concerned with institutional accommodation of environmental imperatives.  It sought to 

build upon the work of Bulkeley et al. (2009), Connor and Dovers (2002, 2004), Dovers and 

Hezri (2010), Gleeson (2007, 2008), Steele and Gleeson (2009, 2010) and Young (2002, 

2010).  Two main aims guided the conceptual and empirical program of this thesis.  The first 

was to improve social scientific understanding of institutional transformation in response to 

transformative stressors, specifically climate change.  The second was to understand recent 

and future institutional possibilities for planning-led responses to climate change through 

climate adaptation within the South East Queensland (SEQ) metro-regional planning regime.   

 

A research limitation related to the final number of interviews conducted for this thesis was 

acknowledged in Chapter 5.  It is acknowledged again here as it may be germane to any 

future research undertaken to build on this thesis.  It was noted that a change in State 
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government in Queensland occurred in March 2012, while the interviewing process for this 

thesis was still underway.  The change of State government from Labor to the Liberal 

National Party led to a substantial reorientation of planning activity across the state.  Many 

senior planners and policy-makers lost their jobs with the State government quickly after the 

election, meaning that there was a significant and unanticipated drop in the number of 

potential interview respondents.  It is acknowledged that 14 interviews is a low number, 

though it was unavoidable due to external circumstances.  As such, it is noted that further 

research undertaken to build on this thesis or to conduct a similar enquiry in one or more 

other case studies may benefit from a larger number of interviews. 

 

9.2.1 Institutional transformations in response to transformative stressors 
 

The first research question was concerned with how transformative stressors can prompt 

institutional transformation. 

 

This thesis presented a new conceptualisation of institutional transformation, designed to 

add to contemporary scholarship focused on institutions and institutional transformation.  It 

focused on a new typology of stressors, referred to as ‘transformative stressors’.  The 

conceptualisation was based on the proposition that contemporary institutional scholarship 

does not sufficiently articulate the idea that certain stressors possess sufficient capacity to 

compel institutional transformation, due to the severity, longevity and escalation of their 

associated impacts.  A key conclusion of this thesis, which was demonstrated through its 

case study, was that transformative stressors demand institutional responses because their 

wider environmental, economic or social impacts are so pervasive and severe.  This thesis 

argued that institutions must respond through institutional transformation, leading to the 

creation of new rules of governance, or risk failing or becoming redundant when faced with 

a transformative stressor.  It was argued that institutional transformation may be compelled 

by the severity of impacts associated with the stressor.  Embedded institutional contexts, 

including the orientations and preferences of institutional actors, as well as institutional 

storylines, can be swept aside by the severity of the change imperative and its associated 

impacts.  The validity of this conceptual construct was demonstrated through the empirical 

program of this thesis, which concluded that the SEQ metro-regional planning regime 

underwent institutional transformation in response to the manifestation of three 

transformative stressors: Rapid population growth, sustainability and climate change.   
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A central rational for the development of the transformative stressors concept was an 

argument that institutional scholarship does not fully address the proposition that certain 

triggers can create such severe stresses that institutional transformation must follow.  

Impacted institutions risk failure or redundancy if they resist the need for transformation.  

Institutional scholarship understands institutions as a set of governance processes designed 

to shape social action through the imposition of forms of governance (Cortell and Peterson 

1999, Healey 2006, Young 2002).  An important characteristic of institutions within this 

context is their capacity for change, which occurs when an institution amends or re-

orientates governance to deliver improved social outcomes (Alexander 2005, Kingston and 

Caballero 2009, North 1993).  A capacity for transformation is fundamental within 

institutions, as shifting social conditions can produce change imperatives which create 

demands for new, improved or amended forms of governance (Connor and Dovers 2002, 

2004, Hogan 2006, Young 2010, 2002, 1999).   

 

Contemporary institutional scholarship proposes that ‘trigger events’ create escalating social 

stress.  This stress prompts institutional change, as affected institutions attempt to manage 

the impacts of the change dynamic and associate stresses (Cortell and Peterson 1999, Hogan 

2006, McFaul 1995, Schmidt 2010, Young 1999, 2002, 2010).  Institutional scholarship also 

proposes that institutional transformation is conditioned by ‘change-orientated preferences’ 

and ‘institutional capacity’.  Change-orientated preferences describe the phenomenon 

where institutional actors can either block or facilitate change, based on their perceptions of 

the stress impacts created by a trigger event (Cortell and Peterson 1999, Garrett and Lange 

1995, Hogan 2006).  Institutional capacity describes a situation where an institutional actor’s 

ability to take advantage of an opportunity for institutional transformation depends on their 

institutional position (Garrett and Lange 1995, Steimo, Thelen and Longstreth, 1992).  

Accordingly, while some institutional actors may seek to respond to trigger events through 

institutional change, more senior institutional actors may be block transformation.  

 

This thesis concluded that scholarly perspectives which identify trigger events and their 

associated stresses as important factors in prompting institutional change processes are 

largely valid.  However, it also concluded that contemporary scholarship focuses too closely 

on the capacity of institutional actors to block or frustrate institutional transformation (Hajer 

1993, 1995, March and Olsen 1989, 1995, North 1990, 1993, Young 2010).  The 
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transformative stressors conceptualisation provided a new conceptualisation of institutional 

transformation, where the manifestation of a transformative stressor acts as a trigger event.  

Associated stresses escalate to a point where they become severe enough to enact 

institution responses and transformation.  It was concluded that institutional transformation 

would be required as institutions seek to respond to the impacts associated with the 

manifestation of particular transformative stressors.  It was further concluded that 

institutional actors remain important in these cases, but their capacity to block institutional 

transformation is diminished by the severity of stress and impact associated with the 

transformative stressor.   

 

Rapid population growth, sustainability and climate change were specifically examined as 

transformative stressors within this thesis.  It was empirically demonstrated that the 

manifestation of each in SEQ led to processes of institutional recognition, acceptance and 

response through the creation and enactment of new forms of metro-regional planning 

governance. As such, it was concluded that the transformative stressors conceptualisation 

provides a new social scientific conceptualisation that may be used to examine and 

understand how institutions may be required to undergo institutional transformation when 

faced with particular forms of stress.  The conceptualisation offers scope for wider 

application in terms of understanding institutional transformation, leading to the 

institutionalisation of governance responses, prompted by the manifestation of a range of 

transformative stressors across scales.  Future research, focused on other cases studies, 

would be of value in further testing the transformative stressors conceptualisation and its 

value as a theoretical contribution to institutional scholarship within the social sciences. 

 

9.2.2 An institutional evolution in response to transformative stressors 
 

The second research question was concerned with how the SEQ metro-regional planning 

regime institutionally responded to environmental impacts associated with transformative 

stressors. 

 

This thesis demonstrated that rapid population change, sustainability and climate change 

manifested as transformative stressors within South East Queensland (SEQ) between 1990 

and 2012.  It was concluded that the emergence of each created change imperatives within 

the SEQ metro-regional planning regime.  Chapters 6, 7 and 8 critically examined 
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institutional responses to these distinct, but interrelated, transformative stressors within 

SEQ metro-regional planning.  It was concluded and demonstrated that institutional 

responses to each in SEQ broadly followed three pathways.  First, each transformative 

stressor generated associated institutional storylines, which provided institutional narratives 

for interpreting contextualising them.  Second, key regional planning agencies began to 

develop and implement institutional responses based on the nature and character of 

stresses and impacts associated with each transformative stressor.  The third pathway was 

through planning instruments, where institutional responses to each transformative stressor 

were formally institutionalised in the form of planning policies, principles and actions. 

 

A central conclusion of this thesis was the fact that the SEQ metro-regional planning regime 

has institutionally responded to transformative stressors since its creation in 1990.  It was 

demonstrated that the regime underwent numerous institutional transformations in 

response to rapid population growth, sustainability and climate change, which enabled an 

ongoing strengthening of institutional capacity.  This thesis empirically demonstrated that a 

key outcome of this process was the ability of the SEQ planning regime to respond to the 

eventual manifestation of climate change as a transformative stressor.  This was possible 

because the SEQ metro-regional planning regime had almost 15 years of experience of 

responding to other transformative stressors by that time.  That provided a substantial 

institutional capacity for response through climate adaptation when climate change 

manifested as another transformative stressor in SEQ. 

 

A key conclusion of this thesis, identified in Chapter 6, was that responding to the negative 

environmental impacts associated with rapid population growth remains the over-arching 

institutional focus of SEQ metro-regional planning and continues to condition central 

institutional storylines.  It seems likely that this will continue to be the case, as current 

regional population projections indicate that the region’s population will increase from 

approximately 2.7 million people in 2009 to approximately 4.4 million people by 2031 (DIP 

2009a, p. 4).  Negative environmental impacts associated with this increase, including loss of 

open space, declines in biodiversity, deteriorating air and water quality, declining liveability 

and escalating greenhouse gas emissions, will likely intensify in the absence of on-going 

institutional responses.  Consequently, it can be concluded that institutional responses will 

continue to be required.  These responses will require institutionalisation through metro-
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regional planning governance and will likely be implemented through planning activities, 

processes and instruments.   

 

This thesis concluded that sustainability became a transformative stressor for SEQ metro-

regional planning in the early-2000s.  It was demonstrated that this began with an increasing 

institutional awareness that efforts to respond to sustainability imperatives through regional 

planning were failing.  The nascent awareness was articulated through storylines.  There was 

also a growing political recognition of the necessity of sustainability at the time.  This 

recognition was strongly influenced by input and advocacy from the community and non-

government sectors.  Environmental impacts associated with failure to respond to 

sustainability imperatives through planning in SEQ were subsequently demonstrated by data 

from regional environmental indicators, which showed continuing declines in regional 

environmental assets.  Institutional acceptance of the extent and severity of these impacts 

conditioned institutional responses focused on establishing sustainability as a core regional 

planning agenda and embedding it as a central principle and storyline of metro-regional 

planning governance in SEQ. 

 

A key conclusion of this thesis was that the emergence of climate change as a transformative 

stressor in SEQ occurred in the mid-2000s and was directly influenced by three trigger 

events.  The institutional significance of each trigger was illustrated through detailed 

empirical insights.  The first trigger was the extensive political debates on climate change 

adaptation at the national level in Australia.  The second was the identification by the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) of SEQ as a climate change ‘hot spot’ and 

one of the six areas most vulnerable areas to climate change in Australia (Hennessy et al. 

2007, p. 525).  The third trigger was the near decade-long drought that severely affected 

SEQ during the 2000s.  The cumulative stress and impacts of these trigger events led to an 

increased institutional acceptance of climate change as a transformative stressor, with real 

and immediate environmental implications for SEQ.  It was concluded that this acceptance 

conditioned institutional storylines and responses to environmental impacts associated with 

climate change, resulting in climate adaptation becoming part of metro-regional planning 

governance in SEQ. 

 

The empirical program of this thesis led to the conclusion that three pathways conditioned 

institutional responses to rapid population growth, sustainability and climate change as 
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transformative stressors within the SEQ metro-regional planning regime.  The first was 

through the creation of institutional storylines (Hajer 1993, 1995).  Dominant storylines 

connected to each were examined in detail in Chapter 6.  It was concluded that storylines 

framed each transformative stressor and its impacts and turned them into compelling 

narratives for institutionalisation.  As such, storylines provided pathways to planning 

responses, as particular stress impacts were institutionally detected, recognised, interpreted 

and accepted.  The second pathway for institutional response concerned the activities of key 

planning agencies in the SEQ metro-regional planning regime.  It was demonstrated that five 

key planning agencies contributed to a strengthening of an over-arching institutional 

context, capable of responding to transformative stressors through regional planning 

governance.  The Regional Coordination Committee (RCC) was identified as a central agency 

in conditioning institutional responses to each transformative stressor.  It was particularly 

critical in responding to climate change as a transformative stressor by establishing climate 

adaptation as a statutory institutional governance response within SEQ metro-regional 

planning.  It was concluded that the third pathway for response to transformative stressors 

was through regional planning instruments, which formally institutionalised responses 

through planning policies, principles and actions.  Early responses, focused mainly on 

responding to rapid population growth as a transformative stressor, were institutionalised 

with the non-statutory regional frameworks for growth management.  Responses to 

sustainability featured to a limited extent in the non-statutory frameworks, but were much 

more prominent within the statutory regional plans of the 2000s.  It was concluded that this 

was connected to the emergence of sustainability as transformative stressor.  An important 

conclusion was that institutional responses to climate change through climate adaptation 

governance became part of key regional planning instruments from 2009, following the 

emergence of climate change as a transformative stressor. 

 

An over-arching conclusion of this thesis was that the SEQ metro-regional planning regime 

has overall responded well when confronted with environmental impacts associated with 

transformative stressors.  The fact that it was established as a means for responding to 

negative environmental impacts associated with rapid population growth suggests that its 

institutional basis is inherently connected to detecting, recognising and responding to severe 

environmental impacts.  Many subsequent responses were prompted by the manifestation 

or intensification of rapid population growth, sustainability and climate change as 

transformative stressors.  The regime has undergone significant institutional transformation 
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in response to associated environmental impacts.  This enabled a strengthening of 

institutional capacity over two decades.  Consequently, it was concluded that the regime 

was capable of responding decisively to environmental impacts associated with the 

manifestation of climate change as a transformative stressor through the institutionalisation 

of climate adaptation within metro-regional planning governance. 

 

9.2.3 Understanding climate adaptation as an institutional response to 
climate change 
 

The third research question was concerned with how the SEQ metro-regional planning 

regime institutionalised climate adaptation as a response to the transformative stresses of 

climate change and the extent of capacity for further responses. 

 

Chapter 2 of thesis depicted climate adaptation as an institutional imperative for three 

reasons.  The first reason is the limited success of mitigation despite two decades of 

attention and effort.  The second is the accelerating pace of anthropogenic climate change 

over the past decade.  The third is the fact that certain climate change impacts are now 

made certain by historical greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions trapped in the planet’s 

atmosphere (CSIRO 2012, IPCC 2011, 2007a; Steffen 2009).  This thesis therefore supported 

the argument that successful climate adaptation responses will reduce vulnerability to 

climate change impacts.  Chapter 4 demonstrated an intensifying focus within scholarship on 

the necessity for planning to respond to climate change impacts through adaptation in 

urban contexts (Bulkeley and Kern 2006, Dovers and Hezri 2010, Gleeson 2008, Newman, 

Beatley and Boyer 2009, Smith et al. 2010 and Wilson and Piper 2010).  This thesis therefore 

identified climate adaptation as an urgent institutional agenda for urban and metropolitan 

planning. 

 

It was empirically demonstrated that climate adaptation was institutionally espoused in the 

first instance within the SEQ metro-regional planning regime through an institutional 

storyline.  The storyline, discussed in Chapter 6, characterised climate change as an 

emergency planning issue for SEQ and identified climate adaptation is a vital response.  It 

was concluded that the storyline developed from an institutional recognition and 

acceptance of climate change as likely to create serious social, environmental and economic 

stresses for SEQ.  The near-decade long drought that severely affected SEQ during the 

2000s, whilst never directly connected to climate change, prompted a shift in public and 
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political perceptions of possible future scenarios under climate change.  It was concluded 

that this in turn prompted institutional acceptance of a need to respond through adaptation, 

leading to climate adaptation becoming institutionally espoused for the first time through an 

institutional storyline.  

 

Climate adaptation was further espoused through the institutional activities of the Regional 

Coordination Committee (RCC) and Council of Mayors (COM).  It was demonstrated that the 

COM began to advocate for adaptation to become an institutional focus in the mid-2000s, 

when the transformative stresses of climate change were gaining substantial institutional 

recognition.  Many SEQ local councils began to realise that they would have to respond to 

climate change impacts in their functional areas through adaptation.  The councils believed 

that institutional transformation, leading to adaptation becoming part of regional planning 

governance, would facilitate their efforts to develop and implement local adaptation 

responses through local planning schemes and activities.  This recognition led local councils 

to direct the COM to actively advocate for adaptation to become institutionally espoused 

within the SEQ metro-regional planning regime.  The RCC began to accept that climate 

change represented a major institutional challenge and responded by extensively debating 

the value of institutionally responding through adaptation.  The RCC ultimately responded 

by enacting institutional transformation within the SEQ metro-regional planning regime.  

This led to climate change adaptation becoming institutionalised as a governance issue 

within statutory metro-regional planning. 

 

Chapter 8 critically examined how climate adaptation became institutionalised within two 

major regional planning instruments.  The first was the South East Queensland Regional Plan 

2009-2031 (2009 SEQRP) (DIP 2009a).  The second was the Draft South East Queensland 

Climate Change Management Plan (2009 DSEQCCMP) (DIP 2009b).  Climate adaptation 

governance was institutionalised through three specific climate adaptation policies in the 

2009 SEQRP.  However, Chapter 8 offered the important conclusion that whilst these 

policies are laudable, they are quite vague and offer limited operational guidance to direct 

planning responses to adaptation at either metro-regional or local scales.  Nonetheless, a 

key conclusion was that the policies in the 2009 SEQRP represent an institutionalisation of 

adaptation.  As such, they demonstrate a clear institutional acceptance of climate change as 

a transformative stressor, along with an institutional recognition of climate adaptation as a 

necessary planning response. 
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A central conclusion of this thesis was that the SEQ metro-regional planning regime was 

capable of responding to the emergence of climate change as a transformative stressor 

through climate adaptation by the time it manifested in SEQ.  That institutional context and 

capacity appears intact at present, which suggests that the regime could further 

institutionalise adaptation as a response to climate change.  Climate adaptation has already 

generated institutional storylines, influenced activity and debate within regional planning 

agencies and conditioned institutional responses through key regional planning instruments.  

It could conceivably continue to do so.  It was concluded that the ability of the SEQ metro-

regional planning to further institutionalise adaptation as a response to climate change will 

likely be conditioned by three key factors.  The first relates to the severity of future impacts 

associated with climate change as a transformative stressor.  The second is institutional 

context.  The third conditioning factor is the wider political context in Queensland. 

 

The severity of future impacts associated with an intensification of climate change as a 

transformative stressor may create conditions where further and more substantiated 

institutional responses through adaptation become imperative.  In this regard, it was 

concluded that recent environmental impacts in SEQ, including the near-decade long 

drought that severely affected the region and the major flooding of 2011, may be viewed as 

illustrative of likely future impacts under climate change.  Loss of life, livelihoods and assets 

were experienced across the region in 2011.  Impacts were especially heavy in urban areas, 

most notably in Brisbane and Toowoomba.  Both events generated substantial social, 

economic and environmental stresses.  Events such as these may have inherent 

transformative potential, should they be repeated in future.  They offer a vivid example of 

the types of transformative stress that climate change may bring to bear on SEQ over the 

coming decades.  Institutional actors are likely to find it difficult to resist climate change as a 

transformative stressor when faced with impacts and stresses of this magnitude in future.  A 

further conclusion of this thesis was that events of this nature and magnitude these may 

create future pathways to institutional change, leading adaptation becoming 

institutionalised as an immediate imperative that must be institutionally accommodated 

across the full spectrum of planning praxis.   

 

Climate change is likely to continue to exert transformative stresses on SEQ.  These will 

create conditions where institutional change, leading to new or improved forms of planning 
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governance focused on adaptation, will be required.  However, institutional context will also 

be central in determining possibilities for further institutional responses through adaptation.  

Chapter 6 demonstrated that institutional storyline currently exists that depicts climate 

change as an emergency issue for sees adaptation as a vital response.  This storyline may 

persist even if there is a decline in political or institutional acceptance of links between the 

impacts of severe weather or natural disasters and climate change.  In short, the storyline 

may facilitate an institutional context where future impacts in SEQ may be institutionally 

responded to through metro-regional planning, even if they are wilfully or mistakenly 

attributed to natural occurrences or climate variability.    

 

The final factor likely to be of influence in terms of conditioning further institutionalisation 

of adaptive responses to climate change through the SEQ metro-regional planning regime is 

the wider political context in Queensland.  The substantial changes that took place within 

the political context of Queensland in 2012 were illustrated and discussed in Chapters 6, 7 

and 8.  The State and local elections in Queensland in 2012 and returned a Liberal/National 

Party (LNP) State government, as well as LNP local councils throughout SEQ.  The LNP have 

stated a priority to reorientate planning activity across the state since gaining office.  Their 

new planning agenda focuses firmly on tourism, resources, agriculture and construction.  

The LNP State government appears disinclined to respond to climate change and cancelled 

many existing climate change response programs and policies across the state.  It also 

diluted of a suite of environmental legislation to facilitate development and investment.  

The Council of Mayors (COM) is now also controlled by the LNP, meaning that they will have 

considerable input into the nature of any further institutionalisation of local-scale adaptive 

responses to climate change through SEQ metro-regional planning.  Chapter 7 presented 

and assessed the most optimistic scenario for further institutionalisation of adaptive 

responses to climate change, as viewed by this thesis.  This involves the COM advocating 

strongly for adaptation to be a central facet of SEQ metro-regional planning over the coming 

years.  It was concluded that advocacy would likely focus on the fact that climate change 

impacts often manifest most severely at the local level and create substantial stresses for 

local governments.  Astute advocacy, particularly focused on economic costs and benefits, 

may be sufficient to convince the State government to support further institutionalisation of 

adaptive responses within metro-regional planning governance.  Nonetheless, the COM 

would likely face significant resistance from a political context across Queensland that now 

rejects or minimises the necessity of climate change as a planning issue.  A further 
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conclusion of this thesis is that possibilities for success may be improved if climate change 

intensifies as a transformative stressor in SEQ, leading to an escalation of impacts and 

stresses across the region.  Greater institutionalisation of adaptation through planning may 

appear to be a desirable response in such circumstances. 

 

An over-arching conclusion of this thesis was that the SEQ metro-regional planning system 

has capacity to further institutionalise adaptive responses to climate change as a 

transformative stressor beyond current the level of institutionalisation.  The institutional 

capacity for responding to major stressors that developed over two decades remains, so it 

was concluded that the regime could potentially further institutionalise adaptation if 

necessary.  However, its ability to do so is likely to be conditioned by the severity of future 

impacts associated with climate change, institutional context and the wider political context 

in Queensland.  Future severe impacts associated with climate change may create pathways 

for institutional change, leading to planning new or improved forms of planning governance 

focused on responding through adaptation.  The influence of an existing institutional 

storyline that understands adaptation as a response may help in this respect.  The wider 

political context in Queensland may prove challenging however, as changes in government 

at both state and local levels mean that responding to climate change through planning is 

not a political priority at present.  It appears unlikely to gain support in the absence of strong 

advocacy from local governments and further escalation of regional impacts associated with 

climate change as a transformative stressor. 

 

9.2.4 Understanding broader institutional responses to transformative 
stressors 
 

The fourth research question was concerned with using the South East Queensland (SEQ) 

experience to understand broader institutional responses to transformative stressors and 

associated implications for social science.    

 

The case study provided empirical findings focused on institutional responses to 

transformative stressors within the SEQ metro-regional planning regime.  It concluded that 

the regime’s capacity to respond through institutional transformation and the enactment of 

new forms of planning governance strengthened over time.  Institutional storylines were 

identified as important in conditioning institutional responses to each transformative 

stressor.  The earliest responses in SEQ were to the manifestation of rapid population 
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change as a transformative stressor.  Subsequent responses were connected to the 

emergence of sustainability as a transformative stressor.  Recent responses, connected to 

the manifestation of climate change as a transformative stressor in the mid-2000s, resulted 

in the institutionalisation of climate adaptation within metro-regional planning governance.  

The chronology of key institutional responses to each transformative stressor, relative to 

their emergence and institutional recognition, is depicted in Figure 16.  

 

The case study examined in this thesis provided an empirical enquiry, with findings distilled 

through a new conceptual model.  The conceptualisation of institutional transformation, 

based on transformative stressors as a new typology of institutional stressors, was 

developed specifically for this thesis.  It was a useful and timely approach and appears to 

have worked well in validating the critique of institutional theory through deployment of the 

transformative stressors model within a specific case study and institutional setting.  The 

examination of rapid population growth, sustainability and climate change as distinct, but 

interrelated, transformative stressors for SEQ metro-regional planning demonstrated a new 

and useful approach to institutional enquiry within social science.  It was of particular use to 

scholarship focused on the circumstances that may prompt institutional transformation.  

 

Chapter 3 established that the transformative stressors conceptualisation was developed in 

response to a perceived deficiency within social scientific scholarship.  It was argued that 

institutional scholarship does not sufficiently account for the idea that certain stressors may 

demand institutional transformation because they are acute, chronic and have multiple 

impacts.  Identified examples of transformative stressors included climate change, 

petroleum depletion, chronic food insecurity and rapid demographic change.  These 

stressors are particularly closely associated with contemporary and future environmental, 

social and economic realities.  The new conceptualisation of institutional transformation 

associated with transformative stressors adds to existing institutional scholarship.  It offers a 

new conceptual perspective to address potential institutional implications associated with 

detecting, recognising and responding to transformative stressors including, but not 

necessarily limited to, those identified.  As such, it may be concluded that the conceptual 

work has broader implications for social scientific conceptualisations of major social, 

economic or environmental stressors. 
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This thesis focused on metro-regional planning as an institution.  It examined the nature and 

character of responses to transformative stressors within the SEQ metro-regional planning 

regime.  It particularly focused on institutional responses to climate change as a 

transformative stressor through the institutionalisation climate adaptation within planning 

governance.  As such, it contributed to the institutional theorisation of planning.  It was 

concluded that the transformative stressors model could likely be used to understand 

institutional responses across a much wider spectrum of institutional settings.  It is 

acknowledged that there is a need for further research in this regard.  Strengths and 

weaknesses associated with the transformative stressors model would benefit from being 

tested through wider social scientific applications.  Future research could, for example, focus 

on how economic institutions have responded to the Global Financial Crisis; how legal 

institutions have responded to serious breaches of environmental safeguards, such as the 

2010 BP oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico; or how social institutions have responded to rapid 

urbanisation in the developing world.  Such work would help to better understand broader 

institutional responses to transformative stressors, beyond the initial insights offered by this 

thesis. 

 

Further research could also deepen understandings of the ontology of transformative 

stressors.  Two questions of ontology were posed in Chapter 3.  The first asked whether 

transformative stressors are real things, generated by wider social, environmental and 

economic processes, or whether they are in fact constructed by their perception.  The 

second question asked whether they are just social scientific constructions, designed to 

explain wider material processes.  This thesis concluded that transformative stressors are 

both real occurrences and social scientific constructions.  The model proposed and utilized in 

this thesis was created to provide a social scientific lens through which to explain 

institutional responses to particular types of institutional stressor in a specific case study 

setting.  A wider deployment of the transformative stressors concept in social scientific 

enquiry could help to deepen understandings of the ontology of transformative stressors 

beyond the case study examined in this thesis.  It would also add significant further value to 

social scientific theory and knowledge of institutional processes and transformation. 
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9.3 Final Reflections 
 

This thesis addressed the mounting global stress of anthropogenic climate change and 

responses to the phenomenon, primarily through climate adaptation.  Climate change is one 

of the most significant global threats now facing humanity.  Its impacts are already being felt 

in many parts of the world, as climate patterns change and associated impacts exert 

escalating stresses on human and natural systems and processes.  Mitigation, through 

reductions in anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions, continues to be a vital response.  It 

provides the best opportunity currently available to limit the extent and incidence of climate 

change stress.  However, the efficacy of mitigation is undermined by limited institutional 

responses globally.  Historical anthropogenic emissions ensure that some climate change 

impacts are now inevitable.  Responses to these impacts and associated stress therefore 

must come in the form of climate adaptation, which involves developing direct actions to 

limit and manage climate change stress.   

 

Figure 16: Review of Key Institutional Responses to Transformative Stressors in SEQ 
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Climate adaptation was characterised as an institutional imperative in this thesis.  The 

perspective has validity beyond the bounds of this work.  It may be concluded that 

establishing climate adaptation responses through institutional governance, including laws, 

policies and regulations, must be central to planning efforts to respond to nascent and 

pending climate change impacts.  Climate change is predicted to seriously challenge the 

viability and function of urban settlements.  Planning regimes are key urban institutions, 

responsible for guiding and shaping urban form, function and structure through institutional 

governance.  Responding to the transformative stresses of climate change in urban 

settlements is therefore concluded to be a central institutional challenge for planning.  

Establishing climate adaptation as a central tenet of planning governance must now be 

understood as a primary goal of contemporary planning activity. 

 

An over-arching conclusion of this thesis is that the necessity of institutionally responding to 

the transformative stresses of climate change through climate adaptation will become more 

pronounced over time, as the severity and frequency of impacts and stress escalates and 

becomes more acute.  Planning regimes will be forced to respond in order to manage 

chronic climate change stress in urban settlements.  Planning regimes that do not respond 

adequately risk redundancy or failure.  Responding to climate change is no longer a choice 

for planning.  It has become a necessity.  Planning regimes must begin to develop and 

institutionalise planning responses as a matter of institutional priority.  A final conclusion is 

therefore that the institution of planning must immediately and fully confront the climate 

adaptation imperative.  
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Appendix 1: Key SEQ Institutional Texts Examined  
 
(In chronological order, not including scholarship or Hansard transcripts) 

Publisher Title Paper Type Date 
Regional Planning 
Advisory Group 
(RPAG) 

Urban Consolidation SEQ 2001 Position Paper June 1992 

RPAG Major Centres SEQ 2001 Position Paper July 1992 
RPAG SEQ 2001 Info Kit Information Docs 1993 
RPAG Major Centres SEQ 2001 Policy Paper July 1993 
RPAG The Preferred Pattern of Urban 

Development for SEQ Vol. 1 
SEQ 2001 Evaluation 
Paper 

July 1993 

RPAG The Preferred Pattern of Urban 
Development for SEQ Vol. 2 

SEQ 2001 Evaluation 
Paper 

July 1993 

RPAG Solid Waste SEQ 2001 Policy Paper July 1993 
RPAG Rivers and Coastal Management SEQ 2001 Policy Paper July 1993 
RPAG Institutional Arrangements for 

Growth Mgmt in SEQ 
SEQ 2001 Working Report July 1993 

RPAG Livability SEQ 2001 Policy Paper July 1993 
RPAG Creating our Future SEQ 2001 Plan/Report July 1993 
RPAG The Regional Framework for 

Growth Management for SEQ 
SEQ 2001 Final Report & 
Recommendations of 
RPAG 

1994 

RPAG Minutes from RPAG Meetings 1-
18 (all) 

Minutes 1991-1994 

Regional 
Coordination 
Committee (RCC) 

SEQ 2001 – The SEQ Regional 
Framework for Growth 
Management 1995 

SEQ 2001 Framework 
Document 

1995 

RCC Regional Framework for Growth 
Management 1995: 
Memorandum of Agreement 

Memorandum of 
Agreement 

1995 

RCC SEQ 2001 – The SEQ Regional 
Framework for Growth 
Management 1996 

Updated Regional 
Framework for Growth 
Management 

December 
1996 

RCC SEQ 2001 – The SEQ Regional 
Framework for Growth 
Management 1998 

Updated Regional 
Framework for Growth 
Mgmt 

May 1998 

SEQ 2001 Regional 
Resource Unit (RRU) 

SEQ 2001: Institutional and 
Implementation Arrangements 
Review 

Discussion Paper November 
1998 

RCC SEQ 2001 – The SEQ Regional 
Framework for Growth 
Management 2000 

Updated Regional 
Framework for Growth 
Mgmt 

December 
2000 

RCC 
 

SEQ Performance Monitoring 
Report 2001 

Information Paper February 
2002 

DGLP Corporate Plan 2002-2007 Corporate Plan 2002 
DGLP Corporate Plan 2003-2008 Corporate Plan 2003 
RCC SEQ 2021: Issues and Options Discussion Paper May 2003 
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for Energy and Greenhouse 
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RCC SEQ 2021: Issues and Options 
for Transport 
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for Centres and Residential 
Development 

Discussion Paper May 2003 

Office of Urban 
Management 
(OUM)/ 
Department of Local 
Government, 
Planning, Sport and 
Recreation (DLGPSR) 

Draft SEQ Regional Plan Draft Regional Plan October 
2004 

DLGPSR Corporate Plan 2005-2010 Corporate Plan 2005 
OUM/ 
DLGPSR 

SEQ Regional Plan 2005-2026 Regional Plan June 2005 

DLGPSR Strategic Plan 2006-2011 Strategic Plan 2006 
Department of 
Infrastructure and 
Planning (DIP) 

Strategic Plan 2007-2011 Strategic Plan 2007 

DIP Strategic Plan 2008-2012 Strategic Plan 2008 
DIP Strategic Plan 2009-2013 Strategic Plan 2009 
DIP SEQ Regional Plan 2009-2031 Regional Plan July 2009 
DIP SEQ Infrastructure Plan and 

Program 2009-2026 
Regional Plan July 2009 

DIP Draft SEQ Climate Change 
Mgmt Plan 

Draft Regional Climate 
Change Plan 

July 2009 

RCC Minutes from RCC Meetings 1-
67 (all) 

Minutes 1994-2009 

DIP Strategic Plan 2010-2014 Strategic Plan 2010 
DIP SEQ Infrastructure Plan and 

Program 2010-2031 
Regional Plan July 2010 

Regional Planning 
Committee (RPC) 

Minutes from RCC Meetings 1-
10 

Minutes 2010-2011 

Council of Mayors 
(COM) 

Minutes of COM Meetings 1-38 Minutes 2006-2012 
 

Department of State 
Development, 
Infrastructure and 
Planning (DSDIP) 

Temporary State Planning Policy 
2/12 – Planning for Prosperity 

State Planning Policy 2012 
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Appendix 2: Interview Respondents  
 

Designation Occupation 

IR1 Senior State Government Planner, 1989-2010 

IR2 Senior Director of SEQ Regional Planning, 1990-2012 

IR3 Long-standing representative of professional planning in the SEQ regional 
planning process, 1990-Present 

IR4 Environmental Organiser 

IR5 Senior representative of the environmental advocacy group, Friends of South 
East Queensland (FOSEQ) 

IR6 Queensland State government policy advisor; did specific policy and 
consultation work on Draft South East Queensland Climate Change 

Management Plan 2009 

IR7 Regional Planning Policy Advisor; Chair of Council of Australian Governments 
(COAG) Working Group on Climate Change Adaptation  

IR8  South East Queensland Regional Organisation of Councils (SEQROC) 
Coordinator, 1994-2006  

IR9 Regional Planner with Council of Mayors (COM) 

IR10 Executive Director of Planning Policy, Department of Local Government and 
Planning (DIP)  

IR11 Mayor of Noosa Council 1997-2008; Sunshine Coast Regional Council 2008-
2012 

IR12 Former Director of Resource and Landscape Planning at the Department of 
State Development, Infrastructure and Planning (DSDIP) 

IR13 Planner who worked on the South East Queensland Regional Plan 2005-2026, 
South East Queensland Regional Plan 2009-2031 and Draft South East 

Queensland Climate Change Management Plan 2009 

IR14 Regional Planner with Queensland Government 
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Appendix 3: Research Ethics Clearance Letter 
 

 

GRIFFITH UNIVERSITY HUMAN RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE 

 

15 Dec-2010 

 

 

Dear Mr Matthews 

 

I write further to the additional information provided in 

relation to the conditional approval granted to your application 

for ethical clearance for your project "NR: Planning in Climate 

Change: Operationalising Climate Adaptation through Metro-

Regional Planning" (GU Ref No: ENV/26/10/HREC). 

 

This is to confirm receipt of the remaining required information, 

assurances or amendments to this protocol. 

 

 

 

Consequently, I reconfirm my earlier advice that you are 

authorised to immediately commence this research on this basis. 

 

The standard conditions of approval attached to our previous 

correspondence about this protocol continue to apply. 

 

Regards 

 

 

 

Karen Moorehead 

 

Office for Research 

N54 2.39 Nathan Campus 

Griffith University 

ph:  

fax: 07 5552 9058 

email: k.moorehead@griffith.edu.au 

web:  

 

Cc:  

 

At this time all researchers are reminded that the Griffith 

University Code for the Responsible Conduct of Research provides 

guidance to researchers in areas such as conflict of interest, 

authorship, storage of data, & the training of research students. 

You can find further information, resources and a link to the 

University's Code by visiting 

http://www62.gu.edu.au/policylibrary.nsf/xupdatemonth/e7852d22623

1d2b44a25750c0062f457?opendocument 

 

PRIVILEGED, PRIVATE AND CONFIDENTIAL 
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Appendix 4: PhD Thesis Interview Consent Form 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
<<Insert Date>> 

 
 

PhD THESIS INTERVIEW CONSENT FORM  
Planning in Climate Change: Operationalising Adaptation through Metro-Regional 

Planning 
Tony Matthews, Urban Research Program 

 
Chief Investigator:   A/Prof. Jago Dodson 
Research Centre: Urban Research Program, Griffith University, 

Nathan 
Contact Phone:   07 37356680 
Contact Email:    j.dodson@griffith.edu.au 
 
Student Researcher:   Mr. Tony Matthews 
Research Centre: Urban Research Program, Griffith University, 

Nathan 
Contact Phone:   07 37355534 
Contact Email:    t.matthews@griffith.edu.au 
 
By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the Information Sheet 
and have noted that: 

 I understand that my involvement in this research will include audio-taping of 

my comments regarding issues of climate adaptation and the Southeast 

Queensland (SEQ) metro-regional planning regime  

 I understand that only the research team will have access to this tape  

 I understand that the audio recording will be erased following transcription  

 I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction 

 I understand the risks involved 

 I understand that I will not be identified in the publication and reporting of 

data and that the comments I make will not be directly attributable to me 

Urban Research Program 
 

Nathan Campus 

170 Kessels Road 

Nathan Qld 4111 

Telephone +61 (0)7 3735 3742 

Facsimile +61 (0)7 3735 4026 

Email urp@griffith.edu.au 

Building N55 (Environment 1) 

Campus Nathan Campus 
 

mailto:j.dodson@griffith.edu.au
mailto:t.matthews@griffith.edu.au
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 I understand that I will be provided with content notes from the interview for 

comment, if requested 

 I understand that, if requested, an executive summary of research findings 

will be made available to me prior to submission of the PhD thesis or any 

publication which draws upon information gathered during this interview. 

 I understand that my participation is voluntary and may be withdrawn 

without penalty 

 I understand that I can contact the research team if I have further questions 

 I understand I can contact the manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University 

Human Research Ethics Committee on 3735 5585 (or research-

ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of 

the project 

 I agree to participate in this project 

 
Print Name     
 
Signature     
 
Date 
 
 
I would like to review and comment on the notes taken about my interview
 Yes No 
 
I would like a pdf copy of the completed PhD thesis      

Yes  No 
 
I would like an executive summary of the findings of this research prior to submission 
of the PhD thesis or any publication which draws on findings from this research. 
 Yes  No 
 
Mailing/email address  
 
........................................................................... 
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Appendix 5: PhD Thesis Interview Information Sheet 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
<<Insert Date>> 
 

 

PhD THESIS INTERVIEW INFORMATION SHEET  
Planning in Climate Change: Operationalising Adaptation through Metro-Regional 

Planning 
Tony Matthews, Urban Research Program 

 
Dear  
 
Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed for this research project.  This letter is to 
follow-up our initial contact and to confirm details of the research project.  This 
project is being undertaken as part of a Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) degree.  The 
student researcher is Tony Matthews and the Chief Investigator is A/Prof Jago 
Dodson of Griffith University. 
 
This project is concerned with the operationalisation of climate adaptation in the 
Southeast Queensland (SEQ) metro-regional planning regime.  You will be asked to 
talk about the evolution of metro-regional planning in SEQ and the policy 
development of adaptation as a metro-regional planning concern.  This will broadly 
include talking about: 

 The period of time you were involved in the planning and policy process 

 Your professional capacity throughout that time 

 Key policy approaches developed during that time 

 The rationale for such approaches 

 Your general views about the policy-making process in respect of climate 
adaptation and your views on the potential for future developments and 
policy responses 

The interview will be conducted by PhD candidate Tony Matthews and will last 
between 1 and 1.5 hours.  With your consent, the interview will be taped to ensure 
accuracy in note taking.  However, comments made by you will not be identifiable in 
the research project.  This will ensure your anonymity.  The reporting will include a 
PhD thesis and possibly further academic publications in the form of journal articles 
or conference papers.  You are free to withdraw from the study at any time without 
comment or penalty. 

Urban Research Program 
 

Nathan Campus 

170 Kessels Road 

Nathan Qld 4111 

Telephone +61 (0)7 3735 3742 

Facsimile +61 (0)7 3735 4026 

Email urp@griffith.edu.au 

Building N55 (Environment 1) 

Campus Nathan Campus 
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Following the interview you will, if requested, be provided with a set of notes related 
to the interview conversation and its content.  You will be invited to submit written 
comment if you feel the need to clarify or correct any issue raised.  You will have 
four (4) weeks to provide written comments.  If comments are not received in that 
time, you will be telephoned and offered an opportunity to provide verbal 
comments. 
 
If any subsequent publication uses the same material as the PhD thesis you will not 
be re-contacted for written comment.  However, you will be sent a copy for your 
information.  If any subsequent publication uses different material from your 
interview, you will be provided with a draft for comment. 
 
If requested, an executive summary of research findings will be made available prior 
to submission of the PhD thesis or any publication which draws upon information 
gathered during this interview. 
 
You will be contacted several days prior to your interview to check if you have any 
queries or concerns and to confirm the interview time, date and venue.  You can 
contact the following researchers at any time for additional information: 
 
Mr Tony Matthews – 07 3735 5534 – t.matthews@griffith.edu.au 
A/Prof Jago Dodson – 07 3735 6680 – j.dodson@griffith.edu.au 
 
The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and / or use of your 
identified personal information.  The information collected is confidential and will 
not be disclosed to third parties without your consent, except to meet government, 
legal or other regulatory authority requirements.  A de-identified copy of this data 
may be used for other research purposes.  However, your anonymity will at all times 
be safeguarded. For further information consult the University’s Privacy Plan at 
http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-publications/griffith-university-
privacy-plan or telephone (07) 3735 5585. 
 
Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on 
Ethical Conduct in Human Research.  If you have any concerns or complaints about 
the ethical conduct of this research project, please contact (07) 3735 5585 or 
research-ethics@griffith.edu.au. 
 
Thank you again for agreeing to contribute to this research project. 
 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
______________________ 
Tony Matthews 
  

mailto:t.matthews@griffith.edu.au
mailto:j.dodson@griffith.edu.au
mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
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Appendix 6: Copyright Clearance for Image Reproduction 
 
 

 

Tony Matthews <t.matthews@griffith.edu.au> 

 
Permission to reproduce Queensland Government material 

 

Tony Matthews <t.matthews@griffith.edu.au> 
Wed, May 1, 2013 at 10:39 
AM 

To: info@dsdip.qld.gov.au 

Hi, 
 
I would like to request formally permission to reproduce two (2) copyrighted images from 
the South East Queensland Regional Plan 2009-2031 for inclusion in my PhD thesis. 
 
The images are: 
 
1. 'Map 1: South East Queensland', on page 6 of the Regional Plan 
 
2. 'Map 2: South East Queensland regional land use categories', on page 14 of the 
Regional Plan 
 
I undertake to formally identify the State of Queensland as copyright owners and authors 
of the image and will include permission to reproduce in the Appendices of my PhD, 
should I receive them. 
 
Please note also that my PhD is prepared for examination and not in the pursuit of profit 
of commercial gain. 
 
Many thanks, 
 
 
Tony Matthews 
 
Doctoral Researcher, 
Urban Research Program,  
South East Queensland Climate Adaptation Research Initiative (SEQCARI) 
Griffith Climate Change Response Program (GCCRP) 
Nathan Campus, Griffith University,  
Nathan, QLD 4111, Australia 
 

Telephone: + 61 (0)7 3735 5534 

Mobile: + 61 (0) 449 142 491 

email: t.matthews@griffith.edu.au 

'Responding to Climate Change as a Transformative Stressor through Metro-Regional 
Planning' - bit.ly/OhtZNf 
'Climate Change Adaptation in Urban Systems: Strategies for Planning Regimes' -
 bit.ly/PlMrDI 

 

 
 
 
 
 

mailto:t.matthews@griffith.edu.au
http://bit.ly/OhtZNf
http://bit.ly/PlMrDI
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Michael Lusis <Michael.Lusis@dlgp.qld.gov.au> 
Tue, May 21, 2013 at 2:54 

PM 
To: t.matthews@griffith.edu.au 
Cc: "Information (DLGP)" <infocg@dsdip.qld.gov.au> 

Daer Mr Matthews 
  
I apologise for the delay in responding to your enquiry. 
  
You are very welcome to use the maps from the South East Queensland Regional Plan 
2009-2031 for inclusion in your PhD thesis. 
  
Please reference the source at the bottom of each map and the SEQ RP within your 
bibliography 
  
Regards 
  
Michael Lusis  
Senior Planner 
Planning Services 
Department of State Development, Infrastructure and Planning Queensland 
Government  
   
tel +61 7 3404 8236 (ext 72236)  
post PO Box 15009 City East Qld 4002  
visit Level 6, 63 George Street Brisbane  
email michael.lusis@dsdip.qld.gov.au  
   
www.dsdip.qld.gov.au  
Please consider our environment before printing this email 
 
 
 

 

 
 

mailto:michael.lusis@dsdip.qld.gov.au
http://www.dsdip.qld.gov.au/
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