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Planning for growth
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What are we 
planning for?
A longstanding role for the WAPC has been the 
forecasting of population changes across the state. 
WA Tomorrow provides projections for growth until 
2031, which historically indicate an average annual 
growth rate of 1.5 per cent. WA Tomorrow forecasts that 
Perth and Peel will grow from the current population 
of 1.65 million to more than 2.2 million. In order to 
accommodate this level of growth it is estimated that 
we will need another 328,000 houses and 353,000 jobs. 

It is inevitable that our population will increase over 
the next 20 years. These increases are significant but 
they are not unexpected. A key planning challenge is 
to influence the growth of the city in such a way that a 
critical threshold of activities are delivered in locations 
that are accessible to the growing population, while at 
the same protecting those areas that are valued and 
give our city its distinctive character. 

The Directions 2031 strategic framework has 
incorporated the flexibility to cope with change by 
introducing an urban expansion management program 
to oversee the land supply needs of the population 
over the medium to long-term. The framework also 
requires annual monitoring of land supply and housing; 
updating of Directions 2031 population projections 
following the release of successive WA Tomorrow 
reports; and, the review of metropolitan strategies in 
response to significant change or at least every five 
years.
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By 2031 the region will 
have a population of at 
least 2.2 million people. 

This represents:
over half a million new 
residents to be housed 
in 328,000 new dwellings 
and needing 353,000 
new jobs.

Previous planning approaches focused on limiting the take up of land 
for urban development. However, the urban area of the Perth region 
has continued to grow.
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66 km2
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378 km2
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631 km2
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830 km2
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Population forecasts
There are a number of growth projections for Western 
Australia, including the WA Tomorrow forecasts and 
those produced by the Australian Bureau of Statistics 
(ABS). These are based on different assumptions of 
mortality, fertility and migration. 

The ABS publishes a series of population forecasts3 
which suggest that the population of Perth and Peel will 
be between 2.40 million and 2.88 million. This means 
that we would need between 358,000 and 429,000 
additional dwellings.

Whilst it is important to plan with a target population 
in mind, it is also important to remember that 
population growth depends very much on economic 
circumstances. Population forecasts play a pivotal role 
in understanding future challenges. As the population 
grows, so does demand for resources. In addition we 
also need to look at other determinates of demand. 
While population and economic growth have increased 
water demand, so have periods of drought. It is likely 
that some or all of the factors in the various scenarios 
may impact on future population size.

Most of the uncertainty in current long-term projections 
in Australia is about net overseas migration. It is 
the main contributor to the significant growth that 
Australia is currently experiencing. The range of annual 
migration between 1981 and 2009 is from less than 

50,000 to more than 300,000. The current projections 
produced by the ABS (Figure 1) are directly related to 
the migration assumptions used.

The high forecasts shown in Figure 1 assume an annual 
net migration of 220,000 into Australia. The medium and 
low projections are 180,000 and 140,000 respectively. 
The WA Tomorrow forecasts are based on 125,000 per 
annum.

When compared with the average annual migration 
since 1981, which is slightly lower than 120,000, all of 
these three assumptions could be considered high. Prior 
to 2005 the only periods in which the annual migration 
was greater than lowest value of 140,000, were the 
quarters from March 1988 to March 1989. 

It is therefore prudent to consider a range of projections 
that ensures the past trend is taken into consideration 
while also looking at the alternative possibilities.

The Commonwealth Government, State of Australian 
Cities 2010 report refers to the ABS population forecasts 
which project that the population of Australia will 
grow to 35.5 million by 2056 and that Perth will reach a 
population of 3.5 million by 20564. The Commonwealth 
Government Intergenerational Report 2010 forecasts a 
slightly higher rate of growth suggesting that Australia’s 
population will be 35.9 million by 20505. The connected 
city medium-growth scenario suggests that the 
population of Perth will reach 3.5 million around 2050 
and this is currently considered the most likely medium 
to long-term outcome.  

 Australian Bureau of Statistics WA Tomorrow

Year A High B Medium C Low (WAPC 2005)

Population 
(m)

Dwellings Population 
(m)

Dwellings Population 
(m)

Dwellings Population 
(m)

Dwellings

2016 2.06 307,000 2.00 298,000 1.94 289,000 1.73 258,000

2021 2.32 346,000 2.20 328,000 2.10 313,000 1.86 277,000

2026 2.60 388,000 2.41 359,000 2.26 337,000 1.99 297,000

2031 2.88 429,000 2.62 391,000 2.40 358,000 2.20 328,000

Figure 1:	 Comparison of Australian Bureau 
of Statistics and WA Tomorrow 
population growth forecasts and 
additional housing needs

3	 ABS 2008. Population Projections Australia, 3222.0
4	 Commonwealth of Australia, 2010. State of Australian Cities 2010. Major Cities 

Unit, Infrastructure Australia.
5	 Commonwealth of Australia, 2010. Australia to 2050: future challenges. 

Attorney-General’s Department.
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Scenario planning for 
a city of 3.5 million 
people
Growth scenarios for low, medium and high-density 
rates of infill and greenfield development have been 
modelled to determine the area of greenfield land 
that will be required to accommodate a city of 3.5 
million people. The scenarios are based on a series of 
assumptions for the expected density in greenfield 
development and the infill rate in both the central 
metropolitan and outer metropolitan Perth and Peel 
sub-regions, and they result in significantly different 
greenfield land requirements. Scenarios provide 
an indication of how the planning system could 
accommodate the housing and land supply needs of a 
city of 3.5 million people. 

Scenario planning provides a systematic approach to 
urban growth management and an opportunity to 
take stock of current conditions and identify the drivers 
that may operate in the future. Rather than providing 
a prescriptive outcome, the scenario method makes 
assumptions about likely future conditions to predict 
alternative outcomes. 

The initial scenario planning undertaken is set out in the 
sub-regional strategy for the outer metropolitan Perth 
and Peel sub-regions. The scenario modelling will be 
further refined as part of the review of the sub-regional 
strategy that will be undertaken at least every five years.
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Figure 2:	 Scenario planning the land supply needs of a city of 
3.5 million people
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Planning beyond 2031
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Australia faces significant challenges over the 
long term to accommodate population growth 
and ageing, as well as climate change, national 
productivity and other social, economic and 
environmental drivers of change.

Although Directions 2031 provides a medium-
term planning horizon, we must also look beyond 
that date to ensure that the city is able to respond 
in a sustainable way to longer term growth 
pressures. 

Directions 2031 has considered a city of 3.5 million 
people and establishes the outer metropolitan 
Perth and Peel sub-regional strategy to address 
the planning implications for ongoing long-term 
land supply. The outer sub-regional strategy 
proposes an urban expansion plan that identifies 
a number of sites not currently zoned that will be 
investigated further to determine their suitability 
for future residential and industrial development.

Managing land supply
The 2009 Urban Growth Monitor indicated that the 
current supply of land in the Metropolitan Region 
Scheme and Peel Region Scheme includes more than 
18,600 hectares of land that is zoned either urban or 
urban deferred and is yet to be developed. At present, 
approximately 880 hectares of land are taken up by 
urban development annually. 
This historic trend implies a land supply for 
approximately 21 years, although it is almost certain 
that annual uptake rates will change due to changes in 
planning approaches and population growth. 

The Department of Planning will establish an urban 
expansion management program to ensure that 
rezoning of land takes place at the appropriate time 
in the most suitable locations, and to ensure that 
there is sufficient land available for development at 
all times, without the need for blanket rezonings. This 
program will complement the Department of Planning 
Urban Development Program which coordinates the 
planning and release of serviced land in response to 
population growth trends and emerging development 
and planning opportunities and barriers. The proposed 
urban expansion management program is a key 
component of the outer metropolitan Perth and Peel 
sub-regional strategy.




