
 

 

 
 
OUT15/5750 
 
Ms Katharine Young 
City of Sydney 
GPO Box 1591 
Sydney NSW 2001 
 
kyoung@cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au  
 
Dear Ms Young  
 

Comments on George Street 2020 – A Public Domain Ac tivation Strategy  
 
Thank you for giving the Office of the NSW Small Business Commissioner (OSBC) the 
opportunity to comment on George Street 2020 – A Public Domain Activation Strategy 
(Strategy).  
 
The role of the OSBC is to support small businesses in NSW by: 
 

• providing mediation and dispute resolution services; 
• delivering quality small business support through a range of programs and 

resources; and  
• speaking up for small business within government.  

 
The OSBC has reviewed the Strategy and offers in-principle support for the redevelopment 
of George Street as part of the CBD Light Rail Project, as this transformation has the 
potential to provide increased opportunities for small businesses in Sydney, particularly in 
the areas of: 
 

• Extended trading hours for shops and restaurants;  
• Outdoor dining and street vending; and  
• Emergence of small bars, cafes and fine grain services and attractions.  

 
The OSBC offers the following recommendations in response to the Principles outlined in 
the Strategy.   
 
Activation Principles  
 
The City’s vision for George Street is guided by a number of Principles, including a “24 hour 
street offering diversity of use beyond traditional business hours”. Small businesses will be 
at the heart of creating such diversity therefore the Strategy should be further developed 
with the needs of small businesses at the forefront.   
 
Considerations for Small Businesses 
While the proposal of a 24 hour street is supported in-principle as an opportunity to activate the 
City, there are a number of factors impacting on small businesses that should be considered.  
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The power imbalance between landlords and tenants (usually in favour of landlords) will almost 
certainly increase situations where landlords use turnover or profit to determine occupancy 
costs. Extended trading hours on George Street will essentially give landlords the capacity to 
accrue higher rents from businesses that are willing to trade longer hours and will freeze-out 
small businesses that prefer to trade at more regular hours. Further, as trading hours can be 
negotiated in a lease agreement, small businesses will need to ensure that the operating hours 
stipulated by landlords match the operational requirements of their business before entering into 
a lease agreement.   
 
When determining trading hours, considerations for small businesses include: 
 

• employing additional staff to cover the increased number of shifts  
• paying employees overtime rates for longer shifts   
• paying employees higher rates on weekends, public holidays and after midnight 
• ability to recruit and retain appropriate staff (see demographics) 
• increased rent as a result of increased turnover or profit.  

 
Recommendation 1: That the City  investigates appropriate policy intervention and 
incentives to support small businesses to operate i n the George Street Precinct, taking 
into consideration the likelihood of elevated prope rty values and rental prices once the 
Light Rail and public domain upgrade have been comp leted.  
 
Community Safety 
For women and young workers in particular, safety and security when travelling to and from 
work outside of regular hours is paramount. The Strategy would be greatly enhanced by a 
strong stance on public safety in the George Street Entertainment Precinct.  
 
It is noted that the City has implemented a number of measures to increase safety particularly in 
hot spots such as Kings Cross and around Town Hall Station.  
 
Demographics 
Data from the Australian Workforce and Productivity Agency shows that the retail industry has 
one of the youngest age profiles, with almost three-quarters of workers aged less than 45 years 
and more than a third aged 24 years or younger. Over half of the retail workforce (56%) is 
comprised of women. The retail industry also has a higher than average proportion of casual 
and part time workers which allows for flexibility in managing carer and study commitments.  
 
The accommodation and food services industry has the youngest age profile of all industries 
with almost half of all employees aged 24 years or younger. The industry workforce is primarily 
female (56%) with a high proportion of casual and part time workers.  
 
Recommendation 2:  That the City strongly considers the safety needs of young and 
female workers as the majority workforce of the ret ail and food services industries and 
identifies ways in which small businesses can be su pported to recruit and retain staff by 
providing a safe working environment. This may incl ude reviewing security measures 
and transport options around the City and attractin g a balanced cohort of businesses 
with varied trading hours.   
 
Recommendation 3:  That the City extends the current “Safe Space” tri al and “Take Kare 
Ambassadors” with a broader focus on safety for the  whole community. This may 
include a “safely to and from work”  program where Take Kare Ambassadors or other 
community volunteers assist employees to make their  way to public transport before and 
after their shifts late at night.  
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The City of Melbourne has developed an all-inclusive strategy called “Beyond the Safe City” 
which outlines ways in which the City manages its 24 hour economy. The City of Melbourne has 
also achieved recognition as an “International Safe Community” by the World Health 
Organisation Collaborating Centre on Community Safety Promotion. The City’s vision is “a place 
where people feel safe, connected and able to participate in city life at any time of the day or 
night”. Such a goal for Sydney would enhance the City’s reputation as a safe place to visit.  
 
Organising Principles  
 
Flex Zone 
Currently, the Strategy focuses on opportunities for outdoor dining as a key activation strategy 
after hours, however it is understood from conversations with the City that there will be limited 
opportunities for outdoor dining in the flex zone and that approvals for outdoor dining will not be 
considered until the Light Rail is fully operational.   
 
Similarly, the opportunity for outdoor trading, food trucks and street vending is understood to be 
limited even further by the flex zone and additional location restrictions such as not being able 
to trade within 50m of a premises open for business that is serving the same or similar types of 
food.  
 
Recommendation 4:  That the City clearly outlines which areas or premi ses will have the 
potential for outdoor dining and that all businesse s entering into lease agreements are 
made fully aware that the opportunities for outdoor  dining are not guaranteed.   
 
Temporary Elements  
 
Outdoor Dining 
The City has asked the OSBC to provide specific comment on how to make George Street an 
attractive place for small businesses.  
 
Recommendation 5:  That the City should review all policies relevant to small businesses 
and identify ways in which regulation can be simpli fied and streamlined to reduce 
administrative burden. The OSBC can provide advice on this matter.  
 
In particular, the current Outdoor Café Policy raises a number of issues for small businesses 
which could be examined in the current review. These include: 
 

• Restrictions on the style and colour of outdoor umbrellas 
• Requirement for Council approval on all outdoor furniture  
• Requirement for colour schemes to be included in outdoor dining applications  
• Restrictions on advertising and signage. 

 
Additionally, the Strategy stipulates the following:  

• A high level of design quality for outdoor dining on George Street  
• Chairs and tables must be selected from a pre-approved palette  
• No signage or branding permitted on outdoor elements  
• Demarcation of outdoor dining areas should be minimal.  

 
The Outdoor Café Policy and the Strategy are inconsistent in their requirements, with additional 
restrictions being placed on small business owners in the George Street precinct. This creates 
an unequal playing field for small businesses competing with businesses in other CBD locations 
by significantly increasing the time and costs associated with overly prescriptive requirements.  
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George Street Temporary Furniture Palette  
The intent to control the appearance of the streetscape by mandating furniture and limiting 
signage is not conducive to innovative businesses. Small businesses have the potential to bring 
the diversity and “fine grain” services that the City envisions, however these policies will limit 
opportunities for businesses to make a point of difference. In a strip such as George Street 
where there will be an abundance of restaurants and cafes, the ability for a business to market 
itself innovatively to passers-by is paramount as well as the need to differentiate itself from 
neighbouring businesses.  
 
Furthermore, many businesses factor in sponsorship from their suppliers (such as branded 
coffee machines, chest freezers, fridges, barriers and umbrellas) as part of their business 
model. The City’s restriction on items such as umbrellas and furniture limits the ability of 
business owners to negotiate sponsorship arrangements and increases their capital costs.  
 
It is acknowledged that some degree of consistency is required to enhance the look and feel of 
the streetscape. Therefore it is recommended that the City considers the following alternatives 
to its current policies: 
  

• The design of the overall café should reflect the architectural character of the adjacent 
building and streetscape, particularly in terms of furniture style, quality of construction, 
materials and type of fencing selected for the area enclosure.  

• Outdoor cafés should be unobtrusive in style, appearance, materials, finishes and 
colours. Suitable styles and colours must not detract from the integrity and character of 
significant buildings, landscape features and structures in the street. 

• Materials and colours should coordinate with the surrounding buildings and contribute to 
the character of the streetscape.  

• Lighting and signage for the café area should be designed to contribute to the 
appearance and ambiance of the café.  

 
Recommendation 6:  That the City designs an appropriate colour scheme and palette and 
makes recommendations for suitable furniture. Any u nique designs or variances to the 
colour palette should be assessed on a case-by-case  basis.  A discretionary element will 
be required to encourage more innovative approaches  by small businesses.  
 
Recommendation 7:  If the City proceeds with mandating outdoor furnit ure, that it 
provides small businesses with a range of cost effe ctive options and that the 
requirements for mandated outdoor furniture are cle arly communicated to businesses 
prior to entering into lease agreements.   
 
Building Use  
 
Opportunities for small businesses to operate in the George Street precinct may be limited by 
elevated property values and rental prices once the light rail and public domain upgrade are 
completed. The OSBC can work with the City to investigate appropriate policy intervention and 
incentives to support small businesses.   
 
Fine Grain  
Opportunities for small businesses to operate in small scale spaces will create layers of activity 
along George Street and provide an attractive and interesting environment without the 
limitations of street frontage rental prices. The OSBC supports the City’s proposal to investigate 
further opportunities to support the development of fine grain small businesses such as 
exclusions from floor space ratios.  
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Building Elements  
 
The OSBC notes that the City will update the Central Sydney Development Control Plan to 
include a George Street Signage Precinct. Given the Strategy’s focus on opportunities for small 
businesses in small scale spaces away from the street frontage, it is essential that the needs of 
small businesses are taken into account. The OSBC can work with the City to investigate 
appropriate options.  
 
Further Considerations  
 
Administrative Burden 
It is essential that each of the teams within the City of Sydney that are responsible for various 
policies and strategies work together to ensure that the administrative burden is minimised and 
that application processes are clear and simple to follow. Overall, the City is implementing a lot 
of bureaucratic, red tape approvals. 
 
For example, a food and beverage operator is required to complete a food and drink premises 
Development Application form which requires (but is not limited to) the following: 
 

• Plans and accompanying documents, including five hard copy sets (coloured if 
applicable) including two sets of A4 documents 

• All plans and documents must also be submitted in digital format and meet other 
requirements 

• For integrated development an extra set of hard copy plans and an extra digital copy will 
be required for each referral agency 

• Survey plans 
• To scale diagrams and site plans  
• Environmental impact statement  
• Disabled access plan 
• Acoustic report  
• Plan of management 
• Security management plan  
• Building services report/Fire engineering report  
• Structural engineer’s certificate  
• Fire safety provisions  
• Contamination report  

 
For venues proposing to provide entertainment and live music, more conditions and licensing 
restrictions are applied and additional documentation is required.  
 
For venues proposing to provide outdoor dining, a separate application is required, which 
requires (but is not limited to) the following: 
  

• Hard copy and digital documents as above 
• License application  
• Completed Development Application  
• Colour photographs of the site and its context and the proposed furniture or 

manufacturer’s brochures  
• To scale diagrams with clear dimensions and location of existing street fixings including 

traffic poles, signs, poles, refuse bins, doorways and service openings.  
 
The policy further states that diagrams of doorways and service openings can be provided by 
the council at cost to the applicant.  
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Additionally, venues proposing to sell alcohol require a liquor license from the Office of Liquor 
Gaming and Racing and all food and beverage operators must notify the NSW Food Authority 
and comply with their food safety standards and requirements.  
 
The administrative burden on small businesses before even opening their doors is particularly 
onerous and in many cases will act as a major deterrent to small businesses that do not have 
the resources to enlist the services of professionals to assist with their applications.  
 
Recommendation 8:  That the City reviews all policies relevant to Geor ge Street 2020 and 
identifies ways in which regulation can be simplifi ed and streamlined to reduce 
administrative burden.    
 
For example, the Development Application and the outdoor dining application could be 
combined into a single, simplified document which also includes applications for items such as 
A-frame signage. The requirement for numerous hard copies and digital documents could be 
reviewed in addition to costs imposed for Council diagrams.  
 
The OSBC notes that other relevant policies include, but are not limited to, Guide for Mobile 
Food Vendors, Temporary Food Stalls and Live Music Matters Action Plan.  
 
Any reviews undertaken by the City should be clearly communicated to all stakeholders to 
ensure that there is an understanding of the processes, key dates and next steps. 
 
Stakeholder Engagement  
It is essential that the City, in conjunction with Transport for NSW and Altrac, ensures that 
businesses in George Street impacted by the construction of the CBD Light Rail are 
communicated with in a clear manner on a regular basis. The OSBC can provide business 
assistance to small businesses through its Small Biz Bus and network of Small Biz Connect 
advisors and can assist with communicating key messages through the OSBC website and 
social media. The OSBC Dispute Resolution Team is also available to assist small businesses 
that may have questions about their lease agreements.   
 
The City should continue to ensure that Council employees are providing high quality customer 
service to all businesses, particularly in relation to enquiries from small businesses about the 
construction phase as well as opportunities for small businesses once the CBD Light Rail is 
complete.  
 
Recommendation 9:  That the City establishes a “Place Manager” for th e George Street 
precinct as a central point of contact for small bu sinesses. The Place Manager could 
build on services offered by the City’s “One Stop S hop” by providing specialised 
information about construction, transport, upcoming  business opportunities, 
development applications, processes, regulations (s uch as mandated outdoor furniture), 
compliance and activation strategies specific to bu sinesses in George Street.   
 
Where possible, workshops for small businesses to assist with understanding the basics of 
development applications, planning controls and compliance requirements should be delivered 
throughout the construction phase, and even more frequently when significant changes to a 
process or requirement have been implemented, such as a review of a major policy.   
 
Activation Strategies during Construction Phase  
 
Recommendation 10:  That the City conducts research into the needs of a ll community 
members; older people, young people, families with children, and cultural groups, who 
may wish to access the City late at night, and deve lop low cost activities to attract them 
to the George Street precinct.   
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Recommendation 11:  That the City establishes a “late night” or “Sydney  24/7” web portal 
to seek ideas and feedback from the community and c ommunicate upcoming community 
activities and events.   
 
Recommendation 12: That all Council Projects for George Street include  a contribution 
for a Place Activation Program.  
 
Adelaide City Council runs a successful activation program called “Splash Adelaide” which aims 
to bring streets and spaces to life through a series of community run urban experiments 
intended to increase the vibrancy and vitality of the City. Splash projects must be musical, 
graphic, recreational or entertaining and may include: 
 

• Street parties and road closures to create more people space 
• New and unusual activities providing fun in the squares and plazas 
• Pop up entertainment and performances in unusual public spaces or a host of other 

entrepreneur generated ideas. 
 
The City may also wish to consider other activation initiatives such as the “City Slider”, a 325m 
water slide that transforms inner city streets into an alcohol free, family friendly carnival with 
market vendors and food stalls. The City Slider also includes water fights, water-themed games, 
live music, food, ice cream and a street party. It is currently making its way around Adelaide, 
Hobart, Newcastle, Toowoomba and Wollongong.  
 
Concluding Comments  
The proposed redevelopment of George Street has the potential to transform Sydney City, 
however the OSBC finds that the current Strategy does not reflect the vibrancy and diversity of 
a global city.  
 
It is well known that great cities are not built in one day – they grow and evolve over time and 
are the result of many smaller pieces of work. In order to support this evolution, the City must 
inspire creativity and encourage innovation by providing a supportive policy environment free 
from overly prescriptive requirements, bureaucratic processes and red tape.  
 
It is recommended that the City carefully considers all the recommendations provided in 
response to the Strategy throughout the consultation period and circulates a revised Strategy 
for comment. The OSBC welcomes the opportunity to provide further comments on the revised 
Strategy or when the Strategy becomes the subject of a Committee Report.   
 
Should you wish to discuss these recommendations in further detail, please contact Alyssa 
Stempniak, Senior Advisor, Advocacy on (02) 8222 451 or  
alyssa.stempniak@smallbusiness.nsw.gov.au. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 

 
 
Robyn Hobbs OAM 
Small Business Commissioner 
     
17 March 2015
 


