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What has been the most enduring legacy of 
the 1955 Stephenson-Hepburn Plan for 

metropolitan Perth?

Local Government Planners Association,
The University Club, UWA 



Not much mention of 
the Metropolitan 
Region Improvement 
Tax in writings on the 
Plan, Stephenson or 
Hepburn, or subsequent 
Metropolitan Region 
Scheme



1.  Background to 
Stephenson Hepburn Plan



Town Planning and 
Development Act, 1928:
1. Created Town Planning 
Board

2. Centralised subdivision 
control with new Board (from 
Municipalities and Road 
District Boards) 

3. Local governments 
could prepare town planning 
schemes or town planning 
by-laws to control land use 
and development

(But not regional planning)



1930 Boas Report
Prepared under a Special Act to 
consider regional planning

Recommendations on region-
wide metropolitan planning

Envisaged regional road and 
parks systems (widened & new 
roads; foreshores and other 
parks)

Acquisition of land by 
resumption, ceding free of cost 
on subdivision, rating powers

But, no statutory plan or 
funding source: Depression / 
WWII intervened



Boas Report 1930, p.71 & p.109

Identified need for setting land aside 
for future long‐term regional needs



2. Stephenson Hepburn Plan 1955



c.1954



1955 Stephenson ‐
Hepburn Plan

1955, metropolitan pop. = 
400,000

Recommended:

• Statutory region plan

• Special land tax to buy 
private land for public 
proposals in it

• Creation of a regional 
statutory planning authority
to implement plan/spend tax



p250

Recommended: A new land tax on urban property additional to, & levied 
with, State Land Tax = most suitable way to finance statutory region plan



3. New Regional Planning Legislation 
1959 

(2 pieces actually!)



• Provided for appointment of a 
Metropolitan  Region Planning 
Authority  (MRPA) & preparation of a 
statutory Region Planning Scheme.

• Private land ‘reserved’ for future 
regional public purposes in plan could 
be purchased by MRPA using new 
special land tax receipts.

• Real key = Monies raised from new 
tax ‘hypothecated’ (pledged) to 
Metropolitan Region Improvement 
Fund, controlled by the independent
MRPA (later SPC/WAPC) & not 
Treasury!
Hypothecated tax: A tax where the money 
obtained, or part of the money obtained, is 
used for a particular purpose, rather than 
spent on a number of things.

No. 1



Originally:  a halfpenny in £1 of 
unimproved land value as 
assessed under Land Tax 
Assessment Act 1907

1961: MRIT Act amendment 
reduced tax to 3/8ths of a penny  
but time limitation  of tax 
removed.    

Various changes to rate & 
contraction of applicability until 
the present.

No. 2



4. MRPA/Metropolitan Region 
Scheme



MRPA Appointed

• Metropolitan Region Planning Authority appointed April 
1960 (Govt & LG representatives)

• worked along side of Town Planning Board (it doing 
statewide subdivision control & LG town planning 
schemes)

• Both supported by Town Planning Department (later 
SPC, DPUD, MfP, DPI & now DoP!)

Note:MRPA & TPB became State Planning Commission in 
1985; WAPC in 1995.



• Local Government TPS to 
conform with MRS 
(“zones” and “reserves”)

• Introduced development 
control under MRS in 
addition to that under 
local schemes (but most 
delegated back to LGs on 
zoned land)

• Reserved private land 
could be purchased / 
resumed using funds from 
Improvement Tax

Metropolitan Region Scheme 
(MRS) 1963



Interim Development Order (IDO) No. 1 (Sept 1956) made by TPB under 
amended Town Planning & Development Act 1928 controlled development 
until MRS was in place (compensation and acquisition powers)

Interim Development Control for the Metropolitan Region 
1956‐63



• MRPA purchased a number of 
properties required for future public 
purposes before 1963, including where 
development applications were refused 
by the MRPA under the IDO. 

• But no power to resume land 
compulsorily until MRS in place.

Property Acquisition During Preparation of 
Metropolitan Region Scheme (MRS) 1960‐

63



• 1st 3 years: over £200,000 p.a. from MRI Tax transferred 
from Treasury to MRI Fund (later called “Account”)
• MRPA borrowed £200,000
• Received £10,000 p.a. rental income
• 1960‐62: Spent £681,000 buying properties (roads & parks)



5. Looking Back: Pre‐MRS Private Land 
Acquisition for Regional Public Purposes



Looking a little backwards before MRS:
How did we plan for, secure & acquire land for 
long‐term major (‘regional’) infrastructure before 
the MRS/MRIT? 

We had visions and plans (including 1930 Report):  but limited, ad 
hoc ways of making it happen. But without a system in place, too 
much dependent on right people, being in right place, at right 
time.
Options available before MRS/MRIT:
1.  Set aside existing Crown land (e.g. foreshores, Kings Park, 
roads, hospitals, fill in a free bit of river, etc)
2.  Ad hoc ‘just‐in‐time’ purchase or compulsorily resumption of 
private land by Govt or LGs when funds available
3.  Get subdividers to cede free of cost, or gift, private land (e.g. 
TPB’s 100 ft [30m] wide Foreshore Reserve bylaw 1930 )



Perth 18/34.   1901  
Plan of City of Perth showing Reserve 1720, Kings Park Reserve [scale: 6 chains to an inch]. Item 344, Series 235 
ORIGINAL PLANS – TOWNSITES, Cons 3868, SROWA.



Perth 18/35. 
Plan of land resumed in Perth, part of 
Reserve 1720 facing Bellevue Terrace 
see Government Gazette 18/09/1896/1561 [scale: 1 chain to 
an inch, Tally No. 005455] Item 345, Series 235 ORIGINAL 
PLANS – TOWNSITES, Cons 3868, SROWA.

The Inquirer & Commercial News (Perth, WA)
11 September 1896, p 5

The West Australian 1 Sept 1896 p6

To achieve 360 metre length of extra 
viewing  area over Perth    1896



Narrows Interchange 1960s . 
40 acre Swan River reclamation beginning (TPD)



Freeway,Main Roads Department brochure, Perth, 1960s.



Photo 122/1  Local History Collection, Town of Cambridge Library

City of Perth in 1929 fixing up poor subdivision designs of the 1890s (lack 
of road hierarchy). 29 houses compulsorily purchased & £6,800 spent on 

construction of the 410 m long new road link.

Providing a major road hierarchy: 



The West Australian 9 July 1929 p.16

8 widening / 
extension 
projects by 
City of Perth Th

e 
W
es
t A

us
tr
al
ia
n 
21

 
Ja
nu

ar
y 
19

29
 p
.1
4

The West Australian 10 July 1929 p.14



Boas Report 1930, p.108
City of Perth: buying land for regional, not just local, parks



Original: Department of Planning  (printed in Boas Report 1930, p.107)



Location 73
T.M Burke Pty Ltd

1936

• 53 acres of foreshore 
reserve

• 9 acre recreation 
reserve & 8 acres of 
smaller ones

• 7 acre Govt school site

Total 77 acres given 
up

The West Australian 9 April 1936 p.23



So, in summary, before 1963 MRS, Govt agencies & 
LGs could use these powers, but:

• no planning framework co‐ordinated by one authority for long‐term 
(30 years +) future regional public purposes requirements

• no statutory mechanism to ‘reserve’ land required for future public 
purposes (except LG Town Planning Schemes) so that land could be
gradually purchased on the market as owners wished to sell with 
funds being already set aside and only ‘resumed’ as last resort. 
Certainty. Everyone knows where they stand.

• no secure guaranteed funding source after started acquisition 
of long‐term acquisition projects (half the length of a road, or one 
parcel of a much bigger planned park = not much utility). 

The combination of MRPA, MRS, MRIT/MRIF provided 
th



6. Examples: Acquisition & MRS 
Amendment by MRPA after 1963



From 1963, MRPA (jointly  
with Main Roads Dept) 
bought/resumed properties 
for Mitchell Freeway

Example 1: Major road



Freeway,Main Roads Department brochure, Perth, 1960s.



1974Example 2: Regional Open Space



MRS Amendment No. 
71/31 (1973)

• “Whitfords amendment”
to extend urban corridor to 
present-day



Shown as mainly ‘intensive 
agriculture’ in 1955 Plan

Left as Rural zone in 1963 MRS

But urban expansion 
proceeding further northwards  
than anticipated (Whitfords to 
west)

Need to consider regional 
recreation and conservation 
requirements [in addition to 
the 10% local POS 
contributions from residential 
subdivisions]



MRS Amendment No. 85/31 
(1974-75)

• 3 month public comment period 
Aug – Oct 1974

• 115 objections, some 
against “Parks & 
Recreation” reservation on 
their land

• MRPA modified 
advertised amendment to 
delete some parts of  P&R 
from private property

• Approved, came into 
effect Nov 1975



Named ‘Yellagonga’

Gradual purchase by 
MRPA/SPC/WAPC from 
mid 1970s

By early 1990s, most 
owned

Prepared management 
plan to try to find long‐
term manager



WAPC is not normally a long term manager.
1997:  8 regional parks established from existing conservation 
reserves/areas purchased by WAPC/SPC/MRPA.
Handed to Dept Conservation & Land Management, National 
Parks, LGs for management



Some had govt land initially, 
but most significantly 
expanded by MRPA / SPC / 
WAPC gradual purchase of 
private properties over years





Purchased 1970s – 1990s
But sometimes it gets stuck with things!
Management retained by WAPC



7. How it is the Metropolitan Region 
Improvement Tax collected & 
spent/managed?



Metropolitan Region Improvement Account (formerly Fund) 
(MRIA)

How is it collected?

• Metropolitan Region Improvement Tax Act 1959 strikes the tax 
rate  (2012/13 = 0.14c in each $1 over $300,000 of aggregated 
unimproved land value (under $300,000, don’t pay, unless 
aggregated value you own exceeds this). Owned as at 30 June.

• Exemptions: include principal place of residence, rural, charity

• MRIT levied with State Land Tax (on same bill!). Philosophy = 
amount of tax receipt should keep up with property value increases.

• ‘Hypothecated’ tax: Treasury can’t keep it in the Consolidated 
Fund!  Has to transfer monies collected to Metropolitan Region 
Improvement Account which WAPC manages for purchasing & 
reserved private land in MRS & administering the MRS.  

• 2011/12 $84m of MRIT transferred to MRIA (?plus adjustments)



Yuk!  “Land Tax” Bills 
(but not many notice that 
they also include that 
sneaky MRIT Bill)

Note:
• Primary place of residence 
‘Residential Exemption’
• Even though unimproved value  
individually less than $300,000, 
when an owner’s properties 
aggregated , they have to pay tax!



Metropolitan Region Improvement Account (formerly Fund) (MRIA)
How is it spent & managed?

• Usually gradual purchase on the market, typically over 30 year 
period.  Resumption = last resort.

• Also pay compensation for ‘injurious affection’ (WAPC can ‘elect 
to purchase’ instead). Compensation payment  on property title.

• Rents & proceeds of sale of surplus land go into MRIA. 

• Some acquired reserved land bought from WAPC by 
infrastructure construction authorities (e.g. Main Roads or PTA)
just prior to construction. Funds go back into MRI Account.

• Land for Parks and Recreation transferred to Crown Reserve & 
written off books when long-term park manager found.

• Contingent liability of reserved un-purchased private land: 
??perhaps $1B.  



http://www.planning.wa.gov.au/publications

Have a read of these



8. What happens outside the Perth 
Metropolitan Region?



Peel Region Scheme (PRS)

• 1995: ability to have region 
schemes outside Metropolitan 
Region introduced in the 
legislation

• Inner Peel Structure Plan 
1997

• Submission issues mainly 
Perth – Bunbury Hwy reserve 
and Regional Open Space 
reserves

• Effective 2003.  



Greater Bunbury Region 
Scheme (GBRS)

• Plan for 100,000 pop. by 
2031

• Submission issues mainly 
Regional Open Space 
reservation of private land 
(land owners unhappy)

• Effective 2007. 



Objectors not happy with Minister (and planners and …..). But 
Minister and Parliament had political fortitude to put GBRS 
through in the wider community interest!



115km

55km

80kmGreater Bunbury
Region Scheme

Peel Region 
Scheme

Metropolitan 
Region 
Scheme

Peel RS
MRS

140km



BUT, the big difference between the MRS and the 
Peel/Greater Bunbury Region Schemes =

NO Hypothecated Tax  (MRIT not extended to apply to those 
regions)

So, WAPC has legal obligations & liabilities, but has been 
reliant on annual Treasury allocations since 1997

$7m p.a. to cover both schemes (nominally $5.4m for 
acquisition, $1.6m for admin.).   Not increased since 1997.

Insufficient to keep up reasonable rate of acquisition as 
owners request.  WAPC tend to pay compensation instead.

Need to extend MRIT or new land tax.    Have to start some 
time!



http://www.murray.wa.gov.au/Downloads/Your%20Council/Publications/Archives%20Minutes/PDS/PDS%20Minutes%20November%202010.pdf

Council resolved on 25 November 2010 to recommend in its 
submission on WAPC’s:

that:

And there’s 
some 
support:



‘Significant issues impacting on 
the Western Australian Planning 
Commission’
‘There has been increased demand on the 
Commission to acquire land for public 
purposes where landowners exit the 
market and where the Commission is the 
only purchaser in the market due to the 
zoning encumbrances on the land. The 
State’s commitment to respecting 
Property Rights means land owners who 
have encumbered land have certain 
rights that can require compensation 
where the land use is constrained in 
order to preserve it for public or 
conservation purposes. In some cases the 
Commission is obliged to purchase the 
land, for example where it will be used 
for future transport corridors’. (page 16)



9. What has been acquired in the Perth 
Metropolitan Region to Date?
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Approx.  over $1 B spent 1960 
‐ 2012 (actual $) (needs checking!)

Approx. 26,000ha private P&R 
land acquired (= 65 Kings 
Parks)  (but more checking needed!!)

Almost all on the market, at 
the election of the owners 
(few resumptions)

1963 – 2005: Parks and Recreation reservations



The Total land purchased 1960 ‐ 2005 (P&R, roads, railways, etc) 
equates to the following 14 municipalities (291km2 or 29,100ha)

Courtesy DoP/WAPC: Tim Hillyard, et al
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Wot if ...... we never had the MRS and the MRIT? Would 
we have had …..

• extensive , continuous river, ocean & lake foreshores?  OK some: Already an 
amount of Crown land, & some would have been achieved free of cost via 
subdivision foreshore reserve conditions. But, not nearly as extensive,  and many 
discontinuous sections???

• extensive regional parks?

• Bush Forever? MRIT ‘bailed out’ environmental protection to some extent. 

• the Northbridge Tunnel and Project ?     ‐ Nup – too hard/expensive to buy up 
properties. MRPA started buying early and gradually. Handed it on a plate all nicely 
assembled to the East Perth Redevelopment Authority who got all the ‘glory’.

• a planned & connected freeway & major road network?  ‐ perhaps a partial 
network,  as Main Roads Dept under Main Roads Act 1925 have responsibilities to 
plan, buy land for & build major roads. But would not have been in context of all 
planning considerations; lack of regular hypothecated funding = no long‐term 
acquisition ; & no planning control = no interim prevention of incompatible 
development.



Conclusion:

A statutory region plan, with a 
hypothecated implementation land tax, 
and an independent statutory planning 
authority are good.

Get one (if you don’t have one).

If you have one.  Appreciate it.


