Perceptions of Shopping Centre Development in Sydney: a celebratory or more complex history?

This paper examines the emergence and development of regional, pre-planned shopping centres in Sydney. It argues that the industry has sought to strongly influence the public perception of shopping centres by marketing a narrow narrative of their development: focusing on commerce-dependent benefits and excluding any negative consequences. Shopping centres have been positioned as a direct response to consumer demand – servants of the people, bringing not only a mass variety of consumer goods, but also comfortable, centralised public space; generous parking; progress; economic growth; and local employment. Governments and media have, for the most part, been enthusiastic supporters of this narrative and the shopping centres at its heart.

I offer here not so much an alternative, but a broader account, showing that whilst shopping centres did bring benefits, these also came at a cost. This does not mean that shopping centres should not have been built, but it suggests that a more circumspect attitude might have been adopted towards their construction. I will argue that the celebratory narrative and resulting potential perception of shopping centres as largely beneficial, has accompanied a significant accumulation of power by the shopping centre industry.

This paper will begin with a literature review before outlining a brief background of shopping centre development in Sydney. It will then examine: the benefits that shopping centres brought to communities; some examples of the way these highly promoted benefits influenced shopping centre industry and government interactions; and then some of the negative impacts of shopping centres that tend to be concealed beneath the dominant marketing story of service, convenience and variety. 

Literature Review
There is currently no comprehensive history of shopping centre development in Australia. Some discussion of shopping centres is included in other retail histories including: Beverley Kingston’s Basket, Bag and Trolley (1994), Kim Humphery’s, Shelf Life (1998), and Gail Reekie’s Temptations: Sex, Selling and the Department Store. Peter Spearritt has written two general articles on Australian shopping centres: Suburban Cathedrals: The Rise of the Drive-in Shopping Centre (1995) and I Shop Therefore I Am (1994). Lindsay Barrett (1998) has an article on the history of Roselands, and Malcolm Voyce (2003) has analysed the way that shopping centres manage and control social space. This paper differs from these earlier works through its analysis and critique of the celebratory marketing that has surrounded shopping centre development.

Historical Background

Large, pre-planned shopping centres began appearing in Australia in the late 1950s. They were based on American models and followed a long history of retail development that had culminated in two dominant forms of commodity distribution – the department store and the supermarket. Whilst the department store had reached the pinnacle of its power in the 1920s, the supermarket was only just establishing itself in the 1950s. Based on the concept of self-service, which shifted labour from employee to customer, it provided a highly efficient distribution point for mass-produced, pre-packaged consumer goods (Humphery, 1998, pp. 66-7.). Incorporating technical advances in construction techniques and air-conditioning, shopping centres enclosed these two already highly successful retail models and added a range of specialty shops and large parking areas to create a new dominant retail form. Tapping into mainstream society’s affluence, shopping centres were widely embraced by a public excited by consumer products and in need of a convenient means by which to acquire them.

Shopping centres complemented the post war suburbanisation and spread of car ownership that was occurring throughout Australia and other Western countries. Decentralised residential and working populations found it increasingly difficult, inconvenient and at times unpleasant to shop in cities that were variously described as crowded, congested, dirty, chaotic, and dangerous. Public transport could be costly, driving was onerous, and parking at times nigh impossible (Newell, 1960; Myler, 1960; ‘The Fate of Sydney’, 1965). Between the late 1940s and late 1950s, almost one hundred thousand people moved out of inner Sydney, most relocating in the outer suburbs. In the same period, retail trade in the city dropped from fifty to thirty-six percent of the metropolitan area’s total turnover (‘Summary of the 5th’, 1958).

In Sydney, the big city stores began to chase the demographic shift and decentralised with suburban branches. By the early 1960s department stores had branches in varying sizes throughout Sydney, while supermarkets and variety store chains were even more widely distributed reflecting their smaller market catchment size (Beed, 1964, pp. 88-91). Smaller retailers were attracted to these bigger stores further expanding suburban retail provision. Whilst some established businesses like butchers and chemists survived the influx of newcomers, others did not. In a sign of rising suburban affluence, second-hand stores began closing or moving as the electrical and home-furnishing retailers moved in (Kingston, 1994, pp. 85-6).

The Benefits Shopping Centres Brought to Communities
The growth of retail in the suburbs brought modern consumer goods within easy reach, but it also created new problems. The difficulty of providing safe and readily available parking followed retailing to the suburbs as they became more developed and attracted their own traffic congestion (Spearritt, 1995, p. 96). Local Government Authorities were sluggish in providing off-street parking and where department stores did offer parking stations, these were still relatively small (Beed, 1964, pp. 95-8).

Large pre-planned shopping centres offered a ready solution to this infrastructural problem. Generous car parking facilities were integral to their design. They were built for a car driving population and were laid out to separate pedestrian and car traffic. This made them safer, more comfortable and convenient shopping environments (Spearritt, 1994, 139). By catering to car drivers, centre developers also benefited, drawing more people who could carry away greater quantities of goods than those who walked or took public transport.

As well as bringing retail services and parking to the suburbs, shopping centres also claimed to offer much needed social space and community facilities (Gruen & Smith, 1960, pp. 17-9). The busy highways and main roads along which retail strips had developed were not the most congenial of places to spend leisurely time (Farrell, 2003, p. 6); and despite a history of criticism significant centralised social space had yet to be developed in the suburbs. The Cumberland Plan had blamed the problem in 1948 on the incompatibility of a decentralised population inhabiting a centralised urban framework, and had called for a shift towards a cluster plan of district centres around which local economic, cultural and social life might form (‘The planning scheme for the County of Cumberland’, 1948, pp. 27-34). Political, logistic and financial concerns had impeded progress towards this goal however (Allport, 1980, p. 66), and in the 1960s it was still possible for shopping centre developers to herald their provision of suburban community space. 

Marketing frequently equated the modernist structures with medieval market squares: an imagined historical site that had, it was said, represented the ‘gayest time in trading’ where ‘a friendly meeting place’ had provided ‘a happy family atmosphere’ (Gruen & Smith, 1960, pp. 17-9; Westfield, 2000, p. 34; Westfield info-advertisement, 1968). To emphasise their community credentials, Sydney shopping centres throughout their history have sponsored local events, schools and institutions; ran columns and regular supplements in local newspapers; and constantly promoted themselves as members of the surrounding community.

And these claims are not without substance. Although it was an overtly commercial environment, the early shopping centres provided a number of community and social facilities that brought something new to suburbia and made them attractive to patrons. Air conditioning, modernist décor, fountains, landscaping and espresso bars provided a congenial and modern environment for aspirational suburbanites to meet, shop and relax (Judd, 1965, p. 52; Barrett, 1998, pp. 127-8). Facilities at different centres included medical and dental services, children’s playgrounds, child-minding facilities, an auditorium at Roselands, and a branch library at Miranda. Childcare in particular was gratefully and enthusiastically embraced by suburban women in an environment where child minding was still looked down upon as a dangerous intrusion into the natural role of mothering (Brennan, 1998, pp. 52-9). 

Teenagers also welcomed shopping centres as a social space to congregate and mix (K. Doyle, personal communication, December 4, 2006). For some, it could become the ‘focus’ of their life. For girls, hanging out at the centre would not give them a bad name the way that spending time at the local milk bar would (L. Doyle, personal communication, October 3, 2006). One teenager living close to Roselands recalls spending every afternoon after school as well as weekends there, hanging out with kids from neighbouring schools, checking up on the latest fashions that were unavailable elsewhere, and hanging with his gang ‘the Hairies’ as they faced off against the ‘Sharps’ from Bankstown Square (R. Kirby, personal communication, January 16, 2007).

One of the most significant contributions shopping centres brought to their surrounding areas was employment. Peter Spearritt has argued that ‘the location of people’s workplaces is one of the most important parts of the urban experience’ and that it was only with the suburbanisation of work that the suburbs became truly viable (Spearritt, 2000, p. 111). Shopping centers not only offered direct employment, they were big investments by private enterprise, and once built would encourage domestic consumer spending - both of which would contribute to increased economic activity, growth and jobs. For women, especially in the early days of centre development, retail jobs were close to home, could be done while the kids were in school, and did not hinder the male breadwinner in his pursuit of career and income. For many young people, too, their first job was in a shopping centre – it was convenient, relatively safe, and often enjoyable (L. Doyle, personal communication, October 3, 2006).

Business, Media and Government

All these benefits were loudly lauded in the local newspapers in which shopping centres advertised heavily. The papers covered construction phases in detail, building up feverishly as opening days approached (‘Army of workers’, 1966, p. 8). The openings themselves offered grand spectacles that filled the headlines while hundreds of bargains covered inner pages. The big shopping centres were said to herald a new way of life for suburban shoppers: a transformation of shopping from chore to pleasure: a site where domestic duties and leisure crossed over and became one. And like the politicians whose opening speeches featured heavily on their front pages, the media hailed entrepreneurial man for providing this new world in the suburbs. The Sun declared that at Roselands ‘the visitor’s first reaction is to wonder…at the sort of courage that was needed to sink six million pounds into a spot by-passed by commerce’. And that one could only ‘respect…the men who had…[this]…necessary courage’ (Barrett, 1998, p. 126).
Politicians of all persuasions praised the businessmen prepared to make such contributions to the passage of national progress. When NSW Premier Bob Heffron opened Miranda Fair in March 1964, he cited it as a wonderful example of the area’s rapid change declaring that in his overseas trip the previous year he had not seen such an impressive shopping centre. At the end of 1965, the new Liberal premier Robin Askin declared that Roseland’s ‘million dollar spread of merchandise… brings the city to the suburbs in a glittering way that must rival even the fabled Persian Bazaars’ (Barrett, 1998, p. 124). A year later he described Bankstown Square as ‘private enterprise at its best’ (‘Bankstown Square Special Feature’, 1966, p. 6).

At times the interests of politicians and businessmen overlapped in ways that were not entirely appropriate. During its attempts to have a green belt land release rezoned in 1960, Myer, much to the outrage of the local progress association, flew Bankstown councillors to Melbourne for a luxury weekend (The Torch, 3 April 1958; 16 November 1961, p. 1; 30 November 1961, p. 1; 14 December 1961, p. 18). Not long afterwards, Lend Lease, in what one of its project managers described as ‘a punt’, spent over £1 million on residential properties in Bankstown’s heart (Murphy, 1984, pp. 108-9). They then applied to have these properties rezoned, and to acquire public land in order to build what was to become Bankstown Square (Report of the Town Planner, 1963). During deliberations, the company was approached with a bribe guaranteeing a favourable decision. They notified the police, a sting was set up with hidden microphones at covert meetings, £5,000 was deposited in a councillors pot plant, arrests were made, aldermen charged and council dismissed – although not before it had approved development (Sydney Morning Herald, 15 April 1964, pp. 6, 13; The Torch, 29 April 1964, pp. 1, 3-4, 20).

Where Bankstown Square’s development approval process was compromised by the corrupt activities of a local government, the construction of Westfield’s Eastgardens shopping centre in the early 1980s received extraordinary levels of support from the NSW State Government. The General Motors Holden at Pagewood plant closed in 1982, costing the area 1,000 jobs. Concerned about rising unemployment, the Wran government brokered a deal whereby Westfield and the W.D & H.O. Wills tobacco company would share the old GMH site (Botany and Randwick Sites Development Bill, 1982, pp. 626-7). As it was not big enough for both companies, the government threw in some public land to enlarge it. A neighbouring bus depot site was sold privately to Westfield for an undisclosed figure; land was rezoned in a matter of days; and there were claims that at least some transactions were signed in Canberra to avoid or delay paying NSW stamp duty. The hasty arrangements were carried out in secrecy, with little public knowledge prior to the announcement of the deal on 10 April 1982. When the rezoning was challenged in the Land and Environment Court by three smaller surrounding shopping centres, the government introduced legislation to overrule the court process (Margo, 2001, pp. 161-2; Sydney Morning Herald, 5 August 1982, p. 2; 26 August 1982, p. 3; 8 September 1982, p. 2; 15 September 1982, p. 10; 15 October 1982, p. 12). A key argument throughout the saga was the employment that Westfield would bring to the area.

These are just a few examples to illustrate the power of big business and its close relationship with government processes. In the case of shopping centres, this is justified by the perception of the benefits, outlined earlier, that shopping centres bring to communities. This becomes problematic, though, if this perception is changed. To illustrate this point, I want to now look at some of the less than beneficial aspects of shopping centre development.

Some problems Posed by Shopping Centre Development
Whilst shopping centres accommodated cars by providing parking, they also encouraged their usage. Opening advertisements for both Top Ryde and Roselands declared that ‘All Roads’ led to the respective centres. Detailed maps were provided on how to approach them from any part of the metropolitan area (Northern District Times, 13 November 1963; The Torch, 6 October 1965). With the popularity of shopping centres, new concentrations of traffic congestion were formed. This became an ongoing problem, exacerbated as centres continued to expand over time. In some cases it was worsened further, such as at Miranda Fair in the early 1970s, when centre employees were barred from using car parks, forcing them onto the street, clogging up local roads and reducing the parking available for other local businesses (Sutherland Shire Council minutes, 1971).

The community facilities promised in centre developments did not always materialise, and if they did they did not necessarily last (Kingston, 1994, p. 98). Even childminding was phased out by some centres in the 1970s. When Warringah Mall’s service was cut in 1973, one protesting mother wrote to the Manly Daily:

Surely in the wisdom of the planners of the multi-million dollar redevelopment of the Mall, allowance could have been made for one the large stores or the tenants in general to subsidise the rental and maintenance of a safe place to leave children for one or two hours at a reasonable cost to the poor rattled mums of Warringah (Judd, 1965).

The provision of facilities inside shopping centres might also come at the cost of existing amenities. Chatswood Chase, for example, was built over the top of a Kindergarten, Senior Citizens Centre and Community Aid Centre when council sold their land to David Jones in 1975 (Middleton, 1975; Sydney Morning Herald, 29 November 1976; North Shore Times, 6, 13, 20 August 1975). The Chase then stepped in with marketing to establish itself as the new community focus, combining its first birthday promotions with the long-running Willoughby festival. The local paper reported that the two had ‘been interwoven to give the community one giant celebration’, that demonstrated the importance of The Chase ‘to the day-to-day community life of the North Shore… naturally birthday bargains [were] a feature’ (North Shore Times Weekend Edition, March 11, 1984, p. 18).

Whilst the early childminding services were enthusiastically embraced, they were a limited service. They still didn’t offer a solution to women who wanted to work, and to use them, women were confined within a commercial, largely internalised, consumer oriented environment. In this way, the big shopping centres became the built environment’s very tangible expression of the cultural, social and economic role that the post-war housewife was obliged to fulfil – her ‘value as housewife and mother reflected in her success as a consumer’ (Game & Pringle, 1997, p. 205).

In the post war period, the mantra of full employment became economic orthodoxy (Hudson, 1974, p. 534). In this environment, shopping centres were welcomed as generators of growth and providers of jobs. An appreciation of the benefits of retail employment, though, must be conditioned by an understanding of its nature. During the second half of the twentieth century, the modernisation typified by the big regional centres changed retail employment in some fundamental ways. Self-service led to deskilling. Specialist product knowledge was lost, replaced with advertising, and the tasks of shop assistants gradually reduced to what Game and Pringle have described as factory-like functions. The period also saw an increased casualisation of the workforce, enhanced by the deregulation of trading hours, and innovations in time-management analysis that led to a requirement for flexible staff at peak selling periods (Game & Pringle, 1983, pp. 75-78). These changes in working conditions saw a decline in the status of retail employment for men, encouraging them to move to other industries, and opening up opportunities for women at the lower end of the trade. The lower status of the job was in this way one of the preconditions for the increase of women’s employment in it (Game & Pringle, 1983, p. 63). 

The employment created by shopping centres also came at the cost of other local jobs as surrounding retailers were hit by the new and highly organised competition (Botany and Randwick Sites Development Bill, 1982, p. 1020). Despite planning calls for integration between existing retail and new centres (Report of the Town Planner, 1963), there was little effort made in this direction. The internalised design of regional centres was a deliberate exclusion of outside retail that in Sydney was enhanced by their locations on the opposite side of railway tracks, or at the far end of existing retail strips. Periodic refurbishments and expansions were designed to attract higher percentages of an areas’ retail dollar. And there are reports of a consistent and clearly voiced philosophy amongst shopping centre management to kill off external competition (John, personal communication, April 10, 2006). Evidence for the impact of major centres on surrounding retail can be amply provided by a stroll through Parramatta, Hornsby, Bondi Junction, Gosford or any number of older shopping precincts throughout Sydney.

As retail strips lost ground and shopping centres expanded, the power differential between centre operators and small retailers grew accordingly, leading to high rents, a lack of transparency in the leasing process, numerous claims of misrepresentation and dropouts, bankruptcies and business failures for many independent stores. 

Conclusion

Shopping centres, then, emerged as a result of changing urban patterns driven by the proliferation of the motorcar, and a shortage of retailing in the suburbs. They incorporated the attractions of department stores and supermarkets alongside welcome community facilities, and housed modern consumer goods in convenient and appealing environments. They brought jobs and encouraged economic growth. But they also created traffic congestion of their own, supported existing gender roles, introduced new levels of commercialism to community social life, and impacted negatively on many small and local retailers. Developers made great profits, leaning heavily, at times inappropriately, on local governments to have their projects approved. And they continually positioned their centres as community hubs whilst calculating how best to profit from those same communities. Industry marketing and lobbying, backed up with public support from governments and media, emphasised these benefits but glossed over problematic aspects of development. This ability of the industry to write its own history, to influence public perception, is a timely reminder of the importance of academia in providing critical analysis of our social environment.
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