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t seems like forever that visitors have 
complained that they can’t find the centre of  

Canberra. With all its circles and avenues; and 
the relatively modest and homogenous scale, 
they drive into Canberra down Northbourne 
Ave; where visitors and residents alike have 
not previously been able to identify a focus, 
or a heart within Civic. Now this has all 
changed – and it’s people that have made the 
difference.

Bunda Street has been transformed into a 
thriving strip of  restaurants, shops and bars, 
further populated by a constant stream of  
office workers moving to and from the large 

new office buildings which hover overhead. 
This new and energetic streetscape has 
not happened by accident. The architects 
responsible for both the master planning of  the 
area, as well as the new buildings which replace 
the old bare asphalt carparks, deliberately set 
out to transform Civic and to show what it is 
that makes city centres work as people-places 
with energy and excitement.

Following QIC’s acquisition of  the land 
adjacent to the existing Canberra Centre known 
as section 84, they engaged Cox Humphries 
Moss Architects to look after the master 
planning and architectural design of  the $500M 

project and to also develop a vital new focus 
for the city. The architects quickly identified the 
key ingredients, which have since proven, to be 
the reasons why the development has been so 
successful.

Beside the absolute necessity of  giving QIC 
a highly successful addition to the Canberra 
Centre; the key objectives included doubling 
the amount of  carparking previously available; 
ensuring development activated the street; 
recognising the value of  relatively narrow 
streets to create “atmosphere” whilst bearing 
in mind the cars; improving the social and 
economic prosperity of  Civic; and most 

importantly, co-ordinating the development 
with the existing street pattern and buildings. 
In short, it had to be all things to all people.

Cox Humphries Moss soon found they had 
a most enlightened client in QIC. Not only 
was QIC open to thinking beyond their 
own priorities, they quickly recognised that 
the success of  their development depended 
absolutely on the rest of  the city reaping the 
benefits of  a design which had to be as much 
about “city building” as it was about traditional 
commercial development.
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“ This new and energetic streetscape  

  has not happened by accident”
  -Architectural Excellence | Cox Humphries Moss
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Rodney Moss, director of  Cox Humphries 
Moss, says “we have had the privilege of  
assisting in the task of  laying some of  the most 
significant building blocks that have helped 
define the city”.  

Mixed use re-development is key to the projects’ 
success.  Office workers are convenienced by 
nearby shops and facilities whilst retail outlets 
benefit from nearby worker populations.   After 
hours, people come to the precinct to eat, use 
the gym or go to the movies.  Many retail 
outlets are utilising this by having extended 
opening hours - unusual for Canberra. The 
constant flow of  people invigorates the Civic 
centre, improves safety and provides a model 
which challenges current Canberran trends of  
remote worker complexes.   

However, city building is not just about 
creating handsome shops, attractive restaurants, 
and noisy bars- it’s about getting people back 
onto the streets.  The development provides 
multiple pedestrian links between street 
frontage retail and internal retail. It also 
creates 2 retail bridges, reinforces Griffin’s axis 
and improves upon existing pedestrian links 
to adjacent shopping streets.  The precinct 
makes extensive use of  active street frontage 
with awnings, numerous pedestrian crossings 
and reduced vehicle volumes to improve user 
amenity.  These ideas aren’t new, but they are 
too infrequently used in retail developments.  
Ask any shop owner in Bunda Street – is there 
more or less passing foot traffic since the 
development than before?  The architects have 
met the challenge of  reclaiming the street for 

the people: the ‘mall’ has been turned inside 
out and Canberra has benefited from the 
creation of  a busy and vibrant main street.
“At every step of  the design process, from 
master planning to detailed façade design, we 
have considered the street and public domain 
as paramount to the success of  the precinct” 
said Mr. Moss.

An inner city heartland must also recognise 
the diverse interests of  the population and 
provide facilities which cater for younger 
people and their “urban activities”, as well 
as the older population who enjoy more 
traditional amusements and entertainment in 
a safe and well populated centre. The dramatic 
new contemporary skate park and Youth 
Centre adds an important and deliberate 

touch of  “alternate” teen-based design. The 
new purpose-built Griffin Community Centre 
houses numerous community organizations 
including the local radio station broadcasting 
studio.

The mixed use nature of  the precinct has 
social benefits which extend way beyond the 
convenience of  having shops and entertainment 
near offices.  The precinct challenges concepts 
of  ‘social separation’ by locating community 
organisations, including a homeless meals 
program near high end retail outlets such as 
Hugo Boss.  This uncharacteristic juxtaposition 
of  tenants reinforces social diversity and 
interconnectivity whilst making a more 
compassionate community.  The precinct 
also challenges notions of  the ‘all profiting 

developer’.  QIC footed the expense of  
constructing community facilities, including 
a youth centre and the popular skate park.  
Architectural and aesthetic integration of  these 
facilities into the design of  the precinct reflects 
QIC’s social commitments and utilises ‘urban 
grunge’ to create a more inclusive, relevant and 
exciting metropolitan development. 

Like many planned cities, Canberra is 
often regarded as lacking urbanity, lacking 
vibrancy, lacking a main street, and being….
in a roundabout kind of  way…..rather dull.  
Through careful planning and design, Cox 
Humphries Moss has reinvigorated the civic 
centre by creating a vibrant and exciting mixed-
use redevelopment with active street frontage 
and provision of  community facilities.  Now, 

if  only Cox has time to re-design the rest of  
Canberra!
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