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s h_'ort'discu&‘-ion paper arises out of three papers previously produced by the
ssg personal views on the need for urgent consideration to the
oE a Mational Land Use Data Base. Altematively, it & proposed that urgent
n should be given to the standardtsatlon of land use data, as used in all
Sdtct;ons, 50 that, as computerisation of land use data proceeds in the
ed 'ral‘ Stafe and Loeal Govemment authorities having'lawful responsibility for

Fate mfor matlon.

The three papers in which this issue has been raised by the auther are:

n adglr,éss, 'surveying and Law Reform' fo the 22rd Australian Sucvey Cengress,
{obart, 25 February 1980 (C.14/80) :

n"addres, '"Computers : Who is Coneerned? to the Annuel Conférence URPIS 10,
B The Australian and Urban Regional Information Systems Assocxatlon Sydney, 1
ecember 1982 (C.77/82) ,

An address, 'Computerised Land Use Data - Mark II' to the NSW Registrar
lenerals Se minar of Registrars of Title, 27 April 1983 (C.35/83).

On 1l July 1983, the Federal Minister for Science and Teehnology (the Hon
try Jones MP) discussed the matter with the author in Melbourne, He expressed interest
nd.éuthorised discussions with his department, On 21 July 1983 the Department of
cience and Technology, on the initiative of Dr John Bell, arranged & meeting in Canberra
i which the author raised the issue with colieagues from relevant Commonwealth

Departments and authorities,



OBJECT OF PROJECT

The object of the project is to identify a national problem inherent in the
Australian Federal system of govemment, as it relates to the computerisation of land use
information that & proceeding rapidly in land use agencies at all levels of government in
Australia, Under the Constitution, the Commonwealth Parliaﬁiélt does mnot have
constitutional power to enact legislation requiring all State and Local Government-
authorities to submit to a singlé Commonwezlth regime for the computerisation of land’
use data. It is possible that by use of the appropriations power, the Commonwezalth eould
elfectively achieve such a goal by offering the [acility of a National Land Use Data Base
to State aml Local Government eutherities. It is also possible that under s.96 of the.
Constitution the Commonwealth could impose relevant conditions wpon grants in aid,
relevant to standardisation of the computerisation of 1and use data.

The Commonwealth has other relevent constitutional powers, notably
relation to census and statisties (s.51 {xi))} and telecommunications (s.51{v)}. Howev o
funds are not readily evaileble to launch a costly Commonwealth initiative. Despite the
opportunity costs of ignoi‘ing the unrestricted and unco-ord inated computerisation of land
use data, the costs of establishing a single National Data Base might not be ‘warranted by
the benefits thereby procured, having regard to the fact that conp-em with land i5
typically local. -

Notwithstanding these points, the Commonwealth hes a legitimate _coné
about the present virtually completely unco-ordinated computerisation of land use
throughout Australia: .

* Commonwealth suthorities. A number of Commonwealth agencies have well
established interests in the use of land throughout the nation. It will be ineiffi_cien’
and expensive if the computerisation of Federal land use data has to be developed:
in ways that differ significantly from State to State in order to be compatble wit
State and Loecal Government data bases. m

]

* National responsibility. The Commonweelth has a legitimate concern to eﬁnsurgth
optimum use of data relevant to land throughout the nation. If the Commonwealt

does not attend to this concern, local idiosyneracies will make s-ubsequet}
achievement of compatability difficult, expensive or even impossible,



ocoding co-crdinated data. The Commonwealth already collects important land
data.in the Australian Bureau of Statisties. If parcel data could be produced in
ard c_éfegories (eg land use) in all States and if parcels were gec-coded to
sﬁs' c_:dlleci:idn distriets, a great deal of beneficial use could be made by State
e Lééal Government authorities of co-ordinated population, housing,
£ fé:turing, ‘retail and other data integrated with land use date. Such a
dination would greatly improve the development of national, State and local

'cy,’aﬁalysgs. Access to such a eomputerised, co-ordinated, high resolution.data
asé . would - possible provide the 'bait' which coﬁld induce State and Local
':'\}em_men«t.mthorities in Australia to co-ordinate land use computerisation with a
é‘tignal;,__s'_tandard. It might also encourage better planning of State and Local
vemment ectivities within a national context and the better use for policy and
ional development purposes of information, present unco-ordinated and likely to
1ain so if computerisation of land use data proceeds without an apprdpriate

national plan.

JSED LAND NFORMATION SYSTEM

éﬁ'sf’as the lawyers must accommodate tie new information technology, so
_ps‘c il tﬁiﬁSe--invol’ved in urban and regional development in Australia. Nothing has
ap_penedﬂi'nce the addresses in 1980, 1982 or 1933 to make the need for work towards a
ional lamd use data base at the least, co-ordinated standards and definitions less

easible or less urgent.

The technology does not stand in the way. Only our local obsessions, a lack of
tichal“vision -and puny, parochial attitudes, -limit the development of the common
grﬂards-armd,'deﬂnitions- necessary to establish a land use data bank for Australia or the
entigl ‘of an integrated system. The report of the Institution of Surveyors (N.S.W.
Division) -on-thie Information Needs of.Surveyors in the 80's recorded that the incremental
cost-to land.development that could.be attributed to development delays as plans are put
rough:the planning maze of multiple individual authorities, was something between $60-
million-and $120 million & year in New South Wales glone.l A national land use data
l?ank'? into. which was fed the relevant data and requirements of the various authorities ol
Commohweal’ch, State and.Local Government, would not destroy the opportunity for local
experimentation and variation, But it would inevitably reduce the mechanical costs of
urban ‘development, plamming, and home purchase ard the delay inherent in the current
checking procedutres. In 1980 I pointed to our relatively small population, the widespread -
use of the Torrens System of land registration end technological expertise as advantages
; with  which we start. There are, & I am aware, many practical
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ard some legal obstacles which stand in the way of progress. They include different eodes,
different standards of measurement, different specific ard local interests, different
statutory definitions and so on. The suthorities which keep land inventories are extremely
numerous. And they tend to move slowly, eautiously and independently.

In 1980 I said, and in 1982 and April 1983 I repeated, that it will be a tragecy
for ocur country il, on the brink of computerisation of the data of all of these various land
authorltles, they all decide to go'and 'do it their way'. As long ago-as 1975, when he was in
Oppos1tlon, Mr Ralph Hunt called for a 'worthwhile’ attempt’ to undertake a }omt
Federal/State lard use survey to develop & 'mational land use datd bank, inventory and lad
use st‘r'ategy'.2 Unfortunately, when in govemment, Mr Hunt did not pursue this ided.
His 1975 call should be heeded. But it will probably require much more active concern
gbout the inefficiencies of 'inaction than presently seems to exist among Federsl
authorities. In a continental sized couniry, there is only one place where an initiative. fo '
a national, mutually compatible land use data bank can come with' proper authority
proper collection of expertise and proper funding. That &5 the Commonwealth. It &% no
negation of State or loeal rights to suggest that the Commonwealth should take ' th
1éadership role here. It is unreasonsble to leave leadership to the hardy band of dedicat
private professionals who do their best at weekends and on-busy aftemoons after é"h'esly{
day at work. It is unrealistic to expect State authorities to take the initiative. They w
have their own ¢oncerns and will often be quite innoeently ignorant of the laws, pragtic

and problems of colleagues in other States.

A report from New Zealand has revealed that the Govemment there
established a working party on computerised land inférmation systems.3 How muc
easier it is in New Zealand or England where the complexities of the Federal divisi
power can be ignored. That division will no_t go away in Australia and it must.be
faced as a potential impediment for the early adoption of a cost saving-
computerised land information'system. The point I wish to repeat is that'unié
initiative is taken soon, ard at a Federal level, it will'be extremely difficult Jater
much more costly to secure compatibility between the approaches taken in differe
States. The Commonwealth’s Lendsat Program would seem to offer a useful starting:po
for Fedéral leadership. Its data is consistent in seale and guality across the contine
There is repetitive coverage on a 16 day cycle permitting the data base to be. regu
updated. Old data is safely archived. The next generation Landsat 1985 will'
accuracy to 10 metres, This would be adequate for & national grid suitable for domes
household lots. But whether it is Landsat, CSIRO or some other agency . of*
Commonwealth, a natlonal lead ismneeded.
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A major initiative has been taken in Western Australia in the Land Informatior
.8upport Centre of the Government of that State. Mr. Brian Humphrigs, a land
. tion consultant dxrectmg the Computer Policy Commattee said in April 1982 that
i vestxfrahon had revealed that 475 man years & year was expended by government
‘ entsand the private sec tor in the mechanical task ol retnevmg inforrmation about
Western Ausiralia. Littie wonder that the economies of cor.nputeeisstionr ere at last
ing recognised:4 '

' The biggest problem s that all the information we have is a reflection of the
150 ye&rshistor_\} of W.A. and the first task I have & to get all that information
into. computer fo;'n"i. If T can do that from a nuﬁﬁ)es_: of different sources and
. ~start to merge them one against the other, I can start to identify clearly what
.~are the anomolies..The most important thing Is that here in the West we have
this ability whereas other States-of Australia are still dp;_sarning__apout it.3

dre&mmg is & harsh word amd may be unfair to the one or {wo other States which
ken some initiatives, But it does seem true that other parts of Australia, and the

y. as. & whole, could take lessons [rom the Western Australian experience. These
ns would be:

* Institutional rivalries. Until institutional problems are resolved, rivairies settled
. and bureaueratic empires vacated, realprogress cannot be made.

' a__:Finding standards. There ate many different types of land information systems.
There is no system which of its mature could be deseribed as 'a standard system'.
* .. The cgll for ‘standards’ applies to date exchanges béiween systams. To secure
!stapndards’ it is necessary to have both the yesolve and the authority to compromise
a:lfxi settle on what will be the standard..

Interest)ng politicians ‘and kgy bureaucrats To achieve this recognition, it is

Bbsoiutely vital that elected officers of govemment address the -complex
institutional problems that exist. Without a commitment by the Executive
':Govemment, vested  departmental interests will undoubtedly proclude
.rrra-tionalisation of land management systems. The problem 5 not to be molved, [

, beheve, by the simple expedlent of assigning the co—ordinating role to a land
; 'related department. Such departments are able o address the functional needs of &
systemn, But of equal importance is the need for {ineneial co-ordination {involving
the Treasury), organisstional co-crdination (involvirg the Public Bervice Board)
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and co-ordination of departmental polities (involving, normally, the Premier's
officers).

* Agreeing on codes. To establish a national land use data bank of integrated systems
it will be necessary to settle on & standard land use coding system. A
recommendation for & ceding land use systeﬁi in Western Australia is now belore
the whole Australian community. Those who take the initiatives here will almost
certainly offer leadership. Unless State Govemments quickly recognise now the -~
need to manage techrologicel change it is likely that any technological .
development, regardless of how small it may be, will be & progressive constraint to
national standards being possible, let alone aéoPted and implemented. The diversity
of railway gauges in Austraiia which took the better pert of a-century to resolve
ard were than only resolved after much of time had passed the railways by, stand
4s a warning to us of what will happen if each State 'goes it alone! with its own

hmnégfrown 1and information. system. Now, I realise that the:problems facing
govern mént’s;. in conneétion with the infreduction of computérised land information
sy'stéiris ‘are complicated by the fact that the present manual systems have
themselves never been planned as a homogenous or integrated operation. In;mariy
cases they are not even adequately described in a comprehensive single text
Accordingly, implementation of computerlsed land information systems’ nequu-e
number of steps to be taken:

** identification of the present manual system
** .correction of anomalies and removal of duplications
** gtardardisation of fundamental tools such as street addresses

** computerisation of the data bank

Even when the decision of principle is made to move to computerisation, the problem :
facmg govemments remain problems of finance and commitment. A cost/benelit stu
undertaken of cur present land information systems would show significent benefits fo. th

community, in apgregate, from the move to computerisation of land use data. This. stu

computerisation.



H .COMPUTER BABEL

ncertam is the problem of commitment. Computerised land information
OW,. developlng in all parts of Australia, Local Govemment Councils are
_in every-form: from the sophisticated system of the Sydney City Couneil to
e systems of small locat euthorities. They are being developed in some
y uthorities and semi-government authorities such as the State Eleetrieity

. 2

of Vtctorm andd the 1 VIetropohtan Water Sewerage amxd Dramage Board of

ng (as the menual systems do) different definitions, different criteris,
ficia; o cacophony of computers, like the Tower of Babel, unable to

licate with each other for a lack' of a common computer tongue:

Lo} the Lond seattered them abroad from thence upon the face of all the Earth: and
u.theyr_left off to build the elty.

herefore fs the name of it called Babel; because the Lord did there eonfound the _
nguage of all the Earth; and from thence did the Lord scatter them abroad upen

Elat= et

the face of all the Earth.6

Austraha run the rlsk for want of appmpmate commLtment, leadership and
eption. of the real economies involved, of creatmg for ourselves a special Land
ion. Babel, It is not too late for this distinet danger to be seen in the appropriate
-&nobstacle to the early 1mplementat1cn of the rational land use data base, that
Hunt spoke of in 1975, includes the continuing lack of corperate commitment by
iticans and edministrators in the Executive Govemment. In the States, where
] igatlons are being carried on, the investigations ere themselves often under the

of interdepartmental commitiees, those special enemies of prompt and elfective
m Australia. In those Siates where there is no one individual in a key position in
emment with a eommitment, the State itsell tends to show little commitment. The
ommonweglth, perhaps out of deference to its view of its tradttmn&l role has failed to
ffer either leadership, co-ordination, expertise or financial help. If as a country we did
-sociel arithmetic and ealeulated the savings and eflficiencies that would be
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secured for the Australian community in aggregate, I have no doubt that it would justify.a
major co-ocperative Federml/State effort for a national land information system. But
without the leadership, it is likely that we will drift slowly unevenly and languidly in the

direction of the computer Babel.

A PROPOSAL : FINDING A 'METHODOLOGY OF COMPATIBILITY'

It is peithsr pdésible n'or appropriate in a discussion paper such as this to de'fii'lé ;
finally the scope and nature of the prob]em nor to identify the best national ways “of
tackling it. Even within the Federal sphere itsell, there room for lmprovement VIn
Queensland recently I was told of two mcompat;ble TFederal land use systems which cannot
be merged to provide eomposite land use mformatmn because one prov1de5 co-ordinates’
a central point in given rectangles of land, whilst the other takes as its reference a pt

in the top right hand comer.

But if the problems as between Federai iand use data bases are alrea
signi ficant, the growing problems of mcompatlble land use data bases at & State and Local
Government level are more daunting. When 1 attended the seminar of Reglstrars of T1_ ;
held in the New Scuth Wales Reglstrar—General‘s Office in April 1983, I was informed’o
the Interdepartmental Committee on Computerisation established by the Government of;
New South Wales. However that committee is limited to Departments of State. Tt nas no
confrol over or representation of Local Government. And this is de:.pite the: majot
involvement of Loeal Govemment in land use data and the rapid computensanon of 12nd

use date in the Local Goverriment sector.

Similar problems exist in the other States. However, in Queensland, legislatio
has erhanced the power of ‘the Queensland Burveyor-General. He must now be infor
before any agency of that State proceeds to computer:satlon of 1and use mformatlon
this way, at least in Queensland there is & single authonty with adequate power
superintend and monitor developments of State agencies, department, authomtya_

Lozal Government bedies.

What is probaly needed, by agreement In co-ordination with 't_ﬁe 5!
Teritories and Commenwealth authorities is the establishment of & similar arrange
at a Federal level to emsure that all land use data, national, State and
computerised acecording to:

* agreed definitions

* eompatible systems

* compatibie measurements and reference points
* compatible equipment.

o
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3t-be to depress or discourage computerisation or even local
arﬂ:,diff:erence. It should not be to impose rigid bureaucratic controls as
'-'_mali, .pursue the poal of efficient information processing suitable to

efore it becomes too late or too expensive. The Commonwealth as

tipnal interest and having its own legitimate interests in land use dats,

i rly. in- "1984, say Februdry 1984. Whether thet should be organised in

on:witht URPIS or some other professional meeting is a matter for discussion
rggérd': to--conference timetabies.- The conference should be initiated by the
7qa1th'::Departrnent of Science and Technology in co-operation with alt other
gencies having major interests in land use data.I It -would be. prefersble if those
“bodies could egree upon e single Federal agency for primary carriage of
:ra'ﬁ- “land use datas co-ordination. If it is not to be the Commonwealth
r—General, LANDSAT, the National Mapping Council, the CSIRO Division of Land
esolirees, the Australian Buresu of Statistics or the Standards Association of Australia,
Should be the Department of Seience and Technology itself. Alternatively, consideration
be given to the establishment of a special unit or bureay in the most relevant

1 monWealth Department.

.- A Planning Committee should be established immediately to prepare a program
workshops in wh{ch Federal, State and Local Government authority personnel could
Change views and help to define the problem. Invitiations should be sent to key
rsonnel in State and Local Govemment and in interested private groups and
ciations. { would be prepared to act as general rapporteuer of the conference and to
velop an aralytical precis of the results of the conference, with a view to making
§Ommendatims for discussion at a ministerial level between relevant Federal, State and

Northern Territory Ministers.
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The easy path i to say that land is locgl, that it is e traditional area of State: -
administrative concermn, that the Commonwealth’s interest is relatively small and thet
funds are low for new ventures that would make the ides aitractive to the States and to.
Local Government authorities, : ' EERS

But we should constantly remember the spectre of the differing railway gauges-
in Australie. We should remember the opportunity costs involved if we fail to develop land-
use information systems wﬁich can be merged and co-ordinated for effective mational
development and inform ed policymaking at all levels of govemment.

If the unco-ordinated computerisdtion of land. use data is allowed to proceed
much further in Australia, without an overall national scheme, we will reach & point
where every smajl local authority has gone its own way and the achievement of an’
integrated and compatible land use ‘information system -will become. practically
impossible. That would be & reproach to ‘our generation greater even than the failure of
colonial railway administrators to egree on a single railway gauge. It took nearly three
quarters of a century after federation to achieve a uniform railway link across Austra_li.gi._
In the meantime, the inefficiencies resulting from the lack of a standard gauge
contributed to the general run-down of the railway system and its replacement by othg_r‘
more efficient means of transport. We ought not to allow the same lack of co-ordination
to blight the co-ordinated development of land use datm .as it enters the computer age. It
is to be hoped that this waming will be heeded and that the edministrators of today will
show ‘a larger appreciation of national responsibilities than did the colonial railw :
ad ministrators of the 19th eentury. -



=-11-

FOOTNOTES

fe views expressed are personal views only.

The Wstitution of Surveyors, Australia (NSW Division), Ad Hoc Committee
nye'stiga-ting Information Needs of Surveyors in the 80s, 2nd mejor report, May
477, 1-4

R J Hunt, 'Rural Refreats' in Community, Vol 2 No 1, July 1975.
NZ Law Talk 161, 2 {3 November 1982).

‘,_w.estém Australia, Land Information Systems Support Centre, Land Information
Systems, Management Summary, November 1982, mimea.

‘ibid.

* Genesis, H, 8-9.



