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Key points
• Public places can be unsafe for lesbian, 

gay, bisexual, trans, queer, intersex, 
asexual and other sexual and gender-
diverse (LGBTQIA+) people, however, 
there has been little research into the 
impact of LGBTQIA+ inclusive urban 
policy and planning on the health and 
wellbeing of LGBTQIA+ communities 

• Our foundational work suggests local 
government areas in Australia can 
do better at providing urban policy 
and planning to ‘usualise’ queerness 
and foster more inclusive spaces for 
LGBTQIA+ communities 

• We developed a recommendations 
framework for creating more inclusive 
local areas and public spaces

Abstract
Public spaces influence the health and safety of lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, 
queer, intersex, asexual and other sexual and gender-diverse (LGBTQIA+) 
communities. However, there is minimal research to demonstrate the link 
between inclusive urban policy and planning and the wellbeing of LGBTQIA+ 
communities. Consequently, in this perspective, we reflect on our project, 
which offered foundational work for understanding LGBTQIA+ experiences 
of public spaces in Australia’s three most populous urban centres – Sydney, 
Melbourne and Brisbane. Our desk-based research approach provides a 
five-point evaluative framework to assess how local government areas (LGAs) 
accommodate LGBTQIA+ communities. We then present a recommendations 
framework for creating more inclusive local areas and public spaces. We 
propose that ‘usualising’ queerness in public spaces can lead to increased 
health and wellbeing for LGBTQIA+ communities. 

Introduction
This perspective reports on the Australian component of a global effort that 
looks at more comprehensive and inclusive local government planning for 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, queer, intersex, asexual and other sexual and 
gender diverse (LGBTQIA+) communities. Research has identified how 
public spaces can be exclusionary and sometimes dangerous for LGBTQIA+ 
individuals, families and communities.1 Meanwhile, public health research 
with LGBTQIA+ communities is still dominated by work on HIV reduction, 
the behaviours of gay men and men-who-have-sex-with-men, young people, 
and substance use.2-4 Significantly, some work has emerged with trans and 
gender-diverse people, queer women, and evolving spaces where LGBTQIA+ 
people interact, including online spaces and rural locations.5- 8 Yet, there 
is little research from a public health perspective acknowledging any links 
between urban policy and planning and wellbeing for LGBTQIA+ people. 

https://doi.org/10.17061/phrp3342330  
https://www.phrp.comau
mailto:A.Gorman-Murray@westernsydney.edu.au
https://doi.org/10.17061/phrp3342330
https://doi.org/10.17061/phrp3342330


Public Health Research & Practice December 2023; Vol. 33(4):e3342330  • https://doi.org/10.17061/phrp3342330
Moving towards LGBTQIA+ inclusive planning

2

61% of the national population14 and house the largest 
proportions of people who identify as LGBTQIA+. We had 
two aims:
• To explore if and how LGBTQIA+ people have been 

accommodated in these Australian agglomerations
• To understand how LGBTQIA+ people can be better 

accommodated in local council strategies and 
activities

We adopted a desk-based research approach with 
two parts:
1. A thematic review of existing literature on the 

experiences of LGBTQIA+ people in Australian cities 
and the queering of public spaces, focusing on 
Australian-based literature.

2. Building on the insights drawn from this literature, 
a review of current policies, strategies and plans 
operational in the local government areas (LGAs) that 
comprise the greater metropolitan areas of Sydney, 
Melbourne and Brisbane. Local governments are 
the closest level of government to the community 
and are responsible for representing the interests of 
their communities and delivering local services and 
infrastructure.15 This review examined local councils’ 
actions to ensure the accommodation of LGBTQIA+ 
individuals, families and communities within their 
jurisdictions.

Our scope extended beyond well-known inner-city 
‘gaybourhoods’ (areas widely recognised as home to 
LGBTQIA+ communities) and incorporated research and 
practice on LGBTQIA+ people living in suburbia. The 
findings of this research are available in the 2023 report, 
Queering Cities in Australia: Making Public Spaces More 
Inclusive through Urban Policy and Practice.16

For this perspective, we highlight the insights from 
the review of local government policies and strategies 
(part 2). We developed a five-point evaluative framework 
based on the literature review (part 1), which included 
local and international best practice considerations and 
linked social justice principles legislated in New South 
Wales (NSW) (see Figure 1). Four social justice principles 
– equity, access, participation, and rights – are used to 
guide planning initiatives in NSW and are particularly apt 
for inclusive planning.17 Figure 1 outlines the five criteria 
of the evaluative framework, the policies, strategies and 
practices of LGAs, and how they feed into each other 
and respond to social justice principles. Ideally, LGAs 
could follow the continuous loop of the criteria from 
stakeholder engagement to inclusive public place design 
for best outcomes for LGBTQIA+ communities. Policies, 
strategies and activities from all LGAs in Sydney (31 
LGAs), Melbourne (28 LGAs) and Brisbane (five LGAs) 
were evaluated against the criteria to understand if and 
how LGBTQIA+ people are being accommodated in local 
areas. The findings highlight geographical differences 
within and between the three cities and point to where 
and how wellbeing may be better enabled (at least in 
policy) for LGBTQIA+ people.

Identifying this gap, we consider how to make public 
spaces safe, welcoming and inclusive for LGBTQIA+ 
people, that is, to ‘usualise’ queerness in the use and 
design of public spaces (as described further below). 
This is important for secure access to public spaces as 
essential dimensions of health and wellbeing, including:
• A sense of self-security when out and about in public 

spaces 
• Safe access to social networks and interaction
• Safe access to employment and education 

opportunities
• The use of open spaces (e.g., parks) for therapeutic 

and recreational purposes.

This work is timely, with ever-increasing moves towards 
LGBTQIA+ equality in more countries. Yet, it is still 
a minority of countries that enjoy a full suite of legal 
protections for LGBTQIA+ people.9 Considering this 
context, this perspective reflects on how queerness can 
be usualised in public spaces for increased health and 
wellbeing.

The term ‘queering’ as an action and verb is applied 
to approaches in which LGBTQIA+ individuals, families 
and communities are expressly considered in social and 
political practice, including the use and design of public 
spaces. A history of social and legal exclusions shows 
that LGBTQIA+ people have specific spatial concerns.10-12 
Formal social and legal equality may be improving 
in Australian federal and state/territory jurisdictions; 
however, this does not necessarily cascade into explicit 
recognition and inclusion at the local government level, 
nor for the acknowledgement of other intersecting 
communities (ethnic, socioeconomic, cultural, disabled 
and other). We posit that the flashpoint for such inclusion 
is local government policy, planning and public space 
design. We argue that those responsible for local 
planning and public space design should be aware 
that our local populations are diverse. This is where we 
further suggest moving from the practice of queering to 
the practice of ‘usualising’ queerness in public space, 
a term introduced by Catterall and Azzouz.13 We take 
usualising13 and define it within planning and design as 
being accommodating of all genders and sexualities from 
the start by making spaces and implementing policies 
that foundationally accommodate all.

Project
The project was conducted by researchers from 
Western Sydney University, UNSW Sydney and the 
University of Technology Sydney in collaboration with 
Maridulu Budyari Gumal: Sydney Partnership for Health, 
Education, Research and Enterprise (SPHERE) and 
global professional services (design, engineering) firm 
Arup. It provided foundational work for understanding 
LGBTQIA+ experiences of public spaces in Australia’s 
three most populous urban centres – Sydney, Melbourne 
and Brisbane – which together account for approximately 
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approach to usualising LGBTQIA+ accommodation in 
their strategies and activities. These areas are more likely 
to house traditional ‘gaybourhoods’, or other areas noted 
for sexuality and gender diverse populations, with above-
average proportions of LGBTQIA+ people living there. 
However, LGBTQIA+ people often remain invisible in local 
planning in many suburban areas. Limited recognition 
means the councils’ strategies and plans are not meeting 
their needs. 

While several councils have committed to creating an 
inclusive LGA for diverse communities in their community 
engagement plans, many do not specify the need to 
engage with LGBTQIA+ communities. Those councils 
that engage with LGBTQIA+ stakeholders do so through 
workshops, public forums, meetings, interviews, and 
surveys.

Those councils that have established LGBTQIA+ 
advisory committees tend to have more strategies and 
activities in the other criteria. These advisory committees 
provide feedback and input to the council, which 
ensures the voices of LGBTQIA+ people are heard and 

Findings
We applied the five-point evaluative framework (Figure 
1) to all LGAs across Sydney, Melbourne and Brisbane, 
and this section summarises the findings. The evaluation 
found that Melbourne is the most proactive city – per 
number and proportion of LGAs – in accommodating 
LGBTQIA+ people, followed closely by Sydney (see 
Figure 2 for best-performing LGAs in each city). The 
Victorian State Government developed a state-wide 
strategy in February 2022, Pride in our Future: Victoria’s 
LGBTIQ+ Strategy 2022–32, which outlines a plan to 
provide parameters for improving equity over the next 10 
years.18 Accordingly, our evaluation found that Melbourne 
LGAs with LGBTQIA+ inclusive practices show more 
consistency in the language used and the types of 
actions taken. This includes establishing LGBTQIA+ 
advisory committees and developing LGBTQIA+ action 
plans. 

We also found that across all three cities, LGAs closer 
to the inner-city core generally take a more proactive 

Figure 1.	 Local	government	policies	and	strategies	review	criteria:	a	five-point	evaluative	frameworka

a Social justice principles (equity, access, participation, rights) from NSW Division of Local Government (2013)17
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Figure 2.	 Best-performing	LGAs	for	LGBTQIA+	inclusive	planning	in	Greater	Sydney,	Melbourne	and	Brisbane	
(shown	in	black)16

Source: Gorman-Murray A et al. Queering Cities in Australia: Making Public Spaces More Inclusive through Urban Policy and Practice 
(2023)16
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inclusion, but without further effort or tangible outcomes.19 
Careful consideration of the everyday pragmatic needs of 
LGBTQIA+ people in broader local planning and council 
practices is important for accommodating all communities 
within their jurisdiction.

While Melbourne-based councils engage more 
proactively in training and awareness activities than 
councils in Sydney and Brisbane, our findings suggest 
that councils could employ more effort across the board. 
Training activities include raising awareness of the 
importance of inclusive practices and language. Some 
training might target staff that work with LGBTQIA+ 
people. Some councils also provide staff and the 
community with information on inclusive language and 
explanations of LGBTQIA+ terminology. 

Generally, we found that very few councils have 
strategies or design guidelines that specifically address 
the issues and needs of LGBTQIA+ people when using 
public spaces or facilities. While inclusive and accessible 
strategic planning is provided in a more generic capacity 
across social groups, little consideration is given to the 
specific needs of LGBTQIA+ people. 

better accommodated. In Melbourne, most of these 
advisory committees are also tasked with developing an 
LGBTQIA+ action plan. 

In terms of our five criteria outlined in Figure 1, 
the criterion that councils are most likely to engage in 
is affirming and usualising LGBTQIA+ communities. 
The most common activity across all cities is holding 
community events celebrating LGBTQIA+ communities. 
In addition, using visual cues, such as raising rainbow 
flags on important LGBTQIA+ dates and creating 
rainbow road crossings, are very popular. In Sydney and 
Melbourne, multiple councils are proactive in celebrating 
LGBTQIA+ events and dates yet do not actively engage 
in the other four criteria. This finding suggests that 
while organising events and using visual cues may be 
important acts of recognition and usualisation, they are 
also perhaps the most expedient means for councils to 
show their support for LGBTQIA+ communities. However, 
without meaningful action in other aspects of community 
engagement and use of public spaces, these visual cues 
can be critiqued as ‘rainbow washing’ – that is, using 
rainbow symbolism to suggest support for LGBTQIA+ 

Figure 3.	 Recommendations	framework
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Further	work	and	framing
From this research, we developed a recommendations 
framework for creating more inclusive local areas and 
public spaces (see Figure 3). These recommendations 
will be tested and refined in a new project working with 
the Greater Cities Commission on LGBTQIA+ inclusive 
planning in local government in the Six Cities Region of 
NSW, which is a government-designated interconnected 
urban region that includes Newcastle, the Central Coast, 
Wollongong and the three regions within Sydney – 
Australia’s largest urban mega-region. 

Through engaged research, the next stage of this 
program of work will develop practical frameworks for 
consultation, usualisation and implementation of queering 
approaches to the design of public spaces, especially 
by local governments. Ultimately, this will help us better 
understand how queerness can be usualised in public 
spaces for increased health and wellbeing.
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