
Cities today are evolving fast, morphing in response to expanding populations, changing climate realities,

and the growing demand for inclusive public spaces. For urban planners and architects, this presents both a

challenge and an opportunity: how do we design cities that are resilient, yet rooted? How do we balance

development with identity, access with economy, and spectacle with subtlety?

A recent trip to Australia—spanning Sydney, Gold Coast, and Melbourne—offered an unexpected lens into

these very questions. What began as a family holiday quickly became a shared study in urban design. As

architects, my husband and I couldn’t help but notice how every promenade, laneway, and riverfront spoke

volumes about priorities—what was retained, what was reimagined, and what was being quietly erased.

At the heart of it was a recurring theme: how cities engage with their edges, especially their waterfronts.
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Sydney, in many ways, is a more complex

case. The waterfront here is world-

renowned, anchored by iconic structures like

the Opera House and Harbour Bridge. And

while parts of it—particularly around the

Opera House precinct—retain a sense of

civic grandeur, much of the remaining

seafront appears to be increasingly

commercialised.

At Circular Quay and Darling Harbour, some

pockets still achieve a balance—grand in

scale yet humane in experience. Generous

steps, open plazas, and decorated walkways

allow moments of pause and collective

gathering, offering a glimpse of what a civic

waterfront can be. Yet it is precisely this

quality that draws commerce so strongly to

the edge. Restaurants, ticketed attractions,

and retail begin to cluster, often turning the

waterfront into a backdrop for consumption

rather than reflection. 

Waterfronts as Civic Interfaces

Across the world, waterfronts hold symbolic and spatial significance. They mark boundaries, but also serve as

connectors between ecology and infrastructure, public life and private enterprise, movement and rest. The

best examples manage to be both functional and poetic: think of the Marina Bay precinct in Singapore, where

a walk along the promenade offers layered experiences of play, pause, performance, and commerce.

In Gold Coast, the beachfront is designed for flow, welcoming joggers, cyclists, strollers, and families in one

continuous, uncluttered sweep. It is not monumental in its gestures, but generous in its layout, punctuated by

shaded resting zones, playful public art, and uninterrupted visual access to the beach. This is urban

infrastructure that does not impose itself on nature; instead, it frames an easy invitation to engage with it.

Melbourne’s riverside precincts, in contrast, are deeply integrated into the city’s daily life. The network of

laneways opens into courts and riverside walks, punctuated by bridges, offices, libraries, and cafes. The river

edge is not programmed solely for recreation; it functions as part of the everyday urban fabric. One might

cross the Yarra to reach the office, pause at the steps for a quick lunch, or stop for an informal meeting in a

nearby plaza. Unlike the Gold Coast—where the waterfront is a destination in itself—Melbourne’s edge is a

lived passage, layered with opportunities for both transit and pause, business and leisure.
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What emerged across all three cities was a strong undercurrent of intention. Public spaces that work well

share certain patterns:

Connectivity: The best waterfronts were seamlessly connected to the inner fabric of the city. Streets,

transit systems, and pedestrian pathways weren’t isolated but integrated to allow a fluid transition from

the urban core to the water’s edge.

Programming for All: From active play zones to contemplative corners, inclusive public spaces

responded to a range of users and times of day. These were not just weekend destinations, but daily

routines.

The buildings that line the harbour tend to orient themselves towards the water, their backs facing the rest of

the city, leaving the urban core deprived of a connective release. In doing so, the riverfront risks becoming an

exclusive frontage rather than a shared threshold between city and water.

This tension between public space and commercial opportunity is not unique to Sydney. Many Indian cities,

too, are at a similar crossroads. Riverfronts in Ahmedabad or the upcoming Varanasi development along the

Ganga are important urban interventions, but they raise crucial questions. Can we revitalise a city’s edge

without commodifying it? Can we preserve memory, ecology, and access while also enabling the economy?
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Material and Detail: The use of natural materials, tactile finishes, shaded areas, and even thoughtfully

designed signage contributed to a sense of care by encouraging people to inhabit the space.

Scale of Intervention: Importantly, successful public spaces didn’t always rely on grand gestures. Often, it

was the smaller insertions—benches under trees, public drinking fountains, interactive art—that made the

space more democratic and alive.

Urban design is never neutral. It reflects decisions about who a city is for, how it should be used, and what it

chooses to remember or forget. And in the case of waterfronts, those decisions become even more visible,

etched along a city’s most vulnerable and visible edge.

For planners and designers in India and beyond, these examples offer inspiration and caution. They remind

us that while iconic buildings may define a skyline, it is the quality of public space that defines urban life.

Designing for people, rather than merely for profits, tourists, or images, requires holding onto the original

intent of a space even as it evolves. In every city, the edges are opportunities for development, but also for

reflection, re-engagement, and rediscovery.


