
What If?
The Future 
of Urban 
Planning 

EMPOWERING DECISION MAKING  

Where are the hotspots to target investment, 
development and job creation so Australians and 
Australian businesses can prosper?   

Where are the best locations for new housing? Schools? 
Roads? Hospitals? Public transport? Bike paths? 

How can we plan for growth to ensure Australians have 
access to infrastructure and facilities for a better quality 

of life?

A GAME-CHANGING NATIONAL ASSET

The Australian Urban Research Infrastructure Network 
(AURIN) is making it easier to access and harness 
Big Data to answer key questions for the sustainable 
development of Australia’s cities and towns. 

We’re facilitating the generation and use of ‘urban 
intelligence’ through a national research infrastructure 
network.

Developed in close consultation with teams of experts 
and end-users, the online AURIN Workbench provides the 
capacity to access diverse data for urban research, policy 
and decisions to shape a better Australia. 

Within the Workbench, the AURIN Portal seamlessly 
integrates 1000+ datasets and provides 100+ e-Research 
tools to support a virtually limitless range of urban 
analytics and visualisation.

These datasets cover many topics: population, labour 
markets, health and well-being, housing, transport, water, 
energy and environmental indicators. They also range 

across many levels of spatial scale.

WHAT IF? PLANING SUPPORT SYSTEM

What If? is an on-line Spatial or GIS-based Planning Support 
System (SPPS) designed to support the land planning 
process.  It does so by conducting land suitability analysis, 
projecting future land use demand, and allocating the 
projected demand to suitable locations. 

Developed initially as a desktop application in the 1990s 
by Prof. Dick Klosterman, from US, What If? has been 
updated and re-engineered as an online application available 
in the AURIN Workbench. In close consultation with Prof. 
Klosterman and a team of experts and end-users, What if? 
has been adapted to work seamlessly with Australian data 

formats and planning principals.

HELPING ANSWER COMPLEX PLANNING 
QUESTIONS FOR OUR CITIES 

What would be the effects of continuing current urban 
development policies if those assumptions concerning the 
future are correct? An ‘Urban Renewal and Consolidation’ 
scenario might consider the impact of policies that 
contain the continuing sprawl of cities while placing more 
emphasis on redeveloping inner and middle suburban 
areas.  The assumptions underlying these and other 
scenarios may be modified to incorporate a full range of 

alternative visions for future urban development.
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What If? GIS-based Planning Support System
Data driven scenario analysis underpinning Urban Planning in Australia 

aurin.org.auAURIN: Australia’s urban intelligence network. 

1. Suitability Analysis: 
analyse the suitability 
of different locations for 
accommodating future 
land developments.

2. Demand Analysis: 
Projects demand for land 
based on population 
growth and consequently 
demand for housing and 
employment

3. Allocation Analysis: 
Creates future land use 
scenarios by allocating 
the projected demand to 
suitable locations

5. Reports and tabular 
data can be exported 
along the process.

4. Projection years: 
outputs long-term 
projections for future land 
uses on an incremental 
basis

CONDUCTING SUITABILITY ANALYSIS
Generate information on the relative 
suitability of different locations for 
accommodating future land use demand 
factoring-in natural features such as 
slopes, soils, and flood plains as well as 
proximity to man-made features such as 
roads or hazardous waste sites. Suitability 
analysis results are reported in easy-to-
understand maps and tables.

PROJECTING LAND USE DEMAND.
Project the demand for residential and 
employment-related land uses based on 
user-specified assumptions for population 
and employment trends, future population 
and employment densities, and desired 
quantities of open space and recreational 
land. The demand assumptions are 
converted into the equivalent land use 
demand tables.

ALLOCATION: PROJECTING FUTURE 
LAND USE PATTERNS
Project future land use patterns by 
allocating the projected land use demands 
to different locations, based on their 
relative suitability for these uses.  Various 
public policies options can be incorporated 
including environmental conservation 
plans, land use plans, zoning ordinances 
and other growth controls, and the 
construction of new roads or the extension 
of sewer and water service

.

1

5

2

4

3

USING WHAT IF? FOR PRECINCT SCENARIO PLANNING


