
Melbourne through a kaleidoscope.

A ustralia’s Federal Government has 
no constitutional authority over 
land administration. Each state and 

territory has its own system and, to date, 
this system has served the nation well. 

Each system is reflected in the historic, 
independent pattern where each jurisdic-
tion computerises its own processes and 
operates according to its own timetable, 
needs, reporting functions, customer serv-
ice design and other imperatives.

However, the country’s capacity to 
meet increasingly national issues – such 
as management of the macro economy, a 
national property market, climate change 
response, disaster management, national 
business coordination and national secu-
rity – is problematic. 

Seamless information about land 
ownership, and its use, value and de-
velopment is essential to the strategic 
planning of capital cities. Processes such 
as levying capital gains tax, allocating 
drought relief, and managing crime and 
terrorism all require broad strategic 
planning, as do the development of early 
warning systems for emergencies and 
climate change initiatives.

As a consequence, national priorities 
that rely on information about land are 
faced with the technical, policy and institu-
tional barriers that come with integrating 
data from multiple state-based sources.

The solution is a national land infor-
mation infrastructure.

current initiatives
A research team from the University 
of Melbourne’s Centre for Spatial Data 
Infrastructures and Land Administration 
is working in collaboration with PSMA 
Australia and governments in Victo-
ria, Western Australia and New South 
Wales to design such an infrastructure. 
The objective is to integrate the current 
jurisdiction-based land information and 
administration processes. 

This model will deliver many benefits 
to the community. It will consist of both 
technical and non-technical tools to as-
sist in national integration of data and 
services currently maintained in diverse 
models and organisations. This innova-
tion will be globally significant; the US 
and Canada are striving to achieve similar 
levels of integration within their land 
administration systems. 

Although 80 per cent of government 
information has a spatial dimension, the 
majority of agencies and businesses cur-
rently underutilise this dimension. Large 
federal bodies – the Australian Tax Office, 
Centrelink, Medicare, Australian Bureau 
of Statistics and Geoscience Australia – 
need national land information. Many na-
tional companies and their representative 

groups, including the Australian Property 
Council, the Law Council and the major 
mortgage providers, use some spatial ele-
ment in their business.

In response, numerous separate initia-
tives have been developed and recognised 
within the spatial industry. 

For example, ANZLIC, the peak inter-
governmental council for spatial data in 
Australia and New Zealand, has facilitated 
the development of the Australian Spatial 
Data Infrastructure (ASDI) since 1996. It 
provides access to spatially referenced in-
formation from multiple databases across 
the country, linking commercial and 
academic sectors to users of spatial infor-
mation. Over the next few years, ANZLIC 
is looking to transform this concept into 
the Australia and New Zealand Spatial 
Marketplace. The ANZSM platform will 
facilitate interaction between creators and 
users of spatial information.

The marketplace is also a key project 
area for CRC-SI2, with its overarching vi-
sion to “spatially enable Australia”. It will 
enhance existing initiatives in web-based 
delivery of land information and make 
spatial information available to everyone 
in the country, at any time and place. 

Similarly, the National Electronic Con-
veyancing System is underway. As a joint 
state government and industry project, 
it will create fully electronic processes in 
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property-based transactions and lodging 
land title dealings for registration. 

The Intergovernmental Committee on 
Surveying and Mapping has developed the 
Harmonised Data Model, which will help 
consolidate the fundamental datasets re-
quired to implement the ASDI. The com-
mittee has also developed an Australasian 
standard for the transfer of digital cadas-
tral and survey data in Land XML format. 
EPlan will provide a uniform infrastruc-
ture for online lodgement and processing 
of subdivisional data. Uniform file naming 
standards have also been introduced for 
different document types in electronically 
lodged data. 

New electronic development as-
sessment systems will help streamline 
planning approval processes at local 
council level across the country. They 
are designed to improve efficiency in the 
development and construction sectors and 
reduce the regulatory cost to builders. 

PSMA Australia’s national spatial da-
tasets include CadLite, a national parcel 
cadastre that integrates state cadastres 
held by individual government agencies. 
It also offers G-NAF, a geo-coded national 
address file that utilises address data from 
state governments, the Australian Elec-
toral Commission and Australia Post. 

New forms of ‘tradable commodities’ – 
such as water, biota, mining and carbon 
credits – are also emerging. To accom-
modate these, the cadastral structure of 
land parcels will need to be refocused to 
include information about new property 
objects and the restrictions and responsi-
bilities affecting land. 

assessing needs 
Current initiatives in the spatial domain 
focus mainly on the use of SDIs to deliver 
spatial data effectively. While they do 
provide improved efficiencies and cost 
savings, future developments need to take 
this one step further. The country needs a 
national infrastructure that can record the 
individual rights, restrictions and respon-
sibilities that encumber land. This will, in 
turn, create new marketable commodities. 

One of Australia’s oldest tradable as-
sets is property. All states and territories 
run Torrens land registration systems 
that generate secure titles to parcels. The 
transferability of property ownership 
underpins an active and secure market 
that plays a key role in the country’s eco-
nomic progress. 

Monetary and fiscal policy is adminis-
tered at federal level to regulate the land 
market. However, the administrative func-
tions that support an efficient land market 
are undertaken by state and territory 
governments. 

Globalisation and advances in tech-
nology are allowing market economies 
to operate across borders. However, 
jurisdiction-based land agencies are now 
faced with the challenge of providing a 
level of integrated information that meets 
national needs. As markets become more 
nationally focused, data that is also na-
tional is becoming increasingly necessary 
for federal departments and agencies.

The development and mortgage sectors 
also require information that is immedi-
ate and accurate.

Early in 2010, the Property Law Re-
form Alliance brought together legal and 
industry associations across Australia to 
create the draft uniform Torrens Title Act. 
It was responding to challenges faced by 
national banks, insurers and developers that 
required greater commonality across states 
and territories in registration, conveyanc-
ing, leasing and documentation procedures. 

This type of activity needs to be initi-
ated across land administration functions 
throughout Australia. A shared ontology 
could be developed to promote a common 
understanding of land information and 
its derivatives. But it must be adopted by 
all public and private sector organisations 
that are involved in land administration 
activities in the country. 

Without a common language, the vision 
for a national infrastructure will be lost. Ad-
ditionally, the information needs a national 
infrastructure for evaluation. For instance, 
as Australia contemplates a carbon reduc-
tion trading scheme as an initiative to com-
bat climate change, ownership of carbon 
must first be established to allow it to be a 
tradable right in land. Under existing poli-
cies and titling procedures, robust property 

rights in carbon cannot be created with the 
same levels of security and transferability as 
other property under the Torrens system. 

Other challenges, such as conservation 
and disaster management, often require 
a multi-agency, collaborative response, 
based on multiple sources of information. 
However, at present the protection of life, 
property and the environment is largely 
the responsibility of each jurisdiction. 

A nationwide seamless cadastre and 
a national coordination model –with accu-
rate, up to date data about land use, occu-
pation and access – will be an invaluable 
tool for national security endeavours. 

The need for current, reliable data is 
what will drive the creation of a national 
infrastructure to manage land informa-
tion in Australia. It will first require hori-
zontal integration of different datasets, 
followed by vertical integration from local 
to national level. 

There will be some technical issues, 
but it is the governance, coordination 
and cooperation required for data shar-
ing and integration that will bring the 
most challenges. 

Yet, in order to meet Australia’s future 
needs, a national land administration in-
frastructure is essential. Further research 
will be required to bring about a clear 
solution in terms of the technical, institu-
tional and policy components of such an 
infrastructure.

Visit http://blogs.unimelb.edu.au/nimli/ 
for more information. n

The authors are from the Centre for 
Spatial Data Infrastructures and Land 
Administration at the University of 
Melbourne. 
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“The need for current, reliable data will drive the 
creation of a national infrastructure.”
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