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1.3 GOVERNANCE

1.2 INDIVIDUAL 

SUCCESS STORIES

Renew Australia works with 
communities and property 
owners to take otherwise 
unused spaces and make them 
available for productive use. 
Its approach is best described 
not as pop-up (the intention 
is not short term even if the 
mechanisms can be), but as 
iterative. It is designed not 
to be temporary, but to take 
advantage of short-term 
uncertainty to try things that 
might or might not work while 
the risk of doing so is low. 

Renew “borrows” buildings 
without tenants (through 
short-term rolling no- or 
low-cost license agreements); 
actively manages compliance, 
permissions, and insurance; 
and seeks out, curates, and 
encourages projects with 
initiative and imagination. 
Potential “custodians” submit 
online applications, which are 
evaluated across variety of 

Renew is not a government 
agency, a business association, 
or a developer—instead it 
plays the role of an honest 
broker and intermediary. 
It is cheap—the main costs 
being labor and insurance. 
In practice, it sits between 
owners, government, and 
users and reduces the cost and 
complexity of allowing people 
to try things in physical spaces. 
Crucial operational support 
is provided by volunteers, 
who have logged over 14,000 
volunteer hours per year on 
projects in Newcastle alone.

In 2008, when the program was 
launched, 150 shops and offices 
in Newcastle were languishing 
empty or abandoned. The 
Renew program catalyzed a 
radical transformation in a 
relatively short of amount of 
time.

Within four years, Renew 
Newcastle successfully seeded 
two projects that have bought 
their buildings commercially, 
has created dozens of jobs, 
and attracted a range of viable 
businesses to a once empty 

Since late 2008, Renew 
Newcastle, Renew Australia, 
and various offshoot projects 
have launched hundreds 
of creative enterprises and 
initiatives in what were once 
empty spaces across the 
country, from the decaying 
west end of Newcastle to the 
pristine (if somewhat sterile) 
surrounds of Melbourne’s 
Docklands. 

INTRODUCTION

Renew Newcastle 

http://www.renewnewcastle.org

Renew Australia 

http://www.renewaustralia.org

Docklands Spaces 

http://www.docklandsspaces.org

Economic Evaluation of ‘Renew’ Projects, SGS Economics and Planning (2011)

CREDITS AND LINKS

The program has worked and 
spread because it addresses 
two practical needs: (1) the 
need of places that are lifeless, 
underutilized, or decaying to 
generate interest and activity 
and (2) the need of small 
scale creative enterprises – 
many of which are flourishing 
online – to find real world 
locations to seed, to expand, 
or to experiment with their 
activities.

1.1 KEY INTERVENTIONS

criteria. The most promising 
applicants are interviewed, and 
a shortlist of recommended 
projects is forwarded to the 
property owner for final 
selection.

The Renew Australia model is about informality 
in the truest sense. One of the core aims of the 
programs is to de-professionalize participation—
allowing hundreds of people who are not experts 
to navigate the planning, legal, compliance and 
cost issues associated with opening a space and to 
develop their own creative, community or business 
ideas.

While the Renew model was initially developed in 
response to the very specific needs of Newcastle, 
a struggling industrial city in Australia, it has 
quickly become apparent that the strategies and 
approaches have applications elsewhere. Renew 
programs now operate in four Australian states and 
local Renew groups and have started to pop up in 
places including Toronto, Lisbon, and Rotterdam.
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area. An initiative in Melbourne’s 
Docklands Spaces, which has 
been in operation only six 
months, has launched eight 
projects and begun to subtly 
rewrite the narrative and 
expectations of the area. 

The lesson of the program 
is that barriers to entry are 
important and that many 
informal and low cost activities 
have as much capacity to 
transform the trajectory of a 
place as a few high profile ones. 
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Renew programs now 
operate in four Australian 
states and local Renew 
groups and have started 
to pop up in places 
including Toronto, 
Lisbon and Rotterdam
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NEWCASTLE, Australia

Australian 
Sates in 
which Renew 
programs now 
operate

projects 
launched in 
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Docklands 
within six 
months of 
operation
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Transforming 
vacant buildings 
into productive 
assets
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