
Cheat Sheet - The story of Australia's 
capital 
 
 
The story of Australia's capital city is an interes4ng one, and it involves a historical 
and poli4cal process that took place during the early years of the na4on. Australia's 
capital city is Canberra, not Sydney, which is o?en a common misconcep4on among 
people both within and outside Australia. 
 
Before the establishment of Canberra as the capital, there was a heated debate 
among the Australian colonies over which city should be the na4on's capital. At the 
4me, Australia was not yet a federa4on; it was a collec4on of separate colonies 
under Bri4sh rule, each with its own capital city. Sydney was the largest and oldest 
city in Australia, and it was the capital of New South Wales, which was the most 
populous and influen4al colony. 
 
However, in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, there was a need to create a new, 
independent federal capital for the newly formed Commonwealth of Australia. The 
Cons4tu4on of Australia, dra?ed in the 1890s, stated that the new capital should be 
in a neutral loca4on, not within 100 miles (about 160 kilometers) of Sydney. This 
clause was included to ensure that neither Sydney nor Melbourne, the two largest 
and most compe44ve ci4es at the 4me, would gain an advantage over the other. 
 
To resolve the capital city issue, a series of compromises were made. First, 
Melbourne was chosen as the temporary capital in 1901. Then, a compe44on was 
held to design and choose the site for the new capital city. American architects 
Walter Burley Griffin and Marion Mahony Griffin won the compe44on with their plan 
for the city of Canberra, which was located approximately 190 miles (about 300 
kilometers) southwest of Sydney. 
 
Canberra's loca4on was selected for several reasons. Firstly, it was in a more central 
and neutral posi4on, as it was not heavily influenced by either Sydney or Melbourne. 
Secondly, the site offered beVer opportuni4es for urban planning and development, 
as it was situated in a rela4vely flat and spacious area compared to the crowded, hilly 
terrain of Sydney. 
 
In 1913, the Federal Capital Territory, which includes the area where Canberra is 
located, was officially established. Construc4on began, and in 1927, Canberra 
officially became the capital city of Australia, replacing Melbourne. 
 



Despite the official designa4on of Canberra as the capital, people some4mes 
mistakenly associate Sydney with this role due to several factors. Sydney's historical 
significance, larger popula4on, and interna4onal recogni4on have contributed to this 
misconcep4on. Addi4onally, Sydney is one of the most well-known and visited ci4es 
in Australia, making it a more prominent des4na4on for tourists and travelers, which 
might reinforce the percep4on that it is the capital. 
 
In conclusion, while Sydney is not Australia's capital city, its prominence and 
historical significance some4mes lead to the misconcep4on that it holds this 
posi4on. However, the actual capital of Australia is the planned city of Canberra, 
specifically chosen for its central and neutral loca4on to serve as the seat of the 
na4on's government. 


