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INTRODUCTION 
The debate over the costs and benefits of urban consolidation has perhaps never 

been more important given the rise in the importance of sustainability principles as a 

basis of planning, the growth of megacities and development pressure on 

countrysides. Urban consolidation is typically defined as an increase in population 

and/or dwellings within an existing urban area (Roseth, 1991), or the fullest use of an 

existing urban area (Lock, 1995). Intensification refers to both built form and activity 

(Williams, Burton and Jenks, 1996).  

 

Urban consolidation has been justified on economic, social and environmental 

grounds. The claimed benefits have been broadly classified by Neilson Associates 

(1985) as improved economic efficiency in the use of urban infrastructure, land and 

buildings, and reduced development costs; better utilisation of existing facilities; 

structural benefits through improved access to employment and services; and greater 

diversity in population and housing. To this list can be added the conservation of land 

and resources by limiting outer urban expansion (Breheny, 1996); and the reduction 

of energy use through energy efficient buildings and less reliance on private vehicle 

use (ECOTEC, 1993; Owens, 1986; Banister, 1992). 

 

Intensification can occur in three main ways. Firstly, governments can plan for 

consolidation by identifying suitable locations usually near public transport locations 

or on redevelopment sites. The Victorian state government’s metropolitan policy, 

Melbourne 2030 seeks to change radically the traditional pattern of Melbourne’s 

development by nominating over one hundred principal and major mixed use activity 

centres in the existing metropolitan area, most close to public transport, and 

introducing a legislated urban growth boundary.  

 

An urban growth boundary is essential for redirecting investment from land 

speculation and detached housing on relatively large lots on the urban fringe into 

activity centres and urban growth corridors. The Victorian government plans to 

concentrate seventy per cent of the planned 620,000 new dwellings by 2030 into the 

existing metropolitan area, with the remainder being located into development 

corridors. Residential development in activity centres will be increased from 24 to 41 

per cent, or 255,000 new dwellings.  
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Large areas of inner suburbs could be redeveloped under the policy. These are 

already densest suburbs with the most heritage value. In the Inner region (defined as 

municipalities of Melbourne, Port Phillip, Stonnington (part) and Yarra, 89 percent of 

proposed households are placed in principal or major activity centres. These 

locations are predicted to account for 80,000 new dwellings of a total of 90,000 in the 

municipalities over the period 2001-2030. At present, there are no height controls in 

the residential development code, ResCode, for land outside centres. 

 

The nomination of redevelopment sites can also lead to intensification of 

development in planned ways. The former Victorian Kennett government identified 

717 redevelopment sites with a potential yield of 72,175 dwellings dwellings (DOI, 

1997). The current Labor government has identified 1210 sites with a potential yield 

of 87,366 dwellings, 57,801 in the inner ring of 15 municipalities (DOI, 2002a).  

Between 1995 and November 1997, 8143 dwellings were completed on these sites in 

inner and middle ring suburbs and only 828 in outer municipalities (DOI, 1997). Some 

other Australian governments have also identified suitable redevelopment sites. 

 

Secondly, intensification can occur through incremental market led redevelopment of 

existing housing and building conversions anywhere in a city. Dispersed urban and 

non-urban dwellings will decrease from 38 to 28 to 2030. Despite the focus on 

activity ventres, 170,000 dwellings will still be constructed in the suburban streets of 

Melbourne (DOI, 2002) continuing the Kennett government’s policy of promoting 

metropolitan wide consolidation. The Victorian Minister for Planning’s Projects 

Steering Committee estimated in 1993 that half of Melbourne’s projected population 

increase of 280,000 by 2003, could be accommodated in established areas using a 

modest target of generally less that five per cent population increase (DPD, 1993a).  

 

The third method of achieving urban consolidation is to require increased urban 

densities on the urban fringe. Australian governments continue to allow development 

at densities on the urban fringe which are among the lowest in the world. The 

Victorian government seeks to achieve an increase in average residential density in 

growth corridors from the current 9.6 lots per hectare to about 15 (DOI, 2002a). Many 

other states have adopted similar policies (Holliday and Norton, 1995, Minnery and 

Barker 1998, Buxton and Searle, 1997). This aim is well below the averages for 

green field development in most other countries. For example, the U.K. White Paper 
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on urban development argued that the average density of 25 dwellings per hectare 

“squandered land” at very low densities and compared unfavourably with the 35-40 

average of older suburbs and the densities in many other countries (DETR, 2000:43). 

 
Urban consolidation policy and governance 
Models of governance will affect the choice governments make between these three 

urban development options. The Victorian Kennett government adopted a market 

oriented planning policy, option two above rejecting options one and three. This 

government’s policy on medium density development was part of a new approach to 

land use planning in Victoria which differed from the tradition of strong strategic 

planning and central or local statutory control. This “neo-liberal” approach lessens the 

role of the state and redirects government responsibilities to others, particularly to 

business and individuals (Healey, 1997, Gleeson and Low, 2000, Costar and 

Economou, 1999). 

 

Stoker and Young (1993) have described government’s role under this model as that 

of a “strategic enabler”. The Kennett government’s medium density code, the Good 

Design Guide, and the standardised planning schemes derived from the Victoria 

Planning Provisions, were enabling processes in that they established rules which 

facilitated development or which loosely controlled it.  They were regulatory 

processes designed to deregulate, that is, they used new legislation and statutory 

processes to lessen restrictions over development.  Thornley (1993) has described 

this combination of centralisation and economic liberalism as “authoritarian 

decentralisation”. Development facilitation was to be the focus of the new planning 

system. (Maclellan, 1993:1,4, DPD, 1993a, DPD, 1993b: 2). To the Kennett 

government, the principle of market liberalisation as a means of encouraging 

development was more important than the need for urban consolidation. It showed 

little or no interest in any alternatives to a metropolitan wide imposition of generic 

standards designed to deregulate coupled with restrictions on the power of local 

government to vary planning rules.  

 

The Victorian Kennett government’s encouragement of urban consolidation in 

Victoria through medium density development was possibly its most contentious 

planning innovation. In opposition, Labor was critical of the Kennett approach and 

promised to provide “clearer and more prescriptive controls” for greater certainty and 
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less complex factors for assessing applications. The Kennett and Bracks 

governments have used essentially the same type of tool to achieve metropolitan 

wide consolidation, that is, codes for medium density development. The Good Design 

Guide and ResCode both have required the mandatory application of standardized 

provisions across all residential zones throughout metropolitan Melbourne (DPD, 

1995:1,3; DOI, 2001). The codes have sought consistency through local government 

assessment of applications against standards but this has not been achieved 

because of the discretionary nature of much content, the use of qualitative measures 

and general language.  

 

PROJECT AIMS 
The project aimed to examine the following aspects of medium density development 

over two periods - July to June1995-98, and 2002-03: 

 

• at a broad statistical level, the changes in number, type and scale of medium 

density development and changes in the dwelling stock in the Melbourne 

Statistical Division.  

• the amount of medium density development approved in four municipalities as 

case studies grouped into four categories by size in 1997-98 and 2002-03 

• the location of medium density developments, grouped into four categories by 

size, within four pilot municipalities in relation to public transport in 1997-98 and 

2002-3. 

• the numerical relationship between medium density development and existing 

housing stock and the impact on population 

 

METHODOLOGY 
The study analysed data on the number, type and scale of medium density dwelling 

approvals for Melbourne from 1995-2003. It also analysed data on the number and 

scale of medium density developments, categorized by size, in the four municipalities 

of Boroondara, Port Phillip, Stonnington and Yarra for the years 1995-98 and 2002-3, 

and plotted the location of this development plotted in relation to rail, tram and bus 

lines for the years 1997-8 and 2002-3. 
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ABS Building Approval data, census dwelling stock data, and Building Commission 

building approval data were collected. The ABS data for dwelling approvals was 

collected for the period 1995-96 to 2002-03 for the Melbourne Metropolitan Area and 

for the four municipalities of Boroondara, Port Phillip, Stonnington and Yarra. Building 

approvals have been broken into four categories, ‘detached housing’, ‘multi-unit 

housing’, ‘conversions’ and ‘total dwellings’. Conversion approvals were calculated 

by subtracting the sum of detached and other residential housing from the total 

number of dwellings approved. Multi-unit housing is labeled ‘other residential’ 

housing in the ABS figures and includes town houses, row houses, apartments, units 

and villas. ABS data is not directly comparable to the Building Commission data at 

the municipal level because of different methods of compiling data. 

 

The census data on dwelling stock was taken from ‘Time Series Profile (Local 

Government Areas)’ for the years 1991, 1996 and 2001(ABS, 2003). The dwelling 

stock data presented in this report is separated into five categories according to 

whether it is detached; semi-detached, row, terrace or townhouse; flat, unit or 

apartment; other, including unstated, and; total. 

 

Data for building approvals for the municipalities of Boroondara, Port Phillip, 

Stonnington and Yarra were obtained from the Building Commission for the year 

2002-03. The data fields for each permit issued included, Building Code of Australia 

classification, address, nature of the work, number of existing dwellings on the site, 

number of stories, number of dwellings demolished, number of new dwellings. Data 

for planning approvals for the period 1995-98 were sourced from the planning 

registers of the municipalities. Department of Infrastructure Fact Sheets were also 

analysed. Numerous problems were identified in collating the data, which stemmed 

from a lack of consistency in the building approval data. However, in the end these 

did not significantly affect the reliability of the data or our results. 

 

To determine scale, data from municipal planning registers for 1995-97, and from the 

Building Commission for 2002-3 was coded according to the number of dwellings 

approved per building permit issued as single detached, dual occupancy (1-2 

dwellings), small scale developments (3-9 dwellings), medium scale developments 

(10-50 dwellings) and large scale developments (51 or more dwellings). 
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Location 
The locations of development approvals in the four municipalities for the year 1997-

98 categorised by size were plotted on a P-Data base map, and for 2002-3 on a 

planning scheme base map, using a Melways street map of Melbourne as reference. 

This information was then overlaid on a MapInfo base. Rail, tram and bus routes, and 

activity centres were incorporated and a distance of 400 metres from a rail station, 

and tram and bus routes, was plotted and the scale identified.  Calculations were 

then made of the number of developments, for each municipality within 400 metres of 

rail stations and tram and bus routes grouped as percentages of the relevant size 

category and the gross total of developments. 

 
Selection of Municipalities 
The municipalities of Boroondara, Port Phillip, Stonnington and Yarra were selected 

as case studies because Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) figures show three of 

these municipalities with consistently high numbers of approvals and 

commencements for the category of “other residential” dwellings (detached multi-

unit/medium density developments) in comparison with other municipalities, and 

were the highest in terms of the ratio of attached to detached dwelling approvals. 

Boroondara, while it experienced a lesser level of “attached” dwelling approvals, 

rated highly in terms of overall building activity. These four municipalities have also 

continued to be the focus of public concern over the impact of medium density 

housing developments and comprise a mix of inner and middle ring suburbs. 

 
Definitions 

The terms “medium density” and “multi-unit housing” are not necessarily synonymous 

(Lewis, 1999:xv). Typically multi-unit developments incorporate a wide range of 

different housing forms, including semi-detached, row, town and terrace houses, 

flats, units and apartments. Reliance on Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 

Building Approvals significantly underestimate the amount of medium density 

housing, because the ABS relies on the Building Code of Australia (BCA) 

classifications and the BCA does not provide for a category called “medium density 

housing”. It distinguishes between detached housing, and “other residential buildings” 

which include blocks of flats, home units, attached townhouses, villa units, terrace 

houses, semi-detached houses, and maisonettes. The ABS also classifies multiple 

detached housing as “houses” and not as “medium density housing”, when a 
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substantial amount of medium density housing consists of detached housing on one 

or more lots.  

 

Where relying on ABS data, the category of “other residential buildings” was 

accepted as an approximation for measuring new medium density housing, 

understating the true figure. Where Building Commission figures were used the 

derived figures overcome this limitation by identifying medium density housing as any 

additional detached dwellings approved for a single block of land and any form of 

attached dwellings, including above four storeys. This definition does not include 

other residential buildings like aged, boarding or serviced apartment type 

accommodation that offer permanent accommodation. 

 

The Government’s strategic planning document, Melbourne 2030, has ceased to use 

the term “medium density”, instead replacing it with the term “higher-density housing”. 

This is defined as “housing units on a given area of land that are more numerous 

than the average in the surrounding locality (DOI, 2002b: 82).”  The government’s 

residential code, ResCode, has a specific definition of two or more dwellings on a site 

below four stories. 

 

It is important to distinguish between an increase in the gross or net new dwellings 

approved. The rate of demolition determines the efficiency rate in the creation of new 

dwellings (Lewis, 1999:116). The fewer the number of new dwellings added per 

dwelling demolished the lower the efficiency rate. The concept of planning for a more 

compact city, should also take into account existing dwelling densities or lot sizes. 

The median lot area in the City of Boroondara is 750 - 1000 sq metres while in City of 

Yarra it is 0-249 sq metres (DOI 1998).  Housing in the Yarra municipality is already 

medium density.  Increasing the proportion of new housing approvals into strategic 

centers tells us nothing about how compactly such housing already is within those 

municipalities. 

 

Typically much urban land is occupied by non-residential uses such as roads, local 

and regional open space, community facilities, schools, commercial and industrial 

land. To increase residential (dwelling and population) densities requires either 

occupying non-residential land or significantly increasing densities on existing 

residentially zoned land. Gutjahr (1991) argued that 15-18 dwellings (45-55 persons) 
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per hectare (net residential density) is an appropriate definition of medium density. 

Greater densities would be considered “high density”. Other studies define medium 

density development in terms of densities of between 25-40 dwellings per hectare.  

Cardew (1996), McLoughlin (1991,1992), and Loder and Bayly (1994) have also to 

provided definitions and measures of residential densities. McLoughlin (1992:144) 

argues strongly is that “any increase in net residential density … results in a much 

smaller gross residential density … in the areas devoted to dwellings.” 

 

RESULTS 

The Growth of Medium Density Housing - Overview of Metropolitan 
Melbourne 
The most significant change in residential development in Melbourne over the past 

fifteen years has been the increase in multi-unit dwellings, both numerically and as a 

proportion of total approvals. Table 1 shows that annual multi-unit dwelling unit 

approvals increased from 1704 dwellings in the national recession year of 1990-91 to 

12,362 dwellings in 2002-03, an increase of over 700 percent.  The most marked 

increases in multi-unit approvals were the years between 1995-96 and 1996-97, and 

then again between 1998-99 and 1999-2000. In 1988-89 multi-unit developments 

accounted for 10 percent of total dwelling approvals. However, in 2002-03, they 

accounted for nearly 35 percent of new dwelling approvals. 
 

Table 1 Dwelling units approved - Melbourne Statistical Division 
Period New house 

(detached) 
Multi-unit 
dwellings 

(attached and 
flats) 

Conversions* 
(from other 
buildings 

New Dwellings 
(Total) 

1988-89 23,826 2,789 Not listed 26,615 
1989-90 16,368 1,735 Not listed 18,103 
1990-91 12,593 1,704 Not listed 14,297 
1991-92 14,915 2,187 Not listed 17,102 
1992-93 17,827 2,008 6 19,841 
1993-94 18,463 3,334 1152 22,949 
1994-95 18,123 3,681 1330 23,134 
1995-96 13,035 3,709 617 17,361 
1996-97 13,862 6,255 1189 21,306 
1997-98 20,045 6,445 1000 27,490 
1998-99 20,516 8,100 1550 30,166 
1999-2000 25,642 11,124 1497 38,263 
2000-01 17,237 9,028 1263 27,528 
2001-02 25,307 10,298 1125 36,730 
2002-03 22,434 12,362 896 35,692 
* includes conversions and dwelling units approved as part of alterations and additions or the 
construction of non-residential buildings, except for the years 1988-89 to 1991-92, where conversions 
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were not listed. Source: ABS Building Approvals Victoria 8731.2 (Various Years) 

 
Figure 1 shows that the demand for multi-unit development has been significantly 

less volatile than the demand for new houses over the period 1988-89 to 2002-03. 

Slumps occurred in new detached housing approvals in Melbourne in 1995-96 to 

1996-97, and in 2000-01, while medium density housing approvals grew steadily with 

only a slight decrease in 2000-01.  
 
 
Figure 1. New dwelling units approved - Melbourne SD 
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Multi-unit dwellings includes town and row houses as well as conversions and dwelling units approved 
as part of alterations and additions or the construction of non-residential buildings, except for the years 
1988-89 to 1991-92, where conversions were not listed. Source: ABS Building Approvals Victoria 
8731.2 (Various Years) 

 

Changes in dwelling composition and location 
A slow change is occurring in the composition of Melbourne’s dwelling stock. In the 

ten-year period 1991-2001, multi-unit dwellings as a proportion of the total dwelling 

stock increased from 21.4 per cent to 24.6 percent, while that of detached housing 

fell from 77 per cent to 74 per cent. Multi-unit developments represent 42 percent of 

the net increase in the dwelling stock for the period 1991-2001 (Table 2). The high 

proportion of multi-unit development construction, though, has had a much lower 

impact on the overall housing stock.  
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Table 2. Net change in private dwelling stock 1991-2001 
MSD 1991-2001 % 
Separate houses 112,309 58 
Semi-detached, row or terrace 
houses and townhouse 

29,288 15 

Flats, units or apartments 51,600 27 
Total 193,570 100 
Source: 2001 Census Basic Community Profile and Snapshot 
 
Over the period 1995-96 to 2002-03, a significant shift occurred in the type of 

medium density dwellings approved in Victoria, with a decline in the proportion of 

attached dwellings and townhouses and an increase in the proportion of flats, units or 

apartments. The proportion of multi-unit dwelling approvals as flats, units or 

apartments in this period almost doubled from 34 per cent to more than 65 per cent. 

There has also been a clear trend towards multi-storey buildings. In 1995/96, 32 per 

cent of semi-detached and townhouses were two or more stories rising to 51 per cent 

in 2002-03, while in 2002-03, 86 per cent of all flats, units or apartment approvals 

were four or more storeys (ABS 8731.2 various years). 

 

Scale alone does not give the full picture of multi-unit development in Melbourne. 

This is because the spatial distribution of multi-unit housing across Melbourne is 

uneven. In 2002-03, Inner Melbourne (made up of 16 municipalities), accounted for 

9923 out of 12,386 dwellings or 80 per cent of all new multi-unit dwelling approvals 

within the Melbourne Metropolitan Region, but only accounted for 40 per cent of total 

new dwelling approvals.   

 

The four municipalities of Boroondara, Port Phillip, Stonnington and Yarra together 

accounted for 32 per cent of multi-unit developments in Metropolitan Melbourne in 

1997-98, 23 per cent in 1996-97 and 30 per cent in 1995-96. By 2002-03 this had 

fallen to 23 percent. The largest level of multi-unit dwelling approvals in Metropolitan 

Melbourne in 2002-03 occurred in the City of Melbourne. It alone accounted for 

nearly 35 per cent of total multi-unit approvals. 
 

In 1995-96 the Good Design Guide, applied to just over 80 per cent of multi-unit 

developments. In 2001-02, the medium density code, ResCode, applied to 62 per 

cent and by 2002-03 to only 43 per cent of multi-unit developments. There were three 

times as many multi-unit developments in 2002-03 than in 1995-96, so while the 

proportion of developments the code applied to is lower, the absolute number it 

applied to is higher. The proportion of multi-unit dwellings affected by the codes 
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designed to regulate medium density development is falling. About 50 per cent of 

dwellings approved in the municipalities of Port Phillip, Stonnington and Yarra 

dwellings are four storeys or more and therefore not governed by Clause 55 of 

Rescode (Table 3).   

 
 
Table 3. Dwelling approvals - four storeys or more - selected municipalities 2002-03 
Municipality No. of dwellings 

approved in buildings 
of 4 storeys or more 

Total dwelling approvals No. of dwellings as 
percentage of medium 
density approvals (%) 

Boroondara 135 730 26
Port Phillip 492 795 64
Stonnington 199 551 44
Yarra 189 421 49

Source: Derived from Building Commission data 2002-03 

 
Population growth 
Demographic trends across Melbourne pre-1991 showed a steady decline in the 

populations of middle and inner suburban areas. However, this trend has since 

reversed, particularly in inner suburbs. 

 

The proportion of population growth contributed by Inner Melbourne is decreasing. 

For 1991-96, Inner Melbourne accounted for 17.7% of Melbourne’s growth. This fell 

to 16.5 percent for the five years 1996-2001, even though in absolute numbers, the 

figure had increased from 24,500 to 31,200. Despite the growth in medium density 

housing and its concentration in inner Melbourne suburbs, more than eighty percent 

of Melbourne’s growth in population was in Outer Melbourne (ABS 3218.0 various 

years). 

 

CASE STUDY OF FOUR MUNICIPALITIES 

Overview 
All the municipalities studied experienced some growth in their dwelling stock over 

the period 1991-2001 (Figure 2). The increase was least significant in Boroondara 

and most significant in Port Phillip. In the ten-year period, the housing stock in 

Boroondara grew by less than five per cent, in Stonnington by seven percent, in 

Yarra by 11 per cent, but by 17 per cent in Port Phillip.  Multi-unit dwellings were the 

dominant form of dwelling stock in Yarra, Stonnington, and Port Phillip, while in 

Boroondara houses were the dominant dwelling form. In 2001 in Port Phillip and 
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Yarra, medium density housing formed approximately 85 per cent and 80 per cent of 

total housing respectively. 

 

The populations of Boroondara, Port Phillip, Stonnington and Yarra increased 

between 1991 and 2001 by 4.6, 13.3, 4.6 and 7.8 per cent respectively (table 4). The 

growth in population was lower than the increase in dwelling stock, a divergence 

caused by falling dwelling occupancy rates. This divergence had implications for 

housing construction, for example, implying the need for the construction of an 

additional 3,462 dwellings within the City of Port Phillip to house the 1996 population, 

and a further 3009 to house the population of 2001. 
 
 
Figure 2 Total Dwelling stock -selected municipalities 
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Source: ABS 2001 Time Series Profiles, Local Government Areas. 

 
 
Table 4 Estimated resident population in statistical local areas at June 30 
Municipality 1986 1991 1996 2001 Growth  

1991-1996  
(%) 

Growth  
1996-2001 

(%) 
Boroondara 147 735 150 351 153 860 157 214 2.3 2.2
Port Phillip 72 328 71 296 76 089 80 552 6.7 5.9
Stonnington 87 533 86 060 88 562 89 978 2.9 1.6
Yarra 64 413 63 975 67 136 68 947 4.9 2.7

Source: Estimated resident population in statistical local areas ABS 3203.2 and 3218.0 
 (various years) 

 
Average population growth rates have slowed in the four municipalities. For example, 

in the case of Yarra there a significant drop in population growth occurred from 4.9 

percent for the period 1991-96 to 2.7 percent growth for the period 1996-2001. The 

decline in the rate of growth in the other municipalities is less marked. 
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City of Port Phillip 
The increase in multi-unit dwelling building approvals was most significant in the City 

of Port Phillip, from 232 dwellings in 1995-96 to 1995 dwelling approvals in 2000-01 

(Figure 3). This represented a 750% increase in five years. For a number of years, 

Port Phillip has had the highest number of medium density dwelling approvals, 

including high density approvals, outside the CBD and Docklands. The number of 

new detached dwelling approvals fell from 150-250 annually in the mid to late 1990s 

to less than 70 approvals for each of the last three years. 
 
 
Figure 3. Building approvals - City of Port Phillip 1995-96 to 2002-03 
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Source: ABS Building Approvals Victoria 8731.2 (various years) 

 
Table 5. Small, medium and large building approvals  
- Port Phillip 2002-03 
Type of dwelling No. Permits No. Dwellings
Single Detached 24 24
Dual occupancy -detached 30 38
Dual occupancy -attached 22 39
3-9 dwellings 20 91
10-50 dwellings 25 299
51+ dwellings 4 304
Total 125 795

Source: Derived from Building Commission data 2002-03 

 
Medium density dwelling approvals accounted for 771 of 795 dwellings approved in 

the City of Port Phillip in 2002-03 (Table 10). 22 percent (168 dwellings) of the total 

medium density approvals were small scale developments, 39 percent were medium 

size developments and 39 percent were large scale developments. 
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Port Phillip had the lowest “small scale” approvals as a percentage of total medium 

density approvals. However, small scale developments, remained very significant in 

terms of the proportion of building permits they generated for medium density 

dwellings, with 72 out of 101 permits being for small scale building approvals. 

 
City of Yarra 
 
Figure 4. Building approvals - City of Yarra 1995-96 to 2002-03 
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Source: ABS Building Approvals Victoria 8731.2 (various years) 

 
Multi-unit building approvals in the City of Yarra increased sharply from 250 in 1995-

96 to 640 in 1998-99 only to slump then steady at around 450 multi-unit approvals 

per year since 2001-02. The level of detached housing approvals has been 

consistently below 90 per annum, and has represented less than 20 percent of total 

dwelling approvals since 1997-98. 

 

Small-scale dwelling approvals were significant in the City of Yarra in 2002-03, both 

numerically and proportionately (Table 6). Approvals for small scale developments 

totalled 160 dwellings or 42 percent of medium density approvals. Medium scale and 

large scale developments accounted for 19 percent and 39 percent of medium 

density approvals respectively. 
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Table 6. Small, medium and large scale building approvals 
 - Yarra 2002-03 
Type of dwelling No. Permits No. Dwellings
Single Detached 38 38
Dual occupancy -detached 28 34
Dual occupancy -attached 32 46
3-9 dwellings 15 80
10-50 dwellings 5 74
51+ dwellings 2 149
Total 120 421

Source: Derived from Building Commission data 2002-03 

 
City of Stonnington 
Multi-unit developments have been a significant proportion of new dwelling approvals 

in the City of Stonnington over the eight years 1995-96 to 2002-03. In contrast with 

the metropolitan wide trend, though, the level of detached housing approvals has 

been steadier than multi-unit approvals. The proportion of multi-unit developments to 

total approvals has varied from a low of 66 per cent in 2002-03 to 83 per cent in 

1988-89. In 2002-03, multi-unit approvals fell nearly 40 per cent from the level the 

previous year, hitting a low of 315 dwellings. 
 
Figure 5. New dwelling approvals - City of Stonnington 1995-96 to 2002-03 
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Source: ABS Building Approvals Victoria 8731.2 (various years) 
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Table 7. Small, medium and large scale building approvals  
– Stonnington 2002-03 
Type of dwelling No. Permits No. Dwellings 
Single Detached 99 99
Dual occupancy -detached 45 56
Dual occupancy -attached 23 42
3-9 dwellings 20 94
10-50 dwellings 10 164
51+ dwellings 1 96
Total 198 551

Source: Derived from Building Commission data 2002-03 

Of 452 medium density dwellings approved in Stonnington in 2002-03, 192 dwellings 

(or 42 per cent) were small scale developments. Medium and large scale 

development approvals accounted for 36 percent and 22 percent of total medium 

density approvals respectively. Again, small scale dwelling approvals remained very 

significant, both numerically and proportionately. This is also reflected in the 

distribution of permit approvals. There were some 99 medium density applications 

approved in 2003, of which 88 were for small scale developments. 

 
City of Boroondara 
The City of Boroondara has had a significant level of dwelling construction activity 

since the mid-1990s, even though it experienced a serious slump for the year 1999-

00 to 2000-01 (Figure 6). In 2002-03, the level of multi-unit dwelling approvals had 

almost recovered to the previous peak, and for the first time was greater than 

detached dwelling approvals. This may mark a new direction for dwelling approvals in 

the City of Boroondara.  
 
Figure 6. New dwelling approvals - Boroondara 1995-96 to 2002-03 
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Source: ABS Building Approvals Victoria 8731.2 (various years) 



MMeellbboouurrnnee  iinn  ttrraannssiittiioonn::  TThhee  ggrroowwtthh  ooff  mmeeddiiuumm  ddeennssiittyy  hhoouussiinngg  BBuuxxttoonn  aanndd  TTiieemmaann  
 

SSttaattee  ooff  AAuussttrraalliiaann  CCiittiieess  NNaattiioonnaall  CCoonnffeerreennccee  22000033  PPaaggee  1177 

Table 8. Small, medium and large scale building approvals  
- Boroondara 2002-03 
Type of dwelling No. Permits No. Dwellings
Single Detached 220 220
Dual occupancy -detached 77 99
Dual occupancy -attached 49 93
3-9 dwellings 27 111
10-50 dwellings 6 143
51+ dwellings 1 64
Total 380 730

Source: Derived from Building Commission data 2002-03 

 
The majority of the medium density building activity in Boroondara is small scale. In 

2002-03, 303 dwellings or 59 percent of all medium density approvals were for dual 

occupancy or small scale developments (3-9 units). Medium and large scale dwelling 

approvals accounted for 28 and 13 percent respectively. The incremental nature of 

medium density developments in Boroondara is represented by the distribution of the 

medium density housing permit approvals. Of the 160 ‘medium density’ building 

approvals only seven were for medium and large scale developments. 

 
Boroondara, Port Phillip, Stonnington, and Yarra: a comparison 
In all four municipalities the number of small-scale dwelling approvals is a significant 

proportion of total “medium density” dwelling approvals but this percentage is falling.  

The number of small scale dwellings (between 1-9 units) as a percentage of total 

medium density dwellings also varied between the four municipalities.  In 2002-03 

the percentage ranged from a high of 59 per cent in Boroondara to 42 per cent in 

Stonnington, 42 per cent in Yarra, and low of 22 per cent in Port Phillip. This 

compares to 1997-98 where small scale medium density developments represented 

87 per cent in Boroondara, 47 per cent in Yarra, 38 per cent in Stonnington and a low 

of 32 per cent in Port Phillip (Buxton and Tieman, 1999). 

 

Dual occupancies as a sub-set of the “small scale” medium density approvals also 

contributed substantially to the number of developments. Again, there was a variation 

between municipalities. In 2002-03 in Boroondara, dual occupancies represented 63 

per cent of small scale developments down from 75 per cent in 1997-98. In Port 

Phillip dual occupancies represented 46 percent of small scale developments in 

2002-03 compared to 48 percent in 1997-98, in Stonnington 51 per cent in 2002-03 

compared to 53 per cent in 1997-98, and in Yarra 50 per cent in 2002-03 compared 
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to 57 per cent in 1997-98. Dual occupancies declined as a proportion of small scale 

developments within municipalities.  
 

 
Figure 7.Distribution of medium density housing by scale of development - 2002-03 
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Source: Derived from Building Commission data, 2002-03 
 
There were significant differences also between the four municipalities on the 

distribution between medium (containing 10-50) and large scale (over 50) 

developments.  Yarra and Port Phillip had a greater proportion of dwellings approved 

in large scale developments than Boroondara and Stonnington; 39 per cent each 

compared to 13 and 22 percent respectively. Yarra contained the lowest proportion of 

medium density dwellings in medium sized  developments. 

 

In each municipality small scale developments generated the most number of 

building permit applications. For example in 2002-03, the 730 medium density 

dwellings approved in the City of Boroondara generated 380 building permits, 

whereas for the 795 dwellings approved in the City of Port Phillip 183 building 

permits were generated. This pattern was unchanged from the mid-1990s.  

 
Demolitions 
The lower the demolition of existing dwellings and the higher the conversion of 

buildings or land from non-residential to residential uses, the higher the efficiency 

rate, and the higher the net increase in dwelling stock. In 2002-03, Boroondara there 

were a total of 730 new building approvals. However, because 290 dwellings were 

demolished, the net gain in the municipality for that year was a more modest 440 
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dwellings, or an efficiency rate, using Lewis’s (2000:16) model, of only 60 percent. 

The number of demolitions was much lower in Port Phillip and hence the efficiency 

rate was a much higher 93 percent. The number of dwelling demolitions in 

Stonnington and Yarra fell between 1997-98 and 2002-03 by an amount of 100 

dwellings per annum or more, and while the number of dwelling approvals was also 

less, the efficiency rate increased significantly (Table 9).  This change in building 

stock also potentially affects the heritage values and neighbourhood character of 

municipalities. 
 

 
Table 9. Building approvals and demolitions selected municipalities, 1997-98 (Buxton 
and Tieman, 1999) and 2002-03 (Building Commission) 
 Year Total dwelling 

approvals 
Dwelling 

demolitions 
approved 

Nett gain of new 
dwellings 

Efficiency rate 

Boroondara 1997-98 923 290 633 68
 2002-03 730 290 440 60
Port Phillip 1997-98 1242 96 1146 93
 2002-03 795 59 736 93
Stonnington 1997-98 616 222 394 64
 2002-03 551 106 445 81
Yarra 1997-98 532 167 365 69
 2002-03 421 66 355 84
 
Location 
A mapping exercise, locating medium density planning approvals for 1997-98 was 

completed for all four municipalities, and for 1996-98 for the city of Boroondara. The 

locations for 2003-03 are currently completed as a comparison. The location of 

development in 1997-98 varied significantly across the municipalities studied.  

Boroondara’s predominantly small scale development is spread fairly evenly 

throughout the municipality including in many local streets.  Development in all 

categories tended to be more concentrated in the other three municipalities.  Medium 

scale and large scale approvals tended to be concentrated in all four municipalities. 

 

In Boroondara, medium and large scale developments tended to be concentrated 

around the Kew Junction and Balwyn areas, in Stonnington in the Prahran area and 

along main roads.  In Port Phillip, most was concentrated in St.Kilda, East St.Kilda, 

South Melbourne between Albert Park Lake and City Road, and in the Bay Street-

beach areas of Port Melbourne.  In Yarra, approvals were concentrated particularly in 

Richmond. 
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The location of medium density developments were plotted in relation to public 

transport.  Tables 10 and 11 show the number and percentage of developments 

approved for locations within 400 metres of a train station or a tram or bus route for 

each category of development studied, and as a percentage of all developments.  

These figures are shown for each municipality and have been totalled for all 

municipalities. The percentage approved within 1 kilometre of a train station is also 

shown. 

 
For example, 46 small scale developments of the category (or type) of 1-2 units were 

approved for all municipalities within 400 metres of a rail station for the years studied.  

This represents 10.98 per cent of the total of all developments of 1-2 units in size 

approved, and 6.38 per cent of the total of all four categories of size of development.  

A total of 12.07 per cent of development for all categories (or types) was approved 

within 400 metres of a rail station, a figure which rose to 52.15 per cent when the 

distance was increased to 1 km. 

 

For the years 1997-98, the results show a low percentage of approvals for all 

categories of development within 400 metres of a rail station for all municipalities: 

4.11 per cent for Boroondara, 20.83 per cent for Stonnington, 20.17 per cent for 

Yarra, and 8.51 per cent for Port Phillip. Much higher percentages were located 

within 400 metres of a tram or bus routes in all municipalities.  The total percentage 

for trams was 62.41 per cent, and for buses 67.55 per cent, with 93.76 per cent 

within 400 metres of a rail station or tram or bus route. There were significant 

differences for all categories by size (type) across all modes in Boroondara between 

the two years studied, which indicates considerable variability in location between 

years. 

 

In comparing the proximity of different sized categories of development to public 

transport for 1997-98, all municipalities showed very high rates of approvals of small 

scale developments within 400 metres of all three public transport modes, at between 

85.71 per cent to 98.48 per cent of the totals in the 1-2 and 3-9 categories by size. 

This indicates considerable transit orientation.  However there were significant 

differences in proximity to mode.  Only 13.90 per cent of all small scale approvals in 

Boroondara (1-2; 3-9) and 18.84 per cent in Port Phillip were within 400m metres of a 

rail station compared to 39 per cent in Stonnington and 41.19 per cent in Yarra. 
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Similarly, only bout one half of developments in this category in Boroondara were 

within 400 metres of a tram line compared to those in the other three municipalities. 

 

There was a very high concentration of medium or large scale approvals within 400 

metres of all modes in all municipalities.  However, there were significant differences 

between modes across municipalities.  There was a low concentration of these 

categories of approvals within 400 metres of a rail station for all municipalities. 
 
 
Table 10: Number of approvals by category of size (type) within 400 metres of public 
transport 
Total A (1-2) B (3-9) C (10-50) D (51+) Total 
Boroondara 96-7 78 34 2 0 114 
Boroondara 97-8 150 70 7 0 227 
Boroondara 228 104 9 0 341 
Stonnington 60 49 9 2 120 
Yarra 65 44 10 0 119 
Port Phillip 66 56 12 7 141 
Total 647 357 49 9 1,062 

Source: Buxton and Tieman (1999) 

 
Table 11: Number and % of approvals within 400 metres of a rail station or tram or bus route by type 
and total for all municipalities 
Summary A (1-2) % type % total B (3-

9) 
% type % total C 

(10-
50) 

% type % total D 
(51+) 

% type % total Total % 

Train 46 10.98% 6.38% 35 13.83% 4.85% 5 12.50% 0.69% 1 11.11% 0.14% 87 12.07%
Tram 252 60.14% 34.95% 164 64.82% 22.75% 27 67.50% 3.74% 7 77.78% 0.97% 450 62.41%
Bus 286 68.26% 39.67% 164 64.82% 22.75% 31 77.50% 4.30% 6 66.67% 0.83% 487 67.55%
Train/Tram 271 64.68% 37.59% 175 69.17% 24.27% 29 72.50% 4.02% 7 77.78% 0.97% 482 66.85%
Train/Bus 308 73.51% 42.72% 180 71.15% 24.97% 33 82.50% 4.58% 7 77.78% 0.97% 528 73.23%
Tram/Bus 388 92.60% 53.81% 235 92.89% 32.59% 37 92.50% 5.13% 9 100.00% 1.25% 669 92.79%
Train/Tram/ 
Bus 

393 93.79% 54.51% 237 93.68% 32.87% 37 92.50% 5.13% 9 100.00% 1.25% 676 93.76%

Train 1km 202 48.21% 28.02% 147 58.10% 20.39% 22 55.00% 3.05% 5 55.56% 0.69% 376 52.15%
Source: Buxton and Tieman (1999) 
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DISCUSSION  
The high level of small scale developments in the inner and middle ring suburbs of 

Melbourne as a proportion of total medium density developments is the result of a 

medium density planning code that applies to most residential zones across Victoria. 

This high level and the fact that between one third and one half of the small scale 

development consisted of one or two units, may help explain the controversy over 

medium density development. This type of building tends to occur on single lots 

dispersed in local streets, and is often accompanied by claims of the loss of heritage 

values and urban character.  

 

The relatively few approvals in some areas such as Middle Park-Albert Park and 

North Carlton is a result of urban conservation controls, heritage studies, municipal 

council protectionist policies, and local resident opposition to redevelopment. 
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The targets in the Victorian government’s new metropolitan strategy, Melbourne 

2030, of locating 70 per cent of new dwellings by 2030 in the existing metropolitan 

area, 170,000 in dispersed residential areas, will further alter building stock and may 

lead to inefficiencies in the replacement of buildings, without necessarily meeting 

population targets. The lack of height controls in most residential areas of Melbourne, 

and the inapplicability of ResCode to developments over three storeys in height, has 

led to extensive unregulated higher-rise multi-unit construction as developers seek to 

avoid ResCode provisions. Larger scale, higher rise developments tend to be located 

in areas closest to the Central Business District which already have the highest 

residential and population densities. 

 

These trends have important implications for Melbourne 2030. Allowing higher rise 

construction outside activity centres and nominated redevelopment sites could 

undermine the locational strategy of concentrating development in mixed use centres 

close to public transport, clash with perceived heritage and amenity values and 

provoke increasing resident opposition.   

 

The Bracks government is continuing the Kennett government policy of fostering 

urban consolidation while pursuing the objective of a dispersed city on the model 

described by O’Connor (1998), O’Connor and Stimson (1996) and Brotchie et.al 

(1993,1995), that is, a multi centred metropolis based around regionally self 

contained suburban areas functionally connected by freeways through an ever 

widening commuter belt. In particular, dispersed car dependent suburban and 

industrial centres are being integrated by an urban ring road or “belt way” on the 

American model which will “act as a magnet” for new developments (DOI 1996: 33). 

Both the Kennett government deregulated market oriented approach to planning, and 

the Bracks government more interventionist metropolitan policy have maintained this 

confusion of policy between consolidation and dispersal. 

 

Most streets in the four municipalities studied are close to either a rail or bus route 

The high percentage of total approvals within 400 metres of public transport suggests 

a high transit orientation. However, It is likely that locational decisions were affected 

more by factors such as proximity to cosmopolitan centres or the bay than to public 

transport. Urban intensification may not lead to increased public transport use unless 

other factors operate (Frank and Pivo, 1994, Van and Senior, 2000, Hanson, 1982). 
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Rail travel is the fastest mode of public transport travel but the lowest frequency of 

approvals occurs within 400 metres of train stations. Accessibility to bus routes raises 

the figures for proximity to public transport in all municipalities studied, but travel 

times for trams and buses are high compared to trains and few bus services operate 

in the evening. A high proportion of medium density developments are gated and 

provide generous car parking spaces, a model of urban form which promotes car 

use.  
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