
This briefing draws upon the expertise of RMIT’s Healthy, 

Liveable Cities Group to inform policy makers and the wider 

community on critical challenges that affect the liveability of 

Victorians.

By 2050, Melbourne’s population is projected 
to grow to 8 million. If Melbourne is to retain 
its reputation as being among the world’s 
most liveable cities, integrated planning 
is required across health, transport and 
planning sectors to promote liveability and 
walkability. While liveability is a prominent 
policy goal in Plan Melbourne 2017-2050, 
policy implementation is presently failing to 
address health, economic and environmental 
inequities. 

Overview  
Liveable communities are safe, attractive, socially cohesive 

and inclusive. They are environmentally sustainable, providing 

affordable and diverse housing close to public transport, 

walking and cycling infrastructure. Residents can readily access 

employment and education opportunities, as well as health 

and community services. Community engagement, health 

and wellbeing are supported through provision of public open 

spaces, recreational facilities and cultural events.1  

Liveability provides significant benefits to the economy and 

our community. Walkable 20-minute neighbourhoods improve 

productivity by reducing car use, lessening road congestion 

and shortening transit times. Community health costs are 

reduced through enhanced participation in active travel and 

exercise, social inclusion and improved mental well-being.2   

While these benefits are acknowledged in policies designed to 

promote Melbourne’s liveability,3 current policies for walkability, 

public transport and public open space would benefit from 

more clearly defined standards, more ambitious targets, and 

consistent implementation. This policy brief highlights the need 

for: specific policy standards with targets for implementation; 

the development of walkable neighbourhoods and provision of 

adequate public space; and the introduction of standards and 

targets for housing affordability, employment, access to healthy 

food and moderated access to retail alcohol outlets.

Key Messages

• Liveability enhances the health and wellbeing 

of Melburnians, as well as supporting 

productivity.

• Walkable neighbourhoods are highly valued 

and underpin healthy liveable communities, yet 

current dwelling density targets in Melbourne 

are too low to achieve walkable communities. 

Walkable neighbourhoods would be better 

supported by a target of 25 dwellings per 

hectare, with an even higher target around 

activity centres. 

• Delivering liveable communities requires a 

whole-of-government approach to ensure 

integrated planning, particularly across the 

health, transport and planning portfolios. 

• Policies to promote liveability need to be 

supported by best practice, evidence-informed 

standards that can be measured spatially, with 

specific targets for implementation. 

• Housing affordability, local employment, access 

to healthy food and moderated access to retail 

alcohol outlets are critical aspects of liveability. 

Specific spatial policy standards and targets are 

needed for these liveability indicators.  

Create High-density Walkable 
Neighbourhoods 
Creating walkable, 20-minute neighbourhoods is a key 

goal of Plan Melbourne 2017-2050. To achieve this, 

housing development needs to occur close to services and 

amenities. Walkable neighbourhoods have high residential 

density supported by a well-connected and safe pedestrian 

street network. Yet Melbourne’s current dwelling density 

target of 15 dwellings per hectare is considerably lower 

than the 25 dwellings per hectare that research evidence 
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suggests is most conducive to creating liveable communities 

— and only one in five Melbourne suburbs meet the insufficient 

15 dwellings per hectare target.4 If Melburnians are to 

regularly walk, they need somewhere to walk to.  Melbourne 

is considerably short of its aim that 80-90% of residences 

be located within 1 km of an activity centre large enough to 

support a supermarket — only 40% of residences currently 

meet this target.5  

Neighbourhoods that encourage walking, cycling and public 

transport use would be much better supported by a target of 25 

dwellings per hectare, with an even higher target around activity 

centres.6 Policies to increase access to activity centres need to 

be fully implemented. There is evidence that further reducing the 

distance threshold to 800m would deliver significant additional 

health benefits by encouraging uptake of active travel.7   

The Victorian Planning Provisions stipulate that 95% of 

Melbourne residences be within accessible walking distance8 of 

a bus stop, tram stop, or train station.  RMIT research indicates 

that only 69% of residences and 14% of suburbs in Melbourne 

currently meet this target.9 The frequency of services also has a 

considerable influence on whether people use public transport. 

New South Wales transport policies include standards for 

frequency of service and the time of day that these services 

operate.  Adopting a similar approach in Victoria would further 

increase accessibility of public transport services.

Plan for Public Open Space
Opportunities to access public open spaces, especially parks, 

are a highly valued aspect of liveability in our communities, 

providing significant benefits for health and well-being. To realise 

these benefits, local parks need to be large enough to support 

physical activity.  However, almost half of Melbourne’s parks are 

less than 0.5 hectare in size, which is too small to encourage 

active recreation.10 There is a significant opportunity to plan 

for public open spaces conducive to physical and recreational 

activity in new urban developments. This can be supported by 

setting a requirement that all residents have close access to a 

park of at least 1.5 hectares in size. Victoria could also consider 

differentiated guidelines for parkland related to its intended 

use and scale. Western Australia has specific guidelines for 

neighbourhood, district and regional parks.11

Additional Liveability Targets 
Liveability is influenced by the affordability of housing12, 

employment opportunities13, access to healthy food14 and 

moderated access to retail alcohol outlets.15 Yet, there are no 

specific policy standards and targets in these areas, which 

are important to address disparities in liveability, health and 

well-being across Melbourne and for delivering 20-minute 

neighbourhoods. Implementing policies to achieve progress 

in these liveability indicators would help ensure that residents 

throughout the city have access to walkable, mixed-use 

neighbourhoods that support health.

For further information contact Dr Lucy Gunn  

lucy.gunn@rmit.edu.au

Authors: Dr Lucy D Gunn, Julianna Rozek, Dr Jonathan Arundel, 

Associate Professor Hannah Badland and Professor Billie Giles-

Corti

Building 15, Level 4, RMIT University City campus

124 La Trobe Street, Melbourne VIC, 3000 Australia

T: +61 3 9925 0917

E: cur@rmit.edu.au
Funded by Urban Futures 

Enabling Capability Platform
Produced by


