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Introduction

What is it about a place, that when you walk down its streets, you know you are in a
city? And then how do you know you are in a particular city? The idea of what makes
a city is based on culture and, historically, different cultures have developed different
urban paradigms, and have done so in response to specific climate conditions,
cultural aspects, and community needs. It is these tenets that enable us to recognise
the specific conditions that define an urban environment, and while density is the
most prominent tenet, it is often the least explored (Tröger et al., 2015).

Density of people, coupled with density of activities and services, triggers the idea an
environment is more structured, more complex, more urban, than the simplest
systems of spatial and social relationships we typically experience in a village. Cities
foster daily interactions that, through the number of potential encounters, enrich
one’s life of possibilities. More than ever, we are enduring the importance of a
well-connected society, and realising how resilient communities and urban systems
need quality urban environments.
 
Research problem

Australian cities have been designed with a very limited palette of urban patterns and
building typologies; applying principles of Euclidean planning, they have produced
the dichotomy between a high-rise, high-density CBD, dedicated to commerce and
services, and low-rise, low-density residential sprawling away from the urban core
(Guaralda, 2017). Australia is often referred to as a suburban nation where the
default living choice of a detached house in estates with a subsequent reliance on
motorised vehicles has produced environments that we now recognise as fragile,
expensive to maintain, and hard to sustain in the long term.

Experts and professionals are now advocating for the development of the so-called
missing middle, medium-rise, medium-density, mixed-used development. The
question of how to best design this medium-rise, medium-density, mixed-used
development is the focus of this paper, which reviews building typologies sourced
from established medium-density global cities so as to propose alternative
development paradigms for Australian cities (Sharam, Bryant and Alves, 2015).
 

https://paperpile.com/c/GhF07d/fK2v
https://paperpile.com/c/GhF07d/PFWG
https://paperpile.com/c/GhF07d/GDco
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Background

When we think of cities in Australia, we default to discussing iconic landmarks or
lifestyle choices. We would never wander the streets of Sydney, Brisbane, or Perth
expecting the same disperse urban quality found in Paris, or the unexpected urban
encounters as in Rome. Our cities have few highlights, amenities close to a body of
water, and large clusters of fairly anonymous and generic developments. In fact, it
was the Shaftesbury system that provided a systematic approach to urbanism that
created similar outcomes in extremely different contexts, from Canada to Australia, 
Africa to the Caribbeans.

The colonial city is what constitutes the core of our CBDs today. Towers and
commercial centres have reshaped the morphology of the city centre, while in the
last 20 years inner-city suburbs have seen a sprouting of resort-style compounds,
where high-rise buildings are organised around common private, or semi-private,
amenities, such as lagoon pools, commercial plazas, or other types of lifestyle
features(Siksna, 2006).
 
The extremely small and extremely expensive units available in the urban core are
contraposed by large freestanding houses in the outer suburbs. The idea of the
garden city and the ethos of car-based suburban development, both imported from
overseas and facilitated by our planning framework, have nurtured the imagery of
our suburban settings. Our suburbs in recent years have seen the size of plots
progressively reducing, and the footprint of houses increasing, with a substantial
reduction in private open space. And while the sustainability of the sprawling suburbs
is often debated, their feasibility and viability are related to constant and reliable
population growth. It is however the current COVID19 pandemic that has exposed
the fragility of our suburbs. Now restricted in our movements and relying on our
immediate neighbourhood, the lack of diffuse services and amenities are evident and
a major issue (Guaralda et al., 2020).
 
Urban systems with a strong medium-density medium-rise structure instead have
made their variety of urban forms their strength. Medium-density, coupled with
specific building types that provide a unique character to entire cities, or parts of
cities, have produced towns that are recognised as walkable, accessible, liveable,
and resilient.
 
Methodology

This paper analyses six building types through a typo-morphological perspective to
evaluate their suitability to deliver a medium-density, medium-rise, mixed-used urban
landscape in the Australian context.
 
These case studies are:

https://paperpile.com/c/GhF07d/1ZZT
https://paperpile.com/c/GhF07d/q9oM
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● The Shophouse
● The Terrace House
● The Courtyard Tenement
● The Interconnected Courtyard
● The Perimeter Block
● The Vancouver Model

 
Discussion

Analysis of these six cases identifies that Shophouses and terrace houses, when
designed to accommodate multiple families, can support more compact communities
and with a more intimate ambience. Courtyard Tenements and Interconnected
Courtyards can afford the development of a community with a strong identity and
character. The courtyard fosters a human-scale semi-private space that, can easily
be adapted to include commerce, small manufacturing, hospitality, and communal
facilities. The perimeter block affords a higher level of privacy than the courtyard,
and a sense of community at the building or block scale. The Vancouver model is
instead an interesting hybrid type, ideal to increase density without renouncing the
ambience of a medium-rise environment.
 
Conclusions

These six building types, in different regions, have been designed in response to
socio-cultural, economic, and environmental needs. Australia can learn from these
historic typologies to create resilient urban environments. Adopting a greater variety
of building types can provide more structured choices in terms of dwellings and work
environments for Australians, and can provide creative and innovative strategies to
deliver the benefits of the missing middle.
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