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In October 2006 RMIT University hosted a conference that brought 
focused discussion to the difficult relationship between architecture 
and general housing design. The reHousing conference provided 
a number of platforms for that discussion. Invited speakers, 
academics and local architectural practitioners all engaged with 
the broader design concerns relevant to the provision of general 
housing.
 The premise that architecture can make a valid contribution 
to the design of general housing underpinned this structure. 
As Australian cities experience increasing housing demand and 
significant environmental pressures as a result, we view this 
contribution as increasingly important.
 A key aim of the conference was to disseminate housing 
design research through the presentation of architectural projects. 
These submitted projects became the basis for this book. Through 
a student group at RMIT, the project drawings and diagrams were 
redrawn and further edited to provide a means for comparison 
across the diversity of selected projects. Presenting projects in this 
way reveals design knowledge relevant to the context of general 
housing. Alongside the projects we have included a series of essays 
addressing architecture’s contribution to these different urban and 
suburban housing contexts.
 Our thanks go to the student team: Allison Claney, Karim 
Chami, Mariana Jahufer, Rachel Soo, Rueben Kuah and Samantha 
Chang. We would like to thank Graham Crist, RMIT Architecture 
Program Director, who has championed this project from the 
outset. We especially acknowledge the work of Ross Brewin and 
Ben Inman, whose generous contributions were essential to the 
production of this book. 

Melbourne, 2008

Preface
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The reHousing conference set out to examine recent 
transformations in the contexts surrounding housing in Australia 
and reconsider architecture’s involvement in, or contribution to, 
the general provision of housing. Immigration, the ageing of the 
population and the transformation of household makeup have 
created enormous projected housing demand, particularly in cities 
such as Brisbane, Melbourne and Sydney. These pressures lead 
to significant environmental threat to available land for housing in 
Australia’s fragile urban fringes. In response to this, government in 
Australia now promotes higher density housing at existing activity 
centres on redeveloped sites and restricts green-field housing 
development. It appears that the traditional small-scale, craft-
orientated building practices that have characterised the Australian 
housing industry to date may not be able to meet the challenges 
these contemporary pressures create. New relationships between 
government and development for the provision of housing are 
occurring in response to these pressures. Do these new conditions 
create an opportunity for architectural design to make a broader 
contribution to general housing? Is architecture able to articulate a 
new relationship to housing and reconceive its contribution in light 
of these transformations? 
 To reconsider architecture’s relationship to general housing 
provision is an ambitious task because Australian architects 
generally treat the possibility of architectural involvement in general 
housing with either a shrug of despair or quizzical disengagement. 
Australian architects involved in dwelling design create significant 
and innovative design outcomes; however, this effort is mainly 
directed to achieving elite objects for a privileged minority.
 It is very easy to understand this disengagement. 79% 
of Australians live in detached dwellings, 9% live in attached 
dwellings (terraces or duplexes) and only around 12% live in 
apartments. The public sector funds less than 1.5% of housing, 
leaving the market to provide the remaining 98.5% or more. Less 
than 10% of housing in Australia has architectural involvement and 
many observers consider the figure for architectural involvement in 
new housing to be even lower.
 The housing industry responsible for general housing  
in Australia is characterised by small-scale, cottage-based, craft-
oriented building practices with little design input. These practices 
have delivered economical housing which has made Australian 
home ownership rates amongst the highest in the world, but these 
same practices have also worked against innovation and research 
and development. The cheapness and simplicity of detached house 
construction, relying as it does on non-unionised labour and low 
technology has, with a few exceptions, excluded architectural 
involvement. The provision of housing in Australia, particularly the 
market delivered house or apartment, has changed little over the 
past sixty years. House plans still adhere to a conventional and 
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traditional provision of rooms; orientation and open space are still 
often mishandled and design quality remains poor.
 Against this context enormous transformations have taken 
place in Australian society. Household structure has radically 
transformed from a monotype nuclear family structure to the 
highly diverse group of family combinations that characterise our 
contemporary society. Immigration, the ageing population and 
the transformation of household makeup have created enormous 
projected housing demand, particularly in cities such as Brisbane, 
Melbourne and Sydney. These pressures lead to significant 
environmental threat in terms of available land for housing.  
In response to this, government in Australia now promotes higher 
density housing on redeveloped sites and restricts green-field 
housing development. 
 A complex variety of household structures now 
characterises our housing occupation. While the family unit is still 
the dominant type (particularly for a single parent family) the fastest 
growing household type is for single women. The ageing of the 
population, divorce, postponed marriage, childless and same sex 
couples, group and individual household structures have radically 
transformed our households. On a national scale these complexities 
create significant pressures for appropriate housing, particularly in 
suburban contexts where the housing stock is highly homogenous. 
A significant aspect of this is the now recognised preference for 
people who change houses to relocate in the same region due to 
family and social connections. Sea changers, grey nomads and 
empty nesters moving to apartments are in a minority compared to 
this phenomenon of relocation in region. In most suburban areas 
a significant issue in housing provision is the supply of alternative 
housing types in homogenous suburban contexts. 
 New housing in Australia will continue to be provided 
on fringe green-field sites and, while increasing scrutiny will 
be placed on this type of development, it is in the main likely 
to continue to be undertaken by developer-builders according 
to traditional small-scale, low-cost principles. Another form 
of development that is rarely considered in policy will be the 
inevitable transformation of existing suburbs as various infill 
strategies are undertaken to ameliorate the mismatch between 
an ageing population and increasingly variegated households 
and homogenous suburban housing contexts. The difficulty 
of land assemblage is likely to mean that this is undertaken as 
opportunistic infill on available housing lots utilising the same 
building practices employed in green-field development. Another 
more complex form of housing provision, which is currently 
entwined in planning policy for several large Australian cities, will 
be the construction of medium to higher density housing at activity 
centres. While policy documents such as Melbourne 2030 imply 
overly optimistic levels of medium density housing redevelopment 
at activity centres, it is likely that our cities and suburban centres 
will continue to experience a significant increase in the level of 
complex higher density housing development.
 In addition to more challenging building processes, activity 
centre housing will have a more complex relationship to capital 
provision, local government and state legislation. Whereas many 
suburban builders also operate as developer speculators, different 
development scenarios with a greater level of complexity will apply 



 9

in activity centre development. Developers’ relationships with 
local authorities will be more challenging as councils reconcile 
the demands of existing users and owners with community 
aspirations and needs. Councils will also face the ever-present 
requirement to generate economic activity while still enhancing 
social and environmental sustainability. The production of housing 
in this complex field will be a challenge that requires creative 
solutions. Such a challenge would lead one to assume a greater 
level of architectural participation. However, what should the 
nature of this participation be? Our hope is that it is not just an 
opportunity to respond to inevitable and predetermined outcomes 
but to reconsider architecture’s participation as an integral 
and originating participant in these developments. For this to 
happen architecture needs to be able to articulate the nature of its 
contribution. To do so is not as straightforward as it may appear. 
 One might begin with a consideration of the relationship 
between architecture and the dwelling; a relationship traditionally 
viewed as fundamental to architecture but one that appears 
increasingly fraught as the profession struggles to impact on the 
physical or psychological landscape of housing today. Where the 
profession was once able to propagandise lifestyle this role has 
been assumed by the pervasive lifestyle industry, the vehicles of 
which define the actual culture of dwelling far more powerfully than 
architecture. Large furniture companies such as Ikea and Freedom 
appear far more adept at defining dwelling environment aspirations 
and providing for their equipage. Several observers of this situation 
claim that any real definition of housing may only be arrived at 
through a rejection of architecture’s obsession with the dwelling as 
object and instead assert an examination of the conditions shaping 
its performance. These conditions would include the way we work, 
our relationships with one another, the structure of our family units, 
where we live, the nature of our leisure, how much mobility we 
require and the forms of communication we need to fulfil our lives. 
 However, while these admonishments encourage an 
expanded engagement for our consideration of dwelling, the 
architect will still be required to conceive and realise physical 
environments for their curation. To do so, architects will utilise their 
fundamental disciplinary skill of design. Architects can respond to 
these issues through the design of high quality plan dispositions, 
spatial relationships, treatment of aspect and orientation, or by 
proposing new and innovative forms for their arrangement. 
 However, to communicate the significance of these spatial 
solutions in the context of contemporary house marketing is 
extremely difficult. The marketing of housing is now obsessed 
with the evocation of lifestyle atmosphere rather than revealing 
how the physical disposition of the dwellings is contributory to 
these lifestyles. Conversely, architectural discourse itself appears 
to be uninterested in revealing how its primary disciplinary 
procedures of plan arrangement and composition could 
contribute to contemporary dwelling design. There is an absence 
of discussion that uncovers and describes these techniques or 
reveals the richness of their manifestation, either in contemporary 
architectural housing or over their long historical development. 
Similarly, it is almost impossible to find an architectural  
discourse which attempts to uncover the embodied knowledge  
in contemporary and historical housing design and communicate 



this in a manner where this knowledge could be utilised in 
developing new housing solutions. 
 Through this conference we sought to interrogate these 
issues. On the one hand, we were looking for new relationships 
between architecture and general housing and how these 
might be developed. On the other hand, we were attempting to 
demonstrate the contribution of architecture to general housing 
by reconsidering the way architects articulate the value of design. 
While general architectural imagery is easily marketed, significant 
aspects of dwelling design and their spatial disposition, particularly 
their interrelationships, their appropriateness to contemporary life 
and the accumulative nature of this knowledge, are absent from 
either the marketing of housing or architecture’s own discourses. 
We wanted to consider how new pressures brought to bear on 
housing procurement might affect and involve architectural 
participation. Rather than merely broadening a market share, 
we sought to understand these issues in terms of new forms 
of architectural contribution and possibly a reconsideration of 
architecture’s role in general housing. We wanted to examine the 
relationship of architectural design to these issues, in particular, 
how architectural design might be more generally applied in 
housing and how the contribution of architectural design could be 
more clearly articulated.
 Based on the large number of project submissions and the 
high calibre of presentations from invited keynotes and presenters 
it appears that there is an increasing desire by architects to 
contribute to general housing, despite the enormous challenges 
involved. Four areas requiring architects’ attention recurred 
throughout the conference. These were loosely characterised as: 
marketing, persuasion, education and research, and government 
and legislation.
 There was a broad consensus that the value of architectural 
design needs to be communicated to a broader audience. How 
can the value of architectural design be better communicated? 
The most important vehicle for this marketing would be a physical 
model; a series of display houses which could be experienced 
directly by the public. However, to achieve such an outcome 
requires considerable persuasion of developers. Developers 
market housing based on an alignment of their product with what 
they perceive to be mainstream taste and desires. This leads to a 
reinforcement of housing products where the market establishes its 
housing preference on what it has experienced and this is delivered 
unwaveringly by developers in an unbroken cycle. Until developers 
can be persuaded to educate the market, rather than respond to 
it, we will be condemned to the current suite of general housing 
typologies which are essentially unchanged in half a century.
 We need to be persuasive, both with the major players 
around general housing and with ourselves. Architecture’s own 
institutions need to attend to the contribution we could make to 
general housing. How could we encourage architects to work in the 
general housing area? Our architectural courses, together with the 
housing industry, could begin to establish and promote careers 
around general housing. The instigation of an award category for 
a volume dwelling model would be an important recognition of the 
importance of design input in this area. We also need to persuade 
ourselves to rethink how we design if we wish to contribute to 
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general housing. At the conference, Kirsten Thompson shared her 
experience of working with developers and how such an experience 
challenges architects to concentrate on the fundamental and 
enduring aspects of their designs in order to survive the rigours 
of the development process. Architects will need to understand 
the economic realities of volume building and seek design quality 
in robust volumetric design and planning, rather than exotic and 
particularised detail.
 Geoffrey London reminded his audience of the significant 
contribution that took place in the 1950s and 60s when a number 
of architectural firms worked with progressive developers to provide 
extremely significant volume housing models. In Melbourne, The 
Age Small Homes Service provided a method whereby the general 
public could have access to architectural expertise. Where are the 
equivalent models today? In our universities research into dwelling 
design is difficult to find as is the funding to undertake such 
research. The development industry itself extracts huge profits 
from housing and, as with much of Australian industry, expends 
inconsequential amounts on research. If we were able to persuade 
students of architecture to consider the general housing industry 
as a career destination we would immediately provide an impetus 
for expanding research around this area in our schools as well as 
significant improvement to the design of general housing. 
 Peter Mould shared his experience of the SEPP 65 
legislation in New South Wales which requires architectural 
involvement in multi-unit development in that state. However, 
as Mould observed, multi-unit higher density development 
usually requires architectural involvement as a consequence of 
its complexity, regardless of legislation. The real challenge is 
improving design quality in volume detached housing which is 
unlikely to experience similar legislation. It seems that one of the 
very important issues is government resistance to architectural 
participation. In Victoria the development of the 2030 planning 
document was arrived at without architectural participation; similar 
stories emerge nationally as state governments grapple with 
planning their futures. How can we seek to understand these issues 
in terms of new forms of architectural contribution and a possible 
reconsideration of architecture’s role in general housing? 
 One of the key aims of the reHousing conference was to 
disseminate housing design research through the presentation of 
architectural projects. This publication presents a selection of these 
exhibited projects which demonstrate particular elements of design 
knowledge that might be applied to general housing design. 
 Kirsten Thompson’s Gore Street Housing project 
demonstrates her strategy of concentrating on robust volumetric 
design and spatial planning, rather than a highly detailed emphasis 
on building interiors which can be adequately dealt with by the 
developer and user. The architect has concentrated on the street 
interface and public realm issues of the project together with the 
internal open space relationships in a very effective and economical 
manner. The street facades of the simple block form explore a 
variety of effects using very simple brick detailing which refers to 
the industrial heritage of the area and also extends the material 
language of brick into surfaces of varying permeability. A similar 
view of the strategic emphasis required in housing projects is 
demonstrated in the Antarctica and Diego Ramírez-Lovering 



competition project Building for Diversity. Recognising the diversity 
of contemporary household structure, they have proposed a variety 
of flexible unit types within two economical slab forms. The savings 
resulting from this strategy have been utilised to propose a large 
canopy which forms a community meeting area, market venue 
and address to the street. In both of these projects recognition of 
the particular economic realities of general housing have forged 
strategies that lead to viable and robust architectural responses. 
 The Retrotypes project by Antarctica is an extremely 
vivid demonstration of a view of housing design as a knowledge 
base which can be reapplied from its particular origins to more 
general problems of housing. This survey, comprising twenty 
six housing projects, the majority of which are renovations, 
presents the designs as a catalogue in the manner of a general 
housing provider. This argues that bespoke architectural dwelling 
design has significant spatial planning components applicable 
to general housing which could be incorporated at negligible 
cost. In their design for the 2004 VicUrban Affordable Home 
Design Competition, NMBW Architecture Studio proposes three 
types of suburban housing models. This project is significant 
for its consideration of the possibilities revealed when several 
housing lots are considered, rather than just an individual house. 
By considering the housing elements as modules which can 
be arranged in several combinations, a series of diverse living 
arrangements are made possible which not only deal with building 
enclosure but also create rich and diverse external rooms and 
spaces. Baracco + Wright Architects present two interesting houses 
which demonstrate innovative strategies for flexibility and multi-
family occupation. Their Multi-Family House of 2006 reconfigures 
the conventional corridor as a zone of flexible occupation in order 
to subdivide three family units within a very economical box form. 
In their House That Grows Inside, they propose a strategy that  
calls for the construction of a large simple volume for the house 
that is subsequently internally subdivided as the needs of the 
family develop. 
 Cumulatively, the projects collected in this publication 
represent an enormous body of design knowledge which can be 
applied to general housing. In the majority of cases this knowledge 
can be applied for negligible cost, particularly where it is of a 
spatial nature. The great challenge for architects is to articulate 
this knowledge in a manner that will convince those outside the 
discipline of its value. How can we both articulate and apply this 
knowledge in a manner that will demonstrate to government, 
developers and, ultimately, home-buyers the critical contribution 
that architectural design can make in producing both enriching 
and inspirational urban form, as well as environmentally and 
socially sustainable dwellings and open space? 
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Residential projects as agents of urbanism
Of the topics addressed at the reHousing conference, the 
discussion of the relationship between housing and the city was 
one of the richest and most diverse. The suburban sprawl was both 
criticised and cherished and, at urbanism’s other end, examples of 
strategies for housing as an ingredient of a complex and densifying 
city were presented.1

 That this debate was more about what the city should be, 
rather than how housing should be designed, was not surprising. 
Discussions around ‘housing’ rather than ‘house’ inevitably 
lead to issues of environmental and social sustainability at large 
scales, the relationship of housing to other urban activities and 
the densities of dwellings required to fulfil housing need within 
available space. 
 Occurring alongside this aerial view were discrete 
design projects that also attended to the city and issues of 
urbanism. These housing projects were speculations about the 
city: propositions on density, programmatic composition and 
public/private spatial relations, carried out as single projects 
in the incremental and dispersed manner of the architectural 
commission. Like the Trojan horse, these projects’ design 
strategies have an effect beyond the limits of their site and brief, 
addressing the territory of the city beyond.
 The proposition for the reHousing conference was to 
recognise the pressing requirement for new housing solutions and 
the struggle of Australian cities to cope with the need to densify. 
These issues have only increased in their size and complexity since 
the conference. It is worthwhile, then, to examine these Trojan 
houses, in order to explore ways in which this housing demand 
may be met, in ways that generate new quality urban realms. By 
placing this examination alongside contemporary and historical 
examples of housing projects engaging with similar ideas, the 
relationship between contemporary housing design and the 
urbanism it is capable of creating can be considered. 

Articulations
In her conference address, Melbourne architect Kerstin Thompson 
expanded upon her notion of a ‘civic’ role of housing initially 
presented at the 2006 RAIA National Conference.2 Using examples 
of projects designed by her office, she called for a repositioning of 
architects in relation to housing design. 
 Thompson’s proposition is that the housing unit is itself a 
unit of urbanism. Each house provides an opportunity to develop 
and describe public as well as private spatial relations. Each house 
offers the chance to engage across public and private space, to 
construct the urban architecture of the street and neighbourhood. 
 At the core of Thompson’s observations is the idea that it 
is the responsibility of the architect to have design considerations 
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beyond the facilitation of the client’s needs and the particulars of 
the project brief. 
 One of the examples presented by Thompson to illustrate 
these ideas was her Gore Street Housing project. This residential 
project in inner suburban Melbourne features a complex street 
elevation that engages with these urban concerns. Represented 
most clearly through the cross section, the design of the street 
facade of the building provides an articulation of visual and 
spatial relationships between the resident of the building and 
the passer-by. Imbedded in the facade’s design are design shifts 
between visual openness with screened privacy and physical 
adjacency with spatial separation. For Thompson, such complexity 
is an apt description, in architectural terms, of the relationships 
between individuals and neighbours and of the potential for social 
connection in the pedestrianised inner urban environment, where 
the desire for privacy is also paramount.
  This careful articulation of the public/private edge of the 
building is an act of urban design. Thompson also views it as a 
prototype. The ultimate destinations for such domestic urbanism 
are not the inner suburbs, which, for the most part, have well 
described urban environments, but the newer outer suburban 
areas where the built form consists primarily of the detached 
house. Examples from the design brochures of market housing 
providers offer many variations in the provision of internal spaces 
and in the style of the facade design, but retain an abrupt dividing 
wall between the street and street-fronting rooms.3

 Alternative approaches to the design 
of detached housing that consider collective 
public/private relationships have been addressed 
previously in Australia through the cluster housing 
projects built in the 1970s. Such projects involved 
the trading of private outdoor space for more 
generous, shared park-like external space, whilst 
keeping the overall density of dwellings the same. 
The Winter Park project by Merchant Builders 
rearranges car access and deletes boundary 
fences in order to more efficiently compose 
dwellings. In turn, this provides a large centralised 
and shared external park for residents.4 In 
conjunction with this rearrangement and 
reassignment of external space, from fractured 
and privatised to consolidated and public, was a 
courtyard housing type that provided small, highly 
privatised external spaces.
 Elliston, another such project by Merchant 
Builders, follows these principles within an 
existing subdivision. In doing so, it suggests how 
the increased density of future suburban housing 
developments can lead to energised suburban 
public realms. The Elliston project is primarily a 
response to the amenity offered by an existing 
adjacent public park. It is seen as the primary 
external space to be used by the residents – a pre-
existing public space external to the housing site, 
similar to the Winter Park space within the site 
(Fig. 1). This results in two design moves. Firstly, 
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the individual site size is reduced, increasing 
dwelling density. Secondly, a garden laneway is 
created at the rear of the houses, providing shared 
access to this park (Fig. 2), with subsequent 
opportunities for social engagement.5 
 Such a reconfiguration of detached 
housing, larger shared spaces with a distribution of 
small and highly privatised spaces could be seen 
as Thompson’s notion of civic housing at work. 
However, the civic role of the project is limited by 
the fact that, whilst the public spatial relationships 
internal to the housing development are well 
articulated, the relationships to contexts outside 
the area of the development are ignored. In Winter 
Park in particular, the creation of the internalised 
street systems and park detaches these enlivened 
public/private relationships from the larger 
suburban ‘outside’, making the urbanism internal 
to the project and limiting its transformative effect 
to the boundaries of the site.

Engagement
More recent projects have addressed this ‘outside’ 
by focusing strategically on the relationship 
between the house and public environment beyond 
it. Here, the urban role of housing unit dwelling 
is transformed, from a static container of private 
space with a well designed relationship to the 
private space beyond it, to a dynamic site of public 
space and non-domestic program. 
 One such project is the Borneo-
Sporenburg housing project, masterplanned 
by West 8. The last of the Amsterdam dock 
redevelopment projects, Borneo-Sporenburg 
provided high density (100 dwellings/ha) within 
a low-rise terrace style housing type.6 West 
8’s masterplan hinges not on the large-scale 
subdivision of the site, but upon the specification 
of the individual housing unit; a three level, 
three to four bedroom dwelling with a central 
light well occupying 30-50% of the site volume. 
The housing unit is also relied upon to provide 
the commercial spaces and services, further 
atomising the masterplan. The ground floor 
car park was designed as a more generous, 
3.5 m high space with access to light via an 
internal light well and a direct engagement 
with the street and water’s edge (Fig. 3). This 
design allows commercial operation within these 
spaces, fostering a resident-based commercial 
and service life for the city, one that relies 
less on commercial leasing and more on the 
entrepreneurial potential of its residents. The 
results of this were mixed. Whilst office use of the 
ground floor spaces did occur, the service uses – 
bars, cafés etc. – did not occur. The area largely 



became ghettoised with only professional, salaried residents able to 
afford the high prices of the dwellings.7

 The attempt to seed a masterplanning project with the 
capacity for flexible and spontaneous urbanism is commendable, 
but ultimately fails because of the exclusion of the demographic 
groups that create such change. Essentially, the high prices of the 
dwellings kept the potential studio, shop, or café owner-occupiers 
away. What is interesting is that the urban model provided attempts 
to work urbanism at the scalar ends, at the strategic level of 
parcelling and at the detail level of an urbanised housing unit. 
This urban design structure breaks the conventional model where 
the housing units are examples within defined domestic types, 
concentrating on the design possibilities of domestic spatial 
relationships (bathroom and bedroom relationships, external 
entertainment spaces etc.) alone. 
 The Borneo-Sporenburg project attempted a strategy 
for the articulation of public, domestic and commercial activity 
via the dwelling, recognising (and depending on) the diversity 
of the households in order to provide the urban ‘life’ of the area. 
This combination of housing and commercial opportunity seeks 
to imbue a housing project with urban qualities of complex 
activity and use, delivered though a built environment of dense, 
pedestrianised streets. 
 The problem the project presents is the attempt to  
sow a potential urbanism across a large area of housing, where  
lack of demographic diversity cannot support a change from  
offsite employment to wholesale domestic based, commercial 
service activities.
 In recasting this model to the detached housing suburb in 
Australia this problem would be exaggerated further. The far lower 
densities (10-12 dwellings/ha)8 and larger scales involved would 
seem to defeat any coherent or concentrated urban character. It is 
also the orthodoxy of densification planning, such as the activity 
centre from the Melbourne 2030 planning strategy, to imagine 
a denser core of mixed-use around transport nodes, surrounded 
by the predominately dormitory suburb. However, in imagining a 
future where car travel is dramatically reduced (the approach of 
the ‘feedback effect’ tipping point for severe climate change is 
dramatically revising CO2 emission targets)9 an opportunity exists 
to propose a more radically urbanised suburban context, carried 
out not in the spatially concentrated and continuous manner of 
the inner city, but as a transformation within, utilising a dispersed, 
housing-based urbanism. 

Provocations
The potency of the dispersed project within the suburban context is 
central to the Our Future, Our Place pilot project in Morwell, a city 
in Victoria’s Latrobe Valley. This project is an attempt to redress 
both social and housing issues within former government housing 
communities. It is strongly linked to neighbourhood renewal 
projects, and involves a broad array of governmental and non-
governmental social services organisations.
 The premise of the project is outwardly simple: the social 
deterioration of former public housing estates is related to the 
physical deterioration of the estate itself, particularly the vacant 
former sites of derelict homes.10 Replenishing the housing on these 
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sites – mending the physical environment – assists the social repair 
of the neighbourhood. Aligned to a construction training program, 
the development of new housing models on these sites as part of 
the project provides local youth employment. It also increases the 
demographic mix by targeting private purchasers.  
 Our Future, Our Place is both a criticism of consolidated 
planning and an urban strategy. The two primary urban design 
outcomes, a continuity of built form and occupation in the 
neighbourhood and increased diversity of residential housing 
types, are carried out through scattered, single house projects.
 Throughout the project, the desire for continuity of 
built form does not mean that the new designs mimic the plan 
or appearance of surrounding existing houses. Instead, the 
intention is to use a variety of architects to make each project 
highly differentiated, providing alternative dwelling configurations 
and proposing new relationships between the house and the 
neighbourhood. 
 The design used in the pilot project was 
the co-winner of the 2004 VicUrban Affordable 
Home Design Competition. Designed by Live 
Load, the house was selected for its buildability 
within the program and aspects of its design 
that could be considered to be civic.11 The design 
of the house reverses the relationship between 
the suburban dwelling and the street, the living 
space and the primary external space are oriented 
to the front of the dwelling (Fig. 4). This swap 
connects the activity of the house with the street, 
intensifying and articulating this public/private 
relationship, in a manner reminiscent of Kerstin 
Thompson’s Gore Street Housing project. As 
with the Gore Street project, the attention of the 
dwelling is shifted from accommodation to civic 
expression and can be seen as an agent of urban design.12

 Full realisation of the Our Future, Our Place project 
would infill the neighbourhood with a series of dispersed design 
propositions about urban relationships in suburban space. By 
operating primarily at a small scale, its influence enlarges through 
the repeated addition of specific singular projects. It is incremental, 
both strategically and in process. It avoids one approach and favours 
flexibility and change. It favours the opportunistic transformation of 
found sites rather than large-scale redevelopment.  
 The level of transformation offered to its surroundings 
by the Live Load house and the Our Future, Our Place project 
is relatively modest. Despite proposing new external spatial 
relationships within an inventive approach to neighbourhood 
renewal, the project remains exclusively residential. This modesty 
would only seem appropriate in a neighbourhood where a 
continuity of attention to the physical environment is paramount, 
following as it does a long period of degradation. More provocative 
housing/urban propositions are suggested by the San Diego 
based architect Teddy Cruz. Rather than conduct urban change 
through large-scale strategic or masterplanning moves, Cruz 
concentrates on highly specific, small-scale projects that raise and 
articulate urban-scale issues of housing, community servicing and 
identity.13 Cruz’s projects are primarily propositions about the city, 
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provocations that challenge existing planning law and policy. In 
particular, they propose a multiplicity of commercial and communal 
activities anchored around housing use in existing suburban sites. 
 One such project is Housing Corridors 
(Fig. 5), in Logan Heights, San Diego, 2002, a 
retail/housing development where an existing 
network of laneways is repeated horizontally 
and vertically to provide a circulation system for 
private access to residential spaces above street 
level. It also provides a high degree of pedestrian 
permeability to flexible retail/commercial/
residential spaces below. More propositional is 
his Senior Gardens project (Fig. 6), for the Casa 
Familiar community organisation in San Ysidro, 
San Diego. In this project, housing for the elderly 
is spliced into a series of alternating residential 
and garden strips, in conjunction with a child-
care centre and temporary accommodation. 
 Both projects share a design response 
that articulates and foregrounds the social 
and urban practices of Logan Heights and 
San Ysidro residents, areas of San Diego with 
large immigrant Mexican populations. The 
informal economic and social use of laneway 
spaces provides the design structure for the 
Housing Corridors project. Intergenerational 
childminding, arising from the cohabitation of 
the elderly and their grandchildren, provides the 
basis for the programmatic mix of the Senior 
Gardens project. 
 Through these projects, Cruz contends 
that the provision of diverse and non-residential spaces within 
housing projects is a response to the existing urban uses of a 
suburban context. The design strategies offered by Cruz emphasise 
that such qualities of public space are contingent on an adjacent 
residential occupation and are activated by pedestrian connections. 
As in the Our Future, Our Place project, the intention of  
the individual project is to influence upward, to modify the  
city at a larger scale. In Cruz’s case, the regulatory conditions  
that would allow the proposed projects do not exist. The  
projects are demonstration projects for a more reflexive city,  
agents by which community groups such as Casa Familiar can  
advocate for alterations – in particular, greater flexibility – to 
planning regulations.14

Strategies
These projects by Live Load and Cruz offer the possibility of an 
enriched, urbanised suburban realm. They are best seen not 
as design exemplars, but rather as prototypical strategies to be 
rethought in local housing contexts. The cultural specificity of 
Cruz’s urbanism ties the particularities of the projects to their 
locations and residents. Placed against the scale of population 
growth facing Australian cities, (a population growth in Melbourne 
of one million by 2030)15 the volume of housing required demands 
a less specific, far more robust response than the small-scale and 
opportunistic methodology of the Our Future, Our Place project.
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 Nonetheless, such projects extend the parameters of the 
urban role of housing, from the civic mediation between the private 
occupier of the site and the public beyond, to the potential for the 
urban realm to be created within the sites and spaces of housing 
themselves. They provide optimism for a more complex urban-
suburbia than is possible at larger scales of planning, one that 
emerges in conjunction with the accretion of new housing districts 
and is capable of delivering substantial change. Such an ambition 
is not radical, as numerous non-residential activities, both official 
and informal, already occur within existing inner residential areas 
of Australian cities. Provocations such as Cruz’s recognise such 
uses, distilling, concentrating and repackaging them into Trojan 
housing projects that urbanise outwards.
 The following projects offer different responses to this 
condition, from retaining existing agricultural activities in green-
field residential developments (Andrew Wilson), to the architectural 
accommodation and meditation of substantial change in an 
existing residential area (McGauran Giannini Soon). Together, 
they invite further speculation upon the form and role of the 
concentrated urban-residential project within the new housing 
developments required by our cities.



KERSTIn THomPSon  
ARcHITEcTS

Two medium density  
housing projects

house – street – relationship – house – street – district – city  
(Alison and Peter Smithson)
 In designing medium density housing, Kerstin Thompson Architects 
privilege the shell (the building envelope) as the critical site of intervention. 
By selecting and developing a typology, a pattern for subdivision and the 
associated building envelope, we establish an interface with the street and 
orchestrate the nature of relationships between public and private space 
and between one household and the next. This strategy, demonstrated 
through the following projects, recognises that in accommodating 
domestic bliss we are also inevitably creating the fabric of our civic 
realm. In Australia where most housing is procured through private 
speculative development, we as architects need to be canny and exploit 
our participation in the provision of private amenity to also create a public 
domain of value. 
 Within the above scenario the architect could relinquish some control 
over the interior which, in the spirit of DIY, is instead happily adopted by 
the occupant. This seems to us a superb solution to the endless posturing 
between the architect and product-aware client seeking individual 
customisation. By exiting the design process after the town planning 
stage and handballing the role of ensemblier of these ‘sweet lickable 
parts’ (John MacArthur) to the client, the architect can invest more time 
and consideration in the quality of the building envelope. This shift in 
emphasis allows us, as architects, to reclaim influence in the formation of 
our cities and, in doing so, we arguably become more relevant, affordable 
and less expendable.
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mcGAuRAn GIAnnInI Soon

Balaclava Community Housing: 
case study

The project is for a 31 unit community boarding house considered a ‘flag-
ship’ demonstration project for the City of Port Phillip and the Office of 
Housing. It contains predominantly ‘hotel’-style rooms with kitchenettes 
and bathrooms, plus a number of single bedroom accommodations,  
community lounges and a laundrette.
 The site is in the heart of the busy local Balaclava shopping precinct. 
Located to the south of the Carlisle Street shops and in proximity to the 
elevated Balaclava Railway Station, it is well serviced by public transport 
via local bus, train and rail networks – all accessed within 100 m of the 
site. Close proximity to a range of council community facilities including 
the St Kilda Library, the Town Hall and adjacent community facilities make 
the site ideal for this type of accommodation. 
 Council owned the site, which functioned as car parking supporting 
the adjacent retail strip; this function had to be maintained in the redevel-
opment of the site.
 The goal for the clients in the redevelopment of a council-owned asset 
is to enable the location of a rooming house facility for low-income, long-
term residents of the municipality for the betterment of the community of 
Port Phillip.
 The objective underpinning the program developed by the City of Port 
Phillip and managed by the Port Phillip Housing Association has been one 
that brings together aspirations for social sustainability with objectives for 
environmental, economic and cultural sustainability.
 Integrated art located on the Woodstock Street elevation, lobby and 
public car park is a collaborative effort between the artists William Kelly, 
Benjamin McKeown and McGauran Giannini Soon.
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cHRIS TucKER And  
mIcHAEl oSTwAld

Nearly Urban Affordable  
Housing Project
Chris Tucker 2007

As cities increase in size and the urban landscape is developed, usable 
spaces are sometimes left between and around buildings. These potential 
building sites are sometimes in contact with the ground, while others rest 
against the sides of windowless buildings or above laneways. Mapping 
these spaces within the city as a network of lost spaces shows that they 
can occupy a considerable volume; but, unless released by a building’s 
demolition or radical overhaul, the commercial potential of these awkwardly 
shaped spaces is often unrealised. Close to public transport, shopping 
streets and places of work, they should be desirable places for housing.
 The Nearly Urban Affordable Housing Project uses a  3 m wide space 
on the outside of a five storey car parking station for 30 small houses. 
Each house is accessed from within the parking station but, being above 
a pedestrian pathway, the building site is publicly owned. Car parking 
stations are excellent candidates for incorporating affordable housing; all 
residents have a space for parking their vehicle, while the often lifeless 
facade is activated with habitation. The street-facing facade of the hous-
ing project is formed from wall, window and door sections of other houses 
that are being demolished. As these parts become available they are 
assessed and positioned with regard to orientation and aspect, and placed 
over the newly constructed and modern interior of each house. The use of 
these prefabricated parts of old houses values the craft, labour and mate-
rials used in their production, and recognises how the social knowledge 
embedded within their shape and texture can be used for new forms of 
urban housing.
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cHRIS dE cAmPo 

Work/live combinations
Melbourne, Australia

Mixed-use building types have long been the model and make up of inner 
urban city blocks in Europe and around the world. One of my first tasks 
as an architect working in Berlin was to survey and document every inch 
of two full city blocks. This included meeting with and understanding the 
habits and needs of families, workers, shop owners, carers, and squatters 
alike, which provided a wealthy insight into the richness, good sense and 
potential of such a shared existence.
 There have been major hurdles in our own city planning with relax-
ing zoning regulations. However, with a more flexible and open process 
of assessment, we are now seeing the mixing of residential/commercial 
uses and common spaces; the obvious marketing of live, gym, coffee and 
workshop lifestyles; and more ‘hyperhybrids’ of, say, exhibition space/
laundrette and internet café all in the same envelope.
 The ‘convenient reality’ of work/live combinations is well illustrated in 
our Mora Galleries project for an extended family brief. The corporate/do-
mestic visage of the building contains a private commercial gallery at the 
first level adjacent to the studio/home of the artist Mirka Mora, a two-level 
courtyard home for gallerist William Mora and his family, and two inde-
pendent, two-level apartments all sitting above open, ground-level parking.
 Apart from the commercial affordability in consolidating the extended 
family, gallery and apartments all under one roof, the convenience and 
benefits of such multi-tasking are mixed and many. Home life spills into 
the gallery for extra space, parties or an after-dinner viewing; clients are 
taken upstairs for a meal and/or to see artworks in the domestic context 
or art studio; grandparents can be cared for while the young have built-in 
baby-sitting; and guests can stay in one of the apartments.
 Flexibility and independence are key in accommodating the require-
ments of each generation to allow a combination lifestyle of great longevity.
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AnTARcTIcA And dIEGo 
RAmíREz-lovERInG

Building for Diversity
Design Competition
Perth, Australia

Melbourne is expected to grow by 600,000 new dwellings in the next 
twenty-five years. These projections are similar across Australia’s ma-
jor cities. This enormous projected housing demand and the complex 
problems associated with meeting it is exacerbated by Australia’s shifting 
demographic: immigration, the ageing of the population and the transfor-
mation of household makeup.
 In response to this, government in Australia now promotes higher 
density housing at existing areas of activity on redeveloped sites and 
restricts green-field housing development. 
 This project, developed for a housing competition in collaboration 
with Graham Crist and Simon Whibley, responds to these issues through 
the introduction of a medium density apartment block in an inner suburb 
of Perth. It includes a variety of flexible unit types and creates a lively 
urban and highly public environment to promote and support a diverse 
constituency.
 The building proposes a civic-scale gesture in the form of a large 
canopy, public market and shops, to re establish an urbane street condi-
tion. We considered the integration of private spaces with this active urban 
environment as the most important amenity of the dwelling.
 The dwellings are arranged in two highly rational slabs – one at  
the rear of the site, and an L-shaped building fronting the street cor-
ner. The project provides four different unit types with flexible-fit living 
arrangements allowing for live/work combinations supported by shared 
common space.
 The project investigates different types of occupancy in relation to 
‘new economy’ modes of working, supporting a diverse and productive 
population within a community context.
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wIllIAmS boAG

Oasis housing development  
Stages 1 and 2 

The project is sited on a 1.25 ha tract of land in St Kilda that became 
surplus to the City of Port Phillip’s needs at the time of local government 
amalgamation in Victoria. The completed development configures 236 
accommodation units over five new buildings and a recycled/refurbished 
existing brick ‘incinerator’ building. 
 Due to the generally prevailing height of the buildings at five storeys, 
the development achieves a relatively low site coverage ratio, enabling 
major internal open spaces as a practical and visual amenity to the resi-
dences. At commencement, the project included Australia’s largest on-site 
residential grey water recycling system designed to be remote-monitored 
over the internet.
  Both buildings and accommodation units were designed based on 
sustainable design principles, including solar orientation, natural ventila-
tion and water recycling. Each dwelling incorporates state-of-the-art digital 
networking, wireless digital communication infrastructure and high-speed 
internet access.
 Fundamental to the delivery of the project was its ability to unite 
local parts of the area with others that were divided by the previous use 
of the site as council depot and refuse recycling centre. Public access is 
provided through the development including access to the open spaces, 
particularly the ‘wetlands’ zone. Art was incorporated into the project from 
the outset, providing an opportunity to particularise and link with the sur-
rounding residents.
 The Oasis project received the United Nations World Environment Day 
Award (2000), was a recipient of funding from the 2001 Commonwealth 
Government Clean Seas Program, for its innovative water conservation 
strategy, and received the Stockholm Partnership for Sustainable Cities 
Award 2002 – ‘a technology prototype for sustainable living’. 
 Oasis Stage 1 received the RAIA Victorian Chapter RAIA ‘Special 
Jury Award 2005’, the RAIA Victorian Chapter Harold Desbrowe-Annear 
Residential Architecture Award 2005, inclusion in the Year of the Built 
Environment 2004 Exemplars program and National Awards Exemplar 
Status, and National Jury Commendation in the ‘Towards Sustainable 
Communities Award’ 2004.
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AndREw wIlSon

Relational Equilibrium
Amposta
Quaderns International Housing 
Competition 400,000

Barcelona team Jennifer Chen, 
Liam Young

Salt team Leigh Shutter,  
Stephen Tritchler

Amposta team Keith Hudson,  
Andrew Steen, Lucy Williams, 
Andrew Wilson

This is an architectural competition entry from the Quaderns International 
Housing Competition 400,000, 2004; which sought proposals to confront 
a projected growth of 400,000 people in the Barcelona region over the 
next twenty years. We developed a scenario for a sparse site, adjacent to 
Amposta, within a broader regional discussion around the idea of rela-
tional equilibrium in collaboration with teams dealing with two other sites 
in Barcelona and Salt.
 The 97 km conurbation of Barcelona supports a dense population of 
15,400 people per km2. Every day, 1.6 million people cross the city limits 
on foot, by public transport and the majority in cars. The resultant traffic 
congestion makes Barcelona the second noisiest city in Europe. Due to 
a population explosion over the last twenty years, housing has become 
unaffordable, forcing people to move from the city to satellite towns and 
outside the municipal boundary. Building regulations and the cost of 
housing within the city have made Barcelona one of the worst perform-
ers in Europe in terms of population dispersal in relation to the built-up 
area. The team proposed hyper-dense program sinks organised around 
landscape as infrastructure to re-centre the city.
 The project, a dispersed linear city connecting two adjacent towns, 
acts as a counter to traditional models of growth where towns sprawl 
at the expense of farmlands. The existing plot structure is maintained. 
Agriculture, housing and other architectural, landscape and infrastructure 
programs achieve a state of equilibrium. Through strategic, programmatic 
transformation these states are achieved over time, according to need, 
starting at points with the greatest immediate potential. Development 
would grow and shrink. The character and pattern of adjacent farmlands 
and light industry would be maintained.
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1 0 .0 0 0  F F L

donAldSon + wARn wITH 
JAnE wETHERAll 

Selected projects 

Perth, being a suburban settlement, is characterised by single detached 
houses. The design and construction of housing is dominated by localised, 
small-scale, project home builders. This is a highly competitive indus-
try that is aligned to and tightly entwined with real estate agencies that 
pursue expedient and safe sales through the promotion of new trends and 
features. With consumer desire ignited by mass advertising and supported 
with readily available finance packages, housing is increasingly objec-
tified and commodified. Buying and selling houses is a core enterprise 
and therefore re-sale value is crucial to the stability of the local economy. 
Consequently, there is little choice in housing typology, although variety in 
appearance abounds where stylistic differences compound across decades.
 At the other end of the spectrum, architect-designed houses are 
commissioned within the same context, and like their commercial counter-
part, are closely tied to ‘lifestyle’. Usually located in expensive inner-ring 
suburbs or exclusive ‘sea change’ coastal settlements, the lifestyle values 
appear stylistically different, but again there is little variety in form and 
content. Architect-designed houses are not that far from being project 
homes for the wealthy.
 These residential projects selected for the reHousing exhibition 
are situated between the poles described above. Each commission is 
distinguished by a low budget and tall ambitions. Each client is closely 
connected to the arts. This fact seems to loosen the grip of re-sale 
pressure, enabling conversation about different spatial configurations 
(stacking, compressing, overlapping, re-using, editing) and material 
choice (sheet ply, commercial glazing, galvanised sheet, unfinished steel). 
Sites are commonly small and, in one case, ridiculously awkward. The  
latter condition invited us to explore the use of a thin, transportable  
mining hut and a standard garden shed to make a suburban home.
 There are also many concessions made to the intrigues of pragmatism 
– a fruitful way to differentiate architecture from art. To venture outside of 
conventional wisdom, architecture needs a committed client and also the 
support of the local council. Timing is sometimes an essential ingredient 
too. This is difficult work but culturally important.
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KAlHoEFER – KoRScHIldGEn 
ARcHITEcTS

Adaptable Housing
Demographic change and  
alternative housing models

Photographs for Fahrt ins Gruene 
by Joerg Lange, Wuppertal;  
photographs for Le grand bleu  
by Joerg Hempel, Aachen.

We live in a world of accelerated change, in a society that is ‘always and 
everywhere’: ‘always’ as densification of time through constant activity, 
and ‘everywhere’ as extension of our mobility. Different aspects of life – 
politics, information and transport, work and leisure, public space and the 
private world – are affected by this notion of ‘always and everywhere’. So 
many everyday objects incorporate this multi-valence, but architecture/
housing doesn’t – in most cases.
 Patterns of life are increasingly fractured in relation to career, 
relationships and health. Our society is undergoing dramatic demographic 
change caused by migration and ageing, as well as by new computerised 
and nomadic conditions. In addition, property cycles have shorter terms 
due to amortisation, and changing fashion and business lifespans. This 
changed environment requires a special kind of complexity in architecture.
 Conventional architecture offers limited shapes and functions – 
ignoring the ambiguity and complexity of life. Adaptable Housing is 
an optional architecture: changeable and adaptable, allowing different 
perceptions and interpretations, an ‘as well as’ living related to cycles 
and rhythms of life. ‘As well as’ architecture is a space of assembling: an 
intelligent infrastructure, functional and stimulating. 
  Adaptable Housing offers flexibility in functional, spatial, atmospheric 
and mental terms, responding to short-term, seasonal and biographical 
cycles. This dynamic background puts the user in the centre of ‘designing’ 
their environment, instead of being determined and submissive. This 
engenders a psychological freedom for a user, aware of the potentials and 
configurations hovering above the physical space. Adaptable Housing 
might help to redefine – in a permanent process – an authentic living 
beyond fixed expectations and clichés. 
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Addition: Fahrt ins Gruene
Movable extension of a traditional timber-
frame house
Proximity - Stronger integration of the house 

and the intensively used garden
Adaptation - Providing for different require-

ments during the summer and winter 
periods: terrace only in use during the 
summer, immediate access from the house 
during the winter, move the extension  
according to the season.

Metamorphosis - Extension will change func-
tion since shared use of first floor is envis-
aged: after disassembling, the interior  

addition can be converted into a green-
house, the exterior appearance will change 
as a result of the interior transformation. 

Context - The proportion of the new building 
will mimic an existing extension added in 
the 1950s, a distinction is established by 
a material difference producing a set of 
‘dissimilar twins’.

Material - Steel framework with sliding    
mechanism

- Metal grating terrace with quickly  
dismounted railings 

- Transparent corrugated PVC panels  
covering reflective aluminium fabric

Flexible spaces:  Le grand bleu
Conversion of a villa from 1900 
• Keeping the shape of the room and the 

existing materials visible 
• Enriching the room with different  

functional and atmospherical options
• Offering a physical and spatial experience 

to the user
Paravent: An intelligent ‘paravent’, a folding 
screen, runs along the existing walls, deviat-
ing out into the space and back to the walls. 
The screen remodels and restructures the 
room through making  space visible or hid-
den. The ‘paravent’ offers hidden functional 
and technical infrastructure.
The ‘paravent’ changes the appearance of 
the existing room by reshaping the walls 

as an independent soft edged screen with 
smooth form joints and introducing a  blue 
atmosphere (like waves flooding the room).
Curtains: Pull-out curtains create additional 
intimate and organic subspaces within the 
‘paravent’ space and within the entire exist-
ing room. Soft white canvases, very sensual 
for skin and eyes, are modulated by chang-
ing light conditions (like sails).



Extension: Tournesol
Extension of a villa from the 1970s
The new space is constructed as a twistable 
structure. Offering two different positions 
and spatial relations causes a change of 
typologies: 
• freestanding pavilion (summer) offers  

a new patio and new views
• winter garden extension (winter) offers  

a direct access from the house
The turntable seating furniture and the 
skylight can modulate and celebrate the 
sunlight and view conditions through  
various options.

Apartment:  Mies_update
Study for contemporary flexible residentials, 
‘Weissenhof 14-20’ 
Mobile  type furniture objects with space 
grasping pneumatic walls provide different 
options regarding:
• functional organisation
• spatial configuration
• atmosphere
While the hard wall shells take up technical 
infrastructure, the extendable pneumatic 
volumes can be easily deformed in three-
dimensions (wall as well as furniture use). 

These volumes can be informed additionally 
by means of new coatings with: 
• heat and electrical conductivity
• light and information conductivity
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Apartment: Expander
study/research on spatial flexibility  
of apartments
Elements: Inner core offers a fixed set  
of sanitary equipment and circulation 

Flexible elements allow an adapting to 
changing needs of the user:
• box-type double window: two independent 

mobile window layers with flexible joints
• inner walls: flexible wall wings, connect-

able with the window casements

Row house: Wild Card - Interspaces
Design/construction assignment for a new 
row house development
Elements: Optional room separations offer 
different spatial connections:
• flexible roller shutter walls provide 

alternative room layouts
• foldable floor elements (‘tatami’ like)  

can also be used as a bench within a 
double storey space

• as a result an optional ‘wildcard’  
 space can be created depending  
on different needs

The outer skin is also permeable and 
changeable: 
• flexible wooden roller shutters and a 

hydraulic hinge mechanism allow different 
visual contact to the landscape
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This essay addresses a broad range of issues facing the growing 
community of South East Queensland, including the scale of the 
region, how the structure of its urban settlements is described 
and imagined, and the nature and form of these settlements. The 
design proposals and strategies it presents provide a rationale, 
through demographic analysis, for the possible mix of dwellings 
that a neighbourhood may need to accommodate in the future. 
 Just as urban environments have different characteristics 
to suburban environments, there is also a division in the way 
each is understood. In urban areas, there seems to be a naturally 
‘urban’ mindset, an expectation that buildings will be high density 
and mixed-use, framing great streets and public spaces, with well 
integrated, good public transport. On the other hand, the suburb 
seems to allow another mindset. Development is car based with 
dispersed, lower density, poorly integrated single-use precincts, 
often poorly served by public transport. This is somehow seen as 
acceptable and inevitable, sometimes under the guise of housing 
affordability. This divide is also reflected in the architects’ role. 
The city (or the bush) is usually the province of the architect with 
sporadic sorties into the suburbs. These ventures are isolated 
projects such as shopping malls, schools, or universities that have 
little physical relationship with the way people are housed. The 
streets and homes of the suburbs are created by the detached 
home building industry with little architectural input. 
 Urban growth in the expansion of cites is usually derided 
as urban sprawl, but urban growth is not automatically sprawl. 
Over the last fifteen years, there have been considerable efforts 
in planning and urban design to reconsider the expansion of 
cities and overlay an ‘urban’ mindset. In short, there are now 
aspirations, and growing expectations, for a rethinking of 
suburbia through what could be termed a ‘suburban urbanism’. 
There are a number of imperatives for this, including the need to 
reduce car dependency and increase public transport usage, the 
decentralisation of employment and the changing demographics 
of the ageing Australian community. In order to build settlements 
more sustainably, urban sprawl is no longer an option. 
 Much of this thinking has been driven by the changing 
demographics of the community. For forty years or more family 
sizes have decreased, household types have become more diverse 
yet house sizes have grown. In urban Adelaide in 1860, Joseph 
Elliot lived with his wife and three children in a modest four 
room cottage on a 200 m2 lot, with one bedroom and no car 
parking, allowing around 15 m2 per person. One child slept in the 
dining room.1 In 2008, his descendant in Augustine Heights in 
Springfield, a new city emerging on the south west boundary of 
Brisbane, can have a much larger, five bedroom and five bathroom 
360 m2 family home on a 1,000 m2 site, an allocation of 80 m2 per 
person. Like many new residential subdivisions on the edges of 
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major cities in Australia, Augustine Heights is marketed as a place 
for families and, although the development area is around 50 ha, 
it is a purely residential subdivision consisting only of detached 
housing of relatively low density. This kind of development has 
been the prevailing practice of post World War II expansion of 
Australian cities, where new suburbs full of detached houses were 
primarily built for new families. 
 More recently, the housing industry has matured, and 
now delivers higher quality development forms. Environmentally 
sensitive and visually significant landscapes are well defined and 
retained. Computer modelled hydrology identifies flood corridors 
and riparian zones. Housing is now delivered with better energy 
ratings and water sensitive urban design measures. Retail centres 
are developed to enable residential areas to be closer to shops. 
Business parks spring up, decentralising employment locations. 
While these are achievements, many other land uses do not readily 
fit this pattern and these are rarely mixed in any meaningful way. 
Shopping centres remain as solely retail environments with the 
promise of higher density, mixed-use development and serious 
employment opportunities continually unfulfilled, unless there 
is local or state government pressure or sponsorship. Input from 
government corporations such as VicUrban, in developments in 
Point Cook, south west of Melbourne, and Landcom, in Rouse Hill, 
north west Sydney, have bucked this trend. 
 When sprawling, poorly integrated development forms are 
overlaid and reordered with walkable catchments creating an urban 
structure, ideas of urbanism can be realised. Walkable catchments 
are normally scaled upon a five minute walking time, or 400 m. 
This distance was enshrined by Clarence Perry as a ‘neighbourhood 
unit’ in the New York Plan of 1929, confirmed by Michael Bermick 
and Robert Cevero in 19922 and adopted more recently in Australia 
by the Western Australian Government’s acclaimed Liveable 
Neighbourhoods community design code in 2004.
 Liveable Neighbourhoods3 advocates groupings of six to 
eight neighbourhoods around a higher order town centre as an 
ideal structure for urban environments. Each neighbourhood  
would accommodate about 750 to 900 dwellings of differing  
types and densities. This urban structure provides the means  
for an appropriate distribution of neighbourhood and town  
centre destinations throughout an urban region that the street 
network needs to serve and connect. Neighbourhoods and towns 
encourage the incorporation of a broader range of land uses such Figure 1: Neighbourhood centres
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as medium and high density housing, mixed-use developments, 
employment and large-scale community uses located in 
close proximity to create vibrant town centres. The additional 
neighbourhood centres, developed in a variety of scales, each with 
their own walkable catchments, support this town centre and act as 
focal points for local services, employment, higher density housing 
and public transport stops (Fig. 1). Ideas of neighbourhoods 
and towns can radically transform new developments, but an 
understanding of the structure of existing urban areas may reveal  
a more complex picture. 
 Just as there is a sophisticated and well recognised 
typology of dwelling types, an equally sophisticated typology of 
settlement forms and types would assist in understanding and 
discussing the complex issues of urban development and form. 
Ongoing research by my practice, Deicke Richards, has built on the 
neighbourhood and town concepts of the WA Code and identified 
five general settlement types. Using purposefully simplistic names, 
we have identified three neighbourhood and town types – Regional 
City, Large Town, Small Township; and two corridor types – Large 
and Small (Fig. 2). The central business districts of capital cities 
are not included in this typological range. In each of these types, 
a ten minute walkable catchment (800 m) has been added to 
the usual five minute catchment, as this is seen as an acceptable 
extended walking distance to better quality public transport (such 
as heavy rail, light rail or bus transit ways). The results of this 
work are presented as a range of densities, described by colours 
generally complying with town planning scheme colours. Ranges 
of light pink to dark pink show housing, orange is higher density 
mixed-use and blue indicates the highest densities in centres. 
Figure 3 represents this concept, demonstrating the relationship 
between uses, heights and densities. The scale of the boxes relates 
to the land consumption of the various densities. 

 The Regional City has a large walkable centre, scaled 
upon an 800 m catchment surrounded by a cluster of up to eight 
inner-urban neighbourhoods, each scaled on a 400 m catchment, 
The Regional City takes up an area of about 3km by 3km. This 
settlement type has the highest order retail, commercial and 

Regional city
large 
Town

Small 
Township

large
corridor

Small
corridor

Figure 2: Settlement types



community uses and acts as a hub for significant public transport 
interchange with heavy rail, light rail or bus transit ways and more 
localised bus routes that serve the surrounding neighbourhoods. 
Within the primary catchment of the main centre, there is a 
significant of mix of land use and high residential density. The 
supporting neighbourhoods have different intensities depending 
on whether they are located on the major vehicle and public 
transport thoroughfares, on the lower order connecting streets, 
or are places with less connecting thoroughfares. The Regional 
City belongs to an urbanised region with a number of lower 
order settlement types surrounding and connecting to it. There 
is a correlation here between higher connectivity and higher 
residential density. 

 The Large Town has a centre and surrounding inner 
urban neighbourhoods, all scaled on the 400 m, five minute 
walkable catchment. The central catchment would contain the 
highest residential densities and land use mix, with surrounding 
neighbourhoods having centres of medium densities with lower 
densities towards the edges of neighbourhoods. These towns 
should be located within urbanised regions, but can also be 
configured as stand alone settlements as regional towns. Large 
Towns should have strong links to other Large Town and the 
Regional City.
 The Small Township comprises a loose cluster of few 
neighbourhoods, not enough to make a town, within a landscape 
setting, spaced and located along major through roads and in 
response to topographical constraints. These settlements tend to 
be stand-alone, spread within this landscape and not part of urban 
corridors. These settlement forms are connected by lower order, 
less frequent public transport connections. Densities are generally 
lower with larger amounts of detached houses and few structures 
above two or three storeys. The primary centre contains local 
services, but not much employment as townships rely on the larger 
centres within the region to provide employment. 
 There are two urban corridor types, the Large Corridor and 
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the Small Corridor, generally found in areas of urban consolidation 
where new public transport routes are being implemented. The 
Large Corridor is an urbanised, linear settlement form focusing 
on a high quality and high frequency public transport route such 
as bus transit ways or light rail. Intense development is located 
within the 400 m distance from the public transport route. The 
corridor has a series of Transit Oriented Developments (TODs) 
along it scaled on the ten minute walkable catchment. These TODs 
are located at public transport stops and junctions of cross streets, 
spaced from 1.6 km to 3 km apart. Each TOD may have a different 
role within the region, with a retail, residential, or community 
(hospital or university) focus. The Large Corridor links large  
towns and a city centre in the most intensely urbanised areas  
of the region. 
 The Small Corridor is an urban form that focuses on lower 
order public transport such as street buses. The development 
intensity is based on a three minute catchment with smaller-scale 
TODs based on the five minute walkable catchment. TODs are 
located at strategic community nodes, both existing and proposed, 
at public transport routes and junctions of major cross streets. 
Centres are spaced at least 800 m and a maximum of 1.6 km 
apart. Some parts of the corridor may have more intense land 
uses only on the sites that face the public transport corridors. The 
existing dwellings in surrounding streets would remain, preserving 
local communities and, through careful design, dealing with the 
potentially abrupt transitions of built form. The Small Corridor 
should link Large Towns to each other or to city centres in the 
less urbanised and more constrained areas of the settlement. 
Some TODs within the corridor may be larger where significant 
crossroads or other public transport corridors connect. 
 These settlement typologies have been used as a 
conceptual tool and applied to the recent thinking around urban 
growth in the Local Growth Management Strategy (LGMS) of 
the former local government area of Maroochydore, about an 
hour’s drive north of Brisbane. With the recent local government 
amalgamations in Queensland, Maroochydore is now a significant 
component of the new Sunshine Coast Regional Council, with 
Caloundra to the south and Noosa to the north. The 2005 South 
East Queensland Regional Plan, developed by the Queensland 
State Government, identified population growth for each of the 
seventeen local government areas in this region in both infill and 
green-field areas and recommended that these numbers be tested 
in an LGMS prepared by the local government. 
 The attractive landform of the Maroochy Shire combines 
flatter coastal land and river plains with a mountainous hinterland. 
The coastal strip contains virtually continuous and relatively recent 
urban development extending from Mooloolaba in the south to 
Maroochydore, Mujimba (airport), Coolum and Peregian to the 
north. The mountainous hinterland cradles a series of inland towns, 
including Nambour and the smaller townships of Palmwoods, 
Yandina, and Eumundi along the railway line connecting Brisbane 
with North Queensland. A number of isolated hills and mountains 
are found in the coastal plain. Buderim is perched on the largest of 
these hills overlooking Mooloolaba. The inland centre of Nambour 
was traditionally the main centre with government, council and civic 
roles but it has lost this to Maroochydore on the coast.  



Most development focuses on the coast, but there is significant 
inland development south of Buderim at Sippy Downs, around the 
new University of the Sunshine Coast campus. 
 Looking at the region through these separate, traditional 
‘places’ does not readily provide a complete description of the 
current settlement form and how it may change over time. The 
urban areas of Maroochy can be grouped as subregions and 
the five typologies can be overlaid, creating aspirations for, and 
imaginings of, new settlements. Just as the ‘tribes’ on the reality 
television show Survivor merge their names when their two tribes 
merge, the same tactic could be used to describe the subregions 
and the various settlement types (Fig. 4). 
 Nambour is currently an important historic town in the 
region and should remain as one. Maroochydore has been 
designated as the Principal Activity Centre in the Regional Plan and 
now must be seen as the Regional City complete with surrounding 
neighbourhoods. On the coast, Maroochydore and Mooloolaba have 
the highest density and are relatively close together. This corridor 
has the greatest opportunity to urbanise further and support high 
quality public transport. This urban corridor could be known as 
Maroolaba. The 20 km links between the new and former main 
centres, Maroochydore and Nambour, are the major east-west 
connections in the Shire and are public transport routes. With 
more urbanisation, these corridors could strengthen into potentially 
stronger public transport routes. These corridors could be re-
imagined as Namblidore, (Nambour-Bli Bli-Maroochydore) and 
Marooglenbour (Maroochydore-Forest Glen-Nambour) although the 
one to the south is potentially the most continuous corridor. 
 The separate settlements of Marcoola, Mujimba and Twin 
Waters just north of the Maroochy River could emerge as a new 
‘Large Town’ of Marcimba Waters, capitalising on the airport as a 
major generator of employment. 
 Immediately to the north, the predominantly residential 
development of Peregian Springs with nearby Coolum could 
become the subregion of Pereglum, becoming a new Large Town 
at the northern end of the Shire. There is already large industrial 
development to the south of this area creating local employment 
with potential for larger-scale, more intense development in the 
town centre once it is built. This would create a destination for bus 
services that could continue onto Noosa in the north. 
 Sippy Downs and the Sunshine Coast University campus 
south of Buderim have been identified as a new town for more 
than a decade and, with Palmview, formerly in the Caloundra Shire 
further to the south, the broader subregion could be known as 
a Large Town – Sipperim View. The railway towns on the current 
railway line could form Small Corridors called Nameuwood or 
Namaldi but this could be challenging, given the infrequent public 
transport services and the spacing of townships. This may mean 
they need to remain as a series of Small Townships. 
 So, in a simple series of observations, which look at the 
settlement form in a different way to the mapping of the future 
growth of independent towns and cities, the possible urban future 
of Maroochydore is mapped out. These ideas enable a more 
accessible and enjoyable method for the strategic discussion of the 
complex issues of growth and change with respect to the role of 
places – what they are now and what they may become. 
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Figure 4:  Imaginings of  
new settlements



 While these concepts are useful, it is necessary to 
understand which households will inhabit these future urban 
places. The Local Growth Management Strategy for Maroochy 
Shire (2006)4 contained a housing strategy that provided analysis 
of the present and future characteristics of the community. Based 
on Australian Bureau of Statistics data, this strategy quantified 
housing types, household makeup, and settlement locations for 
2006 and projected these to 2026.5 The Australian Bureau of 
Statistics Census records housing types as detached houses, 
attached houses and apartments and household types as couples 
with children, one parent families, couples without children, lone 
persons and groups. 
 In 2006, Maroochy had 60,000 households with another 
40,000 required by 2026. These 60,000 households live in 
40,000 detached houses, 5,000 attached houses and 7,000 
apartments. Presently, couples with children account for a quarter 
of all households (14,000) but in 2026 will account for less than a 
fifth, but actual numbers will rise by 4,000 to 18,500, an increase 
of almost 30%. More telling are the figures for couples without 
children and lone person families. Together, they will double in 
number, generating 30,000, or 75%, of new households in this 
time frame. They will represent two thirds of all households by 
2026 (Table 1).

Household  
composition

2001
59, 170

detached
%

dupl row
%

Apts

Couples with children 28.5% 16, 850 93 15, 700 3 503 3 505

Couples without children 30.3% 17, 750 80 14, 000 9 1, 600 9 1, 600

One parent family 12.2% 2, 450 72 1, 764 12 294 14 343

Group 4.2% 2, 500 57 800 13 325 28 700

Lone person 23.9% 14, 200 50 7, 100 16 2272 29 4, 120

Total 68 39, 350 8 5000 12 7270

Analysis of the dwelling choices of the present population 
demonstrates the challenge of future urban development. 
Unsurprisingly, in 2006, over 90% of families lived in detached 
houses. But 80% of couples without children and half of the lone 
persons households lived in detached houses, most likely staying 
in the family home when the children have moved out. By 2026, 
it could be possible to believe that some shifts in dwelling choice 
may occur. 
 In 2026, if those living in detached houses reduced 
over time to be 80% of families with children (down from 90%), 
40% of couples without children (down from 80%), and 20% 
of lone persons (down from 50%), a radically new picture of 
housing demand would be evident. If this speculation was 
true, the Maroochydore community of 2026 would be living in 
42,000 detached houses, 32,500 attached houses and 23,000 
apartments. These figures represent a threefold increase in 
apartments and a fivefold increase in attached houses from present 
numbers. Remarkably, the increase in detached housing demand 
from close to 40,000 to 42,000 is less than 10% (Table 2). 

Table 1: Who lives in the Maroochy 
Shire now?
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Household  
composition

2026
100,000

detached
%

dupl row
%

Apts

Couples with children 18.5% 18, 500 80 14, 000 10 1, 850 10 1, 850

Couples without children 35% 35, 000 40 14, 000 40 14, 000 20 7, 000

One parent family 12.1% 11, 300 60 6, 800 30 3, 400 10 1, 130

Group 4.6% 4, 000 20 800 40 1, 600 40 1, 600

Lone person 30.6% 30, 000 20 6, 000 40 12, 000 40 12, 000

Total 42, 000 32, 850 23, 580

 On the surface, it could be concluded from these 
projections that suburbs of detached houses are no longer a 
relevant development form and that all new development should 
be mainly attached houses and apartments. The analysis is a 
little more complex when these figures are applied to infill and 
urban expansion areas. Most of the denser housing forms will be 
located within existing urban areas. If three quarters of attached 
housing and apartments were constructed in these areas, up 
to 6,000 houses would need to be demolished, depending on 
the amount of available infill and brown-field sites. If all denser 
forms of housing were located in existing urban areas, wholesale 
destruction of communities would need to be contemplated. It is 
hardly sustainable to throw away reasonable housing stock to allow 
the continued urban expansion of mainly detached houses. 
 Urban consolidation will require that these demolished 
houses would need to be delivered in green-field areas, making 
a total of 9,000 detached houses. Furthermore, that would also 
still leave a significant number, 9,000 attached houses and 4,000 
apartments, to be constructed in green-field areas. 
 The numbers are complex and the underlying numbers 
could be debated, but the essential message does not alter and 
is simple. There is a mismatch between the housing stock and 
household types in 2008 and this will be exacerbated if the 
prevailing development form of residential subdivisions in larger 
houses suitable for families on the edges of cities remains. There 
is a strong imperative now to build more diverse communities from 
the start, with greater housing choice – to build neighbourhoods 
and towns instead of subdivisions. A strong urban structure will 
allow more opportunities for self-contained living, working and 
recreating and, in doing so, will create more diverse communities 
and support greater public transport usage, both hallmarks of a 
more sustainable future. 
 This analysis suggests that the appropriate mix of housing 
types for new neighbourhoods and towns could be 40% as 
detached houses, 40% as attached and 20% as apartments.  
An ‘urban’, rather than ‘suburban’ mindset is needed to achieve 
these outcomes.
 A typical neighbourhood scaled on a five minute walk of 
50 ha would achieve about 750 dwellings. At 40% of the total 
housing, the 300 detached houses at an average and relatively low 
density of 12.5 dwellings/ha would require about 25 ha. Within 
this amount, lot sizes could range from 450 to over 800 m2 with 
about half above 600 m2. The 300 attached houses, as very small 
lot dwellings, duplexes and row houses at an average density of 
40 dwellings/ha would take up 40 ha. The 150 apartments in 

Table 2: Who will live in the 
Maroochy Shire?



medium-rise buildings of up to six storeys at a density of 150 
dwellings/ha would need only about 1 ha of land. That would leave 
about 10 ha for green corridors and open space. 
 If a neighbourhood is formed from a simple, interconnected 
or gridded street network, a number of locations for density are 
possible. The highest densities can create the neighbourhood 
centre with the medium densities near the centre, along through-
street corridors where frontage can be achieved, but vehicle access 
is provided from the rear. Interfaces with the green areas of parks 
and environmental corridors are other good locations for higher 
density housing. The other useful sites are the ends of blocks, 
particularly when these streets feed into the neighbourhood 
centres. When these sites are measured, the 8.5 ha of land for all 
the medium and high density areas is very easy to find, leaving 
large areas of lower density residential precincts. 
 The neighbourhood then, through its design, creates 
obvious locations for various land uses and densities of housing 

Figure 5: Henderson Village, 
KingsHill, Port Stephens

Figure 6: Henderson Village, 
KingsHill, Port Stephens
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in a comprehensible and legible settlement form (Figs. 5 and 6). 
The challenge for architects is how these dwellings of differing 
types and potential households can be arranged together with 
appropriate transitions of building types (Fig. 7). 
 This proposal for the future settlements of the Maroochy 
Shire has been ambitious in its scope, dealing with issues at 
the scale of the region, the structure of urban settlements and 
the nature and form of these settlements. It provides a rationale, 
through demographic analysis, for the possible mix of dwellings 
that a future neighbourhood within this region may need to 
accommodate. In our proposals, future growth areas are considered 
as parts of regions, comprising the settlement types of Regional 
Cities, Large Towns and Small Townships, within Large Corridors 
and Small Corridors, anchored with a range of new centres of 
various types and scales with mixed-uses, retail, community and 
employment uses, and linked by high quality public transport 
routes. Dwelling design in this new model (particularly detached) 
responds to sizes of future households and is based on more 
appropriate space per person. Detached houses bigger than 
180 m2 are designed for flexible living for more than one household 
i.e. a one or two bedroom flat and three bedroom house combined. 
Low-rise, medium density housing types are added to this mix that 
can be developed by the detached house building industry, not 
apartment builders. 
 In our strategies for the future settlement of South East 
Queensland, suburbs are designed as neighbourhoods, accom-
modating a range of household and dwelling types that assist the 
creation of more vibrant, socially diverse and robust communities.
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ARcHITEcTuRE +  
uRbAn dESIGn

International House
Melbourne, Australia

International House at the University of Melbourne was founded in the early 
1950s in response to a lack of suitable accommodation for international 
students, mostly from the Asian region. The college, located in Royal 
Parade Parkville, now has some 250 students from thirty-three countries. 
The new, five-level residential building provides four-bedroom apartment 
living for thirty-two students and eight residential tutors, as well as visiting 
academics suites. In addition there is an academic resource centre serving 
the whole college. The building is situated in an established garden set-
ting on the western side of the college with spectacular views over Royal 
Park and Royal Parade. 
 The building has been sited and designed as the next generation of 
college accommodation. It represents a significant shift in standard of 
amenity and social organisation and takes great advantage of its Parkville/
Royal Park setting. In urban design and architectural terms the new 
building forms a third partner to the earlier Clunies Ross and Wadham 
wings with their strongly expressed horizontal strip windows and spandrel 
panels. The building has been formed as two linear blocks slipped about 
a central circulation spine. This not only reduces the overall visual mass 
of the building, it delineates the separate orientation of private sleep/
study spaces from communal living spaces. The western living room block 
maintains the strip window motif, but adds an animated sun screen ele-
ment made of laser-cut aluminium panels to enliven the wall. In contrast 
the eastern bedroom block is made up of a deeply recessed gridded frame 
pulled apart around the central stair and lift shafts. 
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KRAnTz And SHEldon 

Flats in Perth 1930-1980
Graham Crist

The body of work of Krantz and Sheldon in Perth is enormous and vari-
able. It crosses any perceived division between specialist architectural 
design and one-off housing, and it contradicts a dominant image of gen-
eral housing, especially in Perth, of the single detached villa.
 Between the 1930s and 1970s this firm designed thousands of flats, 
and employed hundreds of architects. In 1941 Harold Krantz published 
a paper that argued for the relevance and validity of flats as a modern 
housing type. In doing so, he countered a prevailing bias against the type, 
and articulated a context for them, in relation to modern urban life, which 
could accommodate density, mobility and collectivity. Nearly all of the 
projects were carried out by private developers, and ranged from upmarket 
high-rise to low rent walk-ups. The quality of these projects varied wildly. 
 The historical facts of the practice are fairly well known and recorded. 
The particular task of this project is to excise a range of the projects from 
their context and to record and compare them as models; to examine 
them purely as plan (and sometimes section) arrangements that might be 
directly useful. Krantz and Sheldon did almost all of its experimentation 
through building, and always under the very tight constraint of money. 
They also did a thorough examination of tightly planned small dwellings. 
Despite the great repetition of certain models there exists a wide range 
of plan types resulting from these examinations, often toward the goal of 
extreme efficiency. It is these models that may prove useful to the contem-
porary designer.
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mcbRIdE cHARlES RyAn

Commonwealth Games Athletes 
Village Housing
Melbourne, Australia

This submission consists of three housing projects of varying densities: 
courtyard houses, dual-lock housing and mixed apartments.
 courtyard Houses This housing presents a series of modules formed 
by three housing units: a ground-level ‘fence house’, a two storey courtyard 
house and an upper-level apartment. Pedestrian and vehicular access is 
strictly separated; cars enter private garages form the rear (south) while 
pedestrians and visitors enter from the landscaped front (north). This 
split system creates contrasting bands of an exaggerated nature strip that 
recalls frontier suburbia without footpaths and a parallel road that blends 
into materially textured elevations.
 m2 dual lock Housing This string of housing winds around an exist-
ing Mental Health Research Institute. It is created by locking together two 
housing types: a penthouse apartment, which faces the Research Institute, 
and a townhouse which faces the site interior. Visitors and pedestrians 
have access to both types via a bridge spanning from a road wrapping 
around the Research Institute. A separate road beneath provides access  
to residents’ garages. 
 m3 mixed Apartments Two apartment blocks are located directly 
across Park Boulevard and continue the alignment of the courtyard houses. 
These five-level towers mix three different housing types and transition 
between the two-level courtyard houses and the taller apartments adjacent 
to the freeway. A private parking zone services all the apartments in each 
tower. The mixed apartment contains townhouses on the ground level, 
which relate to the nearby courtyard houses in terms of scale, and a simi-
lar private courtyard space. The middle two levels contain conventional two 
bedroom apartments with a flexible study. The upper two floors contain  
a pair of two-level penthouse apartments.
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courtyard Houses
As the housing modules agglomerate they 
form a legible street identity through com-
mon elements such as balconies, fences, 
eaves and wing-walls, which extrude to a 
shared datum. Individuation of dwellings  
is achieved through a diversity of materials 
and varied facade articulation. Each house 
type also relates to the landscaped street in  
a different manner; the secretive ‘fence 
house’ sits alongside the assertive, canti-
levered ‘balcony house.’ The semi-private 
spaces along this interface have transform-
able enclosures that allow public and private 
spaces to be shared.



m2 dual lock Housing
Facing the site’s own parkland, the elevation 
of the townhouses is subsumed into a curved 
roof/wall that maintains continuity with the 
landscape of steep berms, which shelter the 
private outdoor terraces. On the other side, 
the penthouses create an urban scene of a 
street with a facade of decorative concrete 
that is massed to reveal incised private 
rooftop terraces and entries.
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m3 mixed Apartments
All of the apartments are fitted with large 
cantilevered balconies on the north facade 
that are sufficiently large to function as 
outdoor terraces. The balconies expand the 
architectural language of the nearby court-
yard houses by being extruded to a datum, 
but allow for more variation in individual 
composition between dwellings.



codA

Building for Diversity
Design Competition
Perth, Australia

In 2005, CODA won first prize in the national single stage ideas competi-
tion Building for Diversity for the design of a mixed-use development in 
Northbridge, Western Australia. The competition sought to “provide an 
opportunity for architects to generate and test ideas for an affordable 
mixed-use development...”
 Our first decision was the most direct – break the height limit 
guideline imposed by the local authority EPRA. The resulting small tower 
(as we called it) meant we could free up a large space within the site and 
provide a large communal garden over the car park. A simple three to four 
storey apartment building was wrapped around the perimeter of the site, 
with an idea to make available commercial spaces for the building’s own 
tenants to either use for commercial benefit or sublet for a reduction in 
their own rent. This tower/garden scheme provided more accommodation 
than requested in the competition brief, as well as northern light and cross 
ventilation, and resulted in a large, communal garden space.
  In the absence of similar schemes having been completed within 
our office, we relied on a kind of ‘conversational collage’ technique to 
describe the project to one another – like a hybrid of well-known projects 
draped over the site and program. These collages became critical design 
tools for generating ideas such as the hostel building’s colourful sun-
shading screens.
  Since winning the competition, we have been engaged by the client, 
Foundation Housing. The project is being documented and is due for con-
struction commencement at the end of 2008.
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PETER SKInnER

Rainbow Houses project
Rainbow Beach, Queensland

Queensland’s history of timber construction and restrictive planning 
regulations has produced a housing stock of detached houses or stacked 
apartments, but relatively few attached houses. The Rainbow Houses 
project proposes a tall and relatively narrow townhouse model over six 
half-levels designed specifically for the subtropics. In coastal South East 
Queensland, zero-energy thermal comfort is possible through passive de-
sign. The Rainbow Houses capture winter sun through a seasonally shaded 
glazed northern wall, and cooling summer ventilation when the same wall 
is fully opened. A split section maintains privacy between bedroom and 
living spaces while minimising interruption to through-ventilation. Roof 
terraces allow private outdoor living and long views – rare commodities 
in denser living. Roof access lets each household manage solar energy 
and rainwater collection. The sky-to-ground configuration incorporates a 
small northern garden and under-floor water storage. Solar pumping to 
rooftop headers enables a triple reuse water system that cycles rainwater 
through successive showering, clothes washing and toilet flushing cycles 
before discharge to sewers. Thorough recycling conserves potable water 
and reduces infrastructure demands. The Rainbow House is narrower and 
taller than is currently permissible for small-lot housing or low/medium 
residential codes in South East Queensland. This model is proposed 
as a valuable new intermediate house type that can achieve reasonable 
residential density (62 d/ha net in this example) while retaining desired 
residential attributes of individual entries, secure parking, sunny gardens, 
terraces, privacy and outlook. As ever, the key to responsible subtropical 
design begins with appropriate north-south orientation and the provision 
for substantial landscaping.
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AnTARcTIcA

Retrotypes

The following catalogue contains a series of 23 projects, designed 
between 1992 and 2006 by Antarctica, or by Antarctica architects while 
in prior practice. Each project has been redrawn in a consistent style of 
plan and section, with functionally specific information and all context 
beyond the site removed. The aim of such representation is to foreground 
the diagrammatic qualities of each project and allow direct comparison 
between the designs, as models or types, despite their being carried out 
independently and with specific intentions and clients. 
 Though each project was designed to such specific conditions, within 
each design are techniques that are repeatable or adaptable. The produc-
tion of the catalogue foregrounds these aspects of the architectural house 
project, muting the more idiosyncratic elements. In doing this, it asserts 
the role of the one-off house in broader questions of housing. These are 
houses that respond to very specific client requirements, but also to re-
quirements of a very common set of conditions. They pursue ideas that are 
not reliant on material, craft, or large budgets.
 The catalogue’s arrangement mirrors the methods used in the 
advertising of market housing providers, arranging housing models by 
the number of bedrooms and bathrooms and by floor area. It allows the 
projects to be filtered and compared within a housing scenario – where a 
particular density is required, where a target market is identified, or where 
an unusual site shape is encountered. 
 The catalogue also allows a more rigorous generation of further hous-
ing project series, each customised to a situation, and each tested within 
a comparative study. The goal is to manoeuvre housing design from the 
one-off to the general.
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bIRd dE lA coEuR  
ARcHITEcTS 

McBride Residence

This is a house for a family migrating to Australia. While tailored to their 
specific needs, it is an exploration of any family’s accommodation needs 
over the life of a house. Primarily, the project deals with its site and with 
‘ownership’ of the domestic aesthetic, but it also deals with flexibility. 
 The house is sited around three significant trees, one of which is a 
striking blue gum. This tree forms a fulcrum around which the house and 
its out building pivot. Each building’s position has then been tweaked for 
passive heating and cooling, and for capturing sea breezes.
 The outbuilding contains the garage, workshop, studio and ‘summer 
room’, and forms the entry to the house. The ‘summer room’ is a guest 
room, pool house, band room or party room. It solves most of the briefing 
‘problems’ and means the house remains relatively compact. Teenagers, 
long-staying overseas guests, boomerang children, elderly parents, the 
band and the painting studio are all accommodated in the bungalow – not 
at the same time but as a result of the spaces being non-specific, robust 
and flexible. Therefore the house can be adapted to deal with the family’s 
changing needs over their lives and isn’t unnecessarily large. 
 Our analysis of outbuildings, sheds and bungalows revealed them to 
be among the most-loved domestic spaces. They can be spaces that are 
‘pet-like’, private, flexible. So what is their appeal? Is it the scale? The 
loose relationship to function? Or the opposite – the very direct and most 
basic function of shelter? A building reduced to wall and roof. 
 Placing this bungalow in the front yard, as the entry to the house, 
emphasises its importance and modifies its engagement with the street. 
 Where the house can be smaller or use less we have adopted that op-
tion. Materials have been chosen for their fit with the lightweight, modest 
buildings that once lined our coasts. In addition the house has large water 
tanks, solar pool heating and pv panels.
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Extended Family House This is the house that June built with her two daughters, son-in-law 
and two grandchildren. It is a courtyard house of three wings forming a 
‘village’ around a village square. The family is together yet separate. The 
careful planning of shared living spaces and private living spaces allows 
the family to profit from the benefits of generational living without loss of 
personal privacy. The house has been designed to have minimal impact on 
the coastal environment, preserving heritage flora and instating a drought-
resistant garden. With three generations informing the architecture, 
the house is about the family’s past while at the same time firmly 
acknowledging its future.
 This complex house reflects a complex brief. Virtually three family 
groups with vastly differing requirements had to be accommodated on  
a spectacular cliff-side site.
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HAnnAH lEwI And  
STEPHEn nEIllE

The Commonwealth Games  
Housing Village: a case  
study model

In 1962, Perth hosted the VIIth British Empire and Commonwealth Games. 
The building program included the construction of an athletes’ village 
consisting of 150 new houses. These were used to ‘demonstrate’ new solu-
tions in modern domestic architecture. Some 20,000 people visited the 
display and, by 1963, all houses were sold. After remaining relatively intact 
for a number of decades, during the 1990s the Games Village houses 
began to be demolished or severely altered. 
 The village was the subject of an exhibition and book by the authors 
in 2003: Fading Events and Places: The architecture of the VIIth British 
Empire and Commonwealth Games Village and Perry Lakes Stadium. This 
presentation visually describes components of the original research, in-
cluding the ‘Games Model’, colour poster and reproductions of the original 
winning architects’ competition drawings. 
 The ‘Games Model’ reconstructs the village as a set of 150 pieces 
that fit into the street layout as a base board. The pieces are colour coded 
according to house type and designer; those already demolished are clear 
finished. Housed in an accompanying game box, the pieces are interactive 
– easily moved, removed and lost. 
 The village, as it existed in 2003, was recorded in its entirety through 
the ‘drive-by shot’. These photographs document the remaining houses 
from the street. Arranged as a grid, they record the area street by street. 
Those that have been removed are depicted as a faint visual trace. The 
colour coding indicates the type design and architect of each house.
 Through our strategy of collecting and making images, documents and 
text, we hoped to ‘draw out’ and thereby in some way preserve the disap-
pearing architecture of the VIIth British Empire and Commonwealth Games. 
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lucIndA mclEAn

Pastime

These projects present ongoing research into post-war beach houses 
and the settlements between Somers and Flinders on Westernport Bay, 
focusing on the everyday beach house rather than the one-off, architect-
designed house.
 Post-war beach houses are generally small with efficient plans and 
structure, providing minimal and flexible accommodation for fluctuating 
family and visitor numbers, and un-programmed interior and exterior 
spaces allowing for a range of leisure activities. Some houses are architect-
designed project homes or kit homes, sometimes having had some 
architectural input to modify or site a standard plan. Many houses have 
grown in an accumulative manner over time in response to changing family 
activities and particular site qualities. Siting of houses is often in relation 
to the landscape where the house is part of an extending landscape, in 
an unfenced lot, amongst vegetation continuous across lots, and with 
ambiguous and multiple entry points from external spaces into the house.
 These detailed case studies of individual houses and the sites they 
occupy record their history and analyse the changing use over time. From 
these case studies, observations of the relationship between the house 
and extending landscape have been studied in detail to determine the very 
particular spatial qualities of these houses and beachside settlements.
 In addition to the recognition and recording of the architectural, 
historical and cultural value of these houses, these research projects 
aim to establish an understanding of the house as an inhabitation 
and stewardship of landscape, where leisure is productive rather 
than consumptive. This is vital if we are to propose alternatives to 
the unsustainable development and destruction of the fragile coastal 
environment seen in recent years, and to provide possibilities for engaged 
leisure time, particularly for the aged population.
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Introduction: housing affordability and environmental impacts
Australia is currently facing a housing crisis as housing prices 
are making home ownership increasingly difficult to achieve. In 
Melbourne, the household income required to purchase the median 
price dwelling has almost doubled since 1996, from $49,000.00 
to $95,000.00 and 1.9 million households now sink more than 
30% of their income into housing costs.1 Despite various national 
policies for the geographic containment of urban housing,2 
the predominant model of new housing provision in Australia 
continues to be the detached house provided by small building 
industries on green-field sites. 
 In spite of its popularity, the increasing size of the detached 
house presents a significant threat to environmental sustainability: 
the median new dwelling in 1970 was 130 m2 climbing to 185 m2 
twenty years later, and to over 250 m2 in 2007. Over the same 
period, the average household size has declined from 3.5 to 2.5 
persons.3 Five Star energy standards, a national measure to reduce 
overall emissions for new dwellings, does not take into account the 
size of the dwelling. Leading experts have calculated the energy-
related emissions of the average new dwelling to be nearly 6% 
higher than average emissions of existing, smaller dwellings.4 As 
increasingly larger houses are being built for increasingly smaller 
households, greenhouse gas emissions are likely to worsen.
 Arguably, a reduction in house size will reduce greenhouse 
emissions. However, a reduction in size would not reduce the 
price of the dwelling in a proportional manner. In addition, there 
would be considerable market resistance due to perceptions of a 
diminished provision of amenity in the smaller dwelling. To achieve 
a reduction in house size whilst maintaining, or improving, amenity 
would require the design solutions that architects can bring into 
the spatial design of the house. However, less than 5% of housing 
in Australia has architectural involvement, and some observers 
consider the figure for architectural involvement in new housing 
to be much less.5 Architects remain largely disengaged from the 
provision of general housing. 

The Sustainable and Affordable Home Initiative
A recent Victorian State Government housing initiative sought 
architectural involvement in the design of sustainable, affordable 
housing to be developed in the volume housing market.  

The Sustainable and 
Affordable Home Initiative: 
a case study exploring  
an architectural 
contribution to volume 
housing in Australia

Diego 
Ramírez-
Lovering



The Sustainable and Affordable Home Initiative called for the 
development of architect-designed housing prototypes for 
$1,000.00 per m2 The brief sought dwelling designs that would 
“optimise immense public interest in global warming and 
behavioural change by demonstrating social and environmental 
sustainability; be developed with builders adopting industry mass 
production and marketing strategies; and offer value, durability, 
economy of operation, and high resale value”.6 Four architecture 
teams were selected to undertake this difficult task with input from 
the various parties associated with volume housing developments. 
As a member of one of the teams, with Shane Murray and Graham 
Crist, I undertook an eye-opening process designing affordable 
and sustainable dwelling prototypes in active dialogue with various 
consultants associated with volume building. Volume builders 
engage with the construction and delivery process of housing in a 
different manner to architects. This multi-faceted, complex process 
often engages with the issues of the entire chain of supply and 
demand and the information and details of such a process are 
difficult to access. In addition, many of the factors impacting on 
this market are not straightforward and often counterintuitive. This 
essay seeks to describe the context of volume building and to reveal 
some of the issues encountered during this process. It presents 
our dwelling designs in response to these issues, which seek to 
introduce design improvements into the design of volume housing 
without threatening cost, arguably the single most important factor 
in determining this mode of development.

volume housing: its position in the marketplace
The procurement and overall processes for the provision of the 
majority of general housing continues to be carried out by small-
scale building companies on green-field sites on the city fringe. 
Detached housing construction provides the most economical 
dwelling unit type in Australia, helping to make it the most the 
most popular housing type. It is projected that, by 2030, 70% of 
new housing will still be detached.7 
 Market share analysis indicates that, over the last fifteen 
years, there has been a decline in small building companies and 
a consistent increase in the market share of large building firms. 
In 2001, the top five building companies provided 21% of all 
residential construction in Australia, up from 9% in 1994 and these 
numbers are on the rise.8 
 Government demands for increased density and 
sustainability measures in the dwelling have created a more 
complex context for the design of volume housing. In addition, 
the increasing role of large building companies in the provision 
of new housing who are more prone to investing in research 
and development may provide an opportunity for a renewed 
architectural engagement in volume housing.
 Some examples of this have occurred in Australia in 
the past, particularly in the 1960s and 70s, when a number of 
architects developed innovative and relevant volume housing 
designs by working with visionary developer-builders who were able 
to understand the benefit of this involvement. These included Peter 
Muller and Craftsman Homes, along with Woolley and Dysart with 
Pettit and Sevitt in Sydney; Peter Overman and Corser Homes in 
Perth; and Graham Gunn with Merchant Builders in Melbourne, to 
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name a few. These examples, however, have been the rare exception 
rather than the rule. This is hardly surprising as architects engage 
with the procurement and delivery of residential construction in a 
very different manner to volume builders, typically through single 
commissioned engagements that deliver one-of-a-kind outcomes. 

Some notes on the volume housing development process 
 As part of the Sustainable and Affordable Home Initiative, 
volume builders and developers, acting as consultants for the 
project, presented an overview of the process of procurement 
and construction of the volume housing market. They were 
understandably reticent to reveal too much information relating 
to their operations. As a result, the material presented was 
often curtailed by the highly competitive and secretive nature 
of the industry. Additional relevant and interesting issues were 
revealed during more informal discussions. As such, the following 
assessment of the volume building process includes anecdotal 
advice as well as official material. 
 The operations of volume housing are primarily governed 
by cost. Land acquisition, design of the dwellings, materials and 
construction methods all adhere to stringent principles in order to 
maximise the profit share. The construction processes are highly 
orchestrated to follow strict timelines and a precise sequencing  
of events.
 The developer acquires land, usually located in the fringes 
of the city, which is preferably flat with generous subdivisions to 
simplify construction. A builder is selected, often through a tender 
process, to construct a series of display homes. The display homes 
are designed by following highly specific formulas, which aim 
to align with mainstream tastes and reach the broadest market 
appeal. The client base is divided into three different categories: 
place-setters, value-seekers and budget-seekers. Place-setters, 
a minority within the client base, are understood to be the group 
who set trends and are willing to experiment and invest in new 
models. Value-seekers, as the name implies, aim to get the most 
value for money, while the housing choices of budget-seekers are 
primarily constrained by cost. Housing designs and marketing 
campaigns are often developed to reflect this focus and are 
targeted to specific groups. However, even within the lowest budget 
volume housing designs, there is an expectation by the market 
that house designs must include a number of features and luxury 
items. These so-called ‘must haves’9 are often trend driven and are 
modified to align with changes in mainstream tastes. At the time 
of writing, it was suggested that the ‘must have’ items in volume 
housing should include a full ensuite bathroom connected to the 
master bedroom (even with relatively compact dwellings). A double 
lockup garage, often the largest room in the house, is seen as high 
priority. The master bedroom, the largest bedroom in the house, is 
often separated from other rooms in the dwelling and will include 
a walk-in robe. The ‘al fresco’, or outdoor meals area, has become 
a staple of volume housing designs. Houses will unfailingly include 
an entertainment room or media alcove and, typically, ducted or 
reverse cycle heating. Even with budget dwellings, it is common 
to find an articulated facade that uses more precious or expressive 
materials and detailing, used to create an image commonly used 
on the marketing brochure. 



 The display home, perhaps the single most powerful 
marketing tool in volume housing, allows potential purchasers to 
experience different dwelling designs first hand. The display homes 
are fully furnished and contain all the additions and upgrades not 
included in the base model. These include more precious material 
finishes such as reconstituted stone kitchen bench tops, luxury 
appliances and fittings which are often bought in bulk.
 Display homes are completed to offer a range of designs 
and price options. A prospective buyer will select a design through 
the display home interface and proceed with a deposit between 
$2,000 and $5,000. The deposit monies cover the engineer’s 
survey and documentation, services connection fees and title 
search. The sales representative places the job in a queue and 
an initial set of design documents is prepared for client review. 
These documents will include any modifications and upgrades 
requested by the client. After client signoff, the final documentation 
is prepared and copies are given to estimators to establish contract 
figures. A lean set of construction documents is produced in 
addition to a standard in-house specification outlining standard 
materials and a finishes schedule. The drawing set includes a 
minimal amount of detailing as subcontractors use standard 
construction details throughout.
 These include standard details for junctions, such as cove 
cornices, standard size aluminium windows and doors. Ceiling 
heights are standardised to 2440, 2550 or 2740 mm in order to 
maximise the use of sheet materials. Brickwork is kept under 3 m 
to minimise the use of materials and scaffolding and roof pitches 
are kept under 23º to allow for the use of tiles, the predominant 
roofing material in volume housing. The relative economy of tiled 
roofing as compared to sheet metal roofing, for example, is not due 
to material cost differences or labour efficiencies, but because tiled 
roofing installation is undertaken by informally trained labourers 
who charge considerably less than licensed plumbers who are 
legally required to install metal roofing.
 Designs are simplified to encourage quick build times 
with square rooflines and ‘box on box’ double storey.10 Labour 
efficiencies and minimising the costs of labour are achieved on 
several levels. The delivery of materials is carefully orchestrated 
to avoid double handling. Subcontractors, widely used in volume 
housing operations, absorb the holding costs of construction as 
they receive payments from the builder in a staged manner, only 
after the works for that particular stage have been carried out, 
relieving the builder of this extra cost. However, there is increasing 
pressure from unions for volume building operations to use 
salaried labour. 
 Economies of scale are often achieved through the bulk 
acquisitions of materials and goods that are subsequently charged 
out at full price to the buyer.11 In addition, large developer-builders 
further reduce material and construction costs by providing in-
house material production, such as BGC in Western Australia. 
This developer-builder initially provided building services, only to 
extend their operations to the production of building materials and 
transport services for cargo. The building process for the home is 
completed within six (single storey) to eight (double storey) months.
 Having been exposed to this material, we realised that 
changing or contributing to the volume housing market would 
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Figure 1: Adaptable House
A One dwelling with two households 

and separate outdoor space
B Multiple occupation for different 

households
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prove to be a very difficult task, as it functions in a highly efficient 
manner through the additive process of a number of different 
components that contribute in small ways to the overall system. 
From the outset, we recognised that we should embrace these 
constraints and seek small improvements in specific areas. Within 
the restrictions of this market, our architectural engagement would 
inevitably take on a different form to traditional architectural input. 
The articulation of form, specialised detailing, use of extravagant 
materials and volumetric juxtaposition would be, for the most part, 
left behind in volume housing design, as such practices often 
come at an increased cost.
 In developing the design for our housing prototypes, our 
primary aim was to understand what contributions could be made 
at negligible cost to the dwelling.
 Our general design approach emphasised the importance 
of achieving both social and environmental sustainability with the 
view that improving social sustainability would directly contribute to 
environmental sustainability. The team initially produced two house 
designs that responded to the issues outlined above: the Adaptable 
House, (House 1) and the Dividable House (House 2). 

House 1: Adaptable House 
The Adaptable House design uses a simple plan form and a 
straightforward construction approach. Economy was achieved by 
stringently adhering to standard construction processes and the 
disciplined material selection used in volume building. In addition, 
the plan shape conforms to a simple rectangle with no undulations 
in the perimeter walling other than for a semi-detached, multi-
purpose room.
 This house design recognises the diversity of household 
makeup that increasingly characterises the Australian population 
and contributes to social sustainability through the appropriate 
allocation of space.
 The Adaptable House design supports a flexible range 
of occupations. This is achieved through the use of two simple 
sliding screens in the interior of the house and a partially detached, 
multi-purpose room with separate access to the main area of the 
dwelling. This arrangement enables a variety of occupation and 
household combinations (Fig. 1).
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Figure 2: Dividable House
A One dwelling, large household, 

200m2

B Two dwellings, 1 x 75m2, 1 x 
125m2

Figure 3:
Floor plan
1 Flexible 

Space
2 Bath
3 Bed
4 Laundry

5 Ensuite
6 Bed
7 Living
8 Dining
9 Kitchen
10 Carport

House 2: dividable House
The design proposes a house that can be effectively divided 
into two dwellings at a later date as an effective environmental 
strategy. It relates household size to dwelling size in a dynamic and 
adaptable manner. The dividable house design recognises that 
certain niche groups in the housing market require accommodation 
for large families or multi-generational households. This 
approach also recognises the dynamic and fluctuating nature of 
contemporary households and the possibility for householders to 
withdraw equity from their housing investment as they approach 
retirement. The Dividable House could accompany the life course 
of a family – as children depart, parents could downsize into one 
of the smaller subdivided dwellings and sell the other dwelling. A 
large house that that can be effectively divided into two dwellings 
at a later date is an effective environmental strategy as it relates 
household size to dwelling size in a dynamic and adaptable manner.
 The Dividable House is provided as a four bedroom house 
with two living areas that can be subsequently subdivided into two 
dwellings (one dwelling is 75 m2, the other 125 m2). This flexibility 
is achieved with an extremely simple modification of the dwelling 
that would be achieved at negligible cost at the time of division. A 
small cost penalty in the initial construction is experienced in order 
to provide split servicing and full fire separation. The building 
utilises a simple plan form and a straightforward construction 
approach (Fig. 2).
 As the design process evolved, the Adaptable generated a 
better response in market focus groups. The Dividable House did 
not fare well with market response and was ultimately dropped.

Adaptable House 2 
This dwelling can be occupied by unrelated individuals, can provide 
significant separation between household members and can be 
used for other forms of occupation, such as home office, with 
separate access for visitors. In addition, the proportion of space 
allocated between living, bedroom, recreation or work areas can 
be varied in a number of ways. Externally, the Adaptable House 
recognises the importance of outdoor amenity, particularly for 
dining and entertainment. The informal layering of activities 



Figure 4: Adaptability diagrams
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that characterises the use of the garage in contemporary homes 
has been elaborated on in this design. The garage, identified as 
having potential as the largest room in volume housing, has been 
extended to provide a covered, top lit, multi-purpose area adjacent 
to the semi-detached, multi-purpose room of the house. This 
area can be used for a number of sheltered outdoor activities, 
as well as providing an alternative external recreation area to the 
house, reconfiguring the ‘al fresco’ space. This extension of the 
external spatial design of the house also allows for several different 
simultaneous uses of this space (Figs 3 and 4).
 Our Environmentally Sustainable Design (ESD) approach 
focuses on fundamental principles of good passive solar orientation 
and an efficient thermal envelope. These strategies have little 
impact on cost and provide a series of upgradeable features (Fig. 5).
 The house contributes to both social and environmental 
sustainability as it enables larger and more complex groupings of 
individuals to occupy a single dwelling. In this way, greater density 
is achieved through the number of occupants per dwelling, rather 
than greater building density. 

conclusion
Our experience of the Sustainable and Affordable Home  
Initiative has revealed ways in which architectural thinking and 
design expertise can contribute positive changes to the volume 
housing market. 
 The design process demonstrated that certain 
improvements could be made at negligible cost, primarily through 
careful planning and orchestration of spatial relationships (Fig. 6). 
Adaptable houses that are more responsive to changing household 
makeup and are able to be subdivided or part-leased to release 



Figure 5: ESD diagram

Figure 6: Spatial contribution 
diagram

liquidity were achieved without significant cost increases. Flexibility 
was also provided through allowance for a range of orientations 
on the block and for future changes in the configuration of the 
plan in response to changing household needs. Finally, careful 
consideration of the use of rooms and their spatial relationships, 
particularly between indoor and outdoor space, was revealed in the 
design process as another way in which architectural thinking could 
be applied to the design of these kinds of dwellings at no extra cost.
 Architects can learn much from understanding the 
procurement and delivery of volume housing. In order to make a 
positive contribution in this context, we must forego our obsession 
with the architectural object and embrace the reality of the dwelling 
as a product shaped by the entire chain of supply and demand. 
Due to the large scale of operation, even a small improvement to 
the design of the house within this context may have a significant 
effect on the wider housing market. Multiplied, the impact of 
incremental changes can be profound.
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Addenda

Cost breakdown from Burbank and Devine Homes –  
VicUrban presentations 2004

Paving and fences 2%

Floor finishes, window coverings 3%

Shop joinery, carpentry finishings 4%

Plasterboard and render 5%

Sanitary plumbing, HWS 5%

Electrical work, appliances, heating 5%

Brick and block work 6%

Roofing and roof plumbing 7%

Timber framing 9%

Concrete slab and foundations 10%

Mark up and GST 30%

Total 100%



bARAcco + wRIGHT  
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Multi-Family House 2006
Wye River, unbuilt

This house was designed for the holiday accommodation of three separate 
couples, one with children. It allows them to have an independent room, 
physically separate, and a shared kitchen and living space. The rooms 
make up one larger volume, connected through the floor and roof. 
 The hallway is converted into a clear-roofed outdoor deck, and is wide 
enough to be used for a range of activities. While roofed (a high rainfall 
site), it is open at the ends. Importantly, it has an outdoor quality but an 
internal usability. The concept of the open hallway was primary to the 
program of a holiday house in that it would be used significantly during 
daylight hours, and should therefore be a high amenity space, rather than 
an internal corridor.
 Another shared outdoor space independent of each room is located 
separately on the roof. This is a particular response to some large tree 
canopies above the house.
 As for the VicUrban competition entry, reconsideration was given  
to conventional types (the ’suburban house’, the ‘beach house’), in plan, 
section, three-dimensional form and architectural language.
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House That Grows Inside 
VicUrban Affordable Home Design 
Competition 2004 entry

This design can change from one to three bedrooms through internal divi-
sion; over time, that allows for a change in household size and structure 
and multi-programmed rooms. The siting and arrangement suits conven-
tional rectangular lots in all square orientations.
 The approach to the competition entry was to find a balance between 
the technologies and practices of the housing industry and architects’ 
planning skills. 
 The proposal aims for a richness of internal and external spaces de-
spite their being contained within a simple rectangular plan. The skewed 
placement on the site subtly defines each external space – the largest 
space receiving direct north sun, the rear allocated to the bedrooms, 
receiving morning sun, and the ‘back’ absorbing a range of functions such 
as washing line and watertank. The house sits as a pavilion in a garden, 
creating a buffer between neighbours, and no direct view onto a fence. 
 Independent volumes, rather than walls and doors, articulate the 
interior spaces. The outcome is in between an open plan and a conven-
tional house plan. The ‘fat’ hallways act as rooms – or sort-of ‘spill-out’ 
spaces – and create a general perception of spaciousness. The plan allows 
for generous furniture layouts and views from one side of the house to 
the other. The location of the independent elements creates an entry hall; 
allows for TV and other storage; allows for large walls without openings, 
generating a visual simplicity; screens open bedroom doors; and allows for 
simple reconfiguring of the interior. The house is also sited to allow for a 
future extension of two bedrooms, where the hallway could be extended.
 The placement of windows within the house corresponds to the nature 
of the spaces they serve: a low window for a lounge room, a high window to 
the sky for a bathroom, a low sill height for a child’s bedroom. These also 
offer different relationships with the exterior throughout the house.



mARco RAmAccIo cAlvIno

The Compact Courtyard House

The Compact Courtyard House represents design-based research to 
develop a new housing typology that promotes a more compact urban 
form. The new typology strives to be environmentally sustainable 
through the use of passive design principles, adaptable in its structure to 
accommodate varied household compositions, and affordable through the 
creative use of standard building materials and practices. 
 The 12 m by 18 m ordering module, which is made up of six squares 
measuring 6 m by 6 m, becomes the ‘chess board’, allows the living and 
sleeping pods to be moved and arranged into different configurations to 
provide accommodation flexibility within a compact footprint of 216 m2. 
 The Cultivated Court, which always constitutes one of the six squares 
of the ordering module, ensures that at least 17% of the compact house 
footprint is always devoted to private, useable outdoor space. The 
‘chess board’ ordering module allows the design flexibility to respond to 
passive design principles in high density urban dwellings by moving the 
Cultivated Court around the compact footprint to achieve northern light. 
The roof plane of the living and bedroom pods can also be manipulated 
to allow natural light and prevailing breezes to naturally regulate comfort 
within the house. The shallow, one-room-deep living and bedroom pods 
further promote passive design principles such as cross ventilation whilst 
ensuring manageable and cost-effective structural spans. 
 The compact six-square ‘chess board’ module has the potential to 
become the urban building block in a number of different nesting patterns 
to achieve denser, more sustainable urban communities.
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nmbw ARcHITEcTuRE STudIo

VicUrban Affordable Home Design 
Competition 2004 entry

Three schemes were submitted in response to the 2004 VicUrban 
Affordable Home Design Competition brief. Each design stands alone as 
a single house, but also aims to consider the design, economic and social 
possibilities of building four houses together on adjacent green-field 
suburban sites in the competition area.
 Corner Loggia is structured around the different external spaces  
an L-shaped building creates. Hard and soft landscape spaces work 
together within each property but also achieve a greater effect when two 
or more adjacent properties are considered together. Each square living 
courtyard is fenced for privacy and shares views to larger-scale gardens  
in two directions. 
 Court Villas proposes a simple system for providing housing diversity 
on standard lots. Modular courtyard building elements are arranged on 
one, two or three adjacent parcels of land (each parcel is half of a standard 
lot), with options of internal and external connections between. Each villa 
type can be built as an individual house or in combination with other types 
for small developments of two, four or six sites. 
 Long Cottage divides the lot lengthways to make two equal zones – 
garden to the north and house/yard to the south. The long garden is a 
secure and flexible space connected to the street, with direct access from 
all main rooms. A skylit carport is located for easy access to the heart of 
the house, and also acts as an intermediate space between garden and 
house for outdoor living, entertaining or just a generous back porch. 
 Acknowledging the language of economics, marketing and sales that 
underpins new housing developments, the landscape proposal common to 
all three schemes offers a matrix based on individual choice, with a flexible 
palette of materials and products made available as options to each 
occupant, while promoting important environmental connections between 
private plots and the broader public landscape.
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bEn Puddy

Vicurban Affordable Home Design 
Competition
Melbourne, Australia

The competition entry tested a number of ideas for the delivery of volume 
housing at an entry price level. The intention was to build case study 
homes in conjunction with home builders seeking a commercial but 
innovative ‘product’. The design explored some key areas: the optimisation 
of the site planning for household and community interaction; application 
of everyday materials; displaying the functional mechanics of the home 
and the accommodation of diverse household composition. 
 Consolidation of the house footprint has been achieved through the 
second storey study/bed and the removal of corridors. The efficient house 
planning and direct siting to the street utilises clear public/private zones, 
the kitchen is given hierarchal weight at the centre. The atypical detached 
garage introduces a laneway view of the home into the depth of the block, 
extending the apparent site volume. The laneway introduces multiple 
entries to the home, giving a traditional backdoor address. 
 A series of cumulative factors are addressed by the materiality of the 
home. Passive thermal control is maximised both by the interchangeable 
masonry and by profiled sheet wall systems in conjunction with the acute 
wall orientation. A plywood raked ceiling, stair and chimney comprise 
the convection control for summer and winter. Additional environmental 
support equipment is pragmatically incorporated into the tectonic 
assembly, such as ridge-line exhaust tower, garden rockery with rainwater 
tank and cranked pergola with solar collectors. 
 Temporality has been articulated within the expansive living spaces 
through kinetic qualities of volume, light and sunlight. Functional inter-
change can occur in these public spaces in addition to the ‘bedroom’ on 
the street. Additional capacity has been incorporated into the site planning 
and stair design for efficient extension of two large rooms.

Winter climate
• Radiant/convection space heater
• Chimney with mechanical air circulation
• Thermal mass exposed to north sun
• Multi layer curtains

Summer climate
• East/west cross ventilation
• Assisted thermal convection through double 

height volume
• Mechanical exhaust through chimney
• Exposed thermal mass to floor and 

perimeter

Skins (north and west)
 • Light weight reflective external
• Exposed thermal mass internal
Skins (south and east)
• Exposed thermal mass external
• Light weight insulated internal
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SImon AndERSon

Two Upside-Down Townhouses
Architect: Simon Anderson, UWA
Project Team: Simon Anderson, 
Diana Goldswain

This project reached practical completion on 29 October 2007.
 The client for these two houses is a self-employed nuclear family with 
children aged twelve and fifteen. The parents run an experimental concrete 
art and construction business. The family will occupy the two houses for 
a number of years (while the children are at home), then occupy one, and 
then zero in a staged superannuation strategy.
 The site for the new houses is a typical inner-city dual-occupancy  
corner lot.
 The design embraces cars (or, more specifically, garages and their 
usage possibilities) and the regulations governing overshadowing and 
overlooking, and proposes the piano nobile as a good place to live in the 
inner city where the ground plane is often severely compromised by traffic 
and surrounding buildings. The placing of the living rooms on the first floor 
adjacent to a large terrace constructed over the garage provides a new typol-
ogy for R50 town house development. And the use of insulated cast-on-site 
concrete panel construction offers affordability and sustainability benefits.
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Courtyard House for Mixed Family
Architect: Simon Anderson, UWA
Project Team: Simon Anderson, 
Diana Goldswain, Kate Sloss

The client group for this new house is typical of the emerging Australian 
family demographic: single working mother with children aged ten and 
twenty (from different fathers) together with her aged mother.
 The site is highly idiosyncratic: 400 m2 in a historic river/ocean 
precinct sloping up from the street towards the north west with panoramic 
upper-floor views of the ocean (to the north round to the west) available 
at the rear of the site. The adjoining house to the east is a single storey 
cottage, circa 1890, while the sites to the west are currently being 
developed to full allowable building mass.
 The design response has been to develop – strictly within the planning 
restrictions and budget – a new form of suburban house comprising four 
private bed-sitting rooms with shared wet areas and one kitchen/eating/
family room, all arranged around a cloistered courtyard. The massing of 
the house has then been highly modulated to optimise views, ventilation, 
privacy and solar access. Materials are grey cement rendered brick for 
ground floor and retaining walls, concrete floor slabs, pine wall frames 
and roof trusses, and corrugated zincalume wall and roof sheeting with 
black painted cement sheet gables. Interior finishes include whitewashed 
walls, polished concrete floors, off-form concrete soffits, and painted 
plasterboard walls and ceilings.
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IREdAlE PEdERSEn HooK 
ARcHITEcTS 

Remote housing
Western Australia

Tjuntjuntjara Community Housing
Great Victoria Desert, Western 
Australia

Common to these projects was the need to respond to the extreme 
climates and micro-climates, cultural considerations and demographic 
diversities within each community; the need for robust, low-maintenance 
construction, flexibility in building use, appropriate sustainability 
considerations and the concept of a ‘wind-sock’ house.
 This ‘wind-sock’ house concept can be described as the 
acknowledgement that some of the occupants of the house may wish  
to spend much of their time, weather permitting, living in the lee of the 
house, often while other family members may live inside the house. This 
‘outside’ house swings around the dwelling in response to prevailing winds 
and other factors, much like a wind sock.
 In this way the houses can support a more traditional camping-style  
of habitation if desired.

The Spinifex People or Pila Nguru were driven off some of their Maralinga 
homelands by the British nuclear tests in the 1950s and community mem-
bers talk about the fallout and the deaths of their relatives from that event.
 The community directly engaged their consultants and drove the form 
of the design consultancy. Three workshops were performed over four 
months, a female anthropologist was used, every family member in the 
community was involved in the process and the resultant designs were 
consultancy driven.
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Western Desert  
Semi-Transportables
Irrungadji, Parngurr, Kunawaritiji, 
Windidda and Kiwirrkurra 
Communities. Manjiljarra/Martu 
Wangka and Pintupi

Four differing plan options were developed: a centric; a linear; an L-
shaped; and a courtyard type. Each was modified to better suit individual 
families’ needs. These buildings were modified over three generations of 
built houses, following detailed feedback from occupants.
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Walmajarri Community Centre  
and Staff House
Djugerari Community,  
Great Sandy Desert

While not a housing project, this is included to represent a communal 
building form that demonstrates the aspirations of a remote community  
in the Kimberley region.
 The Community Centre is a place to teach traditional Aboriginal law 
and culture, to communicate public law to visitors, to engage with the 
emerging ethno-tourism market and to facilitate training in modern skills.
 The facility responds to its desert location by the careful placement  
of enclosed spaces, both framing distant views of important sites and 
creating shaded outdoor work-spaces.





 135

Shane murray, Foundation Professor of Archi-
tecture, Monash University, BArch (Melb.), March 
(RMIT), PhD (RMIT), FRAIA, Registered Architect
 Murray is an authority in the discipline 
of architectural design and has published and 
lectured extensively in this subject. He has a track 
record of strategic leadership and management 
within the university context. He has held several 
key leadership positions including Director 
of Architecture and Director of the Urban 
Architecture Laboratory, RMIT University. His 
research interests include architectural design 
and contemporary housing. He is a recipient 
of research funding from both industry and 
government including the Australian Research 
Council and continues to conduct research into 
contemporary housing issues.
 In 1999 Murray was Artistic Director of 
the architectural component of the inaugural 
Melbourne Biennial. In 2001 he was elevated 
to Fellow of the Royal Australian Institute 
of Architects in recognition of his services 
to architecture and he regularly chairs 
and participates in RAIA award juries and 
committees. In 2006 he was Co-Artistic Director 
of the Australian Pavilion exhibition Micro Macro 
City for the 2006 Venice Architecture Biennale. 
In November 2007 he was appointed Foundation 
Professor of Architecture and inaugural Head of 
Department for the new architecture program in 
the Faculty of Art & Design at Monash University.

diego Ramírez-lovering is Program Co-ordinator 
of the Bachelor of Architectural Design at Monash 
University, and an architectural practitioner 
in Melbourne. He studied architecture at the 
Rhode Island School of Design in the United 
States, the Federal Polytechnic (ETH) in Zurich 
and RMIT University where he received his 
Master of Architecture degree in 2003. He has 
over ten years of teaching experience at four 
universities in the United States, Australia and 
Mexico. He has practiced in Australia, Italy and 
Mexico and is co-founder of the Metropolitan 
Housing Laboratory, a research-led architectural 
practice. His practice and research both focus on 
alternative design solutions for the provision of 
low-cost, sustainable housing, an interest which 

informs his current PhD research. He has also 
worked with government and the private sector 
in research and development toward affordable, 
sustainable housing design solutions and has 
written extensively on the subject. His practice 
and research work has been published, nationally 
and internationally, in leading architecture and 
design journals.

Simon whibley is a practising architect and 
lecturer in the RMIT University Architecture 
Program. He has worked in architectural 
practice since 1997 and co-founded Antarctica, 
a multidisciplinary architecture and design 
company, in 2005. 
 In both practice and the academy, his 
work closely examines the relationships between 
architectural design and the urban environment. 
This investigation centres on the intersections 
between large-scale urban forms and strategies, 
and the lived and constructed realities of our 
cities. Through his affiliations with the RMIT 
Design Institute and the Victorian Eco-Innovation 
Laboratory (VEIL), he initiates and contributes  
to collaborative research projects, producing 
design strategies for the future urban settlements 
of our cities and the transformation of their 
existing centres.
 This is extended through his work 
as a Director of Antarctica. The practice’s 
engagement with urban projects has produced 
numerous exhibited and award winning designs 
in the areas of infrastructure, housing, and urban 
design. In 2007 Antarctica won the competition 
to design the new pedestrian bridge and 
foreshore in Lakes Entrance, Victoria and was 
also highly commended in the 2007 AA Prize 
for Unbuilt Work for their Warburton rail trail 
pedestrian bridge.
 Whibley’s work often focuses on housing 
design and its contribution to the city: prior to 
co-convening the reHousing conference, he 
was a researcher on the ARC linkage project 
The Ageing of Aquarius: Housing Solutions 
for Australia’s Baby-Boomers. He continues to 
develop this housing design research through 
competition projects, design consultancies, and 
through his teaching.
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