
  
 

FEEDBACK – NATIONAL URBAN POLICY CONSULTATION 
DRAFT, MAY 2024 
Thank you for the opportunity to provide feedback on the draft National Urban Policy for 
Australia. That draft policy sets out the Australian Government’s Vision, Goals, Objectives and 
Principles. These align with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals and aim to 
improve the quality of life in our cities and urban areas. Our feedback does not suggest 
changing the draft policy. Instead, it looks to complement the work by forwarding a widely 
acclaimed study by the Victorian Department of Transport and the City of Melbourne—the 
Transforming Australian Cities study, 2010—for consideration at the next level of policy detail, 
for consideration as to how the policy is put into action. 

The Transforming Australian Cities study shows the simplest, least expensive and most eOective 
way to address the national housing shortage within our cities. It allows for significant change 
that acts like ‘keyhole surgery’ rather than ‘open surgery’ on our cities, retaining the existing 
valued character of the places they contain, that we all love. 

We note that p.23 of the draft National Urban Policy states: 

No-one and no place left behind 
‘Possible actions: 
- Update land use planning systems to accommodate a greater mix of housing 
and higher-density housing in well-located areas, close to transport 
connections, amenities, services, and education and employment 
opportunities (currently being delivered through the National Planning Reform 
Blueprint).’ 

We hope that the following ideas, drawn from the Transforming Australian Cities study, will be 
considered part of the National Planning Reform Blueprint.  

A pathway to meeting the National Housing Shortage 
One of Australia's biggest challenges is providing suOicient aOordable housing to meet growing 
demands. This is not only a financial and supply issue but also, depending on the 
implementation strategy, one that can improve or exacerbate our urban areas' social cohesion 
and sustainability. 

As one of the most urbanised nations in the world, the key to these challenges lies in how we 
plan and build our cities into the future. 

The existence of this challenge is not new and has been known for over two decades. The extent 
of the challenge became apparent when GriOith University published the VAMPIRE Study 2008, 
which clearly indicated that all our capital cities, in pursuing fringe development, were on a path 
to decreased liveability. 
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The continued business-as-usual approach of trying to solve housing shortages by building on 
the fringes of our Capital Cities has only exacerbated this problem. This is apparent from a large 
set of health, family violence, infrastructure funding and mortgage stress data. 

The development of a National Urban Policy is timely as all states battle with housing 
aOordability and shortages. Nowhere is this more apparent than in Victoria. In recognition of 
this challenge, the Victorian State Government has announced an overhaul of its Planning 
Strategy and is developing a new Plan Victoria. In addition, on 17 June 2024, they released draft 
housing targets for all Victorian Councils to share the load of providing 800,000 new homes over 
the next ten years. 

So, with outdated land use plans, tight timelines and in a constrained infrastructure funding 
cycle, how do we meet these targets without making our cities less liveable? 

For the purposes of this submission, we will use Melbourne as a case study as to what is 
required. 

 

2001      2006 

2011       2016 

 

Vulnerability Indices for Mortgage, Petroleum and Inflation Risks and Expenditure (VAMPIRE) 
developed by Griffith University's Urban Research Program. Data Source: AURIN  
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Key priorities should be to ensure that: 

• The areas of transition are clearly defined and separated from areas of stability where 
limited changes are required. 

• Wherever possible, future housing should be located close to existing infrastructure, 
particularly public transport infrastructure. 

• Future housing will be of good quality, and a reasonable percentage of the housing 
provided will be aOordable to rent or buy. 

• New developments enhance the local character and produce a high-quality public 
realm, namely the streets.  

•  Provides medium-density mixed-use that produces walkable neighbourhoods. 
• Introduce code-compliant planning controls for the areas of transition to give certainty 

to all parties and speed up approvals. 
 

Where are these areas of transition, and how big do they need to be? 

There are four priority areas where this should take place: 

• Activity Centres. Urban areas adjacent to train stations. Currently, there are 222 train 
stations in metro Melbourne 

• Along road-based public transport routes, such as trams and rapid bus routes. 
• Brownfield sites, and  
• Regional Towns with good public transport connections to major cities. 

These areas are easily identified and could become identified as areas of rapid transition.  
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This proposition was tested in 2010 with the ‘Transforming Australian Cities Study’ by the 
Department of Transport and the City of Melbourne. This study established suOicient capacity in 
the first three areas listed above to potentially double Melbourne's urban population. These 
areas make up approximately 7.5% of Metro Melbourne, meaning that 92.5% of the metro area 
can remain as areas of stability where very little additional capacity or change is required.  

As with the recent State Government announcement, this study measured and set achievable 
targets for each local government area. (see Transforming Australian Cities, 2010) 

What will this look like? 

Previous studies have shown that in Melbourne, the greatest capacity exists along the road-
based public transport system, where medium-density development of between 5 and 8 stories 
will deliver more than double the capacity of the activity centres while avoiding major impacts 
on the local character of these areas.  

One of the corridors tested in 2010 was Nicholson Street, Melbourne, which accommodates the 
96 tram. Like most of the tram corridors, this one indicated how the expensive infrastructure 
provided for the light rail system was not complemented by medium-density development 
immediately fronting it. In fact, much of the building fabric was marginal at best and ripe for 
renewal. 

 
Section of Nicholson Street showing development potential in 2010. 

Since the 2010 study, some of these areas' potential has been recognised. According to the 
ABS, 56,000 new dwellings have been constructed along tram corridors despite the lack of 
support in the Planning Schemes and local community resistance. Much of this, despite these 
diOiculties, is of good quality and provides aOordable, well-located housing. 

  
Quality medium-density dwellings, including social housing along Brunswick Street, Fitzroy. 

A recent study carried out by Arup on a section of the 96-tram line, extending from Victoria 
Parade north for 4.86 kilometres, indicated that after excluding sites with sensitivities, such as,  
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sites with heritage controls and recently developed sites, the properties facing the tram lines 
would yield 95,950 sqm of developable land. This would yield between 5000 and 6000 new 
dwellings. If replicated along the remaining tram network, the corridors alone could yield 
200,000 to 300,000 new residential dwellings. The rapid bus corridors, such as along Johnson 
Street, would yield significantly more given their greater extent. 

Recent pilot study carried out by ARUP to test existing capacity along Nicholson Street and 
the 96 Tram corridor. 
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What are the benefits of this approach? 

• This proposed approach is akin to keyhole surgery as opposed to the open heart surgery 
approach some commentators propose. 

• Infrastructure costs for development in these areas are minimal as the existing 
infrastructure, if optimised, could accommodate most of this development. Postcode 
3000 in central Melbourne saw residential units increase from 685 in 1983 to over 
65,000 today, with almost no significant additional infrastructure required. 

• The 2010 ‘Transforming Australian Cities Report’ estimated that the infrastructure costs 
of developing this way would save the state and local governments $1.1 billion for every 
1 million people located in these areas of transition. 

• What is being proposed is not a new approach but a process that has already 
commenced in Melbourne since the 2010 study, with 56,000 new homes built along 
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tram corridors between 2011 and 2021. This was achieved unsupported by uniform 
planning controls. (ABS Census 2011–2021) 

• Clearly designating these areas of transition would allow governments to build trust by 
reassuring and confirming to the communities in the remaining 92.5% of the metro area 
that no development would be required in existing residential neighbourhoods. 

• The lead times for commencing this strategy are non-existent, as shown by the process 
started in 2010 and illustrated by the ABS data.  

• Once the principles have been established, the ability to expand corridors and increase 
mixed-use and density in all the areas of transition will become less problematic and 
emerging alternatives like the trackless tram will allow for aOordable expansions of the 
mid-tier public transport network into new areas. 

• The outcomes of appropriate densities, mixed-use and good connectivity are economic 
vitality, social cohesion and greater sustainability. 

 
Trackless Tram currently being trialled in the City of Sterling, Western Australia. 

What do we need to do to make this happen expeditiously? 

• The cost-of-living implications of living close to transport and intensive development 
need to be better understood and communicated. For example, the Automobile 
Association of Australia published figures showing that the cost of buying a car to live on 
the fringe is $22,400 pa. This, coupled with the fact that 40% of households in central 
Melbourne do not own a car, clearly indicates that by moving to these new areas, the 
potential savings are $2000 per month and significantly more for families with two or 
more cars. 
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• In line with the ‘Transforming Australian Cities’ approach, the proposed areas of 
transition—7.5% of the metro areas—need to be clearly identified to build trust within 
the local communities. 

• Sensitive areas and buildings, such as heritage sites, industrial sites, and recent 
developments, need to be identified and excluded from the areas of change to further 
build trust. 

• Clear guidelines for new developments need to be written for these areas to enable the 
introduction of Code Compliance approvals. These would set requirements such as 
percentages of aOordable homes, minimum sustainability standards, respect for local 
character and active engagement with street frontages. 

• These requirements must be led by the state governments in collaboration with local 
governments and then administered by local governments. 

• The uplifted yield on sites needs to be understood, and the uplift quantified and fairly 
distributed between landowners and governments before any planning changes are 
implemented. 

• To be equitable, it needs to be understood that all Activity Centres and public transport 
corridors must be included and that the most significant capacity exists on the corridors 
where it is estimated that 2.4 million homes can be built by only using 3% of the land in 
the metro area. Those sites that directly front onto the corridors have come through the 
selection process against known community sensitivities.  

The cost of owning a car if
you live in the outer
suburbs of Melbourne is
$22.400 pa.

Given the distances to
services and work and in
many cases poor public
transport services to these
areas most families would
need to own 2 cars cos@ng
$44.800 pa. post tax
dollars.

Scource Australian Automobile Associa1on

Sunday Age ar1cle 20th Feb 2022.



  

 9 

• Once this approach gains momentum, there will be other opportunities to increase our 
corridors using emerging technologies such as the trackless tram, which can be 
introduced at a tenth of the cost of traditional trams. 

What is the narrative for this change? 

• Achieving 800,000 new dwellings in Victoria over the next ten years is challenging but 
possible. 

• To achieve this, we can no longer proceed on a business-as-usual approach. 

• To succeed, we need to target the 7.5% of the metro area that is already well-served by 
transport infrastructure.  

• The infrastructure costs of building in these areas are negligible. In central Melbourne, 
the number of homes has increased from 685 in 1983 to 65,000 today, with no 
substantial infrastructure being built. 

• The State and the Councils need to stop relying on existing planning schemes and 
implement enough succinct controls to allow for code-compliant approvals in these 
areas of transition. 

• Assurance needs to be given to 92.5% of the remaining metro area that their areas are 
oO the table and they need not be concerned about their neighbourhoods becoming 
development areas. 

• Instead, these areas will be encouraged to plant more trees, collect stormwater, and 
install solar panels on their roofs. These are the logical extensions of the ‘green wedges’. 

• Better articulate the health and social benefits of living in the inner city. Studies at 
Melbourne Universities have shown you are more likely to die of a heart attack by living 
in the suburbs than in the inner city. 

• Better articulation of the relevant cost of living, exposing the myth that living on the 
fringe is cheaper. 

Conclusion 

The current approaches by the federal and state governments are pushing in the right direction. 
To succeed, they need to establish trust in the idea that we can build significant housing without 
harming the quality of our existing cities. By focusing on existing areas with transport 
infrastructure and using ‘keyhole surgery’ rather than ‘open surgery’, we can and should build 
denser cities that support the local economies, provide social cohesion, and are sustainable. 

While the examples used here are mainly centred on Melbourne, we believe they can be applied 
to all capital and regional cities. The key is to provide clear policies and land use planning that 
can restore the Australian public's trust.  
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