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In recent years, the infill target has been 70% of the total which would mean 
539,000 new infill housing units would need to be accommodated. We have 
rounded this down to 500,000 and asked a distinguished panel of architects and 
urban designers how these could be accommodated in metropolitan Sydney, if they 
were primarily in apartment buildings. We asked them then to develop solutions 
that proposed an urban form and building typologies and to indicate which sites 
would be most appropriate.

To ensure that buildings were generally not in a tower form (although these work 
well in many locations) we set a height limit of 25 metres. This is the height that 
triggers extra costs for fire sprinklers and it is a good height to relate to the tree 
canopy of Sydney’s eucalypts. The design proposals are for various heights under 
the 25 metres and for various locations, including around transport nodes, along 
corridors and in urban centres. Added to this task of planning the infill sites, is the 
task of locating 270,000 new detached houses on greenfield sites, on the edge of 
the city.

Clearly some of the greenfield sites will have higher density buildings like townhouses, 
as will the infill sites but our belief is that apartments are going to continue to be 
an important part of the solution to Sydney’s growing pains. It is also clear that a 
growing number of people are choosing this housing type.

Our thesis is that Sydney is at a tipping point, where the urban form is 
evolving from a suburban model to a more urban model and that we 
need to manage this transition with confidence. 

The New South Wales government is undertaking a review of State Environmental 
Planning Policy 65 on the design of residential flat buildings, so it is timely to look 
at this building type. We need to refocus the legislation onto the supply of well 
designed residential flats so that they are encouraged by planning policy. The SEPP 
was begun 12 years ago to improve the design quality of residential flats and this 
has been very successful, particularly through the requirement to use registered 
architects. What is now needed is a planning policy that drives the development 
of up to 10,000 well designed apartment buildings, in appropriate locations in 
metropolitan Sydney, over the next 25 to 30 years.

The Urban Taskforce supports the growth of Sydney as outlined in the Metropolitan 
Strategy. In fact, we believe that the growth could be higher than the government’s 
predictions, if immigration levels are maintained. We also understand that the 
community has concerns about the change of character that will flow from a move 
to a more urban environment. But somehow the extra 770,000 new housing units 
will need to go somewhere so we are demonstrating one approach towards this.

The Urban Taskforce is keen to have 
responses to the proposals suggested 
in this issue of URBAN IDEAS and we 
welcome all comments to  
admin@urbantaskforce.com.au.

This is the first issue of URBAN IDEAS.  
We intend to produce further issues on 
important planning and development 
issues to generate debate in the public 
interest.

Chris Johnson
Chief Executive Officer
Urban Taskforce Australia

Planning for Sydney’s future 
apartments

Sydney’s Metropolitan Plan has a target of 770,000 new housing 
units by 2036. That is 30,000 new houses or apartments a year. 
While many of these will be in detached houses on Sydney’s fringe 
the majority, on the basis of past performance, will be in infill areas 
within the existing metropolitan boundary. 

“Sydney could need 
500,000 new apartments 
by 2036 – 
that is 10,000 buildings 
of 50 units each.”



“Sydney’s Metropolitan Strategy 
encourages growth at centres and 
along corridors.”
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Demographic preferences 
are changing

The Gratt an Insti tute in Melbourne 
has done some interesti ng research 
on what drives potenti al purchasers in 
their housing preferences in Sydney. It 
appears that the  combinati on of house 
size and locati on are the key drivers, 
with most people wanti ng a large house 
in the middle of the city. When cost 
becomes an issue the choice is a larger 
house on the city fringe or a smaller 
house close to the acti on. 

Increasingly, younger people 
are preferring to be close to 
ameniti es including shops, 
transport and of course work, 
even if this means a diff erent 
type of house. 

More people are now interested in 
living in an apartment in an urban area. 
At the other end of life many older 
people are moving out of a suburban 
house into a residenti al fl at close to 
ameniti es. There is also the fact that 
many in our multi cultural community 
come from countries and citi es where 
apartments and fl ats are a very 
common form of urban living.

Sydney’s growth
is coming

Sydney’s growth is from a 
combinati on of factors.  

One of these is the Federal 
Governments policy on immigrati on 
with up to a third of the annual intake 
ending up in Sydney. Added to this is 
natural increase through birth rate 
and the aging populati on means more 
housing units are needed as people live 
longer.  

The Metropolitan Strategy for Sydney 
states that 70% of the populati on 
growth will be from natural increases 
with migrati on accounti ng for 30%.  
Some commentators believe that 
Sydney’s growth predicti ons are lower 
than those being used for Melbourne 
and Brisbane. So the target of 770,000 
new houses by 2036 could well be 
signifi cantly higher.

Sydney communiti es are 
concerned about their 
neighbourhood changing

The Producti vity Commission Research 
Report on planning in Australia, 
published in April 2011, included a 
survey of community atti  tudes about 
increased populati on in neighbourhoods,
leading to more housing. The Hobart 
community were 38% against change, 
the Melbourne community was 52% 
against change but the Sydney 
community topped the country with 
64% against change. It seems that 
issues like the development industry 
funding of politi cal parti es (now 
banned) and other anti  development 

issues have made the Sydney community 
very negati ve about growth and change. 
This becomes refl ected in local politi cians 
elected to councils, who must keep 
faith with the mood of the voters.

It is only through strong leadership 
and by taking a long term view to the 
future that communiti es will support 
growth and new housing types. Current 
communiti es will also need to consider 
inter generati onal issues about where 
their children, grand children and 
future generati ons will live. The design 
of new housing will be important, as 
will be where they are located so that 
change becomes a positi ve process for 
communiti es.
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• transport nodes 
• urban centres 
• corridors 

Leaving most of suburban Sydney 
unchanged.

Urban Taskforce 
preferred locati ons: 

Where will the 500,000 new 
apartments in 10,000 buildings be 
located by 2036 

How much of Sydney’s land 
would 10,000 new apartment 
buildings take up compared to 
townhouses or detached houses?
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1. State leadership

The State Plan and the Metropolitan 
Strategy for Sydney must identify the 
likely future growth in apartment 
buildings and the preferred locations 
for these buildings (centres, transport 
nodes and corridors). The Director 
General of Planning should issue formal 
directions to councils to incorporate 
this future growth in the preferred 
locations so that LEP’s and DCP’s reflect 
the inevitable growth in Sydney’s 
population and nominate where this 
can occur.

2. Involve communities

Councils in developing LEP’s and DCP’s 
to accommodate future growth should 
extensively involve local communities 
in the strategic planning process with 
a full understanding of the change to 
the character of key precincts through 
visualisation tools and the trade-offs 
that will maintain significant no change 
areas.

7 Steps to a better planning process to 
facilitate up to 10,000 new apartment 

buildings by 2036

3. SEPP 65

A modified SEPP 65 that requires 
registered architects to undertake 
apartment design and a reduced set 
of guidelines in a Residential Flat 
Design Code become the key planning 
documents that set the requirements 
for the design of apartment buildings.

4. JRPP to determine

All apartment building development 
applications above the threshold 
established in SEPP 65 to be considered 
by Joint Regional Planning Panels so 
that a more future focussed approach 
is taken. To undertake the increased 
workload JRPPs will need to develop 
their own planning report capability, 
possibly by seconding staff from 
councils.

5. Design advice

Each Joint Regional Planning Panel 
should establish design expertise 
to advise it on design quality on 
apartment building development 
applications (and other building types). 
Design advisers should have skills in 
architecture, urban design and an 
understanding of market realities.

6. Code assessable

Apartments below a height of 25 
metres should be assessed under a 
code assessable approach (as defined 
by the Development Assessment 
Forum) and be measured against 
the LEP, DCP, SEPP 65 and the design 
adviser’s comments. Applications would 
not be publicly exhibited as they would 
conform to the requirements of the 
above planning documents that define 
the code and they would conform to 
the future character established by the 
community at the strategic planning 
stage.

7. Merit assessment

Apartments buildings above 25 
metres would submit to a merit 
based assessment process and these 
should be publicly exhibited and 
assessed against the LEP, DCP, SEPP 65, 
design advisers comments and public 
submissions. The assessment process 
will be longer than that of the code 
assessable approach.
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Melbourne corridor study

Rob Adams from the Melbourne City 
Council led a team of architects and 
planners to look at how Melbourne’s 
growth could be managed by increasing 
densiti es along the tram corridors that 
radiate out from the city centre. The 
team undertook a very thorough study 
of the patt ern of land holdings along 
the corridors and where back laneways 
could provide vehicular access. They 
also removed heritage buildings from 
their study and through a thorough 
investi gati ve process determined 
the sites that could realisti cally 
accommodate growth.

The model the team took was one of 
modest growth to 4, 6 or occasionally 
8 storey buildings that generally 
had retail or offi  ce space at ground 
level with apartments above. The 
study demonstrated that a very large 

Brisbane code based 
assessment

A number of the Urban Taskforce 
members have been singing the praises 
of the use of code based assessment 
by Brisbane City Council. The Taskforce 
visited Brisbane and was very 
impressed with the planning system in 
place. Parts of Brisbane are selected for 
urban renewal and the urban renewal 
team begins a detailed community 
involvement process that can take 
a year. This process develops the 
preferred character of neighbourhoods 
on the basis that densiti es will be 
increased. Visualisati on tools are used 
to present realisti c images of how an 
area might change.

Examples of ideas from other Australian 
cities that encourage the supply of
apartments in key locations

Workshops develop opti ons but always 
based on the need to accommodate 
growth targets. Once the community 
has signed off  on the future character 
of an area they are then not involved in 
the details of individual development 
applicati ons. The Queensland planning 
system uses a “code assessable” 
approach, where a proposal is assessed 
against the code criteria and an 
outcome is negoti ated between the 
applicant and council staff . It clearly 
helps that Brisbane City Council is a 
large council with 1 million people so 
they are able to employ top quality 
planning staff . The outcome of the code 
assessable approach is, that approvals 
for new apartment buildings can 
happen quite quickly leading to quality 
urban renewal.

component of Melbourne’s expected 
growth over the next 40 years could 
be accommodated in these corridors. 
The majority of low scale suburban 
Melbourne would not change. The 
new apartments were ideally located 
for residents who wanted to be near 
transport nodes, coff ee shops and work 
places. Before and aft er views of streets 
illustrated, that the new environment 
would be one that was of a comfortable 
urban scale.

Before Aft er

Meriton –  Soleil
Approved under “Code Assessable”

Urban Corridor
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Clearly, local communiti es 
must be involved in shaping 
their future built environment 
but they must do this with the 
clear knowledge that change is 
coming. 

The Urban Taskforce believes that, 
for community involvement to be 
meaningful it must be at the early 
strategic planning stage where the 
overall urban form of precincts is 
determined. 

This is in the formulati on of Local 
Environmental Plans (LEP’s) and 
Development Control Plans (DCP’s) 
and Master Plans. This is the stage 
when the key planning criteria of Floor 
Space Rati os (FSR) and heights and 
setbacks are determined.

Maintaining design quality

Clearly communiti es, in accepti ng a more urban and 
denser environment are going to want assurances 
that the design quality is high. State Environmental 
Plan Policy (SEPP) 65 is the planning instrument that 
sets the criteria for design quality. Its most important 
requirement is that only registered architects can design 
residenti al fl ats of 3 storeys or higher.

To complement this, the Urban Taskforce suggests that 
design advisers should report to Joint Regional Planning 
Panels (JRPP’s) with suggesti ons on improved design 
quality. Supporti ng SEPP 65 is the Residenti al Flat Design 
Code which sets down some design criteria for good 
design. The Urban Taskforce believes that the code is 
too prescripti ve and that good design comes from 
INNOVATION rather than from REGULATION.

The Taskforce also believes that, where a detailed 
community involvement process has established the 
code requirements for residenti al fl ats, that all 
applicati ons for projects, under 25 metres, should be 
code assessable without further public exhibiti on.

Improved community 
involvement

There are many models of community 
involvement that involve discussions 
about the trade-off s required to get a 
consensus. One eff ecti ve method 
championed by Taskforce members 
RobertsDay, is the “charett e” or creati ve 
workshop over a day or so when many 
parti cipants are involved in discussions 
about the shape of their urban 
environment. The fi rm has developed 
an approach they call Planning and 
Design Forum (PDF) to involve all 
stakeholders in developing design 
soluti ons. 
www.robertsday.com.au

Another method of community 
involvement is that proposed by 
the New Democracy group, where 
a number of citi zens are selected at 
random from the electoral role, to act 
like a court room jury, to hear evidence 
from experts on all sides and to then 
weigh up the positi ons to arrive at a 
balanced decision. 
www.newdemocracy.com.au

“Good design comes from 
INNOVATION rather than from 
REGULATION.” 
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The Urban Taskforce is keen to demonstrate ways forward in 
developing quality design soluti ons for Sydney’s growth. 
This requires thinking at the scale of the city as well as at the 
scale of individual sites.

We therefore assembled a team of creati ve thinkers, many of whom are Taskforce 
members, to workshop ideas for how Sydney can plan for the growth of 500,000 
new apartments over the next 25 years.

While the team support the principles of SEPP 65, many were concerned that it 
seemed a contradicti on to require a registered architect to design residenti al fl ats 
but then impose dozens of micro controls to tell them how to do this. The Urban 
Taskforce has suggested cutti  ng back these controls to the essenti al form based 
criteria and then allowing creati vity to fl ower.

Urban Ideas has harnessed the design 
ideas of Sydney’s top architects and 
urban designers

DRAW – Adam Russell
A young innovati ve fi rm who have won 
competi ti ons for apartments and whose 
exciti ng new envelope for the Great Hall at 
UTS has created much interest. The directors 
are involved in teaching and writi ng about 
architecture.

ENVIRONA – Tone Wheeler
An established fi rm with parti cular experti se 
in environmental performance. Principal Tone 
Wheeler is researching density through a 
scholarship and is a member of the Building 
Professional Board.

INNOVARCHI – Stephanie Smith
A fi rm pushing the boundaries of design with 
a parti cular interest in creati ng interesti ng 
buildings. They have designed apartments in 
New Zealand and Australia and have worked 
closely with Renzo Piano.

ROBERTSDAY – Stephen Moore
Urban Designers and planners the fi rm has 
driven many masterplans based on new 
urbanism principles. They have worked 
on apartment projects in Queensland and 
specialise in involving communiti es.

TERROIR – Gerard Reinmuth
A global practi ce that has projects in 
Denmark, Tasmania and Sydney. Director 
Gerard Reinmuth is a Professor at UTS and 
Director of Australia’s Pavilion at the Venice 
Biennale.

TURNER + ASSOCIATES – 
Nick Turner
One of the most experienced fi rms in the 
design of apartments in NSW. They have 
designed many apartment buildings in 
Victoria Park and Green Square and have 
been internati onally published.

The architects and urban 
designers represent a balance 
of experience and freshness. 
They include the following:

Disclaimer
The views expressed on the following pages are 
those of the architects and urban designers not 
of Urban Taskforce Australia.
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Adam Russell
DRAW

Our practi ce DRAW developed 
a winning scheme for a  
design competi ti on focused 
on the use of bricks related to 
increased housing densiti es in 
Western Sydney. 

We chose a site right on top of Yagoona 
railway stati on so that shops and the 
stati on entrance were incorporated. 
This is the classic Transport Oriented 
Development (TOD) model. We were 
able to get 6 fl oors of adaptable  
housing with excellent connecti ons to 
transport. 

We have explored this concept further 
and demonstrated how it can be 
extended around the stati on and along 
nearby roads.

www.draw.net.au
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Through a Byera Hadley 
Travelling Scholarship I have 
been able to look at good 
examples of urban density 
around the world and through 
my practi ce, Environa, we have 
developed some soluti ons to 
increased densiti es. 

Tone Wheeler
ENVIRONA

The scale that I believe will best work 
for Sydney, is medium-height street 
edge buildings that could have shops or 
offi  ces in the ground fl oor, with 
residenti al above. 

This will provide a comfortable scale 
in neighbourhoods and increase 
residenti al fl at numbers signifi cantly.

New Canterbury Road Apartments

The existi ng single storey retail 
shopfronts are extended in plan area, 
but the heritage frontage is retained 
for the streetscape. Three storeys of 
apartments are setback from the street 
frontage to maintain the scale, and to 
provide north facing screened balconies 
to most units. The central lift  and stairs 
are accessed from the street, whilst 
the underground carpark and the retail 
loading dock has rear lane access. The 
solar panels on the roof are set back 
from the frontage.

Bay Street Boarding House

An existi ng boarding house in a heritage 
listed former hotel is upgraded with 
bett er spaces, private bathrooms and 
safer constructi on. Set back from the 
front building by an internal courtyard 
is a new  8 storey building with new 
boarding house rooms and communal 
spaces at the ground and roof levels.  
A small underground parking area, 
principally for motor and push bikes, 
is accessed off  the rear lane. The front 
building maintains and repairs the 
streetscape, whilst the rear building, at 
twice the height and volume matches 
the surrounding buildings but cannot 
be seen from the street.

Parramatt a Road Bouti que Studios

A site with an undersized dilapidated 
shop is wholly redeveloped with new 
retail and commercial spaces on the 
ground fl oor, and 3 fl oors of small rental 
studios, focused around a central 
lightwell. The 24 rooms are about 25
square metres in area (under the 
Aff ordable Rental Housing Code) and 
almost all face north, away from the 
street, some with small balconies. The
scale to the street is a two storey building 
to match the adjacent buildings, but 
contains 4 fl oors behind the façade and 
folded roof form. There is an indoor-
outdoor communal space on the top 
level, and limited carparking at the rear.

www.environastudio.com.au
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Innovarchi aims to think 
outside the square and 
come up with innovati ve 
buildings that add interest 
to neighbourhoods. 

Stephanie Smith
INNOVARCHI

For the design of apartment buildings 
we think there are exciti ng ways to 
make the form and shape of a building 
stand out as a special place. 

For URBAN IDEAS we have shown some 
of our recent apartment designs and 
then moved on to propose soluti ons for 
corridors and centres around Sydney’s 
metropolitan area.

Above and far right: Macquarie Apartments 
by Renzo Piano Building Workshop 
with Innovarchi as local architects.

Innovarchi were the local architects for 
Renzo Piano’s Macquarie Apartments in 
Sydney and have now become involved 
in developing a master plan for an 
apartment precinct in Auckland, New 
Zealand. Their master plan employs a 
classic hillside morphology following 
the natural contours and stepping down 
in scale with the slope. 

The 20 small buildings on the site 
are conceived as being dramati cally 
diff erent in spirit to appeal to a diverse 
range of accommodati on needs and to 
give a high level of diversity to the 
precinct. Along with Innovarchi, leading 
architects from Australia and New 
Zealand were engaged to collaborate 
on the architectural design of the 
individual buildings. The diff ering 
architectural styles, mixture of materials 
and details help to create a thriving 
village precinct with a variety of scales, 
streetscape relati onships and 
experiences on the ground plane.

www.innovarchi.com



www.robertsday.com.au
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Stephen Moore
ROBERTSDAY

RobertsDay has undertaken a 
signifi cant amount of master 
planning in Queensland – 
such as Salacia Waters in 
collaborati on with Studio LFA.

A signature component of the 
RobertsDay planning and design 
process is our consultati on workshop.

While the complexity of a project 
dictates durati on, we typically 
invite government and community 
stakeholders as well as specialist 
experts and the developer to come 
together in facilitated collaborati on.  

On this development we developed 
medium rise apartment buildings 
with a scale that allows them to fi t 
comfortably into new and existi ng 
communiti es. Our consultati on method 
really helped us engage with local 
stakeholders to create the initi al 
vision for the master plan – including 
resolving issues around building height 
and scale – and move quickly into a 
code assessable approach. 

We know from our experience on this 
development and others that the eff ort 
we put into involving and engaging 
with communiti es early in the piece 
defi nitely leads to an improved 
approval process and places of lasti ng 
value.

Together, we listen, understand 
diff erences, exchange knowledge, test 
ideas and collecti vely agree on a vision 
that captures the essence of the place.  
This collaborati ve process and shared 
ownership of the vision generates 
proven results and for some, a truly 
transformati onal experience.
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We have looked at the long 
arterial roads that oft en 
follow the ridges of Sydney’s 
landscape. Examples are Bondi 
Road, Military Road, Harris 
Street Pyrmont and many 
others in inner Sydney suburbs. 

Gerard Reinmuth
TERROIR

Our approach has been to analyse 
where there are back lanes for parking 
access, where there are heritage 
buildings and then develop a typology 
for development that could increase 
development up to 6 or even 8 storeys. 

As the arterial roads are generally wider 
than other roads this width can support 
more height.

Existi ng typology

The existi ng structure has 4/8/12 metre 
wide properti es with rear lane access.

Proposed typology

We have explored the basic arrangement 
for new typologies at 5-6 storeys in the 
existi ng property widths.

Bondi: Future vision

Bondi Road is a place of great 
opportunity. The opportunity exists 
therefore to simultaneously invent an 
enti rely new and vital image for Bondi 
and the avenue to the sea, while 
substanti ally increasing the level of 
residenti al space on the street. 

Most importantly, the chance exists 
to replace a great deal of poor quality 
development, with litt le or no heritage 
or cultural value, with a fi ne new artery 
down to the sea befi tti  ng of the scale 
and importance of both the city and 
Bondi Beach.

www.terroir.com.au
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Over the last 10 years our 
practi ce has focused on 
renewing brownfi eld sites and 
exploring innovati ve housing 
typologies.

Nick Turner
TURNER + ASSOCIATES

For over 10 years we have taken an 
acti ve role in the strategic planning 
and design through renewing former 
brownfi eld sites into new urban 
communiti es. Our involvement in the 
development of precincts such as 
Green Square Town Centre and Victoria 
Park, both former industrial sites, has 
allowed us to explore opportuniti es 
for housing typologies and to bett er 
understand the balance between 
amenity and density.

www.turnerassociates.com.au

While taller buildings are important, we 
have found that 6 to 8 storey buildings 
provide a good relati onship with the 
street. When reinforced with street 
level acti vati on, showrooms or retail 
spaces on the busier streets and terrace 
style apartments on the more quiet 
residenti al streets, the appropriate 
balance between amenity and density 
can be achieved.

For URBAN IDEAS we have shown how 
our mixed use or hybrid residenti al 
projects, Victoria Park Hybrid, Divercity 
and Silkwood, relate to our approach to 
achieving a sustainable urban density. 

Above: Red highlighted 
buildings by 
Turner + Associates
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5. AMENITY
To ensure that amenity, safety and 
security for occupants and the 
wider community are of a high 
order.

1. DEMOGRAPHICS
To recognise changing demographics 
and the need to increase the supply 
of well designed residenti al fl ats in 
appropriate locati ons.

2. DESIGN
To ensure that the built form and 
the aestheti cs of residenti al fl at 
buildings and their impact on 
streetscapes are of a high design 
quality.

3. ECONOMICS
To ensure that residenti al fl at 
buildings are economically feasible 
so that housing is aff ordable for 
various levels of the community.

4. ENVIRONMENT
To maximise environmental 
performance by conforming to 
BASIX requirements.

7. AMENITY
That good amenity including 
privacy and good internal 
space planning be provided.

1.  CONTEXT
That existi ng and future characters related to context are 
considered. As many residenti al fl at buildings will be in transiti on 
areas they will contribute to the future context.

2.  BUILT FORM 
That built form, scale and 
density are consistent with 
the planning controls for an 
area.

4. AFFORDABILITY
That economic aff ordability be considered at all market levels 
to minimise the cost of housing to the community.

5. ENVIRONMENTAL
    PERFORMANCE 
That the principles of BASIX 
be the determinates of 
environmental performance 
for residenti al fl ats.

AIMS & OBJECTIVES DESIGN QUALITY & PRINCIPLES

Urban Taskforce suggested Aims  and 
Principles for SEPP 65–residential flats

3. AESTHETICS 
That appropriate quality 
materials, colours and design 
are of a high order.

6. LANDSCAPE 
That landscape provides a 
balance to the built form so 
that shade and visual relief is 
provided.

8. SAFETY & SECURITY
That safety and security be 
maximised for occupants and 
the wider community through 
good design.
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Pg 4:   Tim Mooney
Pg 9:   Brett  Boardman
Pg 11: Stephen Oxenbury; Ross Honeysett 
Pg 13: Brett  Boardman
Pg 14: Brett  Boardman; Haycraft  Duloy
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The Urban Taskforce has 
prepared a more detailed 
submission on SEPP 65 which 
is available on our website.  
www.urbantaskforce.com.au

Future issues of URBAN IDEAS 
will investi gate the public 
domain related to changing 
retail trends, the new 
workplace that requires more 
fl exible, mixed use zoning, 
and other issues that relate 
to the changing nature of our 
urban environment.

GPO Box 5396, Sydney NSW 2001

Level 12, 32 Marti n Place, 
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Level 6, London Circuit, 
Canberra ACT

T: (02) 9238 3955
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