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HOUSING CHOICES SUBMISSION 

Background  

Friends of Hawker Village was formed in 2010 to protect and enhance the residential, suburban and 

environmental qualities of the Hawker Group Centre and its four catchment suburbs of Hawker, 

Page, Scullin and Weetangera.  Accordingly, we have a specific interest in RZ1, RZ2, RZ3 and RZ4. 

These suburbs were commenced in the period 1969-1971.  They include a range of housing choices 

from single detached houses, dual occupancies, townhouses and flats (now called apartments) 

incorporated as the suburbs were established.   

Current situation 

The ACT Government is now proposing to increase the proportion of the latter types of dwellings at 

the expense of the traditional house with garden.  While some people genuinely seek alternative 

accommodation, many have been forced into apartments and townhouses with little or no garden 

space through cost and lack of availability of properties with gardens.  In 2014, the Housing Choices 

Community Survey by Winton Sustainable Research Strategies showed 91% of Canberrans proposing 

to move wanted to move to a house on a detached block.1  Properties in RZ2 areas, however, have 

become more expensive because developers are prepared to pay more for them than potential 

owner-occupiers.   

New suburbs have much smaller blocks allowing only fragmented garden patches, if any, and no real 

backyard.  These suburbs are a sea of roofs abutting each other because one-storey dwellings are 

built to the maximum permissable plot ratio.  It is, therefore, important to preserve the existing, 

older low density suburbs to ensure that the majority who prefer to raise their family in a house with 

backyard are not forced into neighbouring NSW. 

A first review of older suburbs this century was designed to exploit the larger blocks in these suburbs 

to increase housing choice.  This current review is the second step in the continual densification of 

our older suburbs.  It is unlikely to be the last such step.  

                                                           
1 Jon Stanhope and Khalid Ahmed, The Canberra Times, 5 March 2018, Comment page 16 
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This proposed change in the balance between low and high density dwelling type is driven largely by 

the rapid increase in population exacerbated by immigration which escalates the natural exponential 

increase into the future.  While world population is expected to stabilise this century, migration will 

continue as global warming affects agriculture and sea levels rise.   

The reality is that continual increases in population cannot possibly be absorbed within the ACT 

without eventually covering the entire buildable land surface with concrete and very tall buildings to 

the exclusion of green space sufficient to provide effective shade and absorption of stormwater.  As 

the population continues to grow, buildings will continue to be knocked down and replaced with 

even taller ones, with all the concomitant effects of resource and energy wastage.  At some point, 

the ACT Government will have to acknowledge this cannot continue indefinitely.  It would be useful 

to know what research has been done on this matter. 

Climate change 

The Housing Choices paper states on page 7 that: 

Well designed cities and homes are able to adapt to climate change and are designed to 
cope with increasingly extreme weather events. 

and on page 16: 

Canberra and the surrounding region are projected to become hotter over the coming 
decades, with an increase in the frequency of extreme weather and fire danger events. 
Rainfall is projected to become more variable, with an increase in extreme storms as well 
as more drought. 

Recent temperature records have shown that, on a hot day, the temperature can be two degrees 

higher in the more-recently established suburb of Bruce than in the nearby older suburb of Kaleen 

on the other side of Ginninderra Drive.  This is directly related to the small blocks in Bruce being 

covered almost entirely with hard surfaces leaving little space for greenery and shade trees.  As 

global warming progresses, these more densely-developed areas will become less efficient from an 

environmental point of view in both increasing the heat of the surrounds and increasing the amount 

of runoff during the predicted less frequent but more severe rainstorms (e.g. Sunday 25 February 

2018).  

On page 16, the Housing Choices paper also states but does not substantiate: 

The most efficient forms of housing for both water and energy consumption is medium-
density houses, town houses and villas. 

This statement totally ignores the issues raised above re heat increase and flooding from smaller 

areas of absorptive surfaces in these forms of denser housing.  Naturally, water consumption will 

be less where gardens and lawns do not have to be watered.  Dwelling units with a shared wall 

tend to insulate each other to a certain extent and would use a little less power for heating and 

cooling.  Otherwise, there is no reason why in-house water consumption and energy use should 

be less than that of the ordinary household, especially as lack of outdoor drying space means that 

more energy will be consumed in running clothes driers.  It would be useful to see some research 

statistics on this matter. 

Planning laws 

On page 29, the report records that: 

Community and industry groups say the residential development provisions in the Territory 

Plan are too prescriptive, inflexible and do not encourage innovation. 
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This sounds very much like the neo-liberal ideology that “the individual knows best”, which 

ignores the effects of individual decisions on the community and the rights of other community 

members.  It also ignores the historic fact that town planning came into being because of the 

slum conditions that were created in the 19th century and the need to ensure building safety as 

communities became larger and more dense. 

The major problem with the planning laws can be attributed to the input from industry groups 

and their design consultants.  The introduction of the merit track and accompanying vague 

criteria was in response to complaints from developers and their design consultants about their 

being prevented from producing the best outcome.  Apparently, they are still not happy.  

Presumably, they will not be happy until planning rules are scrapped altogether.  The community 

is not happy, either, because of the frequent undesirable results of excessive densification on 

neighbouring blocks caused by unrealistic interpretation of the criteria.  It is important that 

densification reflect the needs of the community rather than just that of vested interests.     

What do you think about the current range of housing options in the lower density 

suburbs? 

There has been a growth in housing types since the beginning of Canberra with duplexes (semi-

detached two-storeyed identical residences) in suburbs built as early as 1926-27, e.g. Reid and in 

Franklin Street, Manuka.  Flats were built during the 1950s and 60s, e.g. O’Connor, Curtin.  The first 

townhouse complex was Swinger Hill which opened at Mawson in 1972.  Cooperative housing 

groups established Urambi Village in Kambah, followed by Wybalena Grove in Cook in 1974. 

Suburbs built from the 1970s, therefore, already incorporate townhouses and flats near shopping 

centres.  The current redevelopment option for RZ1 allows a secondary residence under the one 

lease.  The secondary residence was originally permitted at a maximum 75 sq.m. which is the size 

of a 1BR townhouse and suitable for a single person, hence the name ‘granny flat’.  It was 

subsequently increased to 90 sq.m. which is the size of a 2BR townhouse.  The smaller size 

generally left space for a backyard whereas the larger size removed most of the open space and 

left only remnants around the border of the block, similar to redevelopment in RZ2 areas. 

 It is important that extensive RZ1 single dwelling areas in Canberra be retained to limit the 

heat island effect inevitably associated with densification and to satisfy the needs of those 

who prefer to have a backyard.   

 While many people welcome the opportunity to exploit the value of their block with a 

second residence, this is not necessarily in the best interests of the neighbours next door nor 

of the community in general.   

 The guiding principle in setting standards for RZ1 should be the retention of effective green, 

absorptive space on each block.   

 The larger secondary residence size should be permitted on blocks only where sufficient 

space remains outside the buildings and driveways to permit a single large backyard area 

comprising 50% of the block.  Such an area should be dedicated to porous surface of grass 

and garden plants. 

 The smaller secondary residence size could be permitted on smaller blocks but only where 

the same 50% single backyard area applies. 

 Education on the rationale for these requirements should be undertaken. 

Based on our experience, the current RZ2 rules and criteria result in about 90% of redeveloped 

blocks being covered with housing, driveways and other paving, leaving only fragmented open 

areas with loss of most mature trees and other vegetation.  This increases the heat island effect 
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and is not low-density in terms of block coverage.  The crowded nature of such developments has 

little appeal to many older people who might desire to downsize in the area, especially where the 

driveway conditions restrict manouevrability. 

Strict adherence to the Parking Code commonly results in parking of vehicles off-site, either on 

the nature strip or the roadside.  In applying the code, no consideration is given to the 

surrounding neighbourhood nor to the width and configuration of the road. 

 Densification in these RZ2 areas would be more attractive if the number of dwellings was 

controlled according to the location and configuration of each individual block and the 

adjoining street. 

 Setbacks should be adjusted to permit larger areas of vegetation including decent-sized 

shade trees. 

 Plot ratio should be retained at 35% so that driveways and other paving would bring the 

hard surface coverage to less than 50% of the block. 

 Driveways and other paving should be of porous material where possible. 

 Driveways should be designed to provide easy access for all residents and for short-term 

parking by residents.  

What changes would you support in the RZ1 zone to improve housing choice? 

Page 30 of the report includes the following statement: 

Ideally dual occupancy development would be ‘salt and peppered’ throughout a 

neighbourhood. Examples of how to achieve this could be to restrict development to larger 

blocks with a minimum street frontage. 

In principle, restricting development to larger blocks with a minimum street frontage would be a 

desirable improvement on the current situation as exemplified in RZ2 areas. 

If the term ‘dual occupancy’ is used to mean two similar-sized residences on separate title, then 

this statement presumably does not refer to the secondary dwelling/standard granny flat 

provisions.  The changes supported include: 

 To provide for sufficient absorptive space, such dual occupancy should be limited to 

blocks of at least 1,000 sq.m, as anything smaller would fail this requirement.   

 Such blocks should be restricted to a building plot ratio of 35% thus permitting a 50% 

single space backyard area of absorbent surface. 

 Two-storeyed dwellings should be designed to allow for the installation of electric 

stairlifts to cater for those with mobility limitations on climbing stairs. 

What changes would you support to help increase diversity of housing choices in 

the RZ2 zone? 

Densification of existing suburbs is difficult because the subdivision was originally designed for 

single detached housing.  Townhouse complexes built on large blocks specifically designed for 

that purpose are much more successful than those being created by infill.  The discussion paper 

posits on p.31: 

Consideration could be given to increasing the permitted density of development on a 

block in RZ2 zones (for both multi-unit and adaptable dwelling developments), particularly 

on large blocks. 
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It is difficult to see how density could be increased other than by increasing the permitted height 

from two storeys to three, which would be unacceptable to neighbours on single dwelling blocks.  

Diversity in housing choices will be more successful if densification produces more desirable 

outcomes than seen up to now.  At present, the application of the rules and criteria is resulting in 

very dense redevelopment of individual blocks that results in cramped building layout, tight 

driveways and unappealing appearance, often with private open space of limited use.  This could 

be improved by: 

 More careful assessment of individual blocks based on their specific characteristics to 

ensure more appealing outcomes and fewer appeals to the Tribunal. 

 Emphasising that the designated maximum permissible number of houses does not 

override the need for sufficient outdoor space for gardens and trees. 

 Assessment of development applications based on a presumption that all blocks in the 

RZ2 area will eventually be redeveloped, rather than assume that, at some time in the 

future, it will be determined that enough densification has already occurred in the area.  

It will be unpalatable for owners to be informed they have missed the boat for 

benefitting from the windfall gained by densifying their block to the maximum allowed. 

What changes would you support to the medium density residential zones to improve 

housing choice? 

None.  RZ3 provides a gradual increase around local shopping centres, leading up to RZ4 around 

larger shopping centres. 

Do you think we have the right balance of residential zones to support greater 

housing choice? 

Yes but the areas designated as RZ2 were not defined having sufficient regard to the variations of 

block and road sizes.  Cul de sacs and narrow streets should not have been included in the RZ2 

zoning.  Another major problem is that the way densification is being performed does not appeal 

to those who need it.  Downsizers want medium-sized homes with front and rear garden, good 

solar access and separate title – densification does not provide this. 

What is good housing design? What elements make a good residential building or 

development? 

 Easy access to garages and other parking spaces. 

 Room to temporarily park vehicles other than in garages, given that people might come and 

go several times during the day and will not be bothered manoeuvring in and out of the 

garage on each occasion, especially where access is tight. 

 Sufficient space between building and driveway to provide a sound barrier and to protect 

privacy. 

 Building design that gives a sense of privacy despite dwellings being so close to each other. 

 Ample natural light access into living areas, as well as solar access. 

 Large shade trees and other vegetation surrounding the buildings to mitigate the heat island 

effect. 

How can design outcomes for medium to higher density residential development be 

improved? 

 By ensuring their location does not overshadow public spaces or other open areas such as to 

make those spaces cold, windy and unpleasant in winter. 
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 By ensuring adequate on-site parking and not assuming that inconvenience will encourage 

more people to use public transport.  Evidence from old cities built prior to the motor car is 

that people still use cars despite inadequate roads and difficulty of parking.  As vehicles are 

now significantly cheaper and housing much more expensive than in the past, there tends to 

be more vehicles per residence with a consequent increase in parking on roads and nature 

strips. 

 By only permitting designs that provide windows to all rooms rather than the shoebox 

design so popular in many recent buildings. 

 By avoiding the uniform row upon row of balconies that brings a boring sameness to such 

buildings. 

 By rigorously policing water leakage prevention measures. 

 By requiring adequate soundproofing between dwellings, including the ceiling. 

 By requiring green space for plantings to alleviate the built mass. 

 By requiring individual water meters for each unit. 

What are the examples of well designed residential development in your 

neighbourhood or elsewhere? 

Townhouse complexes built in the 1980s and now considered by planners to use land 

inefficiently.  These are pleasant places where people can live comfortably in proximity to each 

other.  The only major failing of these developments is that some tend to suffer from parking 

problems associated with the provision of only one parking space per unit plus visitor parking.  At 

the time, one parking space was considered ample for each unit but, with cars relatively less 

expensive than in the past, there tend to be more cars per unit causing dissension over use of 

visitor spaces by residents. 

In Conclusion 

The discussion paper on page 33 indicates that: 

Variation 200 sought to address dual and triple occupancies which, prior to the amendment, 

were permitted across all residential areas. 

There is one kind of development that occurred only in suburbs constructed during 1969-70 that 

is encompassed in the term “dual occupancy” and is of considerable concern to the Friends of 

Hawker Village.  Rather than being two obviously separate dwellings of similar size, these 

comprised a 2BR residence with a 1BR flat in a single building that looked identical to the adjacent 

single detached houses.  These are now deemed to be NOT single dwelling blocks and are 

captured by the Multi Unit Housing Development Code (MUHDC). 

They occur in both RZ1 and RZ2 but the MUHDC does not make any provision for maximum 

number of dwellings in RZ1 as it does for RZ2 etc.  Our concern is that these blocks were not 

specifically designated for multi-unit development and are scattered randomly throughout the 

relevant suburbs.  They appear to have been designed to fit into the suburban landscape but 

redevelopment under the current provisions will severely disrupt that landscape.  This situation is 

quite different from the “salt and pepper” approach recommended in the discussion paper simply 

because, as it stands at present, the level of densification permitted is far greater than that 

allowed on adjoining blocks that are identical in appearance. 

This type of development does not appear in suburbs developed before 1969 and after 1970.  We 

recommend that such blocks be treated the same as neighbouring single dwelling blocks in both 

RZ1 and RZ2. 


