
The recent bushfires in the Australian state of Victoria were 

yet another reminder to urban dwellers of the dangers 

lurking in their backyard. The state capital Melbourne 

escaped the blaze, which hit townships in the north-

eastern commuter belt. But city residents could not ignore 

the smoke that turned the air hazy in the days following 

Australia’s greatest peacetime disaster. 

The communities affected by the fires, including 

Marysville and Kinglake, are within commuting distance 

of Melbourne. At the time of writing more than 200 

people had been confirmed dead. Many of these worked in 

Melbourne or had moved out of town in search of a better 

quality of life.

While Victoria’s premier John Brumby has offered 

the state’s assistance in rebuilding properties and putting 

communities back together, the severity of Black Saturday’s 

fires is prompting questions about whether it’s desirable 

simply to replicate what was so easily destroyed. And 

some of these questions could cut right to the heart of how 

Melburnians live their lives. 

Australians as a people have come to typify themselves 

as suburban. For generations the abundance of land around 

the edges of cities has encouraged people’s aspiration to 

own a newly-built home on a one acre plot in the suburbs. 

And while the popularity of city living has increased in 

Europe, the suburb remains the community of choice for 

many Australians. 

David Nichols, a lecturer at the University of 

Melbourne’s faculty of architecture, building and planning, 

says the popularity of the suburban way of life has roots 

in the self-starting attitude of Europeans who settled in 

Australia over the past 200 years.

‘You get a plot of land, cultivate it and grow your own 

things on it,’ he says. ‘My wife’s family came over here in 

the late 1940s and that is their mantra. They couldn’t have 

afforded that in Europe.’ 

Melbourne is currently gearing up for its latest phase 

of expansion in anticipation of the city’s population 

reaching five million within the next 20 years. In its 

original form the plan, Melbourne 2030, signalled a t
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Above: residents survey 
the remains of a burnt-
out house that was 
destroyed during the 
February 2009 bushfires 
in the Wandong area 
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Curbs on the
             burbsAustralia’s devastating bushfires could put a stop 

to Melbourne’s sprawl and usher in an era of urban 
renewal, discovers Rosie Niven
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Opportunities to radically redevelop a 
town centre do not come along very 
often in Melbourne, unlike in the UK 
where the availability of brownfield 
sites and favourable planning policies 
make such schemes relatively 
commonplace. 

In Australia, the development 
industry is more familiar with greenfield 
sites than mixed use schemes on 
previously used sites. So councils and 
the development industry will have to 
adapt quickly to these types of schemes 
if the activity centres proposed in 
Melbourne 2030 are to be delivered. 

However, some councils are already 
adapting to the new policy framework. 
In 2006, a local authority in the north 
of Melbourne adopted a structure plan 
committing it to the redevelopment 
of a 35ha site in one of its main town 
centres. Moreland Council hopes the 
outcome of the project will be the 
creation of some 1,400 jobs, 65,000m2 
of additional retail and commercial 
space and more than 1,500 new homes 
in the area of Coburg. 

Jon Purcell, of the council’s 
development partners Equiset, says 
the council approached this particular 
project differently from normal 
practice in Australia. He says Moreland 

appointed a development partner 
rather than sell off plots to the highest 
bidder in an effort to remain involved 
and to ensure the outcome is right 
for the area. The council has also 
involved local people and groups in 
the discussion about what should be 
retained or improved. 

The plan focuses on the area 
around Coburg’s Sydney Road and Bell 
Street crossroads. Mr Purcell says the 
area was looking a little ‘underloved’. 
‘The whole area needs a new look at it,’ 
he says. ‘There will be things that get 
demolished, but we’d like to retain the 
things that make Coburg the way it is.’ 

Coburg is not one of the six CADs 
designated in the update to Melbourne 
2030. But the Coburg initiative has 
already attracted the attention of the 
state government which has indicated 
its approval of Moreland’s proactive 
approach. ‘We’d like to give the state 
government all the answers about how 
activity centres could be developed in 
a productive way,’ says Mr Purcell. ‘This 
model, from a process perspective, 
could be applied to all the other 
activity centres.’ 

Details: www.thecoburginitiative.

com.au

Coburg: From suburbia to urban renewal

break from the traditional approach of setting growth 

areas to accommodate housing on the city’s edge. On 

its publication in 2002, it was hailed for its attempts to 

move planning in Melbourne towards a more European 

approach, centred on urban renewal. 

So far, progress towards realising the document’s 

ambitions for containment and consolidation around 

a number of ‘activity centres’ has been limited. But the 

fallout from Black Saturday has led to calls for sprawl to 

be curbed and for housing development on dispersed sites 

to be ceased. And this could mean that Melbourne 2030, 

with its ambition to direct development to defined areas of 

the inner and middle ring suburbs and for higher density 

housing, sets the tone for planning policy further afield as 

the state recovers from the bushfires. 

One advocate of the Melbourne 2030 approach is 

Michael Buxton, associate professor of environment and 

planning at the city’s RMIT University. Professor Buxton 

praises the original document’s inclusion of an urban 

growth boundary to control sprawl and the intention of 

focusing growth in the activity areas, turning Melbourne 

into a multi-centred city. 

‘Melbourne is going to continue to grow,’ he says. ‘There 

is a massive amount of land in the urban growth area with 

potential for development that we haven’t used. That’s not 
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even considering the possibility of building over rail lines. 

There are proposals to underground part of our railway 

structure and to put high density development over the top. 

For some reason, Australian governments are not moving 

in that direction, but I think they will eventually.’ 

A 2008 update to Melbourne 2030 proposed six 

locations as the focus for planning and investment. Box 

Hill, Broadmeadows, Dandenong, Footscray, Frankston and 

Ringwood are being promoted as central activity districts 

(CADs), which will provide jobs, specialised goods and 

services, housing redevelopment opportunities and high 

levels of public transport accessibility. The state government 

will work with local councils and the business community 

to identify appropriate investment opportunities. 

The prioritising of the six CADs in the 2008 update has 

been widely welcomed by those impatient at the lack of 

progress. But the update’s inclusion of a policy to widen the 

urban growth boundary to accommodate more housing in 

the outer suburbs has prompted criticism. 

Prof Buxton says that a moveable greenbelt sends 

the signal to developers that if they buy up land outside 

the boundary, then they will make a fortune when the 

boundary inevitably changes. Another danger he identifies 

is that some of the new areas zoned for development 

outside the boundary could be at risk from fire. He estimates 

that thousands of undeveloped housing plots in peripheral 

urban locations could be in areas of future bushfires. 

Bill Chandler, founder of the planning practice Chandler 

Consulting Services, says he always expected that the urban 

growth boundary would change. ‘The question is whether 

it has changed too quickly and whether it undermines 

development in inner urban areas,’ he says. ‘There is not 

the same pressure to develop in existing areas as there is in 

Europe because there is so much land. Melbourne doesn’t 

have a slum situation.’

The public and the development industry in Melbourne 

have been slow to see the benefits of city living. Prof 

Buxton reveals that in the early 1990s academics, including 

himself, believed that Melburnians’ ‘obsession with the one 

acre lot in the backyard’ would not allow them to embrace 

high density living. But he says that a 700% increase in 

medium density housing over the past ten years shows that 

things are slowly and quietly changing. 

The change in public opinion is good news for the 

Victorian government, which is in charge of driving 

through the implementation of Melbourne 2030. Facing 

the pressure of meeting a demand for housing that far 

outstrips the projections contained in Melbourne 2030, the 

state government maintains that the original plan is as 

relevant as ever. 

Jane Monk, chair of the state government’s priority 

development panel, says that the prominence of the 

sustainability and climate change agendas is helping to 

persuade a public that was initially wary of Melbourne 

2030. She believes that the bushfires may have an additional 

galvanising effect. ‘It might make this endless fringe issue a 

little more carefully thought through,’ she says. 

One of the key challenges facing Ms Monk and her 

colleagues is to kick-start development in the CADs. She 

accepts the criticism that little progress had been made 

in the six years since Melbourne 2030’s publication, 

something she attributes to the planning department’s 

focus on setting an urban growth boundary. But she insists 

that the CADs are now at the centre of the department’s 

attention. ‘There is lots of energy going into how we can 

start delivering CADs,’ she says. ‘Whatever lessons we can 

learn from those we can apply to other activity centres.’ 

While the state government has signalled its approval for 

stepping up development in the CADs, it has indicated that 

growth pressures in the areas surrounding Melbourne will 

have to be managed more carefully. A study by Prof Buxton’s 

team for the Victorian government advocates tougher 

planning controls in these areas to prevent the development 

of scattered holiday homes and hobby farms. This research 

has taken on new resonance in the wake of the bush fires. 

Prof Buxton himself has called on the state government 

to buy back some of these sites to prevent further 

catastrophe. He says this would prevent the development of 

fragmented communities that fire authorities can’t defend 

when bushfires break out.

‘The government really has to get to grips with the 

issue of how planning can be used as an effective tool to 

protect people from fire hazard,’ he says. ‘Instead of people 

living in dispersed lots, the government should encourage 

them to locate to high quality townships linked to high 

quality infrastructure.’

Melbourne 2030, 

www.dse.vic.gov.

au/melbourne 

2030online

 find out more

Above, Box Hill, and 
left, Coburg – two of 
the Melbourne suburbs 
earmarked as central 
activity districts by the 
Melbourne 2030 plan

Photos: Rosie N
iven


