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INTRODUCTION
Through an analysis and exploration of the Tocumwal Housing sites of O’Connor, Canberra, this
report seeks to investigate the possibilities for accommodating Canberra’s growing population within
its existing inner suburbs whilst retaining the unique character and core principles that make these
suburbs so desirable.
This is done, firstly, through an assessment of the principles underlying our inner suburbs, and
through a comparison between an existing inner suburb and a more recent suburban development.
This analysis offers insight into the integral characteristics of our inner suburbs that make them so
desirable. This analysis is then used to identify principles which could be applied to future, higher
density developments in a way that would allow our suburbs densify while retaining their distinctive
character.
These principles are then used to identify four higher density suburban housing typologies which
show promise in not only increasing the density of our suburbs, but furthering the quality of these
spaces. These typologies are then applied to a study area within the Tocumwal Housing Precinct,
which reveals how our suburbs might develop to accommodate double their current density, and
what that future might look like.

CANBERRA - AN EXPANDING CITY

FIGURE 1. CANBERRA’S SUBURBS BY YEAR GAZETTED.

With the ACT Government forecasting a rapid growth in Canberra’s population to more than
700,000 residents within the next 36 years,1 it is clear that the demand for housing and development
in the city will continue to grow. Historically, Canberra has met this demand primarily through the
addition of new suburbs to its fringes (see figure 1.). This strategy, however, has resulted in a city
that is increasingly fragmented and sprawling outwards, a city that is increasingly consuming its
surrounding bushland, a city whose residents are increasingly dependent on the automobile,2 a city
with a signature lack of urbanity and density, and a city which is negatively impacting the health and
wellbeing of its residents as a result.3
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Despite these shortcomings, Suburbia still is a key part of Canberra’s appeal and is fundamental to
the city’s unique character. The privacy, individuality, and autonomy afforded by the suburban block
make detached suburban dwellings by far the preferred housing choice within Canberra4 Whilst the
rich visual character of Canberra’s inner suburbs, through their abundant and established planting
and diversity of street frontages, underpin the capital’s “garden city / bush capital’ image.5 Even
outside of its historic inner suburbs Canberra’s quiet and spacious character persists, with more than
80% of land in the city zoned purely RZ1 – Suburban,6 dedicated exclusively to low rise, low
density suburban homes.

CANBERRA - AN ADAPTING CITY?
The ACT Government has long understood and protected
Canberra’s quiet suburban reputation, however recent cultural
changes have brought the shortcomings and hidden costs of
suburbia in its current form into the public eye. In an effort to
negate further sprawl, The ACT Government is aiming to
develop 70% of new housing within the city’s existing urban
footprint.7 While considerable change and development is
already beginning to take place in Canberra’s town centres in
the form of high-density apartment towers, planning
regulations in Canberra’s central suburbs have yet to be
reconsidered in a way that would allow for an increase in
density to assist in reaching this target.
Although once at the city’s limits, more than 50 years of
outward expansion has left suburbs such as O’Connor,
FIGURE 2. CANBERRA’S INNER NORTH.
Campbell, Turner, and Ainslie in an incredibly central location
(see figure 2.). With great proximity to workplaces,
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SUBURBAN DEVELOPMENT PATTERNS
Whilst the current rule of outward suburban expansion has allowed for our inner suburbs to retain
their character and low density, it has done so in an unsustainable way, and one that, given current
development trends, puts the character of our suburbs and city at risk non the less. Development, in
the form of knockdown rebuilds, renovations, and secondary residences has continued to grow at a
steady rate over the past 5 years (see figure 4.).9 This development has however oftentimes been
implemented in a way that is ignorant of the changing context of our suburbs, and, due to a shift in
cultural attitudes and priorities, designed in a way that prioritises developer profits and floor area.
The choice our suburbs face today is between efficiently adapting to their new central context within
the city through increasing the number of residents in our
inner suburbs, or ignoring this changing context and demand,
and inhibiting the city’s natural evolution.
Underpinning this suburban development and sprawl is the
cultural notion of the “Australian Dream” which associates
home ownership with prosperity, success, and security.10
Where this notion has become problematic is with its recent,
but increasing prevalent conflation of success with square
meterage,11 a notion which is driving an increase in house
sizes. Counterintuitively, this has been taking place even as
the ACT and Australia lead the world in average floor area
within their respective categories.12 A lead which has been
steadily increasing despite a downward trend in the number of
persons per household,13 and a nationwide “bedroom
surplus”.14
In addition to these cultural changes is the fundamental
contextual change that has taken place in our inner city.
Although developed in a time when land was plentiful,
demand was low, and the city was easily accessible to all, the
city’s continual growth and outward expansion has meant that
this is no longer the case. Still however, our inner suburbs are
being redeveloped at similar densities with larger houses
instead of responding to their changed context by making the
city’s central areas more accessible. Furthermore, an
expectation continues to be expressed by community groups
that the density of suburbs should remain unchanged to
prevent an ‘increase in noise and traffic’15 despite their
location in the city’s centre.
FIGURE 4. DEVELOPMENT OCCURRING
WITHIN THE TOCUMWAL HOUSING
PRECINCT FROM 1960 TO PRESENT.
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PROS … AND CONS…
Although local community pushback is often one of the largest hurdles faced in suburban
densification efforts,16 it is these very community members that have the most to gain from
densification. In addition to sustainably aiding in the resolution of Canberra’s demand for new
housing and encouraging higher quality developments, densification offers a plethora of benefits to
existing and new residents as well as local governments.
Along with the immediately obvious increase in housing options and affordability that suburban
densification provides,17 more dense suburban areas are also able to better support additional uses
such as local small businesses, shops, and outdoor spaces, drastically increasing amenity and driving
economic growth for whole suburb.18 An increase in the number of residents is also able to support
higher spending on local infrastructure and public transport, creating better, more accessible streets
and suburbs.19
In addition to these economic benefits, denser housing patterns positively impact the day-to-day
wellbeing and comfort of residents. Increased densities create a stronger sense of community,
increase feelings of safety and security through an amplification of public surveillance,20 and most
importantly lead to better physical and mental health outcomes for residents.21
Furthermore, Suburban infill provides a much more sustainable development model especially when
compared to the alternative of greenfield developments.22 Similarly, increasing housing options and
density in well located and connected areas also allows for more sustainable and environmentally
friendly living and transport options.23
Even densification is not without its drawbacks, and increases in density have been linked with
increases in traffic and congestion,24 a reduction in suburban quality for existing residents,25 a
degradation of the local environment and biodiversity,26 and perhaps most crucially to this report, a
destruction of suburban character and suburban ideals.
Many of these drawbacks, however, only apply to densification projects proposing much higher
densities such as apartment developments, and in the case of suburban densification can be seriously
negated or avoided altogether through limits on the extent of densification and controls on the
implementation and construction of dwellings. Other points, such as an increase in traffic or activity
in these areas are unavoidable, and in fact play a key role in many of the positive benefits brought
about by densification especially when considered alongside the alternative of suburban sprawl.
Also, worth considering when addressing such criticism is the validity of expecting low traffic and
activity in the most central areas of the city.
It is obvious from this comparison that the benefits brought about by an increase in density (to a
point) far outweigh its negative implications. With that said, densification and development in our
inner suburbs should not have to mean the destruction of its suburban character, nor the dismissal of
its underlying principles. In many cases it is possible to develop and densify in alignment with our
suburban values. The first step in this process is the identification of what exactly makes Canberra’s
inner suburbs so attractive and unique.
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CANBERRAN CHARACTER
Since its inception as a planned city,
Canberra has always had a unique and special
character that’s been tied closely to its open
spaces, garden suburbia, and abundant
bushland (see figure 5.).27 In the original
designs for the city Walter Burly Griffin
sought to create something new and uniquely
Australian, and endeavoured to design a city
that sat comfortably in its landscape while
functioning in line with the dominant
planning movements of the early 20th
century; namely the “city beautiful” and
“garden city” movements championed by
Ebenezer Howard.28 Since its initial
implementation, however, bureaucratic and
political influence has seen ‘Griffin’s vision
of a compact city of grand boulevards

FIGURE 5. GRIFFINS DESIGN FOR CANBERRA, COMPLETE WITH
RESIDENTIAL SUBURBS.

distorted by a series of contradictory
planning ideologies.’29
Regardless of their origins, Canberra’s planning history has led to the present-day core principles and
characteristics that underly Canberra’s inner suburbs, and an understanding of these is fundamental
to the successful densification of these areas.
When we consider the identity and character of the Canberra’s inner suburbs, three elements which
stand out as the most important to their character and appeal are their tree and plant cover, the
autonomy and variance of their streetscapes, and the sense of separation, space, and privacy that their
massing impresses on the viewer.
Canberra’s Bush Capital character is fundamental to the city’s image at a national level, originating
in the Griffin plan with its strong links to natural landmarks and deep integration into Canberra’s
existing landscape. Since then, however, this image has only been strengthened by the eventual
development of its leafy and green inner suburbs to the point where they now play a key part in
maintaining this image. In this sense, the planting and greenery of suburbs as visible from the streets
is a key part of the character of the city and its suburbs.
In addition to the greenery and tree cover, another characteristic fundamental to the character of
inner suburbs is their open space in the form of usable front and back yards, and their physical
separation, elements which combine to create a feeling of openness and spaciousness between
dwellings and reinforce feelings of privacy for residents. Additionally, fundamental to suburbia is
the autonomy and individuality of its dwellings. Suburban dwellings are each able to develop
individually and autonomously from one another and as a result form rich and unique streetscapes
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CANBERRAN CHARACTER – A CASE STUDY
These underlying qualities and characteristics are perhaps best illustrated through the comparison of
an exemplary area such as the Tocumwal precinct in O’Connor with a newer suburb such as Wright.
Being only recently completed, Wright has yet to fully develop its own character, has been built in
alignment with a different set of cultural values and principles, and does not share the same
desirability and demand as O’Connor. A comparison of the two areas reveals unambiguous
differences in the size and distribution of dwellings, the amount of tree cover and planting, and the
visual character and qualities of their respective streetscapes.

Firstly, an aerial analysis of the study
areas in O’Connor and Wright reveals a
stark difference in the size of dwellings
and the way they have been distributed
(see figure 6.). The figure ground of
O’Connor exhibits considerable
separation between dwellings, large
backyards, and a variety in the dimension
and shape of dwellings, Wright, in
contrast shows a much more tightly
packed layout with considerably less
diversity. Even though the plots in
Wright are on average smaller, the site
coverage of dwellings there was still on
average 35m2 greater than the dwellings
surveyed in O’Connor.
Another considerable difference obvious
in the aerial imagery of the two sites is in
the extent and size of planting (see figure
6.). Whilst a substantial portion of the
O’Connor study area is covered by tree
canopy, the Wright area has no mature
trees. This is to be expected given its
recent completion, but nonetheless
considerably impacts the way that each
area is perceived. Also, of note is the fact
that effective tree planting in Wright is
only really possible along government
verges due to building site coverage, with
most dwellings electing to plant mainly
hedges and bushes on their properties.
This has meant that the quantity and
coverage of planting is unlikely to
increase significantly outside of growth
in verge trees.
MARKO TORBARINA
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FIGURE 7. A STREETSCAPE CHARACTER
COMPARISON OF WRIGHT AND O’CONNOR.

Finally, a streetscape analysis of these two areas further reinforces these differences in planting
amounts and dwelling separation, and brings to light differences street separation and privacy, as
well as a lack of diversity in design types and a lack of historic character and quality, which lead to
an overall lack of visual interest in the streetscape (see figure 7.). While once again this is obviously
significantly influenced by the fact that the suburb of Wright was only recently completed, it is also a
product of cultural changes that have seen an increased emphasis on dwelling size and layout and a
de-emphasis on its front façade as an expression on individuality and opportunity for creating visual
interest.
The question of maintaining these principles in our suburbs, especially as we aim to achieve higher
densities is not one of all-or-nothing, but of how much. How much separation, how much privacy,
and how much variety should we expect in our suburbs? As we move towards higher densities it is
clear that these elements will be unable to remain at their current levels, but it should not mean a
complete disregard for them.
Development and densification in alignment with these principles is obviously not unfeasible, and in
fact, with a deemphasis on square meterage and superfluous rooms is extremely achievable.
Although many examples exist, four exemplars have been selected as part of this report to illustrate
developments or typologies existing in Australia presently. These offer us a glimpse at how our
suburbs might effectively accommodate Canberra’s growing population in a manner that preserves
the suburban character and ideals highlighted above.
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EXEMPLAR PRECEDENTS AND CASE STUDIES.
TWIN HOUSES: BY JOHN ELLWAY
The first example analysed as part of this report was a project titled “Twin Houses” by Australian
architect John Ellway (see figure 8.).30 This project demonstrates how an efficient footprint and well
considered design would allow the successful redevelopment of 600m2+ blocks into compact dual
occupancies. The project’s economical layout is able to accommodate two single level 122m2
dwellings on a 628m2 site, and does so with a façade treatment that minimally impacts the streetscape
and would perfectly suit the character of O’Connor. This model of densification is most successful in
allowing the autonomy and independence of the two dwellings from one another, but does suffer
from a relatively high degree of site coverage.

FIGURE 8. TWIN HOUSES BY JOHN ELLWAY.

DAPPLED DWELLINGS: BY TRIAS
The second example considered as part of this report
is a competition entry by Australian architecture
studio TRIAS titled “Dappled Dwellings” (see figure
9.). 31 This project sought to demonstrates how the
addition of micro dwellings to existing suburban
homes could increase density without effecting
existing streetscapes or requiring the alteration or
removal of existing dwellings. The project
incorporates incredibly efficient 90m2 double story
dwellings in the backyards of existing properties.
Whereas the project is incredibly effective, it is
weakest is in its reliance on shared or communal
outdoor spaces and the lack of independence and
autonomy that is afforded to its micro dwellings in the
form of limited access, limited possibility for further
development, complex land ownership, and a lack of
privacy.

MARKO TORBARINA
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MANOR HOUSE – ROB HENRY
Thirdly, A local demonstration housing project by Rob
Henry Architects titled “Manor House” was considered
for its proposition of a manor housing typology which
incorporates 4 dwellings within a typical suburban form
factor (see figure 10). 32 The Manor House was able to
achieve four dwellings, each with an average floor area
of 125m2 and within a total footprint of 300m2.
Additionally, the project was able to do so in a way that
respected the existing massing and scale of the suburb.
Whilst also an incredibly effective and efficient
typology, much like Dappled Dwellings the proposal
struggles to afford a suburban level of independence
and autonomy to its residents as a result of its integrated
form factor, lack of physical separation, its shared
facilities, and its shared party walls and floors.

FIGURE 10. MANOR HOUSE BY
ROB HENRY ARCHITECTS

LANEWAY +
TOWNHOUSE / ROW HOUSE / TERRACE HOUSE
TYPOLOGIES.
The final densification possibility explored as a part of this
report was the laneway and row housing typologies common
in parts of Sydney (see figure 11.) and Melbourne. This
combination is incredibly efficient from housing, access, and
servicing perspectives, where the regular side by side compact
forms of terrace houses combine with the efficiency of shared
laneway access as opposed to individual driveways in an
incredibly economical use of land. Terrace housing is also
effective in its ability to provide autonomy and private outdoor
space to residents,33 but comes at the cost of potentially
monotonous and imposing streetscapes due to the volume
building and development methods often associated with these
types of developments. 34
FIGURE 11. SYDNEY’S TERRACE HOUSES
AND LANEWAYS.
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IMPLEMENTATION, OR THE FUTURE OF OUR SUBURBS
These four case studies were then taken and applied to the Tocumwal Housing Precinct of O’Connor
to reveal the extent of densification that they would allow, the feasibility of such an exercise, as well
as the impact their massing would impose in comparison to existing dwellings (see figure 12.).
When applied to the study area all typologies offered a substantial increase in density, doing so
primarily through their more efficient and compact layouts.

FIGURE 12. CASE STUDIES APPLIED TO THE
TOCUMWAL HOUSING PRECINCT.
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The application of John Ellway’s Twin Houses to the Tocumwal Study area increased the number of
dwellings from 18 to 28, offering a significant increase in density with minimal impact on the
streetscape and sizable separation between dwellings. Similarly, The dappled dwelling typology
offered an increase to 29 dwellings but was held back significantly by its need to work around
existing dwellings. Rob Henry’s Manor House typology offered the most substantial increase in the
number of dwellings with a total of 48, but as mentioned previously did so with compromise to the
autonomy and independence of its residents. Finally, the laneway + row housing typology was
modified to achieve effective separation and applied to the site, comfortably achieving 30 dwellings.

FIGURE 13. THE TOCUMWAL HOUSING PRECINCT DENSIFIED IN
ACCORDANCE WITH EXISTING SUBURBAN VALUES AND PRINCIPLES.

Whilst all typologies effectively increased the density of the study area albeit with differing degrees
of compromise to the autonomy and independence of residents, they were all able to integrate with
minimal impact to the site’s existing planting and with minimal detriment to existing massing and
streetscape character. When combined, these typologies demonstrate the possibility for doubling the
density of our existing suburbs with minimal impact to the suburban character, an increasing in
housing options and typologies, and with minimal compromise to the principles which underpin
suburban housing (see figure 13.).
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CONCLUSION
After countless years of outward suburban sprawl, it is time for Canberra to begin looking inward as
it seeks to house its growing population. The historic rule of sprawl has resulted in a car dependent
and low-density city lacking in urbanity, consuming its bushland, and negatively impacting the
health and wellbeing of residents. As the ACT Government turns its focus inwards and investigates
possibilities for densification within its existing footprint, this report hopes to reveal the promise
offered by our existing suburbs as a part of the solution.
As demonstrated in this report, the doubling of density in our Inner North is a realistic and readily
achievable goal, and one that could be integrated with minimal impact to the existing suburban
character. The vastly changed context and central location of our inner suburbs has made them the
perfect candidate for this densification, and a change in cultural attitudes has meant that our suburbs
are now more than ever at risk of losing their precious character. In this context, suburban
densification offers the opportunity not only to house a growing population, but a plethora of
additional benefits for both new and existing residents in the form of more sustainable living options,
an increase in comfort and safety, and an increase in the quality of suburban streets among others.
Densification however is only part of the solution, and something that should be accompanied by a
suite of supplementary reforms and changes in areas such an infrastructure, local government
spending, public and active transport incentivisation, and an increase in housing affordability and
housing options. All of which are incredibly complex, multifaceted, and interweaving issues in their
own right.
The doubling of density and dwellings in our inner suburbs is an achievable goal and would go a
long way in assisting with the accommodation of Canberra's growing population. Through an
analysis and exploration of the Tocumwal Housing sites of O’Connor, Canberra, this report reveals
the possibilities for accommodating Canberra’s growing population within its existing inner suburbs,
whilst retaining their unique character and core principles.

BY MARKO TORBARINA
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