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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
PRECINCT DESIGN IS THE OPPORTUNITY TO CONTRIBUTE 
TO THE CREATION OF PLACES WITH REAL LOCAL IDENTITY

THE SUCCESS OF OUR MOST CHERISHED URBAN PRECINCTS  WILL BE REFLECTED IN THEIR ABILITY TO 
BOND COMMUNITIES, ENABLE SOCIAL INTERACTION AND SPUR CONTINUED RE-INVESTMENT AND INTEREST.

ESTABLISH PROPER PURPOSE FOR 
GUIDELINES

INCLUDE DESIGN GUIDANCE THAT 
ADDRESSES COMMON PROBLEMS

KEY ISSUES AND RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE WAPC

21

The policy needs to clearly articulate what the problem 
is that it is attempting to solve, other than satisfying the 
Government’s planning reform Agenda. 

Exemplified by Liveable Neighbourhoods, the Policy 
should describe a bold vision and the solutions to 
deliver it.  We recommend the following:

A. Prepare an augmented background section within 
the Policy that outlines the key design issues that 
are currently occurring in lieu of any precinct design 
guidance, and establish the benefits to people and 
places precinct design might resolve.

B. The Precinct Design Policy be modified to include 
a clear statement of vision, or intended design 
outcome,

C. Revisit the purpose of precinct design, in an effort 
to establish a departure from the current practice 
of catering for individual Agency and stakeholder 
requirements, and moving toward design standards 
that fundamentally increase the liveability of 
precincts by putting people first.

The Precinct Design Guidelines propose to suspend 
and extinguish design controls, in favour of general 
objectives to provide a general qualitative guide, but 
whose compliance cannot be quantifiably measured 
or confirmed.  Guidance that will influence the urban 
environment at the scale proposed should set out to 
establish a new national benchmark for precinct design.  
We recommend the following:

A. Include urban design guidance that clearly favours 
certain types of built environments over others, 
consistent with the overarching vision or outcome to 
be aspired toward.

B. Reference good and bad examples of built design 
examples, and provide descriptors explaining why 
one liveability outcome is superior than the other.

C. Review international best practice for urban design 
guidance and policy with a view of incorporating 
those aspects that will address design matters 
not yet covered by local policy and regulation.  
In particular, a review of the UK Urban Design 
Compendium, Responsive Environments: A Manual 
for Designers, the Lexicon of the New Urbanism, 
and the Greater Sydney Commission Fine Grain 
People Places.

https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20151203120508/http://cfg.homesandcommunities.co.uk/sites/default/files/book/udc/community-engagement/1110_udc1_final_artwork_120306-optimized.pdf
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20151203120508/http://cfg.homesandcommunities.co.uk/sites/default/files/book/udc/community-engagement/1110_udc1_final_artwork_120306-optimized.pdf
https://nexosarquisucr.files.wordpress.com/2016/05/responsive_environments_by_ian_bentley_et-_al.pdf
https://nexosarquisucr.files.wordpress.com/2016/05/responsive_environments_by_ian_bentley_et-_al.pdf
https://www.dpz.com/uploads/Books/Lexicon-2014.pdf
https://issuu.com/roberts-day-global/docs/gsc_fin_-_fine_grain_people_places_
https://issuu.com/roberts-day-global/docs/gsc_fin_-_fine_grain_people_places_
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SPECIFIC DESIGN STANDARDS WILL 
CREATE LESS RED TAPE, NOT MORE

IMPLEMENT WITH A TRIAL PERIOD 
AND INDUSTRY DESIGN TRAINING

43

The Precinct Design Policy must ultimately be an outcomes-
focused, performance based document. It must faithfully and clearly 
encapsulate a specific liveable urban form to aspire toward, and 
diligently negate any threats that may erode the vision.

It is possible that the absence of design specifications 
in the Precinct Design Policy will increase, rather than 
decrease, the need for supporting documentation, if 
streets, servicing, drainage, etc each need to be proven-
up on a case by case basis.

It is important to note that even though the Precinct 
Design Policy may not contain detailed specifications, 
the individual Precinct Plans produced pursuant to the 
Policy most likely will contain their bespoke standards. It 
is also likely that there will be little consistency between 
Precinct Plans.  We recommend the following:

A. The Precinct Design Policy be modified to include 
comprehensive design standards and guidance 
(similar to Liveable Neighbourhoods), that are based 
on the statement of vision, (-collectively, these 
will reduce the need for bespoke documentation 
that would otherwise be needed to accompany a 
Precinct Plan, and separate approval processes [eg, 
engineering] to obtain sign-off to those elements).

B. Introduce a very clear statement and approval 
pathway for unique and bespoke Precinct Designs, 
in order to preserve flexibility.

It is our view that a conventional series of training 
sessions for industry, Local Government and kindred 
agencies will be inadequate, because of the limited 
capacity to respond to a diversity of circumstances, 
and also their limited capacity to develop design 
and assessment skills (ie, neither design or assessor 
understand the process by which a design needs to be 
formulated, unless they are engaged in a ‘hands-on’ 
program). We recommend the following:

A. Undertake an extensive rolling program of multi-
day co-design/enquiry-by-design charrettes across 
Metro and Regional local government authorities.

B. Ensure that the charrettes include diverse 
professional, community, and industry 
representatives (DRP reps, urban designers, 
architects, landowners, statutory planners, transport 
planners, engineers, landscape architects, 
environmental consultants, DPLH officers, agency 
representatives [MRWA, DoW, PTA, etc]) in order 
to maximise testing opportunities and training 
outcomes.
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INTRODUCTION

ROBERTSDAY AND DESIGN WA

RobertsDay is Australia’s only national consultancy 
offering integrated planning, design and placemaking 
services, with studios in Perth, Sydney, Melbourne, 
Brisbane and Canberra.

Our national presence allows us to stay abreast of 
innovations in design, policy implementation and place 
trends.  In addition, our international partnerships and 
alliances, including with Urban3 and Studio LFA in 
the USA and Turnburry Consulting in the UK, provides 
exposure to good design practices and policy abroad.

Relevant to DesignWA, RD Design Principal Peter Ciemitis 
was involved in the original formulation and charrette 
of the WA Community Code in 1996/97 (later named 
Liveable Neighbourhoods) and has been called upon 
as a technical expert in updates since.  Additionally, 
RD Partner Dan Pearce was commissioned by the 
Department of Planning, Lands and Heritage to assist 
with the final drafting of the Apartment Design Guide.

Other contributions to planning reform include 
investment in the advancement of form-based codes, 
an alternative approach for regulating all elements of 
the urban environment – built form, civic spaces and 
street design.  Also under her stewardship, RD Principal 
Cath Evans has been involved in drafting an updated 
Development Contribution Scheme State Planning Policy.

THIS SUBMISSION

We have held a number of internal workshops with 
our urban design and place planning team as part of 
the review process for this submission.  We have also 
held discussions with key Clients and contributed to 
submissions made by other peak industry bodies.

The contents of this submission represent the collective 
view of our firm, drawing on 25 years of delivering great 
places in WA, Australia and internationally with both 
private, local and state Government Clients. 

This submission has been prepared independently 
by the team at RobertsDay.  We have not taken any 
commissions for its preparation.  We present our views 
in good faith and in the sole interest of creating a 
planning framework that is both effective and focused 
on creating great places.

We are aware from our exposure to peak industry 
bodies we are affiliated with (including UDIA, PIA, 
Property Council, HIA and Committee for Perth) that 
others have sufficiently voiced their concerns regarding 
process and implementation.  As such, this submission 
has a focus on urban design and place outcomes. 

It is our hope that the DPLH affords greater weight to 
comments received from those who are proper experts 
in urban design, rather than individual Agencies or 
Bodies that merely seek to impose their requirements. 

We thank the DPLH and WAPC for the opportunity to 
provide you with our comments on the draft Precinct 
Design Guidelines.
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CONTEXT INFORMING THE OPPORTUNITY

The formulation of the WA Community Code in 1996/7 
(later named Liveable Neighbourhoods) marked a 
watershed change in the practice of urban design in 
WA. The adoption of Liveable Neighbourhoods replaced 
the “outcome-neutral” policy approach that had marked 
previous decades of ad-hoc policy development, and 
instead reframed a coherent, integrated framework 
for the delivery of a singularly unified vision of more 
progressive urban design.  Outcomes defined under 
LN were held up as national best practice and Perth 
continues to be a leader in shaping greenfield 
communities.

In years preceding Liveable Neighbourhoods, the 
design of neighbourhoods and centres was the 
reductive outcome of ‘fragmented rationality’ caused 
by the scoping of standards for each part of the urban 
fabric, without regard to the form of the resulting built 
environment. For example, the various DC Policies of the 
1980’s and 1990’s prescribed street function/hierarchy/
dimensions, lot sizes and residential densities, open 
space distribution which collectively shaped the low 
density, amorphous cul-de-sac suburban patterns that 
prevailed at that time. Conventional suburbia was in part 
shaped by the absence of an urban vision; or in other 
words by controls that were outcomes-neutral.

By contrast, the formulation of Liveable Neighbourhoods 
centred on firstly agreeing on a specific and definable 
urban form (New Urbanism/Responsive Environments) 
and then prescribing objectives and standards around 
that form. Each urban element was codified to fit with the 
others.

Codification of design standards provided Liveable 
Neighbourhoods with a sound ‘default’ urban form. 
However, LN was equally intended to operate flexibly, 
relying on its statements of objectives to provide a basis 
for ; “Liveable Neighbourhoods is a performance-based 
code. The objectives and the majority of requirements in 
Liveable Neighbourhoods may be satisfied in a number 
of ways. The WAPC encourages creativity in response 
to the environment and in creating a thoughtful sense 
of place.” (pp 2, LN GUIDE , 2007) The perception that 
LN is inflexible is not codified in LN itself, but reflects the 
intransigence of the industry, governance and planning 
profession in the way that it has been administered.

Experience has shown that LN’s inherent flexibility was 
exploited by agencies unconcerned about the liveability 
outcomes of their own requirements (eg, MRWA, PTA), 
rather than by local authorities for the pursuit of design 
excellence as intended. 

The Precinct Design Guidelines should be formulated 
with this context in mind.  The Policy and supporting 
Guidelines are an opportunity to recalibrate the 
design firmware to create more people centric places, 
particularly for our most productive, cherished and 
frequented urban areas.  To do this, it is first necessary 
to ensure that the policy framework is underpinned by a 
strong and well-articulated design and policy purpose, 
exemplified by the original WA Community Code of 
1996/97.

Too often we find that policies prepared with 
good intentions are not outcome focused, 
resulting in unintended consequences.
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The problem attempting to be solved has not been 
adequately defined. That is, precincts are presumably 
areas of high importance within the urban fabric, 
warranting extra care in ensuring the built environment 
responds to human needs over all other requirements.

While there is a generic overview explaining the 
benefits of ‘good design’ generally (at s. 3.1 of the 
Guidelines), and a brief background section touching 
on the established strategic imperative to deliver 
more infill development at cl. 3 of the Policy, the suite 
of documents do not specifically address the need 
for precinct planning.  In other words, the Policy (and 
Guidelines, in an augmented form) would benefit from a 
background section explaining any issues that continue 
to be experienced and are likely to continue without the 
introduction of the Precinct Design Guidelines. 

Although the philosophical drivers underpinning the 
Policy should be expressed more stridently in the 
document, anecdotally it is understood that the key 
purpose of the Policy (in contrast to SPP 4.2) includes;

• Introducing reference to built form;

• Addressing the administrative problems of applying 
Activity Centre Plans in locations where there are 
no defined activity centres (ie, general infill or non-
destination TOD), and

• Introducing flexibility.

These reasons appear uncompelling, as:

• ACPs are already used as a vehicle for built form 
guidance (eg, South Perth ACP)

• A widening of the application of ACPs could have 
been a simpler solution, and

• Both ACPs and LN already allow flexibility.

In addition, the Precinct Design Policy suspends the 

use of standards in favour of broader statements 
of objectives and considerations with the intent of 
introducing greater flexibility, and removes any definition 
of the preferred built form outcomes (eg, New Urbanist 
pattern? Le Corbusier planning? Campus planning?), all 
of which can be legitimately supported under the Policy.

It is acknowledged that the formulation of the Precinct 
Policy cannot be unwound and reframed. Therefore, it 
is recommended that if it remains, the Policy introduces 
a clear definition of the preferred vision or outcome 
that the Policy aims to deliver. Given that the majority 
of WAPC Policy settings are implicitly framed around 
‘New Urbanist’ outcomes, we recommend that the 
Precinct Design Policy explicitly refers to ‘Responsive 
Environments’ as its guiding place and built form vision.

ESTABLISH A PROPER PURPOSE
1
THE KEY CHALLENGE THAT PRECINCT DESIGN SETS OUT TO SOLVE HAS NOT BEEN ADEQUATELY DEFINED 

RECOMENDATION

A. Prepare an augmented background section 
within the Policy that outlines the key design 
issues that are currently occurring in lieu of 
any precinct design guidance, and establish 
the benefits to people and places precinct 
design might resolve.

B. The Precinct Design Policy be modified 
to include a clear statement of vision, or 
intended design outcome,

C. Revisit the purpose of precinct design, in 
an effort to establish a departure from the 
current practice of catering for individual 
Agency and stakeholder requirements, 
and moving toward design standards that 
fundamentally increase the liveability of 
precincts by putting people first.
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‘COURSE GRAIN’ & INSULAR COMMUNITY (SINGAPORE)
Without Guidelines that advocate a certain style of structure 
and development over another, it could be that Architects 
or developers, ambivalent to the importance of a building’s 
relationship to its context, might dictate outcomes that 
contribute little to place and public realm.

We can choose to have a vision that advocates 
a particular type of urban environment over all 
others.  What is the future we are striving for?

POOR STREETSCAPE OUTCOME (ARABIA, HELSINKI) 
Revered by Architects, Arabia in Helsinki is modelled on le 
Corbusier modernist ideals. The buildings have little regard to 
their context, and spaces created between buildings feel harsh 
and intimidating; places rarely used by their inhabitants. It is 
evident that most residents feel more comfortable socialising 
and being productive in Helsinki old town.

EXCELLENT STREETSCAPE OUTCOME (SURRY HILLS)
Together with Paddington, Surry Hills in Sydney is one of the 
most sought after and dense urban environments in Australia.  
Streets achieve good enclosure, are legible, are green and 
are highly productive and liveable.  It is evident that humans 
respond more positively to certain styles of urban structures, 
that can be controlled at the precinct level.

‘FINE GRAIN’ & LIVEABLE COMMUNITY (WINDSOR)
A resilient urban structure that achieves similar levels of 
density with a healthy mix of development typologies. 
Collectively, all buildings contribute to place and the public 
realm.  Precinct design could advocate for fine grain structures 
that have higher intersection density, less superlots, a variety 
of scales, tighter streets, and even more door openings per km.
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Precinct Design Policy proposes to suspend and 
extinguish design controls, in favour of general 
objectives to provide a qualitative guide, but whose 
compliance cannot be quantifiably measured or 
confirmed.

Although it seems that there is an approximate 
alignment of industry views on the principles to be 
embraced by the new Precinct Design Policy, past 
experience through Liveable Neighbourhoods reviews 
has shown that various professional and agency silos 
have put pressure on Liveable Neighbourhoods that 
erode its core principles. The same risk of single issue 
perspectives by professional and agency stakeholders 
applies to the Precinct Design Guidelines.

Some of these risks include:

• Disagreement on standards by agencies (e.g., road 
design, POS design). This is particularly germane 
where those agencies retain the power to overrule 
the Precinct Design and Neighbourhood Design 
Policies.

• Unintended consequences of evolving design 
standards (e.g., drainage/safety)

• The influence of agencies whose actions affect 
the shaping of the urban environment, but are not 
subject to the planning approvals process (e.g., 
main roads, public schools, health/hospitals, rail/
bus stations). By example, Element 8 and Appendix 
5 [schools] specifically appeared in Liveable 
Neighbourhoods as a stand-alone section in 
order to provide greater gravity in dealing with the 
Department of Education on school design matters.

It seems that the Guidelines (at s. 1.2) justify the absence 
of any design specific standards by claiming that it 
will allow “...design to be tailored to the specific needs 
and characteristics of the precinct. It reflects that every 
precinct is different.”  Although it is acknowledged 
that, indeed, precincts should be defined and known 

by their own individual identity, there are common 
issues and barriers to good design that continue to be 
experienced in all contexts.  Equally, there are universal 
qualities of good design that can be quantified and 
defined that contribute to human comfort, which do 
not warrant continued justification and negotiation 
each time a Precinct Plan is drafted.  Without any 
guidance addressing specific outcomes to aspire 
towards, the process of Precinct Design results in 
planners merely facilitating requests from other 
Agencies and stakeholders without any ammunition 
to resist unreasonable or counter-productive design 
‘requirements’.  

The current approach places too much emphasis on 
the capability of any given project team (whether local 
government or developer-led) to overcome much 
broader barriers to good design, that are much more 
efficiently and effectively solved at the State level through 
strong policy and supporting guidance (in the way the 
original genesis of Liveable Neighbourhoods involved 
moving away from conventional practice of the mid-90s 
toward a complete rethink of community design aligned 
with new urbanist principles).  

Given that precincts are generally places that are 
urban in nature, the Guidelines represent an exciting 
opportunity to introduce a form of urban design 
guidance to industry that will lift the standard of debate 
and knowledge with attention to important design 
details not currently given the focus they deserve.  In the 
UK, for example, the England Homes and Communities 
Agencies has released the ‘Urban Design Compendium’.  
The Compendium contains a breadth of guidance that 
would be particularly useful in executing outcomes 
closely aligned to the established design principles of 
DesignWA.  The page adjacent provides a few selected 
extracts from the Compendium to demonstrate this 
point, while the pages proceeding include examples 
of other useful design guidance that ought to be 
considered for the Precinct Design Guidelines.

DESIGN GUIDANCE FOR COMMON ISSUES
2
THE GUIDELINES DO NOT HAVE ANY GUIDANCE THAT EXPLICITLY DISCOURAGE POOR DESIGN OUTCOMES

https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20151203120508/http://cfg.homesandcommunities.co.uk/sites/default/files/book/udc/community-engagement/1110_udc1_final_artwork_120306-optimized.pdf
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4.4.5 junctions

Keep it tight
As with the street, so with junctions: it is the buildings and footway that
should define the space at a junction, not the rigid requirements of the
vehicle movement. A wide carriageway plus tight, enclosed corners, makes a
better junction than cutback corners with a sweeping curve.

The arrangement of a junction will always depend on the local context, and
the amount of pedestrian and vehicle traffic that roads are expected to carry.
Tight corners with restricted sight lines have a major traffic calming effect. 

4.4.6 traffic calming and pedestrian crossings

How much traffic can the street take?
Be aware of the limits to mixing activity. The higher the volume of traffic, the
more difficult it becomes to mix activities. 

Streets with up to 500 vehicles per hour (two-way) offer pedestrians easy
opportunities to cross the road.  Streets with between 500 and 1,000
vehicles per hour (two-way) require specific crossing opportunities to be
incorporated into the street design to allow pedestrians to cross.  Flows of
over 1,000 vehicles per hour mean that pedestrians will have to wait to cross
the road.

Wide Crossings on Main Roads
A frequent difficulty is where major traffic routes cross major pedestrian
routes.  The answer here is frequently wide, well landscaped crossings, with
the floorscape, lights, and other devices used to define the crossing area.  We
should seek to rid our towns of the barriers, the uncrossable central divides,
for example, by changing main routes to urban avenues, which people walk
along and cross regularly in safety and convenience.

Slow traffic down
For streets to work as social places the traffic must be slowed.  The best way
to do this is to design streets that encourage drivers to drive with caution.
The arrangement of buildings, spaces and activities can act as a natural
traffic calmer and has the double advantage of being visually less intrusive
and far more pleasant for pedestrians and cyclists.

But there are many cases where a development inherits an existing street
layout that cannot be traffic-calmed except through add-on measures.
When that is so, two points to bear in mind are:
• The measures should be designed with pedestrians, cyclists, public 

transport, service and emergency vehicles in mind e.g. raised junctions 
make it easier for pedestrians to cross and chicanes can be used to 
create informal spaces in the street.

• Traffic calming measures should be designed to suit the local context, 
avoiding the use of standard solutions. This is the job of the urban 
designer and landscape architect, not just the traffic engineer.

urban design compendium 77

4 making the connections 4.4 streets and traffic

Raised carriageway

4m

5500mm

5500mm

5500mm

6m

10m

carriageway

4m radius – refuse vehicle
turning blocks movement for
other vehicles on priority road
and non-priority road

10m radius – refuse vehicle
turning does not block
movement for other vehicles

Tighter kerb radii can be used
with a wider carriageway. 
The refuse vehicle turning
requirement is still
accommodated, yet vehicles 
do not dominate

If footway edge follows the
wide swept path of refuse
vehicles and buildings are set
back to maximise sight lines, 
a vehicle - oriented layout 
will result

By applying the concept of tracking, tighter kerb radii can
be used with a wider carriageway to ensure that highway
geometry does not undermine the quality of space and
traffic calming is designed-in from the outset

The creation of a 20mph zone establishes 
pedestrian priority

Wide pedestrian crossing put people first

6m radius – refuse vehicle turning
allows movement on priority 
road but blocks movement on
non-priority road

carriageway

EXEMPLARS OF URBAN DESIGN GUIDANCE THAT WOULD BE USEFUL FOR PRECINCT DESIGN
- Extract from the UK Urban Design Compendium

https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20151203120508/http://cfg.homesandcommunities.co.uk/sites/default/files/book/udc/community-engagement/1110_udc1_final_artwork_120306-optimized.pdf
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5.1.2 building lines and set-backs

Be direct

A common building line creates continuity of frontage and provides
definition and enclosure to the public realm. It can also help ensure new
development is properly integrated into an existing street. Minimising set-
back distances increases the ability of a building to interact with the public
realm. Where buildings are permitted to step back from the building line,
care needs to be taken to ensure resulting spaces are useable and attractive. 

Table 5.1 provides rules-of-thumb for building line set-back distances,
indicating how these vary according to locational setting. A note of caution:
garages or parking provision which is in front of the building line will
undermine the relationship between building and street. In suburban
situations garages should be to the side of principal buildings, recessed
behind the main building line.

Table 5.1 Indicative set-back distances according to locational setting
Location Set-back Purpose
Core commercial Adjacent to Direct commercial frontage
areas pavement edge
Inner urban areas 1.5 m to 3m semi-private • Amenity space for a small

strip between residential garden, bicycle stand or seating
or commercial building • Functional space for
fronts and public pavement residential rubbish-collection

or meter-reading
• ‘Spill-out area’ for pavement

cafes or shops
Outer urban ‘Tolerance zone’ of Adjacent to busier arterials, 
areas about 5m providing a more substantial

buffer for houses.  Avoid car hard-
standings, which create a divisive 
barrier between building and street

Face up
Streets, parks and waterways which are not overlooked can sometimes feel
unsafe, especially at night. Park fences can also create a negative visual
impact. These public spaces are intrinsic assets to be enjoyed, yet often
neighbouring buildings ignore this. Buildings facing onto public open spaces
create an identity and a sense of ownership and care. Facing the park or
water also tends to command higher values, which off-sets the cost of
creating single-loaded streets (with buildings on only one side). Thus
buildings should front the public realm, running accessways or footpaths
along boundaries so that this face is used as the front door.

5.1.3 enclosure

Create enclosure and definition
It is the three dimensional mass of each building which defines the public
realm. Building elevations and the cross-sections of public spaces should
therefore be scaled to foster a sense of urbanism so that streets, squares and
parks are defined by appropriately scaled buildings and/or trees fronting onto
them. The following height to width enclosure ratios serve as a guide, and
need to be checked to ensure that they enable sufficient daylight (see 3.4.1):

Table 5.2  Height to width ratios
Maximum Minimum

Mews 1:1.5 1:1
Streets 1:3 1:1.5
Squares 1:5 1:4 

88 urban design compendium

5 detailing the place 5.1 positive outdoor space

Mews 1:1 ratio Generally effective 1:3 ratio

Maximum squares (+very wide streets) 1:6 ratio

Spatial definition by tree canopy

Spatial definition by
building height

Spatial definition by
recess line

A busy road is addressed positively in Poundbury, Dorset,
with boulevard planting and a strong building frontage 

Garages should be recessed behind the main building line

EXEMPLARS OF URBAN DESIGN GUIDANCE THAT WOULD BE USEFUL FOR PRECINCT DESIGN
- Multiple extracts from the UK Urban Design Compendium

5.1.1 positive and negative space

Define the space, its function and character
Open space should be designed positively, with clear definition and
enclosure. There should be no ambiguity or left over space. This can be done
by giving each outdoor space a clear function, character and shape, and
clarifying boundaries through the positioning of adjacent buildings, walls,
fences, trees and hedges. The best check as to whether outdoor space is
positive is to prepare a figure-ground drawing, with buildings as figure and
outdoor space as ground.

The appropriate primary function of the space will depend on the facilities it
contains in relation to demand, the characteristics of surrounding uses,
users and circulation patterns. Streets, squares and parks can be conceived
as a linked variety of ‘outdoor rooms’, whose character varies according to
whether they:
• go to places, or destinations for staying, eating, meeting or events;
• go through or  past spaces, such as favoured streets or squares;
• stop in places, to sit and watch the world go by; or indeed
• a combination of all these things - providing multi-functional spaces 

where people live, work and are entertained.

Every town has a variety and hierarchy of spaces. It is important to be clear
about how each development contributes to this hierarchy, varying
treatment according to the type of space (whether a path, street or market-
place), the character (whether it is to be used for informal recreation or is to
have a formal civic status, for instance) and size.

Concert Square, Liverpool: Adding value with new public space
Location In the heart of the city centre close to central station and 

Duke Street/Bold Street which have themselves been 
undergoing improvement.

Developer Urban Splash
Site Area 0.2 ha
Project The regeneration of a redundant inner urban industrial area 

by removing a building to create a new square and 
developing the buildings around it for a mix of uses.  

Details The development was carried out in conjunction with the 
City Council.  It took an empty chemical factory and derelict 
back street and by sacrificing development space created an 
urban square with a mix of new and vibrant uses.  This 
transformed a former derelict area into a city centre place 
where people want to live work and spend their leisure time.  
The development saw the creation of a piazza providing 
open air concert and exhibition space, a mix of bars, 
restaurants, night clubs, photo gallery, offices and 18 loft style
apartments.  It is estimated that this development has 
created some 180 jobs. This scheme has received a number of
awards including from the British Urban Regeneration 
Association, the Royal Institute of British Architects and the 
Merseyside Civic Society.
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5 detailing the place 5.1 positive outdoor space

Go past spaces

Go to places

Go through spaces

By investing in the public realm, this
once derelict site has been transformed
into an attractive new destination
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5.3.2 building depth

Plan shallow
Building depth has a critical impact on the need for artificial lighting and
ventilation. This affects the variety of uses that can be accommodated. Table
5.4 provides a guide for assessing the impact of building depth on natural
ventilation and lighting, and hence robustness.

Table 5.4  The Implications of building depth 
Building depth Implications
< 9m Too shallow for a central corridor and limited flexibility 

in internal planning
9-13 m Provides naturally lit and ventilated space 

= OPTIMUM ROBUSTNESS
14-15 m Sub-division is still facilitated, but some artificial ventilation 

and more artificial lighting is required
16-22m plus More energy intensive, though a double-aspect cellular form 

is possible with the insertion of an atrium/light well, 
giving a block width of up to 40 m.

Orientate for flexibility
Sometimes it is preferable to orientate a building so that its long side faces
onto the street. Making the plan shallow in this way can create a more
versatile form for designing continuous frontages. 

5.3.3 corners

Turn the corner
Corner sites are visually prominent, have two frontages and can potentially
offer more entrances to different parts of the building. They therefore
provide special opportunities for mixing uses. Houses on corners need to
face two ways; many standard building types used by housing developers
are rarely able to do this. More tailored designs will be required or new types
devised. Corners are best emphasised by incorporating prominent entrances
and/or windows at the apex, expressing the height by, for instance, using a
‘mansion block’ of apartments, or incorporating a special use into the mix.
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5 detailing the place 5.3 building size and scale

9m

9–13m

14 – 15m

16 – 22m

23m

Shallow plan/single aspect: Residential and office use

Cellular plan daylit (sidelit): Accommodates maximum
variety of uses

Unlit internal space created

Double aspect deep plan can be naturally lit by
introducing atrium

Open plan multi-storey ‘big box’ requires most
intensive artificial lighting and suits only certain uses

‘Big-boxes’ can be redesigned as daylit malls/arcades
or be wrapped with single-aspect daylit rooms

Corners heightened to
emphasise node

Corners projected forward Asymmetrical building line
emphasises particular direction

Set-backs and increased
building heights create a 
sense of formality 

Rotating the building line to
create a square on the diagonal
as in Barcelona
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3 creating the urban structure 3.8 parcels & plots

Development parcels are tracts of land, usually under a single ownership,
and are the basis of most new developments, especially those driven by
volume housebuilders. Plots, on the other hand, are usually much smaller
increments or land holdings that form the basis for much of our built
heritage - giving established centres their variety and fine urban grain.  

3.8.1 parcel size

Keep the grain fine
In masterplanning large areas there is sometimes the opportunity to sub-
divide development parcels and apportion them to different developers.
Enabling a range of developers to participate is usually desirable to generate
a richer mix of building types, tenures and uses. As a guide, parcels of 1 to 2
hectares avoid a ‘monoculture’ in any area. This grain should be made finer
towards the centre.

3.8.2 plot size

Keep plots small and narrow
Sub-dividing development parcels into plots, which are as small and narrow
as is practical, encourages a diversity of forms, uses and tenures and allows a
rich variety of buildings to emerge. This also:
• generates more active frontage;
• encourages a ‘human scale’ and fine pedestrian grain; 
• enables higher densities to be achieved (larger plots often generate 

stand-alone pavilion buildings flanked by parking);
• provides a flexible basis for amalgamation if necessary and enables 

future incremental growth to take place; 
• minimises costly and wasteful leftover space.

Small, regularly shaped and narrow sub-divisions of, say 5m x 20m
accommodate a range of buildings and make the most efficient use of land.

Wrap larger plots
Larger plots are often required for commercial, industrial or civic buildings.
Sub-divisions of 15-20m wide and 30-40m deep provide flexible land
increments for central areas. Wrapping these with smaller plots ensures that
rear elevations and servicing is not exposed to the street. 

3.8.3 plot and parcel sub-divisions

Divide along the back of plot, not the street 
Backs of properties form a natural buffer between uses. Using streets as
dividers between developers and/or uses can undermine the harmony of
townscape and formation of integrated mixed-use places. Running
boundaries between developers or land use types along the back of parcels
or plots is generally better than the road or street. Definition of the public
realm and management regime is also a key determinant of parcellation
and the form of development in terms of establishing what open spaces are
maintained publicly, privately or by a community trust.

Smaller parcel and plot sub-divisions facilitate a
greater diversity of forms and uses, and a more
active street frontage

Use the back of the plot, not the street, for
boundaries. Parcel or use sub-divisions along the
rear of plots help ensure that compatible uses and
building styles face each other.

The intensity pyramid
On large schemes, it often proves useful to articulate different housing
forms in particular around a ‘density pyramid’. This requires the positioning
of lower density forms at the edges of the project and the higher density
forms around and in the local centre, with a gradation of types and sizes in
between. Within this general approach, smaller ‘hot spots’ of intensity can be
created, for example a higher apartment block on a corner or at a gateway. 

3.3.3 density and interior space 

Enable people to trade space for place
There is no reason why high densities cannot also mean lots of living space, 
as the highly valued mansion blocks of Kensington, grand apartments of 
Paris or lofts of Manhattan all prove. The approach should ensure that 
high-density proposals use adequate floorplate standards and thus 
avoid cramped living conditions.

3.3.4 density and time

Take a long term view
Overall urban form aspirations are not always possible immediately.
However, thoughtful positioning of buildings will enable early
developments to set the context for the future and provide the framework
to enable further intensification as the project builds out.

This requires that buildings be positioned close to the street, with parking in
interior courts - establishing a positive relationship between public and private
realms. Although there may be insufficient buildings to generate a perimeter
block immediately (see 3.7.1), if considered from the outset this approach can
enable the level of development to increase as the project matures.

Homes for Change, Hulme, Manchester:
A striking new form borne of community involvement
Location The Hulme area of central Manchester, previously a 

notorious inner city 1960s system built housing estate. 
Designers Mills Beaumont Leavey Channon Architects (Phase I)

Harris Ince Architects (Phase II)
Developer Guinness Trust and Homes for Change Co-op
Local Authority Manchester City Council
Site Area 0.63 hectares
Density 79 units per hectare
Project A mixed use perimeter block of 50 flats and maisonettes, of 

which there are 28 different types, over 1500m2 of multi-
functional spaces including a theatre, shop units, workshop, 
studios, darkroom and recording studio.

Details The award winning Phase I scheme takes on board all that 
was good about the 1960s ‘crescent blocks’ identified by the 
former residents of ‘the Crescents’, who came to found  a 
housing co-operative to oversee its development. The 
dramatic architecture resulting from a process of the local 
community driving the scheme forward is a striking rebuttal 
to assertions that public participation in the design process 
generates blandness. The forms are highly unconventional, 
high density and mixed-use, with environmental 
performance given high priority. Perhaps most surprising of 
all is the retention of the deck access concept that 
characterised the block’s 1960s predecessor, though their 
modern counterparts are wider and visually more 
permeable. These were requested by the residents for their 
tendency to promote positive social interaction, and 
together with the terraces, help provide overlooking to an 
internal courtyard used for informal social gatherings and 
safe children’s play. 
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3 creating the urban structure 3.3 density, facilities and form

In early phases of development a full perimeter block
may not be possible

Phasing building close to the street with parking to the
rear enables future intensification to take place 

Homes provide good surveillance of internal courtyard

Wide decks promote use as a social space

https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20151203120508/http://cfg.homesandcommunities.co.uk/sites/default/files/book/udc/community-engagement/1110_udc1_final_artwork_120306-optimized.pdf
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EXEMPLARS OF URBAN DESIGN GUIDANCE THAT WOULD BE USEFUL FOR PRECINCT DESIGN
- Multiple extract from Responsive Environments 

https://nexosarquisucr.files.wordpress.com/2016/05/responsive_environments_by_ian_bentley_et-_al.pdf
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EXEMPLARS OF URBAN DESIGN GUIDANCE THAT WOULD BE USEFUL FOR PRECINCT DESIGN
- Extract from the RobertsDay Fine Grain People Places Report, prepared for the Greater Sydney Commission
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THE ISSUE
When we stop BUILDING FINE GRAIN we 
DIMINISh OUR ABILITY TO THRIVE

PRE-WAR, TRADITIONAL 
NEIGHBOURHOODs

20TH CENTURY 
suburbs

Neighbourhoods developed around a 
human’s sensory experiences and were 
characterised by small block and lot sizes, 
traditional cultural, civic and everyday uses, 
and more narrow streets. 

With the advent of the car, development 
catered to car speeds of 60km/hour and 
land uses spread out. This resulted in 
unwalkable environments and 
de-centralised activities.

Grain

Designed for

Uses

Lifestyle

Health 
Implication

fine grain

walking - 4-5km/h

INTERMIXED between blocks

hyper-local living

high well-being, high social capital

coarse grain

driving - 60km/h

Low mixing, destinations spread far apart

sedentary + disconnected

higher rates of obesity + diabetes, less 
social connectivity and capital

PEOPLE THAT LIVE IN FINE GRAIN WALKABLE places TEND TO BE HEALTHIER AND HAPPIER. WE NEED TO GET 
BACK TO BUILDING PLACES THAT PRIORITISE HUMAN WEll-BEING.

COARSE GRAINFINE GRAIN

Grain

Designed for

Uses

Lifestyle

Health 
Implication

CH 1 fine grain places are for people

https://issuu.com/roberts-day-global/docs/gsc_fin_-_fine_grain_people_places_
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EXEMPLARS OF URBAN DESIGN GUIDANCE THAT WOULD BE USEFUL FOR PRECINCT DESIGN
- Extract from the RobertsDay Fine Grain People Places Report, prepared for the Greater Sydney Commission

13

co-located

variety of scales

ENGAGED With THE STREET

multifunctional

Compact+ PERMEABLE

MANY SHAPES + FORMS

active use + Active transport

flexible + ADAPTABLE

XL XS

DIVERSE GRAIN: 
A ‘NEW MODEL’ 

THE IDEA

A NEW APPROACH

WHERE FINE GRAIN IS MIXED INTO THE 
FABRIC OF OUR COMMUNITIES

CH 1

(DETAILS IN CH 4)

RECOMENDATION

A. Include urban design guidance that clearly 
favours certain types of built environments over 
others, consistent with the overarching vision or 
outcome to be aspired toward.

B. Reference good and bad examples of built 
design examples, and provide descriptors 
explaining why one liveability outcome is 
superior than the other.

C. Review international best practice for urban 
design guidance and policy with a view of 
incorporating those aspects that will address 
design matters not yet covered by local policy 
and regulation.  In particular, a review of the 
UK Urban Design Compendium, Responsive 
Environments: A Manual for Designers, the 
Lexicon of the New Urbanism, and the Greater 
Sydney Commission Fine Grain People Places.

2

https://issuu.com/roberts-day-global/docs/gsc_fin_-_fine_grain_people_places_
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20151203120508/http://cfg.homesandcommunities.co.uk/sites/default/files/book/udc/community-engagement/1110_udc1_final_artwork_120306-optimized.pdf
https://nexosarquisucr.files.wordpress.com/2016/05/responsive_environments_by_ian_bentley_et-_al.pdf
https://nexosarquisucr.files.wordpress.com/2016/05/responsive_environments_by_ian_bentley_et-_al.pdf
https://www.dpz.com/uploads/Books/Lexicon-2014.pdf
https://www.dpz.com/uploads/Books/Lexicon-2014.pdf
https://issuu.com/roberts-day-global/docs/gsc_fin_-_fine_grain_people_places_
https://issuu.com/roberts-day-global/docs/gsc_fin_-_fine_grain_people_places_
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These pages contain visual examples poor built 
outcomes that, in our opinion, could be justified and 
therefore supported under the current general objectives 
of the draft Guidelines. 

Spaces that lack enclosure, have poor legibility and are 
generally hostile for human habitation, may be justified 
under the guise of currently drafted general design 
elements, including movement and urban structure.

COCKBURN GATEWAY
Single-use retail centre with tokenistic, vehicle-first 
main street. Station walkability very poor

CYCLE LANE, GREAT EASTERN HIGHWAY
Narrow bike lane unprotected from rapid bus lane.  
Will not increase ridership for younger cyclists, women 
cyclists generally, and less confident cyclists. 

MARMION AVE (BUTLER)
Main Roads WA driven urban centre outcome

ROUSE HILL (NSW)
Mixed-use, people-friendly main street with excellent 
station walkability 

CYCLE LANE, TORONTO
Wider, protected and attractive cycle lanes are proven 
to increase ridership for all ages and confidence levels.  
Lycra cyclists continue to use the road carriageway. 

SURRY HILLS (NSW)
Compact streets and people-friendly outcome 
(comparable vehicle volumes to Marmion Ave)

POOR LIVEABILITY OUTCOMES HIGH QUALITY LIVEABILITY OUTCOMES
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CENTRAL BUS INTERCHANGE (COCKBURN)
Infrastructure-led ‘Transit Orientated Development’ - 
poor legibility with no local identity 

ALBANY HWY (EAST VICTORIA PARK)
Mixed use requirement imposed in peripheral location 
results in inactive frontages

MAIN STREET (POINT COOK, VIC)
Advertising and opaque glazing undermines all efforts 
for activation 

WYNARD STATION (NSW) BUS INTERCHANGE
Place-led Transit Orientated Development
high legibility with memorable experiences 

SURRY HILLS (DEVONSHIRE ST, NSW)
Fine grain shopfronts elegantly step-down the slope, 
making for a seamless interface with the street

ROKEBY ROAD SOUTH (SUBIACO)
Attention to detail, coordinated signage and window 
displays makes for an engaging pedestrian experience 

POOR LIVEABILITY OUTCOMES HIGH QUALITY LIVEABILITY OUTCOMES

In lieu of outcome-focused specific design guidance, it is 
likely that future precincts will be shaped by others that 
do not have a focus on putting people first.

Some of the design guidance presented in the pages 
preceding assists in demonstrating the world’s best 
practice for policy.  As we move toward a more urban 
future, that type of guidance increases its need.
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Contemporary planning governance often reflects 
reductive McHargian planning processes established 
in “Design with Nature”; namely the progressive 
subtraction of land, the application of buffers, or the 
imposition of standalone stakeholder requirements 
being the key driver to the design process. 
Consequently,  the governance practice of layering 
unfettered requirements one on top of the other to arrive 
at an optimal design actually results in a sub-optimal 
planning outcome.

By illustration, the design approach utilised for a key 
piece of precinct infrastructure, Great Eastern Highway 
adjacent to the Springs, demonstrates a process led 
design that layered considerations of acoustic buffering, 
Austroad design requirements and servicing corridors 
and landscaping which resulted in a sub-optimal place 
and planning outcome.  By contrast, the design of 
Champs Elysee in Paris is by far more place, people and 
business focussed, whilst still correctly responding to the 
operational traffic requirements of the road. Both roads 
are major arterial carriers, both roads have high traffic 
volumes (in fact Champs Elysee carries almost double 
the volume of Great Eastern Highway), and both operate 
at 60 km/h. However, Champs Elysee is designed to a 
vision, and its constituent components are balanced 
against each other to achieve that vision. The Street 
exhibits a ‘liveability filter’ whereby it is people focussed, 
it contains pedestrian crosswalks, incorporates tight 
intersections with no slip lanes, prominent landscaping, 
well executed built form, incorporates well integrated 
acoustic mitigation and delivers high quality business 
and residential addresses.

SPECIFIC DESIGN STANDARDS; LESS RED TAPE
3
THE ABSENCE OF DESIGN SPECIFICATIONS WILL INCREASE THE NEED FOR SUPPORTING DOCUMENTATION 

GREAT EASTERN HIGHWAY
Designed primarily for the movement of traffic 
(60,000vpd), Austroads driven design, noise buffers, 
poor pedestrian and cycling amenity.

CHAMPS ELYSEE (PARIS)
Balanced place-led outcome.  Carries more traffic 
volumes than Great Eastern Highway (100,000+vpd), 
but its design is people orientated. 
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the governance practice of layering unfettered 
requirements one on top of the other to arrive at an optimal 
design actually results in a sub-optimal planning outcome.

Although the Precinct Design Policy might aspire to 
high quality, well designed places, there is a risk that 
the requirements of the Policy to include a breadth of 
supporting documents (up to 50 outputs are required 
to be produced) will result in ‘silo-driven’ design similar 
to the Great Eastern Highway outcome. In addition, 
the absence of a clear outcomes vision means that the 
design standards of competing agencies are likely to 
prevail.

With respect to Neighbourhood Design, we cannot 
stress sufficiently that its original success came from 
the “liveability filter” through which its principles and 
standards were tested.  Our experience in the review of 
Liveable Neighbourhoods has since revealed that one of 
its greatest threats lies in the role of competing policies 
at Local and State Government levels, especially where 
they result in diminished liveability. For example, external 
instruments and design requirements have consistently 
proven to be problematic in the implementation of 
Liveable Neighbourhoods, and it can be expected that 
such governance and guidance contexts will continue to 
affect the proposed Precinct Design Policy, particularly if 
its interpretation is open-ended. 

The greatest challenge will be to identify ways in which 
the Precinct Design Policy can maintain clarity of vision, 
without being unduly compromised by extraneous 
policies. Ironically, it is possible that the absence of 
design specifications in the Precinct Design Policy will 
increase, rather than decrease, the need for supporting 
documentation, if streets, servicing, drainage, etc each 
need to be proven-up on a case by case basis.

It is important to note that even though the Precinct 
Design Policy may not contain detailed specifications, 
the individual Precinct Plans produced pursuant to the 
Policy most likely will contain their bespoke standards. It 
is also likely that there will be little consistency between 
Precinct Plans.

Therefore, the absence of a guiding vision, and the 
absence of specific standards will lead to the need for 
detailed standards (eg, for streets, drainage, parks, 
setbacks, plot ratio, floorplates, height, etc). Each 
standard may possibly require ‘proving up’, therefore 
generating the need for the ‘50 outputs’ accompanying 
the Precinct Plan (at significant expense and avoidable 
effort to proponents and local government).

In addition, in the absence of overarching guidance, and 
detailed specification, it is highly likely that the details of 
Precinct Plans may be contested in SAT.

RECOMENDATION

A. The Precinct Design Policy be modified to 
include comprehensive design standards 
and guidance (similar to Liveable 
Neighbourhoods), that are based on the 
statement of vision, (-collectively, these will 
reduce the need for bespoke documentation 
that would otherwise be needed to 
accompany a Precinct Plan, and separate 
approval processes [eg, engineering] to 
obtain sign-off to those elements).

B. Introduce a very clear statement and 
approval pathway for unique and bespoke 
Precinct Designs, in order to preserve 
flexibility.
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Following the adoption of a modified Precinct Design 
Policy, an extensive training programme and testing 
process is essential. 

This recognises that;

• The outcome of the Precinct Design Policy remains 
relatively untested (ie, to our understanding no 
model exemplars of a Precinct Plan has been 
produced pursuant to the draft Policy);

• The spatial/design literacy and competency of the 
planning profession is generally low; and

• The unintended outcomes of the operation of the 
Policy are not yet known.

It is our view that a conventional series of training 
sessions for industry, Local Government and kindred 
agencies will be inadequate, because of the limited 
capacity to respond to a diversity of circumstances, 
and also their limited capacity to develop design 
and assessment skills (ie, neither design or assessor 
understand the process by which a design needs to be 
formulated, unless they are engaged in a ‘hands-on’ 
program). The success of the Policy will also be largely 
determined by stakeholder and agency buy-in, as well 
as the astute and considered drafting of a Policy that has 
regard to their needs

It is our view that the Department engage in a rolling 
program of co-design exercises (similar to the Enquiry 
by Design Charettes originally used for Liveable 
Neighbourhoods). These are essential in comparison to 
a conventional half-day or one-day workshop because 
a Charrette allows the opportunity for protracted 
design negotiation to occur (ie, not just overlay silo-
based design constraints, but undertake the process 
of negotiation, compromise and balance to achieve an 
vision-lead outcome).

A charette program would also allow rapid testing over 
months, rather than years, of unforeseen problems or 
opportunities experienced in applying the Policy over a 
variety of conditions. 

TRIAL PERIOD AND DESIGN TRAINING
4
THE SUCCESS OF THE POLICY WILL BE DETERMINED BY STAKEHOLDER AND AGENCY BUY-IN

RECOMENDATION

A. Undertake an extensive rolling program 
of multi-day co-design/enquiry-by-design 
charrettes across Metro and Regional local 
government authorities.

B. Ensure that the charrettes include diverse 
professional, community, and industry 
representatives (DRP reps, urban designers, 
architects, landowners, statutory planners, 
transport planners, engineers, landscape 
architects, environmental consultants, DPLH 
officers, agency representatives [MRWA, 
DoW, PTA, etc]) in order to maximise testing 
opportunities and training outcomes.
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SPP 4.2 - QUICK WIN

We agree with the discussion paper that 
the Activity Centres Policy (SPP 4.2) should 
be stripped of its design detail, which will 
be superseded by the Precinct Design 
Guidelines.

SPP 4.2 can then simply deal with hierarchy 
and classification of centres.

Liveable Neighbourhoods Enquiry by Design 1996 - opening 
address by Evan Jones at the 5-Day Ministry for Planning 
Charrette

Various photos from RobertsDay-led planning design forums (similar to charrettes)
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