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19 September 2016 
 
 
Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning (DELWP) 
1 Spring Street 
MELBOURNE VIC 3000 
 
 
 
Dear Sir/Madam 
 
Submission to Better Apartments Draft Design Standards 
 
Mecone is a leading urban planning, policy and development advisory consultancy with offices 
in Melbourne and Sydney.  Our consultants have been involved in some of Australia’s largest 
and well-known projects in recent years.   
 
We are regularly asked to provide town planning advice on residential and mixed use 
development projects ranging from 3-4 storey apartment development in inner city areas, 5-12 
storey development within activity centres and residential or mixed use towers within or close to 
the Melbourne and Sydney CBDs. 
 
Our review of the draft Design Standards has been in the context of our collective experience 
gathered between Victoria and New South Wales over a number of decades. 
 
Mecone is committed to the creation of better urban environments, and it is through this lens 
that we provide the following submission on the draft Better Apartment Design Standards. 
 
 
OVERVIEW 
 
Generally, we note that the Draft Design Standards are in response to poorly designed 
apartments, many of which were granted permits many years ago (circa 5 years or older) and 
have since been constructed and inhabited.   We note that it can take in the order of 3 years or 
more in many instances to see the end product of a planning application for a multi-level 
residential or mixed use development.  Therefore, the projects that have been constructed tend 
to be the result of decisions made numerous years ago. 
 
Our more recent experience has seen a maturing of the apartment market in Melbourne with no 
borrowed light apartments and an increase in the number of larger 2 bedroom, 2 bathroom 
apartments and 3 bedroom apartments in response to market demand.  These apartments 



 

have much better internal dimensions, outlook and daylight access than previous apartment 
designs.  We therefore expect, irrespective of any change to planning controls or policies, a 
gradual improvement in the amenity of apartments being constructed over the next few years. 
 
The introduction of the Better Apartment Draft Design Guidelines should, therefore, support what 
is already starting to emerge as best practice apartment design amongst high quality architects 
and buildings designers across Victoria. 
 
We therefore support the introduction of Design Standards for apartments across Victoria.  
However, some caution should be used when applying prescriptive standards as a ‘one size fits 
all’ approach is unlikely to always achieve the intended objectives.   Some flexibility should be 
included in the ‘decision guidelines’ for each of the more technical or subjective standards to 
allow for innovation and interrogation of site specific constraints or opportunities that may allow 
for an alternative way to achieve the overarching ‘objective’ for the relevant standard.  
 
Our NSW experience (from which the Victorian Draft Design Standards are largely drawn) tells us 
that there can be times when placing too much weight on the ‘standards’ can sometimes lead 
to poorer outcomes than an alternative design approach.    The ‘Decision Guidelines’ and 
‘objectives’ for the standards, and how these are to be weighed in any assessment, will become 
very important in the final drafting of the guidelines.  It is unfortunately that the ‘decision 
guidelines’ did not form part of the Draft Design Standards document so that these could be 
properly interrogated. 
 
A noticeable exclusion from the Draft Design Standards is minimum apartment sizes.  There has 
been criticism in NSW of the regulation of apartments sizes.  Other key exclusions include solar 
access requirements (70% of all apartments to receive 2 hours of direct sunlight in mid-winter in 
NSW) and minimum number of lifts.   The absence of these controls provide some greater 
flexibility in the Victorian planning system for innovative apartment designs, which is supported – 
instead, relying on other amenity factors such as solar access, daylight and outlook (through 
increased building setbacks) to achieve better living conditions for apartment dwellers. 
 
We note that the current ResCode (Clause 55) standards apply in the Neighbourhood 
Residential Zone, General Residential Zone, Residential Growth Zone, Mixed Use Zone and 
Township Zone.  They do not apply to, for example, the Commercial 1 Zone or Activity Centre 
Zone or Capital City Zone.   We assume the intention is to apply these standards, and the exiting 
Clause 55 standards to some or all of these additional zones (or more simply to any 
development including two or more dwellings on a lot) irrespective of the relevant zone.   
Confirmation of the intended application/location of where the draft standards would be 
applied and to examctly what type of development would be of assistance. 
 
 
 



 

Overall, we note that the Draft Design Standards, at 44 pages,  is much simpler and more 
concise than the NSW Apartment Design Guide, which is a very lengthy document of some 183 
pages.  The more concise approach is welcomed. 
 
 
RESPONSE TO DRAFT STANDARDS 
 
We make comment on the specific standards below, which we have grouped under the 
headings of ‘support’ or ‘amendment recommended’. 
 
Support 
 
We generally support the following draft standards: 
 

 Light Wells 
 Storage 
 Noise Impacts 
 Energy Efficiency 
 Solar Access to Communal Open Space 
 Private Open Space 
 Accessibility 
 Building Entry and Circulation 
 Waste 
 Water management 

 
Amendment Recommended 
 
We agree with the general premise and inclusion of the following draft standards, but 
recommend some refinement to the standards to ensure that the intended objectives are 
achieved: 
 

  Building Setback  
The building setback distances proposed are almost identical to the setback and 
separation requirements found within the NSW Apartment Design Code.  However, the 
VIC Draft Apartment Design Standards do not expressly distinguish between different 
requirements for habitable versus non-habitable rooms.   Only habitable room windows 
are included in the standard. 
 
In the NSW system, the non-habitable rooms are half the distances required for habitable 
room setbacks and separations.   
 



 

In NSW, on tight sites, the solution has been to provide the ‘non-habitable room’ setbacks 
to habitable rooms, where the walls in question are treated with blank facades or high-sill 
windows – meeting the overarching objective to provide visual privacy. 
 
This NSW experience demonstrates that the habitable room window standards won’t 
always be able to be met on smaller sites.   It also identifies that some other ‘rule of 
thumb’ or different application of the standard will need to be considered for these 
types of sites.  We note that the Moreland Apartment Design Code (considered by the 
Minister but not implemented) provides different setbacks for primary and secondary 
outlooks from apartments which we consider to be a sound approach to tackling this 
issue. 
 
From our very recent experience of applying the new standards to existing sites in inner-
city Melbourne we have found that applying the proposed setback distances to a 
typical 5-6 storey building site on a ‘High Street’ in a Major Activity Centre will result in 
either a need to construct all 5-6 storeys to one side boundary with lift core and corridor 
on the blank wall to achieve the setback on the other boundary or to amalgamate lots 
to provide sufficient width.   In the latter circumstance, it will be important to ensure that 
there are suitable policies and/or controls within the relevant Planning Schemes to 
ensure that the fine grain pattern of development that makes Melbourne’s near city 
villages/activity centres so interesting, rich and diverse is not lost through amalgamation 
of larger sites. 
 
We recommend that the different requirements for outlook and daylight for different 
types of habitable rooms are acknowledged in the side and rear buildings setbacks by 
adopting an approach where living rooms/primary orientation of dwellings incorporate 
larger setbacks as proposed and secondary outlook rooms (bedrooms, studies or similar) 
are provided with minimum setbacks of 3 metres.   This approach also has the added 
benefit of allowing greater variation to building facades along common property 
boundaries and reduce the alternative approach for boundary walling and/or 
amalgamation of properties.  
 

 Room Depth 
 
We agree that a standard is required to ensure that each apartment is able to receive 
an adequate amount of daylight.   However, any ‘decision guidelines’ supporting this 
standard and overarching objective should allow for a ‘performance based’ approach 
to ‘prove’ that there will be adequate daylight for the intended use of rooms within the 
dwellings – supported by expert advice – in a similar way that car parking and traffic 
matters are currently dealt with (i.e. a reduction can be sought subject to expert 
assessment against the decision guidelines). 

  



 

 Windows 
 
We agree that habitable rooms should have direct access to daylight.  However, this 
does not require that the entirety of a window be directly visible from every point in the 
room.  The amount of daylight that enters a room will rely on a variety of factors. 
 
We understand that ‘snorkel’ or ‘saddle back’ bedrooms are sought to be removed with 
this standard.  However, we note that where these style of bedrooms are well designed 
with a wider window area and shallower depth to the bedroom, an appropriate level of 
daylight can be achieved (as modelled).   The benefits of these types of bedrooms 
include: 
 
- For west facing apartments, better protection from heat gain to the bedroom which 

improves sleeping conditions. 
 

- For apartments facing busy roads or rail (or in activity centres), a bedroom which is 
not exposed to the entire external face of the building fronting the road/rail will be 
less noisy and more private for the occupants, therefore improving internal amenity 
and sleeping conditions. 

 
For the above reasons, we recommend amendment to the above standard to allow for 
the window of a bedroom to not be visible for a small percentage of the room (to be 
determined).  This will enable the benefits of these type of bedrooms to continue, but be 
better designed to a minimum standard to ensure sufficient daylight is achieved. 

  
 Natural Ventilation 

 
The draft standard is more onerous than the current NSW Apartment Design Code, which 
requires 60% of apartments to be naturally cross ventilated up to 9 storeys (around 30 
metres) and allows dual aspect apartments to have a maximum length of 18 metres.   It 
is not clear why the standard is proposed to be different in Victoria.  In the interests of 
providing consistency in planning systems across Australia, we recommend that the NSW 
standard be adopted. 
 

 Communal Open Space 
 
We suggest for simplicity that the requirement for communal open space be applied to 
all development over 5 storeys rather than based on a number of apartments as the 
number of apartments invariably changes as projects make their way through the 
planning permit process.  This can make this requirement difficult to administer. 
 
 
 



 

 Landscaping 
 
We agree that landscaping should be incorporated as an integral part of any 
development.  However, in Commercial or Mixed Use Zones (or similar urban areas), it is 
not always desirable to provide in-ground planting.  Quantifying landscaping 
requirements is very difficult as the ‘volume’ of landscaping space does not guarantee a 
better outcome.   There are many successful landscaping plans that provide a high level 
of amenity on more compact sites and conversely there are examples of large poorly 
landscaped spaces that contribute nothing to apartment amenity.  In our view, the 
standard should focus on quality and design to improve amenity for both residents on 
the site and to protect the amenity of those on adjoining sites. 

 
 
We trust that the above commentary is of assistance to DELWP and the Minister for Planning in 
finalising the proposed Apartment Design Standards.  We would be pleased to discuss or present 
the context of our submission in greater detail at eth appropriate time. 
 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
Danny Hahesy 
Director 


