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Abstract

Melbourne has for the last 38 years pursued an aggressive policy of repositioning its central city 
as a healthy place to live, visit and work in. In the 1980’s Melbourne was a city in crisis and the 
change brought about by the Councillors of the day has transformed the central city to a position 
where its success is evident in the Economist having voted it for seven years as the World’s most 
Liveable City. While some of this can be attributed to natural factors, much comes as a result of 
the strategic repositioning of the central city. Policies and programmes such as Postcode 3000, 
Urban Forest Strategy, Grey to Green, City as a Catchment, sustainable buildings MREP and zero 
net emissions have all set a path towards a city of wellness. Melbourne has been successful in go-
ing beyond policy to implementation and many of these programs have benefitted from a strong 
internal design and delivery culture rather than relying on external consultants.

This paper will look at many of these initiatives which are transferable to other cities around the 
world and will highlight the importance of retaining in-house capabilities and intellect.
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Melbourne is a city that was established with a 
good structure; it was a planned city, and what I 
am going to talk to you about today is how, out 
of necessity, over the last 38 years this structure 
has been adapted while keeping those things 
that are intrinsic to the character of this city.

I’m going to talk about 8 points. All of these 
points that are important to cities, and if imple-
mented, will give you sustainability, social co-
hesion and economic vitality, and so using and 
working with those is so important. 

Local Character

Melbourne is a very urbane city, it relies on 
good streets, streets and laneways that are dis-
tinctive to its local character. If you are going 
to work with this city, you are going to work 
with what’s important to that city, if you try to 
be some other city, you won’t succeed. In Mel-
bourne’s case, that character is made up with 
simple things like the material we pave our 
streets with, the local bluestone or basalt. When 
we started in 1985, there were only three small 
sections of streets that were paved in Bluestone 
but through requiring the use of Bluestone for 
all new paving by 2014 most of the central area 
had been paved. This gave us not only a good 
walking environment but also a resilient surface 
onto which we can put the activity.

Melbourne’s local character was also the result 
of 19th century subdivision of the grid. The orig-
inal plan was a large grid of 200 by 200 metres 
surrounded by 30 metre streets and bisected by 
east west ten metre little streets. This large block 
was made up of 20 sites. In the 19th century 

further subdivision saw these 20 sites become 
up to 80 smaller sites accessed by lanes and ar-
cades.

Figure 1. Bluestone paving
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further subdivision saw these 20 sites become 
up to 80 smaller sites accessed by lanes and ar-
cades.

In the 20th century these smaller blocks started 
to consolidate and the laneways lost. We not 
only lost some of the street activity but we got  
blank walls fronting streets with entrances to the 
car parks and air conditioning. If you do that to 
a city you will slowly kill it. 

One of the most important characteristics in the 
city of Melbourne were the lanes and arcades, 
these were the intimate pedestrian areas where 
new activities could thrive.

We have got over 300 lanes - we took these 
lanes and we converted them from being ser-
vice lanes to being activity areas where people 
could run businesses. The lanes of Melbourne 
are now internationally famous and provide the 
city with its own unique experience which visi-
tors and the locals love.

Density

The next thing that’s important to ensure good 
healthy cities is that you have density and you 
have mixed use, so that you don’t have to jump 
into a car every time you want to get something, 
you can find it close by. And if you want to get 
optimum capacity out of your infrastructure you 
need a certain density. So one of the ways we 
did this in Melbourne was to bring back an ur-
ban population to the downtown. The project 
was called ‘Postcode 3000’ and we built it on 
the back of the property market crash in the 
1980s. What happened in the late 1980s was 

that people moved out of the older office build-
ings and moved into the new ones leaving the 
older ones vacant. ‘Postcode 3000’ was a pro-
gram that slowly converted those to residential. 
Back in the early 1980s we had about 685 resi-
dential units in the central city and our target 
in 1985 was 8000 new units in 15 years. This 
target was achieved and today we have over  
45,000 units in the central city. That growth fun-
damentally changed our downtown and made 
it a 24-hour city. What also happened was that 
bars, cafes, and restaurants started to open up. 
So we got a night time economy, we got a re-
ally healthy city that had a mixture of uses and 
the retail also improved. One of the things that 
was happening in the 1980s was that retail was 
dying but with increased densities it started to 
improve as more people came back to the city.

How subdivision in the 19th

Century created the lanes and 
arcades.
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Figure 2. How subdivision in the 19th Century created the 
lanes and arcades.

Urbanie and Urbanus

  SPECIAL ISSUE                            

  

28

Rob Adams



extent of bluestone paving 
in 1985 

Figure 3. Density map
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that people moved out of the older office build-
ings and moved into the new ones leaving the 
older ones vacant. ‘Postcode 3000’ was a pro-
gram that slowly converted those to residential. 
Back in the early 1980s we had about 685 resi-
dential units in the central city and our target 
in 1985 was 8000 new units in 15 years. This 
target was achieved and today we have over  
45,000 units in the central city. That growth fun-
damentally changed our downtown and made 
it a 24-hour city. What also happened was that 
bars, cafes, and restaurants started to open up. 
So we got a night time economy, we got a re-
ally healthy city that had a mixture of uses and 
the retail also improved. One of the things that 
was happening in the 1980s was that retail was 
dying but with increased densities it started to 
improve as more people came back to the city.

This new population also helped produce a 
healthier city. We know from studies done at 
the University of Melbourne that if you live 
downtown, you have less likelihood of having a 
heart attack than if you live in a suburbia; why?   
Because you walk and you spend more time 
walking - so walking and having people closer 
together is important.

This also had an economic advantage because 
of the way we charged our rates, we had more 
people that we could spread the rate base over - 
so it actually became a cheaper city for people 
and businesses to live in. 

High quality public realm

I seem to have spent half my life, talking about 
the public realm. It’s what Jan Gehl refers to as 

the space between the buildings - it’s the space 
outside the buildings. This to me is one of the 
most important spaces for healthy cities and 
wellbeing.

If you take nothing else away today, take this 
away. ‘If you design a good street, you design a 
good city’. Why is that so? Because 80% of the 
public space of a city is made up of roads and 
streets. So we’ve converted Melbourne streets 
into good walking environments. My grand-
daughter says “all you do Grandpa is widen 
footpaths and plant trees”. If that’s what I am 
remembered for, I would be a very happy man.

We also changed the nature of the city incre-
mentally- this image shows an example of these 
small actions; we cut a hole in the town hall 
that used to be a window and made it a door. 
We built a small cafe next to a public space - 
we put a flower seller on the corner and they 
have to remain open until 10pm at night so it 
provided the eyes and ears on the street.

In other interventions we took traffic islands 
like this one and converted them into celebra-
tions of our Chinese community. Not only is it 
a place where people gather together, but we 
also respect one of the oldest communities in 
Melbourne. We took our city square, which 
had won many prizes, and was opened by the 
Queen, but what was fundamentally missing 
was that public spaces only works on the basis 
of what happens around the public space, not 
as a result is placed within the space. So we 
sold off half of the square to a city hotel and 
got them to design and build the hotel so that it 
would have cafes and restaurants on the ground 
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floor, and we provided places for people to sit 
and meet. And the City Square became a people 
place, rather than a place where people didn’t 
congregate.

We also looked at our public transport and 
made it comfortable to get onto public trans-
port. You used to have to stand in the middle of 
the road if you were getting a tram, now you’ve 
got shelters, you’ve got light and you’ve got in-
formation.

We used public art, and public art became a big 
part of how we changed the city. Not  only did 
we put public art in the street, we used infra-
structure, like ventilation ducts where they were 
going to put a concrete pipe, and then made it 
into a sculptural work. We used art to a great 
extent and we also had a program which was 
for our laneways where we placed temporary 
installations into the laneways, and this encour-
aged people to go and visit the laneways, and 
find out what was new. And that was a part of 
attracting people back to the city.

And then we had a secret weapon, and our se-
cret weapon was coffee. Coffee was the one 
way we knew we could get people to sit on the 
street. We were told that in fact Melbourne’s cli-
mate was so bad that people wouldn’t sit on the 
street. But we had fantastic coffee. So we start-
ed converting the areas where footpaths were 
widened into coffee bars. So we put on coffee, 
we sold fruit, magazines, flowers, etc. And back 
in the 1980s there were only two coffee bars - 
they were at the top of Collins Street. By 2014, 
we had over 500, with Covid, we have just had 
over 800 applications for sidewalk cafes.

We’ve been converting parking bays to parklets, 
to sidewalk cafes, to bring people back to cen-
tral Melbourne. And then we started planting 
trees, we planted trees just about everywhere 
we could. Trees are the cheapest, easiest way 
to change the way the city looks and feels. They 
unify disparate streetscapes, they provide shade 
in the summer. 

The extent of tree planting was a major change 
of the city. People who had been away for 10 
years came back and said the thing they noticed 
most was the new activity and how green the 
city was. 

In keeping with trying to be distinctive we de-
signed our own range of street furniture. These 
were from seats to bins, tram stops and street 
trading facilities all of which were very distinc-
tive.

Figure 4. Incremental actions that have improved the pub-
lic realm
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Connectivity

Then the next most important thing is connec-
tivity, if you’re going to walk and use the city, 
you’re going to need to remove the barriers and 
allow people to connect easily. We were very 
lucky, Melbourne had a fantastic transportation 
system, we have kept our trams but are still car 
dominated with 76% of people using cars to get 
into the city. Therefore, one of the things we re-
alised that we needed to do was psychologically 

and physically change the way people use the 
city. So to start with we closed the main street 
to the middle of Melbourne. This was Swanston 
Street (see figure 6), it used to take 60,000 cars a 
day, and we narrowed it to takes trams, bicycles 
and pedestrians, and some service vehicles, 
we didn’t create a pedestrian mall, because the 
street is so wide, it would have looked deserted. 
Instead we widened the footpaths and removed 
the cars. We’ve planted trees and put sculpture 
in and we changed the number of people who 

Figure 5. Widened footpaths paving, furniture and trees to improve the public realm
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Figure 7. Tree planting in Swanston Street

Figure 6. Street View, Swanston Street
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Figure 8. Swanston Street with widened footpaths and no cars

visited that street dramatically over 20 years. So 
no longer could people say that it was our prob-
lem that they weren’t selling things, because 
the footfall was going past their door. That street 
became one of the most vibrant streets - this is 
Swanston Street today.

Public Participation

You can’t change a city without bringing the 
community with you and public participation 
was one of the major things we concentrated 

on. Martha mentioned one of our projects, the 
Urban Forest Strategy, and fortunately it’s the 
one I will use to illustrate this point. We’ve talk-
ed about the urban heat-island effect and like 
most cities this is starting to have a huge impact 
on Melbourne. So in response, we need to plant 
trees and create more open space with perme-
able surfaces to allow water into the soil.

I had ‘Parks and Gardens’ in my portfolio for 
about 15 years and during this time we had the 
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Millennium Drought which lasted 11 years. As 
a result we predicted that 48% of our trees in 
the central city were  going to die in the next 
20 years. This was the year 2000 and the Mil-
lennium drought was the direct result of climate 
change. We had less rain and greater lengths of 
hot weather. So we decided we would put in 
place an urban forest strategy. To do that, our 
communication with the community was about 
the targets we wanted to achieve. We wanted  
to go from 22% to 40% canopy cover, we want-
ed a diversity of species, we wanted to get the 
water back in the ground. Everybody looked at 
that and said that made sense. We specifically 
did not talk about tree species and as a result 
the Strategy was adopted. Only once it was ad-
opted did we talk about tree species and one of 
our tools was an ‘app’ - so if you walk around 
central Melbourne you can get on your phone 
- “Urban Forest Melbourne”, then as you walk 
past a tree you can click on it and it will tell you 
exactly what the tree is, how long it is going 
to live. We gave each of these trees an e-mail 
address on which to store data, but what we 
never anticipated was that people would started 
writing to our trees. They did and we replied 
and suddenly the program went viral, it went 
around the world, we got North American oaks 
writing to our oak trees, and Bloomberg picked 
up on it as well, and helped us promote it, so, 
a way of communicating in the modern world 
is not the town hall meeting. You’ve got to try 
to engage the community in a slightly different 
way and this was our way of getting hold of a 
community and being able to talk about trees. 

Integrated Action

The hardest thing in the city is to get everybody 
pulling in the same direction - partnerships. We 
all seem to have different ideas, we want to do 
everything for the first time again, so we’ve tried 
to build partnerships with everybody working 
together. Australia is one of the driest continents 
water is more valuable than gold. When it does 
rain it can be very heavy so we have the dual 
problem of not only capturing our water but 
also regulating the verland flow. To do this we 
created wetlands and we collected that water, 
we purified it, and we used the purified water to 
water the gardens. We put medians down in the 
middle of most of our streets, so that when wa-
ter rain fell on it the water soaked in and we put 
permeable asphalt on the parking bays. And we 
built large storage tanks uphill of where we get 
the flooding and if we know we’re going to get a 
heavy storm then we empty the tanks early. And 

Figure 9. Urban Forest Melbourne
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as it rains we collect that water and slow down 
the overland flow, so we limit the flooding that 
occurs in the city. We take water straight off 
the footpath into the trees, the trees are sunken 
below the ground and therefore it fills up the 
trees and goes into the surface before it goes 
into a pipe. So we try to keep the water out of 
the pipes for as long as possible and store it in 
the soil, because that’s the cheapest place for it. 

We also through this process increased our 
open spaces. For example we dug a five million 
litre tank in the middle of one of our historic 
parks by rationalising one of our depots and in 
the procees not only provided a tank but also, 
created 4,000 square metres of new park land. 
By putting that package together we could get 
the population to agree to dig that big hole in 
the park because they were getting more back 
afterwards whilst we rationalised that depot. We 
put tanks under our streets, so the water running 
down from uphill is collected in the streets, 
whilst it’s actually purified in the median, so 
that becomes your rain garden that purifies and 
we can use it in the park.

Adaptability

The greatest dilemma we have with our cities 
is how we adapt our metro areas, not only for 
climate change, but for the populations that are 
arriving in our cities? If we don’t do it, we can’t 
create a sustainable environment and we don’t 
get economic vitality or social cohesion.

We’ve done a lot of adaptation in our city and 
I have spoken about the water and ‘Postcode 
3000’ - what we’ve done in many of our areas

as we started turning our streets to green, we 
call it “Grey to Green”, and we’ve converted 
80 hectares of asphalt to parks and expanded 

----- water tanks 

---------- medians 

Figure 10. Water tanks network

5 million litre tank 

Figure 11. Five million litre tank
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footpaths over 30 years. We have designed and 
created active play spaces from roads - We took 
a 500 square metre traffic island surrounded by 
dual traffic lanes and put in a one way system 
whilst creating 5,000 square metres of public 
space. When we did the open space strategy, 
my team told me we need 700 million dollars to 
buy land for urban space that was not a reality, 
so I said no, we’re just going to take it from the 
roads and from redundant infrastructure.

One of the big project we did was with Federa-
tion Square, where we were partners with the 
state government. We had a vision back in the 
1980s of a park that could extend right around 
the edge of the city. When Federation Square 
happened we were able to take the adjacent 
railway lines down to 12, rather than 36, and 
create 8 hectares of parkland, so we got to de-
sign and build this park in the middle of this 
city. The 10 new parks we created in our central 
city were all coming back from roads. We wid-
ened footpaths, put trees down in the middle of 
roads, we took cars off the sides of the street. 
We are at the moment closing half of a road that 
used to take 30,000 vehicles, and transforming 
the areas into becoming park. And we did this 
because we had closed half of the road for the 
Commonwealth Games; and when the traffic 
dropped, we went back and converted the re-
dundant sections of road to open space.

In addition to trees and open spaces all of our 
city buildings are becoming more sustainable, 
they all reach 6-star, green star which is ‘plati-
num rated’ in the States. Not only are our build-
ings more sustainable but they perform to the h-

ighest wellness needs a fact that has become 
ioncreasingly important with COVID. For ex-
ample in Council House 2 Australia’s first 6 Star 
Green Star commercial office building the air 
comes in under the floor, it rises past your body 
which is hot and goes out of the ceiling. So in-
stead of a conventional building where air is 
blown in and circulate around thus spreading 
germs, here you’re always sitting in fresh air in 

Figure 12. From rail tracks to new public space.
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this building. CH2 is one of the first Covid-
friendly commercial office buildings. 

Moving on from the central city, what you do 
with the metro city? Melbourne is going to 
move from 5 to 10 million people by 2050, 
and it’s going to overtake Sydney in size, this 
is a huge problem but also a huge opportunity. 
10 years ago, and I published a paper called 
’Transforming Australian Cities for a Sustainable 

future.’ This tested what would happen if you 
stopped expanding the city and instead came 
back in and built density around the transport 
infrastructure: the trams, the stations, etc. A 
study of the potential showed you would only 
need to build on 7.5% of the land and no higher 
5 to 8 stories, so it’s a walk-up. The most incred-
ible thing that came out of the study, was the 
amount of money you saved on infrastructure 
- for every million people you added in the city 

Figure 13. CH2 – Post COVID Office Building of the Future
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by coming back on yourself, rather than sp-
reading out, we saved 110 billion dollars. So 
if 5 million people, 550 billion dollars saved in 
respect of infrastructure.

Conventionally, when we want to build in the 
city, we put it on the fringe, yet we’ve got a fan-
tastic gridded road system, and a radial, tram 
and train system. Studies done by Griffiths Uni-
versity shows that for people living on the fringe 
it’s getting harder and harder to afford - mort-
gage prices, petrol prices, time commuting to 
work, health, obesity - all of those things are 
suffered by those communities, but those in the 
middle, they have accessibility to everything.

The city becomes less walkable the more it be-
comes more spread out. Whenever there is a 
slight stress on the economy, the suburbs go-
ing to bankruptcy first are those on the fringe. 
We’re getting more family violence in those 
outer areas, not surprising; people are spending 
half their time commuting to work and half the 
families isolated. It sets up tensions that families 
sometimes find difficult to cope with. And the 
obesity problem is the huge cost to Australia, 58 
billion dollars in 2008 in part because people 
are not exercising, not walking.

What is the solution?  I went to Cape Town 
University in the mid-60s and when I travelled 
overseas in my fourth year as a student in 1969, 
the places that I visited were all the universities, 
they were expanding because of all the baby 
boomers coming into university and they were 
exciting architectural environments. I went 
back to Cape Town - the city stuck on the side 
of Table Mountain, designed by Herbert Baker, 

it had a heritage overlay on it and is surrounded 
by national parks. It can’t expand - it can’t go 
up, and it can’t go out. 

So the question I asked of the university is,  what 
are you going to do to absorb this growing pop-
ulation? And they said, we’ve asked a different 
question, the question we have asked is how 
well are we using the stuff that we’ve already 
got? The answer, for lecture theatres, was that 
they were only used for 17.5% of the day. So all 
they did was re-timetable. What COVID is giv-
ing us is the ability to re-timetable our city. We 
no longer have to arrive at work at eight o’clock 
in the morning and leave at five - not that all of 
us do that anyway. Cape Town tripled its student 
population without building very much over 
the past 30 years and so I said, well, if you can 
do that for a university, why can’t we do it for 
the city? So I went back to Melbourne, and we 
analysed the city, looking at every block in the 
city, and we’ve found the place to put 860,000 
people around our railway stations, what we 
called ‘activity centres’, well connected by rail, 
and that’s where the development has started to 
happen. The next thing we looked at was along 
our road based public transport corridors, our 
tram and rapid-bus corridors. If you look at the 
morphology of the city, you can see that it’s dif-
ferent around those corridors. Larger sites with 
retail and commercial activities and services. 
So our suggestion was let’s only build there 
and let’s preserve the residential areas, so we 
don’t firefight with 92.5% of the population. It 
is also becoming easier and cheaper to extend 
the tram system - in China they are using track-
less trams that come at a tenth of the cost of the 
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trams we build in Melbourne. So you can start 
to have a public transport system that can cre-
ate these high density areas. So we looked at 
every site in the city, every block, going through 
a process of elimination. We  eliminated parks, 
public buildings, heritage buildings, recent de-
velopments - what we found is that if you took 
all the blocks that could be built on and didn’t 
have any other sensitivities that normally slow 
down planning, you could get 2.4 million peo-
ple living immediately adjacent to one of those 
corridors.

What does this look like? Now you have expen-
sive infrastructure that’s already sitting in the 
city but is underutilised. Tram corridors with 
many low utilised single storey buildings    on 
either side. So we advocated for 5 to 8 stories  to 
be built just along those corridors.

Fortunately this message has penetrated and 
we are starting to get good development that is 
mixed-use, medium density, provides a good, 
active street frontage, and therefore is poten-
tially a good area for people to live, with high 
accessibility because of the trams.

The last areas we looked at were the brown and 
grey field sites; areas like our dockland, which 
has only been developed for 15 years. This and 
other similar areas will that has enabled us to 
put another 500,000 people into the Metro area.

The conclusion of this work was that Melbourne 
could easily add another 5 million people to its 
metro area by using only 7.5% of the land in and 
along transport corridors and save itself $550 
billion in infrastructure costs over 50 years.

2020 

Nicholson Street, East Brunswick  2020 – looking south to the city 

Figure 14. Nicholson Street, East Brunswick, 2010 (up); 
Nicholson Street, East Brunswick, possible future (middle); 
Nicholson Street, East Brunswick, 2020(bottom)

2010 

Nicholson Street, East Brunswick  2010 – looking south to the city POSSIBLE FUTURE 

Nicholson Street, East Brunswick – artists impression 
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Figure 15. Simulation of Planning Scheme

Known redevelopment sites 1.5% yield 500,000 persons @ 200 persons per hectare 
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In the process it would become more financial-
ly vibrant, socially cohesive and resilient to the 
onset of climate change.

I hope you have enjoyed this case study of Mel-
bourne and its lessons for how to adapt for the 
future challenges of climate change and urban-
isation. I understand that not all the ideas are 
applicable to other cities including Hong Kong, 
but I think the principles are transferable.
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