
 

Improving Melbourne: preventing and addressing disadvantage  1 

  

Improving Melbourne: 
preventing and addressing 
disadvantage 
VCOSS submission to the Plan Melbourne 
Refresh Discussion Paper 
December 2015 

Title Goes Here 

across two lines 

Subtitle (if required) across 

two lines 

00 Month Year 



 

Improving Melbourne: preventing and addressing disadvantage  2 

About VCOSS 

The Victorian Council of Social Service (VCOSS) is 

the peak body of the social and community sector in 

Victoria. VCOSS members reflect the diversity of the 

sector and include large charities, peak 

organisations, small community services, advocacy 

groups, and individuals interested in social policy. In 

addition to supporting the sector, VCOSS represents 

the interests of vulnerable and disadvantaged 

Victorians in policy debates and advocates for the 

development of a sustainable, fair and equitable 

society. 

Authorised by: 

 Chief Executive Officer 

© Copyright 2015  

Victorian Council of Social Service 

Victorian Council of Social Service 

Level 8, 128 Exhibition Street 

Melbourne, Victoria, 3000 

+61 3 9235 1000 

For enquiries: 

 

Policy and Programs Manager 

 



 

Improving Melbourne: preventing and addressing disadvantage  1 

Contents 

Acronyms ........................................................................................................................................ 2 

Executive Summary ........................................................................................................................ 3 

Recommendations .......................................................................................................................... 4 

Lead through engagement and collaboration .................................................................................. 5 

Put people at the centre of Plan Melbourne ............................................................................. 5 

Take stewardship of urban change and collaborate to achieve broader goals ......................... 6 

An enduring plan is adaptive and measures success ...................................................................... 8 

Plan for versatility and resilience in an uncertain future ........................................................... 8 

Monitor by regularly reporting outcomes .................................................................................. 9 

Adapt to population change and reduce inequality ........................................................................ 10 

Adapt to demographic change ............................................................................................... 10 

Address socio-economic disparity ......................................................................................... 11 

Make housing affordable ............................................................................................................... 12 

Improve and define housing affordability ............................................................................... 12 

Use planning tools to overcome market failure ...................................................................... 13 

Improve the standard of housing ........................................................................................... 14 

Plan liveable neighbourhoods with community infrastructure ........................................................ 15 

Liveable neighbourhoods require local access to jobs and services ...................................... 15 

Deliver a pipeline of social and community infrastructure through social planning, especially in 

growth areas ......................................................................................................................... 16 

Strategically locate urban intensification ................................................................................ 17 

Prioritise land use that supports public transport corridors ............................................................ 19 

 

  



 

Improving Melbourne: preventing and addressing disadvantage  2 

Acronyms 

MPA  Metropolitan Planning Authority 

NDIS  National Disability Insurance Scheme 

NRZ  Neighbourhood Residential Zone 

PPTN  Principle Public Transport Network 

RGZ  Residential Growth Zone 

SDGs  Sustainable Development Goals 

VCOSS Victorian Council of Social Service 

  



 

Improving Melbourne: preventing and addressing disadvantage  3 

Executive Summary 

VCOSS welcomes this opportunity to contribute to the ‘refresh’ of Plan Melbourne, and commends 

the Victorian Government for undertaking a review of Plan Melbourne.  

Planning and the urban environment affect the quality of life and the opportunities available for 

people experiencing disadvantage. By clearly defining the social outcomes Plan Melbourne is 

seeking to achieve, and providing additional concrete mechanisms to achieve them, the Plan can 

more strongly support every Victorians chance to lead a good life. 

Plan Melbourne in its current form has a number of shortcomings and this review provides the 

Victorian Government with an opportunity to address these problems. Some of these include: 

 The current plan does not clearly articulate the social outcomes it seeks to influence, and 

requires a broader view and collaborative actions to shape positive futures for communities 

in Melbourne 

 The existing plan is rigid and prescriptive in its assumptions meaning it can become quickly 

outdated and not provide flexibility for how the city might adapt in different circumstances 

 There is an increasing spatial divide and concentration of disadvantage, which the current 

plan has not ameliorated 

 Housing affordability has declined markedly in the past few years and the current plan does 

not adequately address this persistent problem, which further reinforces inequality 

 New suburbs are struggling to provide the necessary social and community infrastructure in 

time to prevent disadvantage 

 The future mobility patterns of Melbourne are uncertain and matching planning with public 

transport needs has been insufficient. 

VCOSS believes that Plan Melbourne can have a far stronger focus on reducing spatial disparities 

in socio-economic status; providing more affordable, better located and higher quality housing; 

improving mobility and access to opportunities, and creating inclusive and connected communities. 

The Metropolitan Planning Authority (MPA), soon to become the Victorian Planning Authority can 

provide leadership in achieving the outcomes embedded in Plan Melbourne by engaging in deeper 

collaboration with other government agencies, community organisations and businesses to steer 

cooperative efforts to achieve them. By also engaging more deeply with the community, including 

listening to the voices of Victorians experiencing disadvantage, it can give every citizen equal 

attention in the Plan, and more strongly articulate the improvements in their lives it could produce. 

This submission outlines broad recommendations for improving Plan Melbourne. We look forward 

to working with the Victorian Government and the MPA to achieve better social outcomes for every 

Victorian.   
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Recommendations 

Lead through engagement and collaboration  

 Include broad social objectives in Plan Melbourne, including reducing disadvantage and 

inequality, and improving accessibility, mobility and affordability 

 Become stewards of urban development by taking a collaborative approach to achieving 

broader goals and establishing co-operative relationships, moving beyond a narrow focus 

on development control 

An enduring plan is adaptive and measures success 

 Make sure Plan Melbourne provides guidance in an uncertain future by incorporating 

versatility and resilience in the document 

 Regularly report on broad social, economic and environmental outcomes, and not only on 

immediate outputs 

Adapt to population change and reduce inequality 

 Outline mechanisms to adapt local communities to changing needs from demographic 

change 

 Identify strategies to reduce geographic disparities in socio-economic status 

Make housing affordable 

 Include a definition of affordable housing in Plan Melbourne 

 Include mechanisms to leverage additional social and affordable housing dwellings through 

urban redevelopment 

 Improve standards for energy efficiency and adaptability in new housing 

Plan liveable neighbourhoods with community infrastructure 

 Identify the range of local services required for a 20-minute city 

 Create a pipeline of social and community infrastructure required in new suburbs, with 

timelines for delivery 

 Ensure urban intensification is strategically located 

Prioritise land use that supports public transport corridors 

 Include transport corridors in Plan Melbourne, which support the development of high 

capacity public transport routes by intensifying land use along their length 
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Lead through engagement and 

collaboration  

Recommendations 

• Include broad social objectives in Plan Melbourne, including reducing disadvantage 
and inequality, and improving accessibility, mobility and affordability 

• Become stewards of urban development by taking a collaborative approach to 
achieving broader goals and establishing co-operative relationships, moving beyond 
a narrow focus on development control 

 

Put people at the centre of Plan Melbourne 

The interaction between people and the urban environment helps shape their lives. People’s 

quality of life is affected by where they live, the access to services and opportunities they have, the 

quality and amenity of their environments, and the relationships they forge in their communities. 

Plan Melbourne should document how the urban environment creates positive and negative effects 

and impacts on equity. Planning is ultimately about people, and the positive changes in people’s 

lives needs to be front and centre of Plan Melbourne. Success of urban policy is not solely about 

whether buildings and infrastructure are delivered on time in the right place, it is more importantly 

about making improvements in how people live.  

Plan Melbourne can more clearly articulate the social outcomes it is seeking to influence. While the 

tools of urban planning often concentrate on the built environment, the urban form is a means to an 

end, which is ultimately an equitable, resilient, and sustainable society. By stating its social 

objectives, and the tangible improvements expected for people’s lives, Plan Melbourne can more 

strongly resonate with the people of Melbourne, and provide a better framework for identifying 

weaknesses in the plan, improve judgements about the appropriate subordinate planning policies, 

and provide a broader set of measures for success.  

VCOSS considers that Plan Melbourne can include social objectives such as: 

 Reducing disadvantage and poverty  

 Reducing geographic disparities in access to services and opportunities 

 Supporting affordable living 

 Improving mobility options and affordability 

 Promoting social inclusion, by improving community connectedness and opportunities for 

social and economic participation. 
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Plan Melbourne can be an articulation of the future of Melbourne, owned by its citizens. By taking a 

deeper approach to engaging people living in Melbourne, the MPA can more closely reflect their 

aspirations. Due to statutory requirements, planning engagement often takes a very formal, highly 

structured form. VCOSS would encourage the MPA to supplement these mechanisms with more 

informal, community-orientated engagement mechanisms to reach beyond stakeholders with a 

close interest in planning decisions. In particular, we would encourage the MPA to form 

relationships with people and their representatives of more disadvantaged communities, who 

otherwise would not have their aspirations or voices heard in planning discussions. 

Community organisations excel at engaging with people experiencing disadvantage and poverty, 

and can often assist in linking vulnerable communities with public agencies to deepen their 

understanding and access to a broader range of citizens than might otherwise engage. By 

establishing strong links with the community sector, the MPA can improve its capability to include 

the needs and aspirations of all Victorians in undertaking its role. This can enable all citizens to 

have an equal voice in determining the future of their city, and not be drowned out by narrow 

interests. 

VCOSS also encourages Plan Melbourne to incorporate goals and objectives that are not in the 

sole control of land use planning. People’s lives are integrated, and do readily compartmentalise 

into elements under the influence of a particular government agency. By ensuring people’s broad 

aspirations and values for their city and communities are ‘in scope’ of Plan Melbourne, the MPA 

can work better to guide Melbourne’s development into an equitable, sustainable and connected 

metropolis. 

Take stewardship of urban change and collaborate to achieve broader goals 

The MPA has the opportunity to be at the forefront of planning practice by undertaking a broader 

stewardship role for urban change, and moving beyond a narrow traditional role of merely 

determining land use policies and enforcing them. Cities are incredibly complicated, and urban 

change involves a plethora of agencies, organisations, business and communities. The elements 

driving change in Melbourne necessarily lie beyond the statutory planning system, and need to be 

brought together to successfully steer the evolution of the city. This means the MPA requires the 

capability to engage, co-ordinate and collaborate with other government agencies, community 

organisations and the private sector in co-operative relationships that bring together disparate 

actors in urban development, including combining both physical infrastructure with social 

infrastructure such as community services, social connectedness and community relationships. 

Communities are shaped not only by planning policies, but by the aspirations of the people living in 

them, the services that are provided in them, the businesses that operate in them, and the social 

connections formed by families, friendships and community groups’ activities. By helping align and 

co-ordinate the facilities and relationships that underpin these activities, such as by working with 

others to ensure essential social and community infrastructure needs are identified and delivered, 

communities can be assisted to thrive and avoid detrimental social and economic outcomes. 
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By becoming stewards of Melbourne’s urban evolution, the MPA can have a greater positive 

impact on people’s lives. In fulfilling this role, the MPA can bring together people and organisations 

to solve complex problems that require many participants to act in concert. It can also assist Plan 

Melbourne in becoming a ‘living document’, and reduce the risk that its vision is left unfilled by 

fragmented and siloed approaches to implementation. 
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An enduring plan is adaptive and 

measures success 

Recommendations 

• Make sure Plan Melbourne provides guidance in an uncertain future by incorporating 
versatility and resilience in the document 

• Regularly report on broad social, economic and environmental outcomes, and not 
only on immediate outputs 

 

Plan for versatility and resilience in an uncertain future 

Plan Melbourne can become a more enduring guide for Melbourne if it recognises that future is 

uncertain and unpredictable. People who experience disadvantage often experience the worst 

effects of poor planning decisions, such as living in outdated or poorly located housing, or in the 

most polluted, poorly designed or less safe neighbourhoods as they are more affordable due to 

lower demand. We observe that regional variations in exposure to urban hazards, such as air and 

noise pollution, or exposure to heat island effects, often overlap with areas of socio-economic 

disadvantage.1 

A weakness of the existing plan is that it is built on multiple assumptions about what the future 

holds, rather than canvassing a multiplicity of possibilities and providing guidance about how the 

city might adapt in different circumstances. It also allows more flexibility for the Plan to inform 

future choices if its underlying projections are incorrect. A rigid plan based on fixed assumptions 

can quickly become dated and can cease to be ‘fit-for-purpose’, necessarily requiring a new 

iteration to be developed. The proposed use of 5-year implementation plans is one step in this 

direction, but further consideration could be made of whether more flexibility could be incorporated 

into the existing plan. 

The quick succession of metropolitan planning strategies for Melbourne provides a cautionary note 

in making plans too rigid. Many parameters can vary widely over decades, such as population 

growth rates, including levels of migration and fertility, household formation patterns and 

household size, mobility options and preferences, the location of employment and economic 

                                                

1 Loughnan M et al, A spatial vulnerability analysis of urban populations during extreme heat events in Australian capital cities, National 

Climate Change Adaptation Research Facility, Gold Coast, 2013 
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activity, housing needs and preferences, or the ‘life-cycle’ of greenfield development. By basing 

Plan Melbourne on the assumption of a single path trajectory, it gives little insight into how to 

manage a radically different scenario. For instance, if population growth is significantly more or 

less than projected, how will the city respond?  

VCOSS recommends an alternative approach, which incorporates versatility and resilience, and is 

able to accommodate deviations from current projections. Firstly, by identifying the outcomes the 

plan seeks to achieve for people, more strategic guidance can be given to adapting land use and 

other policies as circumstances dictate. Secondly, by identifying risks to people’s wellbeing, the 

plan can articulate strategies to both prevent risks from eventuating, or adapt in those 

circumstance to prevent negative effects.  

VCOSS encourages incorporation of social and environmental resilience into Plan Melbourne, and 

welcomes greater focus on housing affordability and risks of climate change as examples of this. 

VCOSS has previously identified many of the risks facing Victorians experiencing disadvantage 

from increases in extreme weather due to climate change.2 In particular, VCOSS recommends 

reducing the risks of heatwaves,3 Victoria’s most fatal disaster, by ensuring buildings have high 

energy efficiency and can be easily cooled, as well as reducing urban heat island effects. 

Monitor by regularly reporting outcomes 

For a plan to be durable, it requires good mechanisms to measure progress over its lifetime. 

VCOSS endorses the proposal to make regular reporting a feature of Plan Melbourne. 

VCOSS encourages outcome measurement as a more useful mechanism to determine whether 

Plan Melbourne maintains its relevance over time. By identifying outcomes for people, such as 

housing affordability, personal mobility, and geographic inequalities in socio-economic status, the 

ongoing relevance of the Plan and the achievements of its objectives can be assessed. Measuring 

‘outputs’, such as dwelling commencements, property prices, or the value of investment is less 

useful, as it gives little indication of whether broader social objectives are being achieved. 

Reference to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), as suggested by the Discussion Paper, 

could be a useful mechanism in determining more holistic outcome measures of success, and also 

provide assistance to achieving Australia’s commitment to the SDGs. 

 

  

                                                

2
 Victorian Council of Social Service, Disaster and Disadvantage: Social Vulnerability in emergency management, 2014 

3
 Victorian Council of Social Service, Feeling the Heat: Heatwaves and Social Vulnerability in Victoria, March 2013 
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Adapt to population change and reduce 

inequality 

Recommendations 

• Outline mechanisms to adapt local communities to changing needs from 
demographic change 

• Identify strategies to reduce geographic disparities in socio-economic status 

 

Adapt to demographic change  

The composition of our community is changing, and the planning system requires the capacity to 

adapt to changing needs. Local areas can experience relatively rapid demographic change, which 

can result in very different requirements for housing, mobility and the range of services they need 

to access. The trajectory of these changes can be unpredictable, and planning needs to 

incorporate the capability not only to ‘predict and provide’ for the future needs of communities, but 

also monitor, assess and adapt to change as it happens. 

Currently, Melbourne’s population is growing, ageing, and has increasingly diverse cultural and 

ethnic backgrounds. The composition of households is also changing, with a greater proportion of 

single person households, single parent households, and couples without children. More people 

are renting their housing, and fewer own their homes outright. 

We also see changes in the pattern of urban development, and it is important to observe that the 

‘life-cycle’ of suburban development in the past may not predict the future. In contrast to the view 

presented by the discussion paper, we observe that the trajectory of greenfield suburbs may now 

be quite different from the experience of the 1950’s and 60’s.4 A greater proportion of greenfield 

housing is purchased by investors and rented, often producing communities with a lower socio-

economic profile than in the past. Where homes are purchased by young families, we observe that 

often they are more mobile, and instead of settling for decades and raising families in new 

suburbs, they may move relatively quickly to more established suburbs once they have begun to 

build some equity in their home, and re-finance their mortgage to purchase in a more desirable 

location.  

Another change is the greater participation of women in the workforce, unlike the 1950s. Whereas 

once women staying at home provided much of the (unpaid) community development work in new 

                                                

4
 Victorian Government, Plan Melbourne Refresh Discussion Paper, p.49 
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suburbs, establishing local community groups and organising communal social activities. In 

contemporary Australia, most working age women are employed with more than 75 per cent of 

women aged between the age of 20 and 54 participating in the labour market. 5 Labour market 

participation for women drops after the age of 55 but still the majority of women (56.5 per cent) 

aged between 55 and 64 work.6 Therefore we cannot make assumptions that these historical 

patterns of community building or place making will continue into the future, with time poor 

residents often commuting long distances to work. This also changes the immediacy of the need 

for services, for instance childcare, to be available in new suburbs, as time-poor families require 

them in order to maintain their financial responsibilities. They cannot wait for them to be steadily 

developed over time. 

At the same time, a more disadvantaged cohort may locate to these areas in search of cheaper 

rental housing, including low-asset retirees or newly arrived migrants, requiring a very different mix 

of social and transport infrastructure than the traditional group of employed young families.  

A further difference is the increasing tendency for young adults to remain in the family home for an 

extended period. While in the past, young people may have relatively quickly left home on 

becoming employed or attending university, increasing number now continue living with their 

parents, often driven by financial necessity.  

Address socio-economic disparity 

VCOSS is concerned at the spatial divide occurring in Melbourne, with people experiencing 

disadvantage increasingly pushed to the edges of the city in search of affordable housing, in 

contrast to previous decades where poverty was associated with the inner city. The changing 

economic structure of the city, with well-paid, secure employment increasingly concentrated in the 

centre of the city, has led to the gentrification of inner suburbs and pushed out often vulnerable 

communities to less accessible locations. 

This has led to the concentration of disadvantage in a number of outer-suburban areas, which are 

often disproportionately represented in indicators of social disadvantage.7 The planning system 

needs to engage with the drivers causing this ‘suburbanisation of poverty’, both in reducing its 

causes by leveraging greater housing affordability in more accessible locations, and by creating 

opportunities, supporting development of services assisting people experiencing disadvantage in 

these new locations, and improving mobility for people to access valuable opportunities elsewhere. 

  

                                                

5
 Australian Bureau of Statistics,  4125.0 Gender Indicators, Australia, August 2015 

6
 Ibid. 

7
 T Vinson & M Rawsthorne, Dropping of the Edge 2015: Persistent communal disadvantage in Australia, Jesuit Social Services and 

Catholic Social Services Australia 
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Make housing affordable 

Recommendations 

• Include a definition of affordable housing in Plan Melbourne 

• Include mechanisms to leverage additional social and affordable housing dwellings 
through urban redevelopment 

• Improve standards for energy efficiency and adaptability in new housing 

 

Improve and define housing affordability 

Melbourne has seen drastic rises in housing costs over the last two decades, placing a substantial 

obstacle to accommodation security for those with few resources. Not only have housing costs 

increased for both purchasers and renters, but the available housing at the more affordable end of 

the market has been increasingly located in inaccessible locations. For purchasers, lower priced 

housing is predominantly located in new urban developments on the fringe of the city, with poor 

access and few services. In the private rental market, a shortage of low-cost rental properties 

means there is little incentive for landlords to attend to maintenance of housing stock. Concern has 

become more pronounced regarding exploitative practices in the private rental market, including 

the practice of short-term letting in overcrowded properties. At the same time, there is little 

expansion in the availability of social housing properties, meaning there is no ‘safety valve’ for low-

income renters to ensure they can secure affordable accommodation.  

Plan Melbourne should incorporate stronger mechanisms to leverage more affordable and social 

housing. To be most effective, this requires collaborative engagement with other parts of 

government, community organisations and the private sector in order to build a package of reforms 

and incentives to improve housing affordability. However, this should not mean that housing 

affordability is considered beyond the scope of the land use planning system. Planning has 

important consequences for housing affordability, and has important levers affecting affordability, 

which require coordination with other policies. 

A first step within Plan Melbourne is to include a firm definition of housing affordability, which can 

help focus efforts on the centre of the problem. VCOSS endorses use of the 30/40 rule, where 

affordable housing is when the cost of housing is less than 30 per cent of gross income for 

households in the bottom 40 per cent of the equivalised household income distribution. VCOSS is 

aware that many claims are made that development will improve housing affordability, when it is 

clear that sale prices will not provide affordable housing by this definition. By clearly defining the 

people affordable housing is aimed at assisting, more focused effort can be directed at the 

problem. 
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Use planning tools to overcome market failure 

Housing markets do not behave in line with simple economic theories. They are heavily distorted 

and regulated, with multiple tax and transfer distortions, as well as planning controls and building 

regulations affecting their operation. They also do not align with conventional notions of supply and 

demand, for instance, housing demand is frequently observed to increase in response to rising 

prices, which is the opposition of conventional economic theory. This makes housing markets 

potential prone to asset bubbles, and requires regulation to prevent economic disruptions as a 

result. Housing markets also exhibit elements of market failure, as they are often unable to match 

housing needs with new supply. We frequently observe that the greatest need in the Melbourne 

housing market is at the affordable end, but new supply often provides expensive housing aimed at 

higher income earners. 

Rapid growth in housing prices harms affordability, and more so if rent prices escalate at the same 

time. However, the type and price of new housing supply is an important part of reducing 

affordability, and not only the simple quantity of dwellings produced. If new dwellings are 

unaffordable, or are left empty8 by investors seeking capital gain or safe assets, increasing supply 

will not address housing affordability. Similarly, the demand side of the market can affect its 

operation. If demand from investors focuses on high cost properties, then it will do little to reduce 

housing affordability for low income households, even if the properties are rented. Similarly, high 

demand from investors can crowd out owner-occupiers, including moderate income first home 

buyers. 

Plan Melbourne has a strong focus on the diversity of housing stock. While having a diversity of 

dwelling types, such as detached homes, semi-detached townhouses, or apartment buildings 

helps cater to a variety of household preferences, it has little effect on affordability if all those 

dwelling types are too expensive. Merely providing a diversity of housing types does not, in itself, 

provide choice or improve housing affordability. Plan Melbourne should give equal emphasis to 

providing housing choices for low-income households, as well as those with greater resources. 

Plan Melbourne should incorporate planning levers that mandate and encourage growth in social 

and affordable housing. This can include: 

 Inclusionary zoning: Mandating a proportion of social and affordable housing in multi-unit 

development. Inclusionary zoning is used wisely in international jurisdictions with success9 

 Density bonuses: By allowing additional units to be incorporated in a development 

including social and affordable housing, any additional costs associated with its production 

can be offset 

 Reducing unnecessary planning restrictions: by reducing planning restrictions 

associated with construction of social and affordable housing, such as reduced parking 

requirements, or allowing more rapid development approvals, cost reductions can be 

achieved. 

                                                

8
 C Cashmore, Speculative Vacancies 8: The empty properties ignored by statistics, Prosper Australia, December 2015. 

9
 N Gurran, V Milligan, D Baker, LB Bugg & S Christensen, New directions in planning for affordable housing: Australian and 

international evidence and implications, AHURI, June 2008 
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These elements could form part of a whole-of-government affordable housing strategy, but should 

be included in Plan Melbourne as part of the MPA’s role in supporting that strategy. 

Improve the standard of housing 

It is not only the availability of housing that affects people experiencing disadvantage, it is also its 

standard. The design and features of dwellings affect their running costs and adaptability for 

changes in people’s capability over their lifetime. 

VCOSS welcomes proposals to reduce energy use, both by individual households and businesses 

and by the city in aggregate. We encourage use of the planning system and building code to 

incorporate life cycle energy use, understanding that savings in building materials to construct low-

cost housing may ultimately be borne by the resident through higher energy costs. By 

incorporating more stringent energy efficiency requirements into new buildings, as well as reducing 

urban forms that trap heat, low income Victorians can potentially reduce risks associated with 

extreme weather and climate change, as well as reduce the running costs of their home. 

Population ageing also has consequences for the built environment. Older people may require 

different housing options, especially for older people retiring without owning their own home. In 

addition, older people who do own their own home may wish to have both the option to stay in their 

family home, or to change their living arrangements but remain in their community. Housing that is 

easily modified to accommodate changing capabilities, such as the ability to install ramps, rails and 

to be able to move through the home without stairs helps people remain in their homes for longer 

while maintaining their independence. The prevalence of easily adaptable housing could be 

improved by requiring it in new housing.  

These features are also important for people with disabilities, who may have more capacity to 

sustain independent housing with increased support from the National Disability Insurance 

Scheme (NDIS). Population ageing also has implication for urban mobility patterns, as people no 

longer working have very different patterns of movement through the city, and requires improved 

infrastructure, such as accessible public transport, to accommodate it. 
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Plan liveable neighbourhoods with 

community infrastructure 

Recommendations 

• Identify the range of local services required for a 20-minute city 

• Create a pipeline of social and community infrastructure required in new suburbs, 
with timelines for delivery 

• Ensure urban intensification is strategically located 

 

Liveable neighbourhoods require local access to jobs and services 

VCOSS welcomes direction to more deeply embed the concept of a 20-minute city into Plan 

Melbourne, where neighbourhoods have a range of basic services available within a 20 minute 

walk.  VCOSS proposes that this includes human services, such as primary health care, access to 

medicines, allied health services such as dentistry, early childhood education and care, primary 

and secondary education, and range of local community services, such as a neighbourhood 

house, emergency relief and community information services, and aged care and disability 

services, among others. It could also include municipal services, such as local libraries, sport and 

recreation facilities, and parkland; and basic commercial services, such as local access to fresh 

food, banking and financial services, and personal care. 

The MPA could have a role in identifying the range of local services required for the 20-minute city 

concept to be realised, and then have a role in monitoring their provision. Where a service is 

identified as ‘missing’ from a neighbourhood, the MPA could collaborate with local government, 

other government agencies, business organisations, the community sector and local residents to 

facilitate its delivery in that location. Merely by identifying gaps in service delivery for local 

communities, attention can be drawn to the services lacked by local communities, helping spur 

government and community action to redress their absence. 

However, the Discussion Paper’s stress that this should explicitly exclude creating local jobs is 

puzzling. Given that Plan Melbourne incorporates the ideas of an employment-intensive central 

business district, along with a poly-centric model of employment centres located elsewhere, it is 

uncontroversial to suggest that some people may have to travel beyond their local neighbourhood 

for work. This would similarly include other opportunities such as acute hospital services or tertiary 

education facilities, where there is little expectation that every neighbourhood would have local 

facilities.  
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Yet that should not discourage local neighbourhoods to expand local employment, and planning 

system should not present a barrier to local employment generation where this is compatible with a 

neighbourhood setting. Where employment and other higher-order opportunities require travel 

beyond local communities, Plan Melbourne should prioritise good local public transport 

connections to facilitate this movement. Good local transport provides fast and frequent services to 

employment, education and healthcare centres, and requires more than a slow, circuitous local 

bus service running once an hour. 

Deliver a pipeline of social and community infrastructure through social planning, 
especially in growth areas 

The development of vibrant local neighbourhoods is especially important in growth areas. As 

previously discussed, the ‘life cycle’ of greenfield suburbs is changing, with more disadvantaged 

populations migrating to the outer suburbs, and contemporary families being time-poor, without the 

time to complete many tasks previously undertaken by women who did not participate in 

employment. This means that services need to be delivered much faster to new communities than 

in the 1950s and 60s for them to function effectively, and waiting for them to gradually be delivered 

risks entrenching disadvantage in those places if they do not materialise. 

This means that the MPA needs to continue to engage with communities as they develop, beyond 

the development of local precinct structure plans. The MPA can develop its social planning 

capabilities, and work with local government, other government agencies and local community and 

business organisations to support the speedy development of local services. By having a social 

and community infrastructure pipeline planned for new community, and ongoing oversight of its 

delivery, new communities can be supported to thrive, and avoid risks of becoming locations of 

entrenched disadvantage. 

Case Study: Growth Areas Social Planning Tool10 

The Growth Areas Social Planning Tool – Putting People First – was developed by 

Melbourne’s Growth Councils together with a range of community service organisations, 

developers and peak bodies including VCOSS. The tool was developed to ensure we don’t 

just build new developments or new suburbs, but focus from the start on creating new 

communities. The tool has developed as a website that: 

• articulates a vision of community wellbeing 

• establishes the guiding principles for social planning 

• outlines a process for local government to establish partnerships with internal 
departments and external stakeholders 

• provides resources and relevant links to inform decision-making, implementation and 
evaluation 

                                                

10
 The Growth Areas Social Planning Tool, http://www.socialplanningtool.net.au/  

 

http://www.socialplanningtool.net.au/
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• provides resources to assist stakeholders in advocating for growth area social 
planning 

• provides practitioners with an avenue to interact with one another and share good 
practice. 

 

Strategically locate urban intensification 

Melbourne will potentially experience large growth in the coming decades, and a central concern of 

Plan Melbourne is helping shape where those additional people will live. VCOSS is concerned that 

the historical focus on greenfield suburban development is increasingly unsuitable for 

accommodating most of that growth, as the social and community infrastructure required for these 

communities to function effectively cannot keep pace with the speed of urban expansion. 

The alternative is to more readily accommodate population growth within the existing urban area. 

This has benefits of being able to use existing urban infrastructure, although this is not always 

sufficient, and must also be expanded to respond to population growth. It has the additional benefit 

of often being closer to existing jobs and services than greenfield sites, and new residents can 

benefit from accessing existing local social connections, community groups and recreational 

opportunities, rather than having to travel long distances or wait long periods for these to evolve in 

new locations. 

The Discussion Paper lists the options of adopting stronger protections for the urban growth 

boundary, and setting a target of 70 per cent of new dwellings to be located in the existing urban 

boundary. These ideas are welcome, but their utility must be assessed by whether they achieve 

the objective of slowing greenfield development to a pace where social and community 

infrastructure can keep up, without negatively affecting housing affordability. The essential element 

to achieving this is making sure there are sufficient opportunities for urban intensification in the 

‘middle suburbs’, to prevent rapid property price escalation or acceleration of greenfield land 

development. 

Central to creating these opportunities is effective and strategy use of residential zoning. The 

Discussion paper demonstrates the significant regional variation in the application of the Reformed 

Residential Zones, with the Eastern Region using the more restrictive Neighbourhood Residential 

Zone (NRZ) to cover twice the proportion of residential land compared to any other region. There 

has also been very little use of the most intensive residential zoning, the Residential Growth Zone 

(RGZ), which applies to only 1 per cent of the residential area. 

However, the strategic location of zonings is as important to achieving the desired outcomes as the 

proportion of residential land where zones are applied. Consistent use of zonings across 

Melbourne helps ensure that the most appropriate locations for intensification are identified. 

Ideally, locations close to high quality, fast and frequent public transport should be identified for 

more intensive development, while areas where increased density does not offer these 

opportunities should be avoided. In reviewing the Reformed Residential Zones, particular attention 

should be paid to instances where the intensification of high amenity and highly accessible 



 

Improving Melbourne: preventing and addressing disadvantage  18 

locations is prevented by the use of the NRZ, and an alternative zoning considered in these 

places. 

Similarly, urban intensification in less accessible locations has a higher risk of producing negative 

social outcomes. Creating very dense communities that lack good public transport access and are 

distant from valuable employment and service opportunities has the potential to contribute to the 

creation and concentration of disadvantage in places where it is difficult to address. 
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Prioritise land use that supports public 

transport corridors 

Recommendation 

• Include transport corridors in Plan Melbourne, which support the development of high 
capacity public transport routes by intensifying land use along their length 

 

A liveable city has high mobility, allowing people to easily travel to locations where they can work, 

learn, receive essential social and community services and participate in community life. While a 

focus on developing the 20-minute neighbourhood can reduce the need for people to travel long 

distances, many opportunities are likely to continue to require city-wide mobility. Public transport is 

a more efficient means of moving people through the urban landscape, requiring less land 

dedicated to transport networks, and having lower overall costs when private expenditure is 

included. Many people are unable or cannot afford to drive a private vehicle, and their mobility 

needs should have equal status in planning for mobility. 

The future mobility patterns of Melbourne are uncertain. The existing size and intensification of the 

city are placing higher demands on transport infrastructure, climate change and energy costs are 

influencing transport choices, and the possibilities of technology are making future mobility 

patterns more uncertain. The potential for driverless vehicles to play a role in future mobility is one 

possibility, which equally applies to public transport modes, where driverless trains, trams and 

buses could possibly reduce costs and make more intensive use of transport investments. The 

mobility needs of communities is also unclear, with changing demographics affecting transport 

patterns, and the potential of information and communications technology creating possibilities that 

could replace transport journeys.  

Plan Melbourne needs to incorporate this uncertainty, providing pathways that can respond and 

adapt to different scenarios. Land use and transport planning need to integrate more closely, and 

move beyond ‘predict and provide’ models which assume fixed transport mode-splits, and allow for 

uncertainty about future mobility needs and technologies. Land use and transport planning should 

avoid creating an urban form that ‘locks in’ a particular mode, especially where this may only suit 

particular demographics, and leaves other people with few alternatives. 

VCOSS applauds the idea proposed by the Ministerial Advisory Council of identifying transport 

corridors that link together significant activity centres. The complements and strengthens the 

concept of a ‘polycentric city’, which requires strong mobility between centres as its spreads 

economic activity more evenly throughout the city. VCOSS is concerned that the Discussion Paper 



 

Improving Melbourne: preventing and addressing disadvantage  20 

has considered this ‘out of scope’, and urges reconsideration of the ability to more strongly reflect 

the concept in Plan Melbourne. 

As a first step, including the Principle Public Transport Network (PPTN) in Plan Melbourne is a 

useful addition. But alone, it will not strengthen public transport corridors. The PPTN is envisaged 

to be a network of high capacity, high frequency public transport services, including bus corridors. 

However, for these to actually eventuate, they need to be supported by land use compatible with 

high capacity movements. This means making sure that intensive land use is located along the 

corridor, such as higher density housing and commercial centres, so sufficient ‘trip generators’ are 

present to justify a high capacity and frequent service. VCOSS is concerned that Plan Melbourne 

omits this direction, and current practice does not support it. For instance, greenfield precinct 

structure plans often do not locate high intensity land use adjacent to the PPTN, or prioritise high 

quality interchanges in the network. Similarly, land adjacent to the PPTN in existing areas should 

be identified for more intensive land use, and avoid restrictive residential zonings. 

More generally, road network design can inhibit or prevent efficient public transport. In new 

suburbs, if the road network is not designed to allow relatively straight bus routes to be 

incorporated, then the ability of bus services to be delivered is curtailed. Efficient public transport 

networks form ‘grid’ or ‘web’ like structures, containing straight lines, but are inhibited by highly 

branching or circuitous road networks. Transport corridors need to be ‘serviceable’, and this is 

currently not sufficiently incorporated into planning processes that merely identify a ‘bus-capable 

road’, and do not consider whether efficient service routes can be created there. 

The Discussion Paper also notes a possible option to identify future tram extension. VCOSS 

welcomes this direction, but notes that these need to be designed to support good service. Public 

transport routes should be designed to deliver people to the places they want to reach, such as 

their job, their school or health centre. They should not be designed to try force people to travel to 

a particular location. Ideally, new tram lines would provide good connections to multiple 

destinations, and not terminate in isolated ‘dead ends’. 
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