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ABSTRACT 
The Australian housing industry has been built on a multitude of unsustainable practices, contributing 
to Australia having one of the largest ecological footprints per capita worldwide. Australia’s single 
dwellings are the largest in the world, with an average floor area of 214.10 square meters. Apartment 
building may be on the rise but the latest figures by the ABS show, the average new home built in 
Australia is still ten per cent bigger than its counterpart in the United States and nine per cent bigger 
than in New Zealand. In contrast, recent statistics highlight that the average number of people per 
household has declined by almost 30 per cent over the last 50 years, with an average of only 2.6 
people per household in 2012. 
This developer driven residential building market, typically built for the nuclear family unit, is 
unsustainable on multiple levels. They comprise of large low-density properties across huge amounts 
of land, filled up to their roofs with excess goods. A changing demographic and a change in social 
structures are prompting the need to rethink the Australian housing market. In addition, climate 
changes will continue to affect the built structures of cities, suburbs and communities, significantly 
altering our environments over time, which will directly impact on how we live. 
Although smaller living or downsizing with its environmental and economic benefits is not a new 
concept, it failed to make a significant impact on our urban fabric. This paper explores the concept of 
low impact living. It will argue that we will not be able to sustain our current way of dwelling but need 
to downsize space and upsize the quality of life simultaneously. This paper will discuss a project 
explored by design students at Griffith University on integrating smaller living into the existing urban 
housing stock to offer a better range of housing options. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The housing situation in Australia is uniquely unsustainable.  
Historically, government imperatives and the impulse of resource markets strongly influenced 
settlement patterns in Australia. This has contributed to challenges of rapid population growth, urban 
sprawl, housing shortages, urban decay, increasing social segregation and the geographical, climatic, 
political and economic displacement of the disadvantaged.1  
Despite Australians’ international reputation for living comfortably and well in cities that are regularly 
judged as the “most livable” by a range of international surveys, 2 Australia is in the midst of a housing 
crisis.3  
• Housing affordability is at its all time low,  
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• Mortgage debt is amongst the highest in the world and  
• Around 60% of lower income rental households are currently experiencing rental stress. 

But the roots of this housing-affordability crisis lie in the changing demographic make-up of urban 
population. Projections of new households and dwellings for Sydney and Melbourne from 2012 to 
2022 indicate that policy makers have not grasped the scale of housing requirements for a rapidly 
changing demographic. For example, the nuclear family is currently challenged as ‘a typical 
Australian home’ by sole parent families, step- and blended families, extended families, same-sex 
families, childless households, and single -dwellers, and yet, detached housing still accounts for over 70 
per cent of new housing.4 We have a changing demographic but we still promote, market and build 
houses for the nuclear family model. Planning is out of step with the demographics. 
As Australian cities struggle to meet the housing demands of a changing and increasing population, 
they must also get ready to accommodate significant climatic changes while maintaining their 
livability and functioning as an urban system. Climate change will not only challenge the built 
infrastructure of cities, it will impact peoples lives and livelihoods in unprecedented ways.  At present 
there is no coherent, adequate response to impacts of a changing climate. Individual households, 
government departments, public services and industry are currently responding in an inefficient and 
ineffectual ad hoc manner to threats caused by extreme weather events, rain, winds, heat, fire and 
flooding.5 Australian cities need to become climate defensive.  
Thus there are two threats to the live livability of Australian cities: Housing affordability (caused by 
government policies encouraging speculative investment in housing as a commodity) and the threat of 
climate effects. Policy needs to be brought into alignment with both threats.  
Australia needs to stop building housing at the fringes of larger cities in stark contrast to the demand 
for single households and families wanting to engage and connect with one another, build sustainable 
communities and live ‘smaller’. Australia needs a more versatile housing stock. This new housing-
model must fundamentally respond to the changes that a new climate will impose on cities in coming 
years. Heat islanding, fire, extreme storms, increase drought, increased intensity of rain events and 
rising sea levels will have an unprecedented impact on urban centers. We need to build climate 
defensive cities. The appropriate response needs to be preventative, adaptive, social, economic, 
technical and cultural.6 
A studio project undertaken by undergraduate design students at Griffith University in 2015 
investigated a different housing model for Australian cities. The brief for this model was to fill the gap 
between the current development model designed to gain maximum yield for the investor and the 
future model where livability, sustainability, affordability and community living are the core values. 
The project brief asked students to develop a concept, which could catalyse an industry change. By 
modifying a typical 80m2 two-bedroom apartment and turn it into a two-bedroom apartment, students 
had to explore housing models which encourage the sharing of spaces and infrastructure. The project 
explored rethinking the notion of dwelling in response to climate change and housing affordability. 
 
THE HOUSING SITUATION 
It is well known that the predominant form of residential dwelling in Australia has historically been 
detached housing. While the total detached housing stock still accounts for over 70 per cent of new 
housing, multi-unit dwellings (semi-detached, townhouse, unit) are playing an increasingly significant 
part in the new home building market. An incremental increase in this type of residential dwelling has 
lead to a total market share of about 25 per cent in 2014.7 

This shift away from the Australian Dream of a quarter acre block for each family (originally intended 
to allow them to be self-sufficient in food8) to higher density living is seen to be a significant part of 
the answer to improving housing affordability by increasing supply. It is clear, however, that it does 
not meet the requirements of a changing demographic, or the challenges of climate change. A detailed 
study of the demographics show that not only is there a drift away from the nuclear family but also the 
younger demographic is entering the housing market later by choosing to stay at home longer or enter 
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the share-rental market. In addition, an increase in life expectancy and a shortage of aged care 
facilities encourages baby boomers to stay independent of aged care for longer. This demographic now 
prefers to downsize to multi-unit housing, which is low-maintenance and still allows for 
independence.9 
Current, developer-driven planning laws don’t meet the demands and expectations of either of these 
demographic realities. Current planning laws favour new construction without only an extremely 
modest requirement to construct and maintain affordable housing stock. As a consequence, the 
majority of new housing is pushed out to city fringes, where land is cheap and facilities absent: the 
majority of housing is based on an outdated view of what people need.  
Although there is evidence that buyers are swapping the 'traditional Aussie Dream' For High Density 
Apartments, [the housing market] is by no means reflective of todays housing needs. As a neoliberal 
nation, Australia has a reliance on the housing market to accommodate the population, and limited 
direct intervention unless forced by politics. This has produced chain effect significant policy 
failures.10  
 
The effects of those policy failures include: 
• Reduction in social housing supply  
• Escalating waiting lists  
• Rampant affordability problems in the major Australian capital cities  
• Significant under-supply of housing relative to need/demand  
• Poor quality indigenous housing  
• Overcrowding 

 
Thus, the rapid construction of inner-city apartment blocks is not doing enough to alleviate housing 
shortage, housing affordability and a push for more sustainable, well-built, prized and well-sized 
housing that builds community by encouraging shared-zones and eliminating unnecessary private 
space such as excess car parking. 
 
THE EFFECTS OF CLIMATE CHANGE ON OUR CITIES 
The changing climate demands new features of the built environment. 
Climate change and the scenarios it is likely to create will have a direct impact on the built fabric of 
our cities, their suburbs and rural communities. Understanding and recognising the severity of these 
impacts will increasingly drive the change needed in designing and building structures. Ultimately, 
buildings will need to do more than just provide protection against climatic conditions; buildings need 
to become climate defensive.11 
An important feature of future design is a reduced ecological footprint. Currently, Australia has one of 
the world’s largest ecological footprint per capita, consuming 6.6 global hectares per person. 
Australian homes are among the biggest in the world. In the past, the impact of our extravagant 
lifestyle has gone widely unnoticed, however, now that the effects are more pronounced we are 
starting to respond. The value that Australian society places on materiality and land ownership over 
environmental and human growth contributes to climate change on many levels. This needs to change. 
‘Environment Design Guide’ by Mark Snow and Deo Prasad provides a framework clearly outlining 
the ‘potential effects of climate change on buildings’. Figure 1 presents a partial list of predicted 
effects of climate change on buildings. It includes temperature rise, intense rainfall and flooding, 
intense hailstorms, more frequent and more intense cyclones, severe bushfires and dangerous 
fluctuation in humidity. Additional to the list covered in figure 1 are sea level rises, prolonged periods 
of drought and firestorms. What isn’t explicitly made clear in the ‘Environment Design Guide’ is the 
effect of climate change on urban experience beyond the buildings themselves. Individuals, 
communities, businesses and the environment will feel these broader effects. Many aspects of our 
lifestyle beyond the built environment will be radically different. 
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Figure 1. Partial list of predicted effects of climate change on buildings12 

 
 
There is an urgent need for adaptation strategies that target social, psychological, economic and 
physical processes.  Many local governments have started to realize the importance of an adaptation 
strategy in order to redirect the actions of our community through education. Widespread knowledge 
and personal responsibility of the risks causes, and effects will result in community resilience and 
flexible decision making in the future.13 
Implantation in the building and infrastructure phases needs to be actioned immediately. Architects, 
designers and builders, planners and other professionals alike will need to recognize that buildings will 
need to do more than just stand against climate change. They will need to become climate defensive. 
Fry in ‘City Futures in an Age of Changing Climate’, looks at how cities can adapt and respond to the 
unsustainable conditions they are now facing. He is calling for cities to become climate defensive. He 
argues that policy makers, architects, designers and engineers are just not currently grasping the 
implications. Fry specifies that we need to move to designing structures that can defend us from 
extreme heat, cyclonic winds, rain, drought, floods and fire.  
Our current model of urban construction attends to the socially constructed wants and desires of 
consumers in a society that values the family home as an investment, housing as a commodity and 
places no value on community. The central role of capitalism, consumerism and the nuclear family has 
had ontological effects on our image and design of the city. We have a fundamental inability to realize 
that our consumption makes us the major contributors to our ecological disruption. The narrative of 
economic growth demands that we believe that our lifestyle is inherently geared towards the 
betterment of day-to-day life. Those attempting to promote an alternative model based on community-
based economics, sustainable food production and local energy supplies are portrayed as unrealistic.14  
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MORE VERSATILITY IN HOUSING OPTIONS 
Australians live an enviable lifestyle.  
Australian cities are often perceived among the most livable by a range of international studies, the 
‘Economist Intelligence Unit Livability Ranking 2010’, positioned four of Australia's capital cities, 
including Sydney, in the top ten most livable cities in the world.15  
However, this livability index is subjective. In Australia, the focus has been to measure the general 
quality of life in a very specific area. A broader look at the impact of our urban centers reveals 
unchecked urban sprawl, vast consumption of resources and despoliation of the environment, while 
the inner-core deteriorates.  
We have seen that this pattern continues, despite some transformation of housing structures over the 
last few decades: a staggering seventy-nine per cent of Australians still live in detached dwellings, 
around 12 per cent live in apartments and nine per cent live in attached dwellings such as terrace and 
duplexes.16 The provision of housing with their traditional and conventional layouts has changed little 
over the last 60 years.17  
This is despite evidence of extensive change to the typical Australian family model.18 The ‘nuclear 
family’ is almost non-existent in Australian society today.19 The inability of the existing housing 
market to look beyond this expired phenomenon will be a significant roadblock in the process of 
innovation.20 The ageing of the population, increased single parent families, divorce, childless couples, 
migrant and same sex families are just a sample of the types of people looking for more appropriate 
housing in modern Australia.21  
For an increasing number of people, living smaller is a deliberate decision made in full cognisance of 
the challenges we face as a society. Selfish reasons, such as the economic benefits of saving money on 
heating and cooling, living a more sustainable life with reduced debt and consequently lower demands 
on the family income are factors considered when contemplating downsizing. But apart from these 
practical and financial reasons, many reduce their environmental footprint as a conscientious choice. 
In some cases mitigation of the future social impacts of climate change and the resulting 
environmental decay are also factors. The adoption of higher density living is a mitigation of the 
future increase in environmental refugees requiring housing in the cities around the world. 
Green metropolis by David Owen uses the example of New York City to show how high-density cities 
can actually be significantly more environmentally friendly than urban sprawl.22 This is mainly due to 
lower car ownership and the impact of reduced space in limiting excessive consumption.23 The close 
proximity of local destinations and the lack of public car parks mean that most residents walk or catch 
public transport to most places.24 Whilst urban sprawl may make residents feel greener it, in fact, 
increases their demands on the environment.25  The further you get from urban hubs the greater the 
distance in car travel for seemingly trivial trips.26 Should urban sprawl continue unchecked, all 
remaining green spaces idolized by the very environmentalists condemning high-density city living 
will be overrun with motorways and other infrastructure necessary to support and connect the 
population.27  
There is another significant advantage. Not only do high-density cities protect the environment they 
also encourage better communities with more vibrancy of day-to-day life.28 The residents of cities like 
New York have more access to a wider selection of activities meaning they have more human 
interaction and are reducing their individual energy consumption.29 
Australians actively need to work to promote a new residential ideal.30 The trend to larger homes and 
lower occupancy seems set to continue if nothing changes.31 The continuous over consumption of 
land, energy, and resources will soon result in the depletion of these resources and will result in 
increasing numbers of homeless people who require accommodation.32 The time required to apply 
adaptive practices is in direct contrast with the speed of building new housing and is thus discouraged 
by today’s time poor society.33 Design professionals, the professional group best positioned to re-
educate the consumers who commission these new housing projects are often moderated in their 
creative options due to the pre-conceived notions and economic interests of their clients, the investors 
in property development, real estate agencies, finance organizations, home improvement groups, 
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product manufacturers, homebuilders and décor retailers34 This broad coalition of interests constantly 
bombard home-buyers and renovators with images of the ‘ideal lifestyle’, further fuelling the 
consumption of the unsustainable.35 As this generation is chasing the ‘Great Australian Dream’ they 
are actually building the ‘Great Australian Nightmare’ for the generations to come.36 
 
LIVING SMALLER PROJECT 
This visual segment presents a studio project by Griffith University design students that sought to 
uncover a narrative of tension between our aspiration to live ‘big’ and an urgent need to rethink how 
we dwell as a response to climate change. The project titled ‘Future Living’ took place from July to 
November 2015 and created three distinct directions: 
1. The dream space of conceptual design,  
2. The material reality of housing construction, functionality and building regulations  
3. And a changing world in the face of climate change.  

Students were required to re-design a typical 80m2 two-bedroom apartment into 2 x two-bedroom 
apartments. They were asked to consider aspects of spatial planning, structure, view and 
environmental factors to produce a dwelling oriented to future requirements. 
 

 
Figure 2. Typical 80m2 two bedroom apartment 
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Figure 3. Re-designed typical apartment into 2 two bedroom apartments 

 

 
Figure 4. Perspective of re-designed apartment lounge room  

 
Figure 5. Perspective of re-designed apartment kitchen  
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Figure 6. Timeline of future problems in Brisbane  

 
As the world population increases and becomes concentrated in cities, the need to reduce the size of 
the spaces we occupy seems obvious, however, most of our existing apartments have been constructed 
according to a worldview developed in a time when the stresses our way of life placed on the planet 
were not so obvious.  
Overall, the project highlighted that too many people are oblivious to the inner workings of their 
commodities and environments, not actually understanding the role and impact that those built 
environments and artifacts play in the context of our everyday life. These things not only influence us 
directly in an anthropological sense, they create global scale ontological consequences that are 
drastically increasing in both size and significance. 
The learning journey resulted in design outcomes that showcased the re-conceptualisation of the idea 
of 'home' and the indivisible expectations that follow. The designed outcomes exhibited an aim to blur 
the boundaries of a typical home by designing a space designated for more than one purpose; 
reaffirming the idea that ‘bigger is NOT better’. 
 
CONCLUSION 
The housing crisis is a symptom of larger problems. Decades of different, but all ineffective, planning 
policies by Australian and State Governments have led to planned settlements, separated from the 
centers of activity, that become ghettos of disadvantage, In each era, planning mistakes or oversights 
have destroyed any possibility of the successful construction of community.  
Australia has a uniquely romanticised notion of home ownership. Not only is home ownership one of 
the highest globally at 70 per cent, housing is also seen as a tradable commodity and investment in 
housing a cornerstone of economic growth. This high churn of buying, selling, demolishing and 
rebuilding has contributed significantly to today’s housing crisis and has failed to supply the right type 
of housing to satisfy the needs of community. People want to live in beautiful, affordable, well-built 
and well-sized apartments designed for real life. Many of our residential buildings are too big, 
unaffordable, unsustainable and placed on city fringes disconnected from centers.  
Dwellings are also not designed and built to cope with a changing climate. Heat islanding, severe 
cyclones generating high winds and floods, fire and long periods of drought will make Australian city 
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centers and their suburbs uncomfortable places to live. Existing buildings need to be modified and 
new structures need be designed differently to accommodate a changing climate and a changing 
demographic.  
The current focus on investor specifications for maximum yield with little or no regard for the people 
who will live there or their impact on the environment needs challenging. 
The design students of today will design the homes of tomorrow and will have to meet these 
challenges directly in their professional careers. By examining the challenges of building “small” in 
the current environment they are better equipped to meet these challenges and inform the design 
decisions of future clients and the governments, investors and financial interests that have a vested 
interest in continuing the current, unsustainable models that place the future livability of our cities in 
such danger. 
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