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August 2018  

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the June 2018 draft Central 

Melbourne Design Guide (CMDG). 

Master Builders supports the intent of the draft CMDG which is an initiative designed to improve the 
dialogue between builders, developers and planners.  
 
The building industry and the Council have a mutual objective to ensure Melbourne is an enduringly 
liveable city. Builders working on various projects throughout Melbourne have business models based 
on reputation and long term relationships with the city.  
 
We acknowledge that considerable work has been put into formulating the draft CMDG. However, long 
term member feedback from builders working with Council planning authorities suggests a real risk that 
the guide will not result in the Council’s desired outcome of improved clarity.  
 
No representative picture will accommodate every planning scenario. This is particularly true where 
discretion is called for or pragmatic decisions are required. The Councils’ chosen pictorials illustrate 
individual points the Council seeks to make but they can be inadvertently globalised and generalised 
into non-negotiable rules. We appreciate the Council position that this is a guide only, but pictorial 
guides may be interpreted as persuasive for planners who regard defensibility of decision making as a 
high priority.  
 
In our view the use of pictures is a greater limitation on the process than first appears because a 
pictorial guide risks encouraging ‘tick the box’ behavior and nails down absolutes on ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ 
in a complex city where discretion must be a feature of planning. This brings into question whether 
visuals are ideal as guides. 
 
Another observation we make about a pictorial guide is that the provision of 2 to 6 photos by way of 
example and contrast is not a sufficiently broad sample to be illustrative. If this guide does proceed as 
proposed we recommend that it incorporate more photos to ensure the discussion is enhanced by 
breadth of content.  
 
In previous submissions Master Builders has advocated for a performance based approach allowing for 
appropriate flexibility in design. The draft CMDG, used correctly, may help improve performance based 
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outcomes. Ultimately, the success of the proposed Guide will be its use as a tool for discussion, 
guidance and reflection between all parties to the urban development process.  
 
We are very concerned that general pictorial representations selected by the City of Melbourne as 
guidance material will quickly become doctrine for planners. Our view is that in their desire to make 
defensible decisions planners will be unlikely to stray from the guide and tend to treat some of the 
clearly expressed ‘rules’ within it as absolute. In fact, our experience suggests that planners faced with 
discretion have no incentive or inclination to stray from treating guides as rules. 
 
Care should be taken to ensure that such guidance does not become quasi-regulatory or have 
unintended consequences. The development of any guidelines and a system for their use (e.g. by 
councils and others) should not introduce quasi-regulatory burdens or additional prohibitive planning 
and permit processes into the system. 
 
Balance of policy considerations  
 
Good design is one aspect of a complex overlay of policy considerations for a modern urban 
environment. As a city grows it faces the challenges of size and scale. Melbourne’s continuing growth 
needs innovative planning solutions. 
 
No cityscape or urban area is perfect and good guidance on design can help to avoid poor outcomes in 
urban planning. Standards imposed by councils need to balance liveable cities with the imperatives of 
urban progress: one should not be a brake on the other.  
 
Where design has adverse impacts on cost the consequences can include risk of detrimental effects on 
housing affordability, deterring new building projects and re-assessing the viability of redevelopments. 
Application of the Guide will, necessarily, vary and there is no meaningful way to assess the potential 
costs of interventions by council based on the guide.  
 
Design ahead of all else in the planning process is a backwards step because a city must balance 
functional and liveable outcomes. As one key stakeholder put it, if too much emphasis is placed on 
design there is a risk that ‘perfection will become the enemy of good.’ 
 
Car parking   
 
One of the key concerns arising from the proposed provisions is the mandatory requirements around 
car parking. Point 26 of the guide mandates underground parking in the central city. In line with 
concerns expressed by many others in the building industry we note that this may be a desirable 
outcome but a mandatory approach is not the best alternative.  
 
There are circumstances in which parking is appropriately situated in the first levels of a building, 
particularly from an engineering and cost perspective. Below ground carparks may be compromised by a 
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many things including the prospect of potentially rising sea levels. A good example of this is some 
Southbank residences. Parts of the city, for example Queen Street and environs, tended to be swampy 
at time of settlement which means that any projects with an underground feature can be more costly, 
require significantly more work and may even make some projects unfeasible.  
 
Enhanced identification where design is a priority  
 
Some design and planning considerations are more important than others. We recommend the Council 
identifies its areas of priority and concern. We know, for example, that residential and pedestrian safety 
challenges exist at Spencer Street with high volumes of people on the footpath. There may be value in 
the Council identifying areas where design considerations (or aspects of the design) are a critical 
priority. This would allow builders and developers advance information about the kind of matters to 
plan for when working with Council planners.  
 
Smaller urban sites  
 
We are concerned about the cumulative effect of more planning controls being introduced in 
Melbourne, including the impact on assessing projects for redevelopment. It is difficult to make smaller 
sites in the inner city viable for redevelopment including the challenge of enhancing smaller frontages to 
appropriate standards.  There is a risk that if more stringent planning guides apply across all 
developments, regardless of size, then smaller sites will become undesirable as project opportunities.  
 
Utilities 
 
Utility connections are another key issue for buildings and particularly smaller buildings. We suggest 
council continue the dialogue and relationship with utilities to work out solutions to challenges around 
flexibility over smaller sites and provision of services.  
 
Discretion  
 
The draft CMDG is a discussion and a guidance tool which may provide council planners with 
considerable discretion. Used incorrectly, tools like the guide that aim to refine and clarify can 
inadvertently become restrictive and part of the rules or the process itself.  
 
We understand the drivers for better guidance and liveable cities and precincts but would have 
concerns if the Guide was used as a tool for enhanced discretion that actually caused confusion. The 
guide should not be misused to increase restrictions but neither should discretion increase to the point 
that there is no meaningful way to interpret planning decisions with certainty.  
 
Specific comment on some of the aspects of the CMDG 
 
We make several specific observations:  
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 Point 15: The requirement to avoid service areas on main streets is laudable but a complex city 
like Melbourne sometimes cannot accommodate access and loading areas anywhere but street 
frontages.  

 Point 21: The appearance of a wall of towers is difficult to avoid in an urban setting. Some of the 
photos are taken from a particular aspect which may contribute to the sense of a wall of built 
form. This underpins our commentary on the need for more than several illustrations for each 
point made. 

 Pages 35 and 39: It is difficult to discern the difference between the pictures on these pages. 
Page 35 is cited approvingly (below) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
whereas p. 39 is not (below). 
 

 
 
In addition, we agree that there is a priority for public safety for car parking (see page 57) but there are 
occasions where the public and car parking entrances safely correspond, particularly if enhanced safety 
precautions such as warnings or carpark barriers are used. This is an example where the guide should be 
a discussion tool and not read so as to prohibit sensible choices in planning. 
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We welcome the opportunity for further dialogue on the CMDG. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
Master Builders Victoria 

 


