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INTRODUCTION

The Central Melbourne Design Guide 
(The Guide) has been prepared by the 
City of Melbourne to support the use and 
interpretation of the Urban Design in the 
Central City and Southbank Design and 
Development Overlay Schedule 1 (DDO1) within 
the Melbourne Planning Scheme. The Guide is 
intended to raise the bar on the design quality 
of development outcomes in the Central City 
and Southbank.

Both the DDO1 and The Guide aim to shape 
the development of private land within the 
Central City and Southbank by focusing on 
the key components  of design that contribute 
to inspiring and lively streets and places. 
A particular emphasis is placed on how 
buildings respond to their specific context, and 
contribute to the City’s vibrancy and economy 
for decades to come.

The Guide uses illustrations and photos to 
visually communicate the desired outcomes 
of the Design Objectives, Design Outcomes 
and Design Requirements of the DDO1 with 
additional images of outcomes we are seeking 
to avoid. The intent of the easy to use, and 
simple graphic format of this document is to 
make the DDO1 clearer and more accessible to 
a diverse audience, including the community, 
developers, designers and planners. 
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HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE

The Central Melbourne Design Guide provides 
a resource to aid pre-application and 
application discussions between applicants 
and development planners. It also aims to 
assist urban designers in the preparation of 
clear and consistent design advice, as well as 
planning professionals with the assessment of 
development proposals.

Importantly this Guide is not intended to 
prescribe template outcomes or erode the 
diversity of possible design approaches. The 
Guide instead establishes a clear vision and 
framework within which project proponents 
and their selected design practices can 
innovate. The implementation and day to day 
use of the Guide will continue to be supported 
by robust Design Review processes.

The Guide mirrors the DDO1 structure, with 
Objectives, Outcomes and Requirements 
ordered into a series of six themes. The themes 
are structured in order of scale from the 
neighbourhood or precinct, down to the scale 
of building interfaces and design detail. The 
structure is as follows: 

• Urban structure 

• Site Layout

• Building Mass

• Building Program

• Public Interface

• Design Detail

In addition to Design Outcomes and 
Requirements, each of the six themes contain 
an ‘Avoid’ section at the conclusion of the 
chapter. The images within the Avoid section 
are intended to complement rather than 
duplicate the Design Requirements. These 
images, with supporting captions are designed 
to highlight outcomes that could undermine 
the quality of the public realm.

Urban Structure

Site Layout

Building Mass

Building Program

Public Interface

Design DetailSMALL

BIG
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GOOD DESIGN MATTERS

Melbourne’s attractiveness to businesses, 
residents and visitors is in large part derived 
from the design of its buildings, streets, 
and open spaces. Cities that invest in high 
quality design entice people, investment and 
subsequent economic prosperity. The City of 
Melbourne has developed a strong reputation 
for urban quality through ongoing investment 
in the procurement of capital works projects 
of high design quality. Equally important is 
the City’s influence through the planning 
framework on setting expectations of the 
quality of private development.

The DDO1, in conjunction with the Central 
Melbourne Design Guide sets minimum 
standards and raises expectations of design 
quality in Central Melbourne. However this is 
just one part of the equation, and operates in 
conjunction with the following processes:

• Investment in expert design review, with 
a team of architects, landscape architects 
and urban designers who work closely 
alongside the Planning Team.

• A rigorous, collaborative planning and 
design process from the earliest stages of 
concept design, through to detailed design 
and delivery following planning permission. 

In special cases where ‘design excellence’ 
(defined as ‘The highest standard of 
architectural, urban and landscape design’) 
is required on strategic sites, this is to be 
achieved via an agreed external process of 
validation, which is limited to:

• An appropriately procured Design 
Competition Process, or

• Design Review by the Office of the 
Victorian Government Architect (at both 
concept and detailed design stage). 

Selecting a Design Team
The quality of a design outcome is greatly 
influenced by the choice of design team and 
the alignment of an appropriate budget and 
project brief to inform the design task. The 
use of experienced Architects and Landscape 
Architects with appropriate professional 
accreditation is an important first step. 
Professional accreditation demonstrates the 
required extent of professional training and 
industry standards which uphold the quality of 
these professionals and protects consumers. 

In the selection of a suitably qualified design 
team, it is important for project proponents 
to adopt a Quality Based Selection process 
which provides a methodology for selecting 
a team based on a range of criteria without 
undue loading given to any one criterion such 
as cost. A helpful place to search for a design 
team is through industry awards such as the 
Australian Institute of Architects and Australian 
Institute of Landscape Architects Awards, 
which provides a peer reviewed validation of 
demonstrated design quality. It is also critical 
to visit completed projects by the design team 
to understand the delivery of concept through 
to detail. 

Some larger projects may warrant the 
engagement of multiple design practices for 
various components of the building, such as 
seen in the Queen Victoria Development, the 
Urban Workshop Development, as well as the 
RMIT New Academic Street. The combination 
of experienced, large practices with strong 
capability on complex building programs, 
with emerging design practices to focus on 
smaller scale building components has yielded 
consistently positive outcomes both for project 
proponents and the City.
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Good Design in the Planning 
Process 
Good design requires commitment at 
every stage in the design process, from site 
acquisition, through concept development to 
detailed delivery. 

Valuation and site acquisition 

Ensure a sufficient budget is allocated for a 
quality design outcome in the preparation of 
feasibility studies.

Strong design brief underpinned by a 
contribution to place

Ensure the brief balances primary Building 
Program needs with a detailed understanding 
of the local context and what is needed to 
deliver a high quality, active and engaging 
public realm. 

Pre application discussion with a preliminary 
concept

Early engagement with Council at the concept 
stage, prior to significant investment in the 
design, can increase confidence in the project 
from all parties.

Design negotiation following technical 
referrals and public notification

Once all technical matters have been 
assessed and public notification has occurred, 
the planner is in a position to make a 
recommendation. Key outstanding design 
matters that have been raised through 
community submissions or technical referrals 
can be resolved through collaboration and 
negotiation at this stage. Required changes 
can be negotiated through Amended Plans and 
if Permit Conditions are required, appropriate 
wording can assist in securing a quality design 
outcome.

Submission of plans to satisfy permit 
conditions and amendments

Invariably buildings evolve following planning 
permission as documentation progresses. 

Design development and documentation, 
where an approved concept translates into 
detailed instructions, is a critical stage in the 
process. It is this stage where design quality 
commensurate with the quality expected at the 
time of granting planning permission needs to 
be secured. Permit Conditions can be utilised 
to require retention of the design team beyond 
the initial planning approval to ensure this 
outcome.

Further,  detailed permit conditions can also be 
used to secure a higher level of resolution of 
design detail to describe the building facades 
and public realm interface, allowing further 
time for the design team to refine the concept.   

Auditing and Enforcement

The careful checking of completed buildings 
is key to ensure that critical components of 
Design Quality are realised in accordance with 
the planning permission and to evaluate and 
learn from built outcomes.

Where it becomes apparent that buildings 
have not been delivered in accordance 
with approved plans, enforcement is a key 
mechanism to address any shortfalls. 
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The size of urban blocks and distance 
between connections has a strong impact 
on the walkability of urban precincts and 
street level activity.  
 
Aerial view of Southbank and Central City



Does the 
development 
promote walkable 
precincts?

URBAN STRUCTURE

Introduction
Urban Structure relates to the network of main 
streets, streets, laneways and open spaces 
which define the size and shape of urban 
blocks.

Design Outcome
• Development contributes to a reduction 

in urban block size and reduces walking 
distances through new shared streets and 
pedestrian connections.

• Development provides new, direct and 
convenient pedestrian connections.

• Development maintains and improves the 
quality of existing pedestrian connections 
and arcades where they complement the 
street network.

11Central Melbourne Design GuideDRAFT
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URBAN STRUCTURE

1.  
Provide new 
connections to 
improve walkability

Provide new pedestrian connections where 
the average length of a street block exceeds 
100 metres, except within 200 metres of a rail 
station where more frequent connections are 
desirable to manage high pedestrian volumes.

Provide at least two pedestrian connections for 
street blocks exceeding 200 metres in length.

Locate pedestrian connections centrally within 
the street block and where possible, less 
than 70 metres from the next intersection or 
pedestrian connection.

Provide pedestrian connections for 
development with a frontage to two or more 
streets or laneways where this improves 
walkability of the block.

Figure 1 A new pedestrian connection can 
significantly reduce walking distances and provide a 
more pleasant environment that encourages walking 
over other transit modes. 

70m MAX 

EQ 

EQ 

Figure 2 Providing pedestrian connections centrally 
within an urban block maximises the walkability of the 
urban structure.

Proposed site

Distance between 
pedestrian connections

Proposed pedestrian 
connection

Existing pedestrian 
connection
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This open to sky laneway connects into 
an adjacent internal mall and provides a 
car free alternative to connect between 
surrounding main streets .

Driver Lane
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URBAN STRUCTURE

2.  
Ensure connections 
are direct and 
convenient

Provide direct and convenient pedestrian 
connections that align with other laneways or 
pedestrian connections on nearby sites by:

• Providing partial pedestrian connections 
which can be completed when adjacent 
site development occurs;

• Connecting or extending existing or 
proposed adjacent pedestrian connections 
on adjoining sites. 

Figure 3  New pedestrian connections are most effective when aligned with existing, 
proposed or potential future connections in order to provide a legible and continuous walking 
route. 

Proposed pedestrian 
connection

Existing pedestrian 
pathways

Proposed site

Proposed site (future)



RMIT’s New Academic Street introduces a 
network of new laneways directly between 
Bowen Lane and Swanston Street to 
improve connectivity in a large urban block.

RMIT New Academic Street



4. 
Consider arcades  
in the Central City 
where appropriate

Provide new high quality arcades in the Central 
City only where open to the sky pedestrian 
connections are not possible.

melbourne.vic.gov.au16

URBAN STRUCTURE

3.  
Prioritise open to 
sky connections 
wherever possible

Provide new pedestrian connections which are 
open to the sky.

Figure 4 Open to sky connections within an urban 
block improve legibility and reinforce a sense of 
publicness. 



The new laneways within the QV 
development incorporate legible open to 
sky connections in addition to covered 
arcades to provide choice in the movement 
network. 
 
Queen Victoria Development
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URBAN STRUCTURE

5.  
Ensure pedestrian 
connections are of a 
high quality

Ensure new pedestrian connections or 
the redevelopment of existing pedestrian 
connections or arcades are:

• Safe, direct, attractive, well lit and provide 
a line of sight from one end to the other;

• Publicly accessible and appropriately 
secured with a legal agreement;

• At least six metres wide;

• Lined by active frontages.

Figure 5 High quality pedestrian connections adopt a width 
that is sufficient for both movement and stopping spaces, and 
incorporate active frontages at ground and upper levels to 
provide a sense of activity, vibrancy and safety.





melbourne.vic.gov.au20

URBAN STRUCTURE

Pedestrian connections are to be designed in a manner 
that does not result in any entrapment spaces or areas 
with limited opportunities for passive surveillance.

6. 
Avoid connections which 
lack legibility and are unsafe 
outside of business hours

Figure 6 Blank walls along a public connection reduce the safety and usability of the space

Figure 7 Steps in the building alignment or service doors can create entrapment spaces
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Figure 8 Niches off the main connection create entrapment spaces and reduce 
perceptions of safety

Figure 9 Deep alcoves resulting from a parking ramp overhead negatively impact the 
usability and safety of this space. 





Introduction
Site Layout refers to the arrangement of 
buildings and spaces, including the position 
of entries, servicing, and circulation cores and 
how these elements respond to and reinforce 
the hierarchy of streets and laneways within 
the urban structure. 

Design Outcome
• The site layout of development responds to 

the function and character of adjoining main 
streets, streets and laneways. 

• Development maintains a consistent 
building alignment to the street edge.

• Development provides opportunities for 
stationary activity in well designed and 
oriented, publicly accessible exterior spaces.

• Development retains existing exterior 
spaces on ground level where these provide 
for stationary activity or alleviate congestion 
within the public realm.

• Development responds to anticipated 
pedestrian volumes within the adjacent 
public realm.

Does the 
configuration of 
ground level spaces 
and entrances 
contribute to the 
use and character 
of the streets and 
laneways?

SITE LAYOUT
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SITE LAYOUT

7.  
Respond to the 
hierarchy of streets 
and laneways

Position entries, circulation and services to 
respond to the function of adjoining main 
streets, streets and laneways for development 
with more than one street frontage. 

Position vehicle access, loading areas and 
services so that they are not located on main 
street frontages.

Figure 10 The main building entry is positioned on the main street frontage.  
The secondary and tertiary frontages should provide a balance between 
active uses and services to ensure no frontage is completely dominated by 
servicing and/or carparking.

Car park entry

Proposed pedestrian 
connection

Building services

Building entries

Main Street

Street
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SITE LAYOUT

Figure 11 Small setback spaces facing a street can be 
successful if the public  space is well-framed by built 
form and accommodates stationary activity. Forecourts 
with limited public utility are discouraged.

8.  
Align buildings to 
the street

Align new buildings to the street at ground 
level, without setback, unless the design 
response includes an open to the sky setback 
to provide a publicly accessible space with 
a high level of amenity including good solar 
access, comfortable wind conditions, seating 
and landscape elements.

Figure 13 The proposed development is set back to 
accommodate a well defined publicly accessible open 
space.

Figure 12 The proposed development aligns to the 
street to provide a continuous and well-defined street 
edge.

Street alignment

Purposeful setback
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A continuous and well-defined street wall 
reinforces the street, and provides for 
activation and safety within the public 
realm. 
 
Little Bourke Street
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SITE LAYOUT

10.  
Carefully position 
building entries and 
spaces

Position building entries away from busy 
intersections or points of congestion near tram 
stops.  

9.  
Retain and refurbish 
existing plazas in 
new development

Retain a minimum of 50% of any existing 
publicly accessible private plaza oriented to 
a main street or street that contributes to 
reducing pedestrian congestion or where 
there is good potential through retrofit and 
repurposing to achieve a high quality space 
with opportunities for stationary activity.

Figure 14 Entries are positioned to avoid conflict 
with areas of high pedestrian intensity (grey) 
including  intersections and crossings. This should 
not reduce the total number of entries.

Building entries

Areas of high 
pedestrian intensity

melbourne.vic.gov.au



A publicly accessible plaza delivered 
through a plot ratio bonus is refurbished to 
provide a contemporary, high quality space 
for stationary activity. 

500 Bourke Street
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SITE LAYOUT

melbourne.vic.gov.au

11.  
Avoid undercrofts that 
disrupt street continuity

Avoid the creation of small, narrow, publicly accessible 
alcoves and recesses that lack a clear public purpose.

Avoid deeply recessed ground floor facades or low-height 
colonnades.

Figure 15 A low colonnade and change in levels impacts the quality of the street edge.

Figure 16 The depth of this colonnade and location below street level reduces the 
connection between building occupants and the street.
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12.  
Avoid service areas on 
main streets

Position vehicle access, loading areas and services 
so that they are not located on main street 
frontages.

Figure 17 A broad vehicle entry on a main street negatively impacts the pedestrian realm.

Figure 18 This carpark entry takes the full width of a main street building frontage, and 
significantly impacts upon the quality of the streetscape.



Buildings with wide frontages should be 
broken down into a series of distinct but 
complementary street wall elements to 
reinforce the vertical grain, rhythm and 
respond to the varying scale of adjacent 
buildings.  
 
Oxford and Peel, Collingwood 
Photo: Peter Clarke



Introduction
Building Mass relates to the three dimensional 
form of a building, including its scale, height, 
proportions and composition. 

Design Outcome
• Development distinguishes between 

components and or buildings where a 
development comprises multiple buildings.

• Built form respects the height, scale and 
proportions of adjoining heritage places or 
buildings within the Special Character Area.

• Development adopts a variety of street wall 
heights, which reinforce the traditional fine 
grain, vertical rhythm and visual interest of 
streetscapes. 

• Tall buildings are designed to maintain 
a diverse and interesting skyline which 
carefully considers relationships to adjacent 
tall buildings. 

Does the building 
mass respond to 
the surrounding 
context and 
the pedestrian 
experience?

BUILDING MASS
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13.  
Ensure design diversity 
in the development of 
large sites

Ensure development adopts a diversity of 
forms, typologies and architectural language, 
where a development comprises multiple 
buildings over a large site. 

Employ multiple architectural firms, where a 
development comprises multiple buildings over 
a large site. 

Figure 19 The integration of a variety of streetwall heights, built form typologies and 
overall heights provides the perception and diversity of a successful precinct built organically 
over time. The use of multiple design practices working together can assist in achieving this 
outcome. 
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A lead urban design practice in this project 
co-ordinated a diverse range of practices 
to deliver a complex, diverse and successful 
urban environment as part of a single 
coherent development. 

Queen Victoria Development



Figure 22 Appropriate setbacks are required to 
ensure new built form does not dominate adjacent 
lower scaled heritage places. A lower podium height 
and greater upper level setbacks in this instance 
achieves an improved outcome.

14.  
Respond to the 
width of streets and 
laneways

Adopt lower street wall heights along streets 
and laneways where appropriate to respond to 
their characteristic narrow cross section and 
reduced daylight conditions.

15.  
Respond to the scale 
of adjacent heritage

Adopt street wall heights, upper level setbacks 
and appropriate building separation, to 
respond to the scale of adjacent heritage 
buildings. 

Figure 23 A 40m streetwall may not be appropriate 
adjacent to a 10m Street or 4m Laneway. Built form 
should step down adjacent to narrower streets 
and laneways to provide for an appropriately 
proportioned scale and streetwall interface. 
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Photograph 1: Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, 
consectetur adipiscing elit. Mauris et 
tincidunt ligula. Integer quis scelerisque 
metus. 

New street wall elements should respect 
the height and scale of adjacent heritage 
buildings, and provide appropriate setbacks 
for the tower.  
 
Rialto Towers Podium Redevelopment



Figure 24 The podium height of the new development is similar to the podium heights  of 
the existing buildings. The subtle diversity of parapet heights assists the new development 
fit within the context by reinforcing vertical grain and rhythm.

16.  
Ensure upper level 
form is recessive 
within the Special 
Character Area

Reinforce the street wall as the dominant 
component within the Special Character Area 
through visually recessive upper level built 
form.
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Figure 25 The podium and overall building height should step down as it transitions into 
the Special Character Area.

17.  
Transition to the 
lower scale of the 
Special Character 
Area

Step down both the street wall and overall 
building height to respond to adjacent lower 
built form within the Special Character Area.
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Figure 26 Extruding the site area to create 
one large building mass is not an appropriate 
approach to creating a human scaled, high 
quality public realm.

Figure 27 The building mass is broken down 
into smaller parts to minimise the impact 
of a large building on the public realm, and 
contribute a human scaled building mass.

18.  
Break up the mass of 
the building

Break up buildings with a wide street frontage 
into smaller vertical sections, with a range of 
parapet heights and rebates of sufficient depth 
to provide modulation in the street facade.
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A large building mass is broken down into 
a series of conjoined vertical elements to  
reduce bulk and integrate with a mid-rise, 
fine-grain context. 
 
AM60, 60 Albert Street, Brisbane
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BUILDING MASS

19. 
Avoid surface effects 
to provide facade 
articulation 
 
Avoid the exclusive use of surface or decorative 
architectural effects where modulation is required to 
achieve a transition in building mass to an adjacent 
heritage place or precinct. 

Figure 28 The alignment of balustrade banding is insufficient to create a successful massing 
relationship to the retained heritage form. 

Figure 29 While in elevation the form is divided with surface effects, this does not create a 
successful massing relationship with adjoining lower scaled heritage built form.
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Figure 30 A minor cantilever to balconies above the parapet of the heritage neighbour is 
insufficient  to create a successful massing relationship.

Figure 31 The massing of the new addition does not successfully respond to the scale and 
proportions of the retained heritage form.



RMIT Building 80’s balcony projection 
successfully expresses its internal common 
area program in order to provide visual 
interaction with the public realm of 
Swanston Street. 
 
RMIT Building 80



Does the position 
of active uses, 
services, and 
parking ensure a 
high quality public 
realm?

BUILDING PROGRAM

Introduction
Building Program relates to the arrangement 
of uses internal to a building. This is a key 
urban design consideration due to the direct 
relationship of internal areas to the public 
realm. 

 
Design Outcomes
• The arrangement of uses internal to a 

building promote a safe and high quality 
interface between the public and private 
realm. 

• Development maximises activation of the 
public realm within main streets, streets and 
laneways.

• Development minimises the impact of car 
parking and building services on the public 
realm.

• The internal configuration of development 
secures a high level of wellbeing for building 
occupants, through natural light, ventilation, 
outlook and thermal comfort.

• The structural and spatial design of 
buildings allow for adaptation to other uses 
over time.

• The lower levels of the buildings are 
designed to accommodate a range of 
tenancy sizes, including smaller tenancies.

• The parts of the building accessible to the 
public are designed to promote a strong 
physical and visual relationship with the 
street. 

• Internal common areas or podium-rooftop 
spaces are positioned and designed to 
maximise surveillance and interaction with 
the public realm.
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20. 
Maximise activity 
along streets and 
laneways

Position active uses to address main street, 
street and laneway frontages.

Figure 32 Various sized tenancies are positioned in a manner that maximises 
active uses along all frontages.

MAIN STREETMAIN STREET

24% 4%

3%2%

Figure 33 Active frontages can be maximised through 
exposing some service elements, and reducing the 
height of cabinets to maximise transparency to ground 
floor uses.
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Active uses
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21.  
Limit ground floor 
services

Locate service or back of house areas away 
from main streets, streets and public spaces, or 
within basements or upper levels.

Ensure the area of any ground floor of a 
building occupied by building services, 
including waste, loading and parking access is 
less than 40% of the total site area. 

 *MANDATORY 

Figure 34 Ground floor services account for less than 40% of site coverage. 
Parking and loading lanes are consolidated to one at the rear, while service 
cabinets are either integrated internally or distributed along the street edge.

MAIN STREETMAIN STREET

24% 4%

3%2%
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Figure 35 The re-location of the substation above or 
below ground reduces the building services footprint on 
the ground floor allowing for design flexibility.

Central Melbourne Design Guide 47DRAFT

Total area of ground floor 

building services: 33%

Building services

Note: Building service calculations do not 

include lobby and circulation areas.

Main Street

Laneway
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Figure 36 The use of two separate vehicle entries for 
parking and loading, as well as the clustering of services 
result in a service-dominated interface, and negatively 
impacts the public realm.

Figure 37 A more space-efficient approach involves the 
consolidation of vehicular entries, the relocation of the 
substation above/below ground, and the distribution of 
services along both street frontages.

22. 
Integrate services to 
minimise impacts on 
the public realm

Co-locate service cabinets internal to loading, 
waste or parking areas where possible to avoid 
impact on the public realm.
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BUILDING PROGRAM

Car park entry

Services



Placement and integration of services can 
maintain active facades and provide visual 
interest to the street. 
 
Nightingale V1.0 
Photo: Bonnie Herring

Service cabinets can be designed as 
integrated, visually interesting elements 
of the street facade if given sufficient 
attention 
 
Santos Building, Brisbane



23.  
Locate car parking 
underground

Locate vehicle parking in the Central City 
within the basement levels of a building.

*MANDATORY

Figure 38 Car parking is located underground to 
prevent negative impacts on the public realm

Figure 39 Podium Parking is sleeved with active uses 
in Southbank if underground parking is not possible 
in order to ameliorate negative impacts on the public 
realm.

24.  
In Southbank, sleeve 
all podium parking 
with active uses

Where podium parking is proposed within 
Southbank, the carpark must be:

• located on the first floor or above;

• sleeved by active uses to main streets and 
streets.

*MANDATORY
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Car parking

Active uses

Car parking
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The building on the right sleeves parking 
with apartments at the street frontage. This 
ensures a strong visual connection from 
the upper levels to the street in order to 
provide surveillance. 

35 Spring Street



25.  
Design for future 
adaptation

Design parking structures above ground level 
with floor to floor heights of at least 3.5 metres 
to enable future adaptation.  
 
 *MANDATORY

Provide ceiling heights of at least 3.5 metres 
floor to floor within the lower 20 metres of a 
building.

Figure 40 The  structure of the building, including the 
design of the floorplate and positioning of openings  
is designed to accommodate habitable spaces in the 
future.

Figure 41 A car stacker system within an open void 
or carpark structure with generous ceiling heights can 
enable adaptation into habitable uses that contribute to 
the city in the future.

Figure 42 A former car stacker system is converted into 
a habitable use through the insertion of new floorplates 
with good access to natural light.
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A parking structure with flat floorplates and 
adequate floor to floor height allows for 
future adaptation.

QV8 
Photo: Breathe Architecture

An example of an existing car park 
structure converted into apartments by 
Breathe Architecture and Grocon.  
 
QV8 
Photo: Breathe Architecture



Figure 43 Building entries and activated spaces are 
positioned to frame the publicly accessible open space.

26.  
Maximise visual and 
physical connection 
to upper level uses

Locate new publicly accessible areas in the 
lower levels of a building so that they have a 
direct visual and physical connection to the 
public realm.

Co-locate any publicly accessible parts of 
a building with adjacent public space or 
pedestrian connections.

Figure 44 Positioning publicly accessible space within a podium frontage with 
visible vertical circulation provides legibility of the upper floor program from the 
street.
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An open double height corner and legible 
escalator promotes access to upper floor 
public uses within the building 
 
Melbourne Central Entry



28.  
Maximise internal 
amenity

Maximise privacy, daylight and outlook through 
the arrangement of spaces within a building.

27.  
Maximise the 
number of building 
entries

Maximise the number of pedestrian building 
entries along main street, street and laneway 
frontages, to provide for public interaction and 
long term flexibility of tenancies.

Figure 45 Multiple building entries provide improved 
connections to the street and flexibility for a range of 
tenancy sizes over time.

Figure 46 Generous light courts are utilised to ensure 
the podium levels receive adequate daylight amenity and 
are suitable for a range of building uses. 
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Building entries

Light court



The frequency of building entries in short 
succession and narrow tenancies provide 
for high levels of public interaction and 
diversity of economic activity. 
 
Crossley Street
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29. 
Avoid parking structures 
that impact negatively on 
the public realm

Ensure car parking areas do not rely on ramped floorplates 
that preclude adaptation to other uses.

Avoid car parking entries on small sites, where they impact 
on the activation and safety of the public realm.

Minimise the impacts on the pedestrian network through 
the location and width of vehicle entries.

Figure 47 A carpark reliant on ramped floor plates is more difficult to adapt in the future.

Figure 48 Upper level parking reduces the potential for active upper levels to contribute to 
the public realm.
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Figure 49 On a narrow frontage this parking structure takes up almost half of the street 
frontage, negatively impacting upon the quality and safety of the pedestrian realm.

Figure 50 This double width crossover on a main street frontage negatively impacts upon 
the quality and safety of the pedestrian realm. 
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30. 
Avoid broad 
tenancy frontages 
with limited entries  

Avoid long expanses of frontage with a limited 
number of building entries at ground level. 
 
Sleeve large floorplate tenancies with fine grain 
uses at ground level at a boundary to a street, 
laneway or pedestrian connection.

Figure 51 A large floorplate tenancy with a single building entry results in a long glass 
facade to a pedestrian connection, and a poor street interface.

Figure 52 Supermarkets often require shelving and signage against the facade to resolve 
the layout challenges of a long expanse of street frontage, impacting upon the street quality. 



61Central Melbourne Design GuideDRAFT

Tenancies are to be configured so that they do not 
rely upon queueing within the public realm, except 
where this occurs on a pedestrian only laneway 
where this is the established character.

31. 
Avoid reliance on 
queueing within the 
public realm

Figure 53 On busy Swanston Street, queueing for a tenancy with a counter serving directly 
to the street results in an obstruction to movement within the public realm.

Figure 54 Tenancies with inadequate internal waiting areas result in an extension of queues 
out into the public realm. 



Active frontages should employ depth 
and tactility with high quality materials, as 
opposed to floor to ceiling glass.  
 
Short Stop Melbourne 
Photo: Tom Blachford



Does the 
development 
promote safe 
and lively public 
spaces?

Design Outcome
Active Frontages

• Building frontages contribute to the use, 
activity, safety and interest of the public 
realm.

• Development provides continuity of ground 
floor activity along streets and laneways 
within the Special Character Areas.

• Development allows unobstructed views 
through openings into the ground floor of 
buildings. 

Services Waste and Loading

• Building services incorporate innovative 
design to maximise the quality and 
activation of the public realm.

• Where services must be located on a 
street, they do not dominate the pedestrian 
experience and are designed as an 
integrated component of the façade.

• The design of waste collection facilities 
are considered as an integral part of the 
building design.

 
Public Realm Projections and Weather Protection

• Development provide for pedestrian 
comfort and protection from rain, wind and 
summer sun in the public realm.

• Projections do not adversely impact the 
levels of daylight or views to the sky from 
within a street or laneway.

• Weather protection canopies are functional, 
of high design quality, and contribute to the 
human scale of the street.

• Minor building projections above ground 
level contribute to the depth and visual 
interest of building facades.

• Where projections are considered 
appropriate, they are discrete rather than 
prominent elements of the design.

• Projections balance addition and subtraction 
in the facade to provide streetscape interest 
and facade depth.

• Projections do not obstruct the service 
functions of a main street, street or laneway 
through adequate clearance heights.

Introduction
Public Interfaces relates to the boundary 
between the internal program of a building 
and the public realm in main streets, streets, 
laneways and open spaces. 
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32.  
Active street 
frontages in Special 
Character Areas

Provide the following in buildings with ground-
level main street and street frontages to ensure 
they contribute to the appearance and function 
of the area:

• At least 80% of the length of a frontage 
as an entry or display window to a shop 
and/or a food and drink premises: or 
as other uses, customer service areas 
and activities, which provide pedestrian 
interest and interaction. This measurement 
excludes stall-risers to a maximum height 
of 700mm in addition to pilasters, window 
and door frames .

• Clear glazing (security grilles or mesh) 
must be transparent and mounted internal 
to the shop front.

• Any signage or product display maintains 
views to and from the tenancy interior to 
the public realm.

• Where an existing heritage place is 
concerned, the percentage of active 
frontage cannot be further reduced. 

*MANDATORY

Figure 55 Buildings located in the Special Character 
Areas are characterised by fine grain, highly active retail 
frontages, with high quality shop fronts and building 
entrances.

Figure 56 Ground level street frontages are designed 
to accommodate a total of at least 80% openings or 
windows. This is calculated as the surface area of the 
ground floor elevations excluding key architectural 
elements which ensure thickness.

 80%
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Note: At least 80% of frontages  
designed as active spaces should be 
provided for laneway frontages

Active uses

Length of active frontages

Length of service frontages



33.  
Active street 
frontages in General 
Development Areas

Provide the following in buildings with ground 
level main street, street and laneway frontages 
to ensure they present an active and attractive 
pedestrian-oriented frontage to the satisfaction 
of the Responsible Authority:

• At least 80% of the length of a frontage as 
an entry or window to an entry or display 
window to a shop and/or a food and 
drink premises: or as other uses, customer 
service areas and activities, which provide 
pedestrian interest and interaction. This 
measurement excludes stall-risers to a 
maximum height of 700mm in addition to 
pilasters, window and door frames.

• Clear glazing (security grilles or mesh is 
to be transparent and mounted internal to 
the shop front). 

• Any signage or product display maintains 
views to and from the tenancy interior to 
the public realm.

• Where an existing heritage place is 
concerned, the percentage of active 
frontage cannot be further reduced. 

Figure 58 Ground level street frontages are designed 
to accommodate high levels of transparency, with well 
detailed shop fronts, thickness in the design of the 
ground floor and clearly defined building entries. 
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Figure 57 Buildings located in General Development 
Areas  are often characterised by wider frontages, with 
variable quality of retail frontages. If new developments  
adopt high quality shop fronts and building entrances, 
this can greatly improve the function and appearance of 
these areas.

Active uses



34.  
Provide thickness 
and depth to the 
ground floor

Provide thickness, depth and articulation 
of shop fronts within the ground floor of a 
building. 

Integrate seating perches into street facades, 
where narrow footpaths preclude on-street 
dining.

Figure 59 Successful ground floor frontages are characterised by thickness and depth in the 
design of window reveals, pilasters, and entries. Integrated seating can also provide a strong 
contribution to street life, particularly on narrow streets where outdoor seating is limited. These 
should ideally be less than 500mm to avoid entrapment space. 
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A playful contrast in colour combined with  
deep timber window frames and stall-riser 
provide a sense of depth and detail in the 
shop front.                    
 
Workshop Brothers

A playful contrast in colour combined with  
deep timber window frames and stall-riser 
provide a sense of depth and detail in the 
shop front.                    
 
Workshop Brothers

The entry expresses the thickness of 
the concrete facade with a deep reveal, 
providing a strong response to the human 
scale. 
 
Hamer Hall additions ARM Architecture
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The entry expresses the thickness of 
the concrete facade with a deep reveal, 
providing a strong response to the human 
scale. 
 
Hamer Hall additions

67



35.  
Maintain high quality 
active frontages in 
flood prone areas

Ensure in flood prone areas, a direct 
connection at grade to usable space within 
ground level tenancies, with level transitions 
contained within the building envelope. 

Ensure in flood prone areas, transitions in floor 
levels between exterior and interior spaces do 
not rely on external stairs or ramps.

Figure 60 External steps and pronounced level changes 
are physical barriers that separate the building from the 
public realm. Platform lifts should be avoided within the 
public realm, where they gather litter and result in unsafe 
spaces.

Figure 61 Level changes should be accommodated 
within the building to ensure active uses connect to the 
street at ground level. 
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Figure 62 For development in flood prone areas, a 
solution can be achieved which balances usable active 
spaces connected to the street at grade, with transitions 
in height contained within the building envelope, set 
back from street. 
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Active uses

Flood level



Stairs are positioned internally within the 
building envelope to allow direct at grade 
connection with the public realm. 
 
Hype Store QV



36.  
Position access doors 
to align with the 
street edge

Position access doors to any waste, parking or 
loading area at or within 500mm of the street 
edge as an integrated design element.

Figure 63 Deep recesses within the facade create 
entrapment spaces and should be avoided.

Figure 64 Shallow recesses of 500mm or less provide 
street definition and avoid entrapment spaces.
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Figure 65 The servicing areas are co-located 
within the centre of the building away from 
spaces that front the public realm.

Figure 66 Waste and loading areas are sleeved 
with active uses.

37.  
Respond to  
Waste Management 
Guidelines

Ensure the location and access for waste 
complies with the requirements specified in the 
relevant City of Melbourne Waste Management 
Guidelines.

38.  
Sleeve internal waste 
collection areas

Sleeve internal waste collection areas with 
active uses that interface with the public realm.
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Services

Active uses



Figure 67 The canopies are designed 
to respond to the rhythm of shop fronts, 
while providing continuous protection 
from inclement weather. 

39.  
Provide continuous 
weather protection

Provide continuous weather protection along 
main streets within the Central City and 
Southbank except where a heritage place 
warrants an alternative approach.

Provide continuous weather protection along 
main streets within the Central City and 
Southbank except where a heritage place 
warrants an alternative approach.

Design weather protection canopies:

• To be between 3.5 metres and 5 metres in 
height to provide enclosure to the public 
realm.

• With a depth that provides for choice of 
exposure to winter sun and shelter from 
summer sun.

• To provide rhythm that reflects the fine 
grain of ground floor shop fronts.

• To a high design standard including 
material selection and the appearance of 
the soffit and fascia.

• To allow upward views to the facade of a 
building through the use of transparent 
canopy materiality where appropriate.

Ensure that projections and weather protection 
canopies allow for future growth of street trees, 
including planned street trees as specified in 
any adopted City of Melbourne plan. 

Figure 68 The canopy is positioned to 
integrate with the facade design while 
providing protection from the wind and rain. 
Entry canopies may increase up to 5m in height 
to provide legibility.

melbourne.vic.gov.au72

PUBLIC INTERFACES



A cantilevered concrete canopy provides 
for shade and weather protection while 
allowing light to wash down the shop front 
through a small offset frmo the facade. 
 
James Street Precinct

A translucent canopy with timber battened 
soffit provides some light penetration, 
weather protection and a sense of 
enclosure, warmth and tactility when 
viewed from the public realm. 
 
CQ Apartments Wolveridge Architects 
Photo: Ben Hosking Photography



40.  
Ensure projections 
are discrete or 
lightweight

Where balcony projections at the first floor 
or above are appropriate, provide a vertical 
clearance of at least 5 metres from any public 
space. 

For main streets, where upper level projections 
are appropriate, design:

• Unenclosed first floor balconies that 
project no more than 1.6 metres in 
depth or 800mm from the back of kerb, 
whichever is the lesser if in association 
with an active commercial or communal 
use.

• Lightweight, juliette balconies, adjustable 
screens or windows, cornices or other 
architectural features that project no more 
than 600mm from the title boundary from 
the first floor to the top of the street wall.

Streets and laneways:

• Lightweight juliette balconies, adjustable 
shading devices, windows, cornices or 
other architectural features that project no 
more than 300mm from the title boundary 
from the first floor to the top of the street 
wall.

Figure 69 Projecting balconies can add to the life of 
main streets and promote upper level surveillance. 
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Integrated shading devices provide depth, 
colour and interest over a building surface. 

23 Barangaroo Avenue, NSW

Well-spaced, juliette balconies made 
of lightweight steel and mesh ensure a 
discrete projection over the public realm. 
 
22 Liverpool Street
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Avoid the use of tinted, opaque or high reflectivity 
glass which obscures views between the public 
realm and building interior within the lower levels 
of a building.

Ensure security installations are transparent, and 
designed in a manner that does not obscure views 
into tenancies at night.

41. 
Avoid treatment that 
obscures views into 
the building

Figure 70 A mirrored glass finish to the public realm removes potential for visual connection 
between occupants of the building interior and the public realm.

Figure 71 Solid metal shutters present poorly to the public realm when closed and are 
prone to graffiti and damage. 
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Avoid long expanses of floor to ceiling glass.

42. 
Avoid continuous floor 
to ceiling glass abutting 
the public realm

Figure 72 The treatment of the shop fronts is identical to the office lobby, eroding legibility 
of building entries and tenancies, as well as resulting in a poor interface to the public realm.

Figure 73 Long expanses of glass without pilasters or pronounced building entries result in 
a poor public realm interface lacking in rhythm, depth and tactility. 
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43. 
Avoid unsafe 
undercrofts or alcoves 

Avoid large setback undercroft spaces for waste or 
loading where they impact on the safety and continuity 
of the pedestrian realm.

Configure and design service rooms and entries so 
that they do not create alcoves and recessed areas of 
entrapment. 

Figure 74 A deeply recessed loading bay and fire door produce an unsafe space abutting a 
laneway.

Figure 75 Niches to individual service elements and doors result in unsafe spaces facing the 
street.
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Ensure service cabinets do not dominate street 
frontages and employ high quality materials.

44. 
Avoid poorly integrated 
and designed service 
cabinets 

Figure 76 The presentation of louvres, painted concrete and roller doors in this service 
elevation significant reduces the quality of the pedestrian experience in this heritage laneway. 

Figure 77 The materials and finishes of this service elevation exaggerates its dominance and 
offers little visual interest on what is an important pedestrian connection. 
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Avoid weather protection canopies that enclose more 
than one third of the width of the laneway.

Ensure that development does not include enclosed 
balconies or habitable floor space projecting over the 
public realm.

45. 
Avoid projections that 
impact negatively on the 
public realm

Figure 78 Canopies that cover the majority of a laneway reduce the sense of openness and 
publicness, while obscuring any visual connection to upper levels. 

Figure 79 Enclosed projections over this laneway shift the perceived building alignment by 
projecting the full mass forward of adjacent heritage buildings. 
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46. 
Avoid balcony projections 
that dominate the public 
realm

Ensure that development does not rely on upper level 
public realm projections as the primary design feature.

Ensure that public realm projections at the upper levels 
do not extend the full width of a building frontage. 

Figure 80 The balconies in this building are the primary architectural feature and project 
entirely over the public realm. 

Figure 81 The projecting balconies in this building extend the full width of the frontage.



The heavy concrete street facade is 
juxtaposed against the finely crafted details 
at the corner of the building, including the 
expression of the fine concrete edge and a 
stepped motif.  
 
QT Hotel Melbourne 
Photo: Candalepas Architects



Introduction
Design Detail refers to the resolution of a 
contextually responsive building exterior that 
contributes to the quality of the public realm 
through its expression, materials and finishes.

Design Outcome
• Development establishes a clear relationship 

between the appearance of new 
development and the valued characteristics 
of its context.

• Development responds to the distance 
at which the building is viewed and 
experienced from the public realm in the 
selection, scale and quality of design 
elements.

• Sufficient design detail is incorporated into 
the lower levels of a building to ensure a 
high quality City at eye level.

• All visible sides of a building are designed to 
a high standard.

Do the elevations 
and interfaces 
respond to the 
human scale with 
high quality detail?

DESIGN DETAIL

DRAFT Central Melbourne Design Guide 83



47.  
Create depth within 
the facade

Provide for depth and a balance of light and 
shadow in upper level facade design through 
the use of balconies, integrated shading, 
rebates or expression of structural elements.

Figure 82 Deep window reveals and external frames provide depth within the facade

84
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The lower levels incorporate a finer, high 
level of detail, while the upper streetwall 
employs heavy concrete fins which provide 
depth and rhythm. 
 
QT Hotel Melbourne 
Photo: Candalepas Architects



48.  
Select high quality 
materials

Employ durable, robust and low maintenance 
materials in the higher parts of a building.

Employ natural, tactile and visually interesting 
materials at the lower levels near the public 
interface to reinforce a human scale.

Ensure any blank walls which are visible from 
the public realm, are designed as an integrated 
three dimensional component of the building.

Figure 83 The choice of materials and detailing should reflect the 
distance at which the building is viewed, with finer detail and tactile 
materials used  in the shop fronts and lower levels.

Figure 84 The tower component of the 
building is designed as a three dimensional 
form with careful consideration of corners and 
without a blank wall that is visible from the 
public realm.
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PHOTO of IGLUU

The street wall adopts a heavy, crafted brick 
language with deep reveals exaggerated in 
a brass finish, while the upper level adopts 
a finer metal blade approach to convey a 
sense of lightness. 
 
Iglu, Franklin Street



Figure 85 Glare can cause a significant visual nuisance and impact driver and cyclist safety 
at both near and long range.

Figure 86 This faceted, highly reflective glass facade without any projecting fins or recesses  
maximises the intensity of glare to the public realm.
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Avoid façade surfaces which result in 
unacceptable levels of glare to the public realm. 

49. 
Avoid visually 
exposed towers with 
low facade quality



Figure 87 The use of perforated mesh abutting the public realm reduces the quality of this 
laneway within Southbank

Figure 88 The use of painted concrete, roller doors and large format louvres negatively 
impacts the quality of this heritage lane abutting the Guildford Lane precinct. 

Avoid building materials and finishes such as 
painted concrete or ventilation louvres which 
undermine the visually rich, tactile quality of 
laneway environments.
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50. 
Avoid materials that do 
not contribute to the 
public realm



FURTHER READING

The Central Melbourne Design Guide draws 
upon a broad range of references and policy 
documents from locally, interstate and abroad. 
For further reading the following references are 
recommended:

• Auckland Council, Auckland Design 
Manual 2014

• City of Adelaide, Adelaide Design Manual - 
Building Interface Guidelines 2014

• City of Maribyrnong, Good Design 
Standard - Better Neighbourhoods, 
Streetscapes and Homes 2014

• City of Melbourne, Places for People Study 
1994, 2005, 2015

• City of Sydney, Fine Grain Review - 
Recommendations for a Lively and 
Engaging City Centre 2012

• Council on Tall Buildings and Urban 
Habitat - Publications 

• Commission for Architecture and the Built 
Environment, Protecting Design Quality in 
Planning 2003

• Commission for Architecture and the Built 
Environment, The Councillors Guide to 
Urban Design 2003

• Dovey, Kim., Rob Adams, and Ronald 
Jones, Urban Choreography 2018

• Department of Environment, Land, Water 
and Planning Central City Built Form 
Review - Existing Context Report 2016

• Design Council - Commission for 
Architecture and the Built Environment, 
Building for Life - The Sign of a Good 
Place to Live 2015

• Government Architect, New South Wales 
Better Placed, A design led approach: 
developing an Architecture and Design 
Policy for New South Wales 2017

• Office of the Victorian Government 
Architect, Architecture Design 
Competitions - A Guide for Government 
2018

• Office of the Victorian Government 
Architect, Good Design and Local 
Government XX

• STIPO, The City at Eye Level, Lessons for 
Street Plinths 2017
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The New Academic Street, RMIT, designed 
by multiple architects and landscape 
architects is the recipient of a number 
of design awards and is an example of 
design excellence, validated through an 
independent, peer reviewed process. 

RMIT NAS: Garden Building 
Photo: NMBW Architects
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