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Urban Consolidation – A Critique of Redland City Council 

Development Model 

By Trevor Berrill – Sustainable Energy Consultant and Educator (and local resident) 

www.trevolution.com.au  

Article 1 

Infill Housing in Redlands – Are we getting it right? 
 

I am sitting here at my office window in Whepstead (Manor) precinct, Wellington Point, listening to 

the industrial thrum of my neighbour’s air conditioner, a recent addition to this home. I had been 

wondering about the pros and cons of infill housing for some time and decided I should write a 

critique of this style of development as our City Plan is up for review. In-fill housing is rapidly 

happening throughout our area as it is close to the train station. It is part of the process of urban 

consolidation to increase housing and hence population density, typically around transport nodes, 

either through small lot sub-division and/or units/townhouses. So in this series of articles, I want to 

examine the goals of urban consolidation and some reviews of this type of development. Then 

through my own observations and experience of living in the Whepstead precinct, critique some 

aspects of urban consolidation regarding sustainability goals and liveability. 

 

The goals of urban consolidation 

The original goal was to maximise the use of infrastructure such as rail, water and electricity systems 

in established areas as population density decreased in older suburbs in the 1970-80s with smaller 

families and the move to the ‘outer burbs’. In some cases, governments also wanted to address 

declining enrolments at older schools and in some cases maintain the electoral composition to 

enhance re-election chances.  In the 1990s this was broadened to include sustainability goals. These 

included slowing or halting urban sprawl and hence saving rural and bush lands for agricultural or 

other purposes. It aimed to improve energy efficiency and reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 

better urban and building design and access to public transport. This included mixing residential and 

commercial areas to provide work closer to home. Often a mix of housing styles 

(detached/units/townhouses), size and affordability were provided to meet government social goals 

such as equity and access to services and work (Troy, 1996).   

As a sustainable energy systems engineer/educator and environmentalist, I see these sustainability 

goals as laudable because our current infinite growth economic model is clearly at odds with a finite 

planet. We are currently consuming unsustainably the resources of about 1.5 planet Earths (Global 

Footprint Network, 2010:18). Our ecological footprint (a measure of the area of land and water 

required to support each of us) is about 6.8ha per person, 5 times the global sustainable, fair share 

(Global Footprint Network, 2010:19). This should be a great concern to all of us. Humanity is in what 

is called ‘’overshoot” mode by environmental scientists, living beyond our means on a planetary 

scale and eating away our natural capital on which all life depends (Rockstrom et al: 2009).  

A major critic of urban consolidation, Patrick Troy, outlined key criticisms in his 1996 book, “The 

Perils of Urban Consolidation”. These included flaws in the analysis of data underpinning 

consolidation policy such as occupancy rates and dwelling size, and infrastructure savings were 
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overstated and may be offset by other costs and loss of amenity. Furthermore, environmental 

outcomes are unlikely to be achieved. For example, unless the public transport is clean, efficient and 

timely, car numbers can increase, with increasing air and noise pollution; it is harder to recycle 

organic wastes on site with increased housing density. There is limited space for rain or grey water 

storage unless underground, and the increase in hard surfaces creates more run-off and flooding 

potential. As well, Troy points out that restricting urban sprawl ultimately depends on addressing 

population size and growth, goals which are clearly at odds with current, endless growth centred, 

economic policy. 

Glen Searle, a planning academic from the University of Sydney, outlined the concerns of Sydney 

residents in older suburbs where urban consolidation started in the 1980s. He states: 

Local communities were concerned that consolidation would generate a variety of local spill-
overs, including loss of green environment, extra traffic, loss of privacy, and loss of 
streetscape quality. The latter concern arose to a large extent from the experiences of the 
1960s, when re-zonings to allow higher densities resulted in older houses being demolished 
for three storey flats. These had no landscaping, they overlooked neighbouring house yards 
and windows, and their plain block forms ignored prevailing local architectural forms.  

 

Many of these concerns are evident still and were expressed in the Redlands 2030 Community Plan 

consultation reference group workshops that I was involved in.  Many concerns revolve around the 

“liveability” of an area. This is a term that has many possible meanings? In general it includes 

measures of quality of life, social cohesion, access to services, and sporting and cultural engagement. 

There is substantial debate around the benefits and disadvantages of urban consolidation in terms of 

liveability. Recent research by CSIRO’s Rod McCrea and University of Queensland academic, Peter 

Walters, concluded that residents in Wynnum, a bayside suburb of similar density to Wellington 

Point, were concerned about overcrowding, increasing traffic and parking and social problems.  

Planning experts theorise that there is an optimum level of population density where the added 

benefits of access to additional services for example are not outweighed by the negative aspects 

mentioned by residents as they see the impact of urban consolidation on their quality of life. 

The Whepstead Precinct Context 

The area that I live in is Burnett Street, in which the historical home, Whepstead Manor (circa 1889) 

was built. The Whepstead precinct was part of the original European settlement centre of 

Wellington Point. Initially developed around Fernbourne Road, Station and Harris Streets in 1885, it 

was later extended around Whepstead Manor in Burnett Street, named after the developer, Gilbert 

Burnett (Howells, 2000).  The Wellington Point village centre has how moved further north.  This 

subdivision was typical of its time, with wide open streets running north-south and east-west, and 

open spoon drains with grassy verges. These were the days of the horse and buggy. A mix of housing 

occurred over time, with most homes spread over two blocks of about 400m2 each. The area was 

very leafy, with many large trees including gums, silky oaks, mangos and jacaranda. The largish block 

size and relatively small house size meant there was plenty of outdoor space for either trees, 

gardens or playing areas. There are no parks of any significant size in the area. It is bounded to the 

north by the railway line, to the east by Hilliards Creek and Geoff Skinner wetlands reserve, to the 

west by Main Road and south by Duncan Street.  

This design contrasts markedly with modern subdivisions where developers are required to provide 

open green space and often a wetland area to capture and slow run-off, but houses are crammed 
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into small lots, often with very large houses. Australia now has the dubious honour of the largest 

average detached house size globally (ABC, 2011).  As well, modern estates tend to have curvier, 

narrower streets, with lots of cul de sacs. This design aims partly to slow traffic and to limit “rat 

running”. Figure 1 shows both Whepstead Precinct and a more recent development to the west in 

2005. On the right side of Main Road you can see the more rectangular layout of Whepstead 

Precinct. There are still plenty of trees in areas to the east and south that are not yet densely 

covered in housing. This contrasts with the design to the west on Main Road with fewer trees and 

cul de sacs, 3 being visible in this section.   

Figure 1 – Aerial Photograph of Whepstead Precinct and Neighbouring Modern Precinct to West 

(Note: Main Rd runs up the centre of the photograph) 

 

A summary of the outcomes of urban consolidation in Sydney up to about 2007 is given below by 

planning academic, Glen Searle.  

Housing affordability was improved in early phases when three-storey apartments 
dominated the program. But subsequent emphases on town houses and then on high rise 
apartments in inner areas have usually resulted in prices higher than the average Sydney 
dwelling price, or else sacrificed good urban design for affordability. Outer area consolidation 
has sacrificed accessibility for price savings. Infrastructure savings in hydraulic services 
(water/sewerage) have been offset by greater pressure on limited road capacity from extra 
traffic. The advantages of the back yard have not been compensated by increased per capita 
provision of open space in consolidation areas.  

 
Whepstead Precinct had an ambience that is quickly being transformed. Those of us who have lived 
here for 10 years or more are witnessing this transformation with some concern. Are the Sydney 
outcomes to be the destiny of Whepstead Precinct?  
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Article 2 

The Reality of Urban Consolidation in Whepstead Precinct  
 

In the previous article, I examined some of the goals of urban consolidation, concerns of existing 

residents and outcomes as reported by Sydney planning academic, Glen Searle and other 

researchers. In this article, I will examine some issues around the type of urban consolidation 

occurring in Whepstead precinct and the impacts. 

There are pros and cons to the original wide open space design of this heritage precinct. The treed 

leafy nature and wide grassy verged streets appealed. We bought our house (in 1999) based on a 

number of location criteria which included the low density (only 14 houses in Burnett Street at the 

time and one lot of 5 units) and hence potential quietness of the area, proximity to the train station 

and water sports (windsurfing/ swimming),  a green leafy area and significant bushland habitat 

nearby. We found that koalas would sometimes climb gums near our home. A variety of birds 

inhabited our leafy garden including rainbow lorikeets, honey-eaters and pheasant coucals.  These 

were a real treat. But negatives also began to arise.  

The first was that we soon found that there was a morning and evening traffic rush hour to the 

station via our street. This was aggravated by the wide open streets, and the need to get to the 

station on time. Traffic experts acknowledge that this design encourages speeding (Daisa, 1997; 

Swift, 1997; Edquist et al, 2009). The street design also encourages hooning as the grassy verges are 

great for performing wheel spinning slides in wet weather. There have been 3 car crashes on our 

street corner, partly as a result of the design and “getting to the station on time”. With about 30 

other locals, we started to lobby the Council for some traffic management measures. We had traffic 

surveys conducted in 3 streets, consulted with independent experts, researched strategies, analysed 

traffic data, wrote reports with lots of suggested improvements, and made presentations to Council 

over about 6 years. All to no avail. The data showed more than 50 percent of cars exceeded the 

speed limit in two streets with maximum speeds of 96 and 139km/hr being recorded. But the 

Council engineers argued that traffic volumes were too low to warrant traffic calming and speeds 

were statistically within a ‘normal’ range, all according to their design rules (Berrill et al, 2004:5 & 

Appendix). This was a win for bureaucracy, not the residents! 

Urban Consolidation Strikes 

From about 2000, the goals of urban consolidation started to impinge more noticeably.  Government 

changed the rules so that residents could no longer object to “code approved” developments and 

the precinct was rezoned for medium density. All of this was a boon for the developers, and to some 

extent to Council from rates.  Initially I thought “Ok, we need higher density near stations to reduce 

car usage, and with the improvements in the building code, we should see some best practice, 

energy efficient design happening”.  How naïve I was! The units that emerged across the road from 

us reflected little of best practice design. While light colours were used and most units located living 

areas to the north, there was minimal insulation installed, no solar water heaters or solar electricity, 

little green space provided, lots of concrete with no waste water collection and reuse on site, and 

limited filtration. Just send it off to Moreton Bay.  And of course while the station is close by, it 

mainly caters for Brisbane CBD region workers, with only about 10 percent of all trips outside 

Redlands to the CBD region (RCC, 2003). So many still have to drive and so there is often one car per 

adult per home. 
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Figure 1 – Unit development with no solar, little insulation, lots of hard surfaces and little green 

space. 

 

Then the infill housing started in earnest. The first infill homes, built prior to 2000 on 400m2 blocks, 

had been rather modest single storey, 150 m2 homes. But now the common size is two storey, about 

200 m2 plus with a pool. In the past 10 years, about 26 detached homes and 17 units have been 

added to this area, increasing the total dwelling stock to about 220 houses and 42 units (Source: 

Google Earth 2005 & 2015). These are my observations of the outcome to date in Whepstead 

precinct.   

Firstly, there is an overall ‘’de-greening” of the area as there is little space for trees, or for the 

children and/or dog/s to run around on small blocks with large houses.  No parkland or green spaces 

have been provided to offset this loss of outdoor space. While I am happy for children to play in the 

wide open streets, the traffic has not been “calmed” so this is incompatible. As it is, the car gets to 

dominate our urban streets. This is not best practice. Some additional tree planting in streets was 

provided, but mainly for aesthetic reasons.  The loss of vegetation, the increase in hard surfaces and 

the re-surfacing of streets with even darker bitumen all add to increased run-off and the heat island 

effect of the city, potentially increasing air temperature by up to 1 to 3 degrees Celsius (EPA, 2015; 

Hall et al, 1995).  

Secondly, my observations of new housing construction locally, and through my work in assessing 

the energy efficiency of new housing in SEQ with CSIRO, confirms there is still some very poor 

building practice happening. The construction of large detached houses within 3 metres of each 

other, or less, depending on height, means that noise is easily transmitted via open windows close to 

each other. Therefore, windows are likely to be closed.  Furthermore, wind speeds in general are 

reduced around closely built houses, and windows become ineffective as breeze pathways. Natural 

lighting is compromised as often windows are screened for privacy. Lower storey windows facing 

north generally get no winter sunlight to warm the house, as the house to the north shades the 

windows. Winter heating is still a requirement for June to August. 
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Figure 2 – Left: Privacy screens are necessary but shade north facing windows, restricting winter 

sun, natural light and cooling summer breezes. Right: Hard surfaces are sometimes used between 

houses, increasing run-off. 

 

 

Slab on ground construction can reduce heating and cooling demand but not so much when foam-

core, floating slabs are used. Insulation is poorly installed by best practice standards and often too 

little is put in ceilings and walls, with lots of gaps. I often see no reflective foil sarking being installed 

under the roof sheeting. This is crucial in our hot summers to reduce ceiling space temperatures. Yet 

air conditioning ducts are installed through the hot ceiling space, effectively making the air 

conditioner work much harder in heat waves, particularly for dark coloured roofs. All this is creating 

more peak power demand for air conditioning. The dramatic increase in air conditioning in recent 

years, and the resulting cost of upgrading the power distribution system, has been a major 

contributor to the doubling in electricity costs over the past 6 years. Furthermore, rain water tanks 

have been installed in many cases but how are these tanks going to be replaced in coming years 

when at the rear of homes? That makes me wonder about the greatly restricted access for 

emergency services such as fire crews. 



7 
 

Figure 3 – Left: No reflective foil insulation for this ceiling space under a dark colour roof. Ducted 

air conditioning then has to work harder. Right: Almost full shading of solar systems year round.

 

 

What about liveability? For me personally, increasing noise is the biggest concern and impact. Noise 

affects both amenity and health. It comes from a range of sources including ongoing new 

construction or renovation, dogs and peak dog walking hour, peak hour train traffic, air conditioners, 

pool pumps and garden appliances. The more houses and the closer they are together, the more 

noise that is likely to impinge from these sources. Dog barking is typically the single biggest cause of 

noise complaints in urban areas, with Brisbane City Council recording 6400 complaints in 2013 

(Fuller, 2013). Seventy-five percent homes now have air conditioners (Strengers et al, 2014) and 

about 15 percent have pools (Roy Morgan Research, 2015). Most now have several petrol powered 

garden appliances including mowers, trimmers, blowers and chain saws. Not long ago it was mostly a 

mower and rake.  Speeding and hooning through our wide open, straight streets is a regular 

occurrence. This is a safety issue as well as a noise nuisance. Cats roam freely day and night and 

there are fewer visits now by honey-eaters as noisy miners predominate and chase other birds away. 

Trees have disappeared, while traffic and dogs increased in number. These are all threats to koalas. 

So has all this infill achieved any of the goals of urban consolidation such as increasing population 

density, stopping urban sprawl and reducing energy consumption?  Regarding urban sprawl, our 

precious farmland just down the road continues to be rezoned for housing. As for population 

density, using Census data, the population has increased in this area since urban consolidation policy 

really started in about 2000. I estimate that dwellings increased from 189 houses, including 8 units 

(about 546 people) to about 262 dwellings, including 42 units and about 690 people in 2015. This is a 

26 percent increase in population.  But I think it is arguable if this has had any great benefit on either 

increasing train use or reducing car pollution. This is because the population of Wellington Point as a 

whole has increased far more rapidly from about 8000 in 2000 to over 12,000 today 

(http://queenslandplaces.com.au/wellington-point), i.e. by 50 percent.  Any small benefit of higher 

train patronage is largely offset by a much larger increase in car trips in general. This is supported by 

the Redland City Council 2003 Transport Plan which projected only about 12,400 trips by train by 

2011, compared to 389,000 trips of all kinds, mostly by car. Wellington Point station only handles 

about 20 percent of all train trips. So the number of people using the train is still very low compared 

to car use. What has happened however is that residents of Whepstead precinct now suffer 

increased traffic, noise and emissions at peak train use times.  

Regarding the energy efficiency of the building stock, detached housing has got bigger with 

Australian homes (excluding units/townhouses) now the biggest in the world. They have many more 

appliances, even since the 1990s.  I know this from my many home energy audits over the years and 

http://queenslandplaces.com.au/wellington-point
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government reports. Large houses require more energy, particularly for heating, cooling and lighting. 

Air conditioning is used in most houses and pools are common. These are big energy users. As well, 

while houses since 2003 have to meet minimum energy efficiency standards, these standards have 

been poorly applied and most of these homes are still large energy users. This was confirmed by 

recent CSIRO projects that I worked for, assessing the energy consumption and efficiency of homes 

less than 10 and 4 years old (Ambrose et al, 2013). 

Does this make me want to move? No, because I have made some great friends and it is still a 

beautiful part of the world. But it does make me want to work to improve things via education and 

cooperative relationships with neighbours. I will explore some positive measures to address some of 

these issues in future articles.  
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Article 3 

 

How to make it more liveable and sustainable 

Greening / parks  

Water and energy / using waste water 

Street verge farming – Buderim example - social engagement/health physical exercise  

Street activities sport – badminton / music 

Traffic calming / cycling walking / EVs 

Heat island effect / width/colour of road surfaces/vegetation 

More compact living – best practice examples UK / Denmark / US 


