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Acknowledgment of Country

Yuma
Dhawura Nguna Dhawura Ngunnawal
Yanggu ngalawiri dhunimanyin Ngunnawalwari 
dhawurawari
Nginggada Dindi yindumaralidjinyin
Dhawura Ngunnawal yindumaralidjinyin

Hello,
This is Ngunnawal Country
Today we are meeting on Ngunnawal country 
We always respect Elders, male and female
We always respect Ngunnawal Country 

The ACT Government acknowledges the Ngunnawal 
people as traditional custodians of the ACT and 
recognises any other people or families with 
connection to the lands of the ACT and region. We 
acknowledge and respect their continuing culture and 
the contribution they make to the life of this city and 
this region.

 Australian Capital Territory, Canberra 2026.

This work is copyright. Apart from any use as 
permitted under the Copyright Act 1968, no part may 
be reproduced by any process without written  
permission from:

Director-General, City and Environment Directorate, 
ACT Government, GPO Box 158, Canberra ACT 2601.

Telephone: 02 6207 1923 
Website: www.planning.act.gov.au

Produced by the City and Environment Directorate

Accessibility

The ACT Government is committed to making its 
information, services, events and venues as accessible 
as possible.

If you have difficulty reading a standard printed 
document and would like to receive this publication 
in an alternative format, such as large print, please 
phone Access Canberra on 13 22 81 or email the City 
and Environment Directorate at CEDComms@act.gov.
au

If English is not your first language and you require 
a translating and interpreting service, please phone 
13 14 50.

If you are deaf, or have a speech or hearing 
impairment, and need the teletypewriter service, 
please phone  
13 36 77 and ask for Access Canberra on 13 22 81.

For speak and listen users, please phone 1300 555 727 
and ask for Canberra Connect on 13 22 81.

For more information on these services visit  
http://www.relayservice.com.au

Disclaimer: The projects and images contained within this document are not endorsed by the ACT Government and are 
included only for the purpose to illustrate design intent and context.

Artwork: Relationships by Lynnice Letty Keen
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Vision for Canberra.
To be a sustainable, 
competitive and equitable 
city that respects Canberra's 
unique legacy as a city 
in the landscape and the 
National Capital, while being 
responsive to the future and 
resilient to change.

Haig Townhouses, Turner ACT. Architect: DNA Architects

Authorised by the ACT Parliamentary Counsel—also accessible at www.legislation.act.gov.au



Part One: 
Introduction 
and purpose
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The nation’s housing affordability crisis is complex, stemming from 
various factors across the breadth of the national economy. The planning 
system has a critical role in responding by enabling the delivery of new 
housing supply in a way that safeguards the character and liveability 
of the city. With a range of ambitious housing targets being set nation-
wide, the ACT is aiming to enable 30,000 new homes by 2030. The ACT’s 
Planning Strategy 2018 aims to deliver 70% of new housing growth in 
existing urban areas, with District Strategies identifying key areas for 
growth. 

The vision of the ACT Planning Strategy (2018) is to be a 
sustainable, competitive and equitable city that respects 
Canberra as a city in the landscape and the National 
Capital, while being responsive to the future and resilient 
to change. This vision continues the original plan for 
Canberra as a city within the landscape that celebrates its 
bushland setting. It protects and enhances the qualities 
that we value about Canberra while managing growth and 
change across the city. 

The ACT has limited land available for new suburban 
development and therefore, new suburbs cannot be relied 
upon alone to cater for the growing population. Urban 
infill involves building new homes on existing residential 
blocks rather than expanding into undeveloped areas, 
known as greenfield development. Urban infill is preferred 
because it makes better use of land and resources, 
reduces urban sprawl, and helps protect natural areas and 
farmland.

Maximising the use of already identified urban renewal 
areas is crucial for meeting the ACT’s growth targets. Yet, 
these growth areas alone might not suffice to provide the 
housing choices in locations where people want to live. 
Consequently, there is a need to focus on encouraging 
renewal within suburban residential areas with higher 
density housing types and typologies.

WHY THE NEED FOR MISSING MIDDLE 
HOUSING? 
Missing middle housing, which includes options like 
duplexes, triplexes and townhouses, can be a key part 
of urban infill. These types of homes fit well into existing 
neighborhoods and provide more affordable housing 
choices. By adding missing middle housing, communities 
can enjoy more diverse and vibrant neighborhoods, 
better access to amenities, and improved overall housing 
outcomes.

Residential intensification is a means to provide for 
housing growth and choice, while ensuring that our land is 
used efficiently. This is because traditional housing often 
doesn’t meet the diverse needs of the population in our 
growing cities. Modern lifestyles require homes to be safe, 
comfortable, and adaptable. Unlike previous generations, 
our needs for multi-functional and flexible living spaces 
have evolved. 

Missing middle housing—such as multi-occupancy, 
duplexes, townhouses, terraces, and small low-rise 
apartment buildings—can address this by offering housing 
options that fill the gap between single-family homes 
and high-rise apartments. Embracing a variety of housing 
types recognises a cultural shift from traditional models, 
allowing cost savings to be invested in quality materials 
and innovative designs.

As urban areas continue to grow and population increases, 
using land efficiently within our cities becomes more 
important. Missing middle housing provides for increased 
density without the bulk of large apartment complexes, 
reducing sprawl and preserving open spaces. These 
housing types cater to various life stages and income 
levels, as well as multi-generational living, offering more 
flexibility, aging in place opportunities and choice for 
different living arrangements. 

They also promote walkable neighbourhoods by 
increasing residential living within existing communities, 
enhancing local amenity, and fostering vibrant, connected 
communities. In addition, well located higher-density 
housing supports sustainable communities by reducing 
resource use and improving public transportation.

This Design Guide should serve as a guide for all Missing 
Middle development regardless of whether this is in urban 
infill or greenfield areas. 

Tip: These design guides, by their nature, use planning 
language. See the definitions in the glossary in the 
appendices.
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KEY FACTORS IN DEVELOPING 
THE MISSING MIDDLE
Understanding the unique opportunities, challenges and other key 
factors affecting the delivery of missing middle housing is key to 
developing the design guides. Some of these factors include: 

DEVELOPMENT FEASIBILITY VERSUS HOUSING 
AFFORDABILITY
The development of missing middle housing is a unique 
opportunity to balance feasibility with affordability. By 
ensuring appropriate density in more locations, we can 
provide more affordable housing options across the 
ACT. These types of homes, such as duplexes, triplexes, 
and townhouses, are less expensive to build than large 
apartment buildings but offer more variety than traditional 
single-family homes. Expanding where it can be developed 
allows not only professional developers but also typical 
homeowners, such as “mum and dad” developers to 
participate. This can increase the supply of moderately 
priced homes, making it easier for people to find affordable 
places to live and easing the pressure on housing markets.

LEGACY OF BLOCK PATTERN AND STRUCTURE
Over time cities evolve, creating different housing types 
and structures. The Griffin Plan created large city blocks, 
while newer areas have smaller ones. By understanding 
and using these different block sizes, we can create 
housing that fits well in each area. This means we can 
develop missing middle housing that respects the unique 
character of different neighborhoods.

BLOCK CONSOLIDATION CHALLENGES
Creating missing middle housing may require the 
consolidation of multiple blocks. While this may open 
opportunities, it can also be complex and costly. Adjusting 
regulations to allow for missing middle housing on single 
blocks and targeting areas of consolidated ownership or 
larger sites can overcome this. Block consolidation can 
unlock significant opportunities for creating diverse, well-
designed, efficient and affordable housing options that 

may not be possible on individual blocks.

UPDATING PLANNING CONTROLS
Existing planning controls can make missing middle 
projects difficult. The ACT Government is exploring updates 
to planning controls, such as car parking requirements, 
block sizes and consolidation, and setbacks, to better 
support missing middle. By modernising zoning codes and 
standards, we can make it easier to build missing middle 

housing. These updates will make it easier to develop 
diverse housing options that meet the needs of our 
growing communities.

STREAMLINING PLANNING APPLICATION 
PROCESSES
Streamlining planning application processes can 
significantly enhance the feasibility of missing middle 
housing projects. By providing clear timelines, offering 
incentives for projects that meet specific criteria, and 
engaging with community stakeholders early on, we can 
reduce delays and foster a more supportive development 
environment. This proactive approach can encourage 
investment in missing middle housing.

DISTRICT STRATEGIES
The ACT’s District Strategies offer place-specific 
approaches to development and densification, aligning 
with the existing and desired future character of each 
district. By incorporating strategies that allow for missing 
middle housing, we can ensure that growth is balanced 
with the protection of local character and amenity. 
Strategies to deliver missing middle housing must consider 
these to support sustainable, community-focused 
development.

INVESTING IN INFRASTRUCTURE
Investing in infrastructure capacity to support increased 
density is crucial for the successful implementation 
of missing middle housing. By addressing community 
concerns and ensuring that infrastructure keeps pace 
with development, governments can create a supportive 
environment for new housing. This will help accommodate 
growth while maintaining quality of life for residents.

ENHANCING AMENITY IMPACTS
Renewing suburban areas for missing middle housing can 
enhance community amenity by carefully considering 
factors like driveway placement and street tree 
preservation. By addressing these elements, we can ensure 
that the implementation of missing middle housing is both 
successful and sustainable, contributing positively to the 
overall urban environment.
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MISSING MIDDLE HOUSING IN THE ACT

Canberra is one of Australia’s fastest growing cities. With an ageing 
population and an increase in non-traditional family structures, there is 
a pressing need for diverse and adaptable housing options. To make sure 
Canberra continues to be a great place to live, work and enjoy, we must 
plan for this growth now.

The ACT’s population is currently around 470,000 people. 
But by 2050, our population is expected to reach almost 
700,000 people. Our growing population means we will 
need to build 30,000 new homes by 2030 and up to 100,000 
new homes by 2050.

Not only do we need more homes in the ACT, but also 
more housing choice. Right now, homes in Canberra lean 
towards low-density, separate homes and high-density 
apartments. This leaves a gap for medium-density homes, 
like townhouses and terrace houses. This gap is often 
called the ‘missing middle.’ Filling this missing middle gap 
is important to meet the needs of our diverse population.

The ACT has only a limited amount of available land left for 
new suburbs. This means we cannot rely on new suburbs 
alone to fit our growing population. In the ACT, we have set 
a target for 70% of Canberra’s future development to be 
within existing suburbs. This is called infill development. 
Infill development is important because it can limit urban 
expansion and create more housing options closer to 
existing shops, transport, schools and services.

The ACT Government recognises the need for ‘missing 

middle’ housing - multi- occupancy, townhouses, terraces 
and low-rise apartments - to meet the future growth and 
housing demands of this city. 

Missing middle homes can be an attractive option for 
many Canberrans. This includes older people who are 
looking to downsize, young families, smaller households 
and even first-home buyers. They can also be a more 
affordable, accessible and flexible housing choice for 
people.

The development of this type of housing options, however, 
requires careful consideration of zoning rules and design 
guidelines to ensure high-quality, sustainable, and 
affordable housing that respects Canberra’s garden city 
character. 

The current planning system inhibits the development of 
some missing middle housing in existing residential areas, 
limiting housing choices and flexibility. 

This guide will be instrumental in informing potential 
changes to zoning rules and planning controls, and in 
delivering diverse, affordable, and sustainable housing 
options for Canberra’s evolving community.

Figure 1:	 This figure illustrates the concept of missing middle infill development in an existing suburb over time. 
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WHY THE NEED FOR DESIGN GUIDES

The ACT Government is addressing housing needs through the Missing 
Middle Housing Design Guide, which aims to increase the availability of 
diverse and affordable housing options and choice. 

This guide encourages the development of housing 
types like multi-occupancies, townhouses, terraces 
and low-rise apartment buildings that integrate into 
existing neighborhoods. By promoting these more 
moderately priced housing options in existing suburbs, 
the government is working to ease the pressure on the 
housing market, making it easier for families to find 
suitable homes. The guidelines also support sustainable 
and efficient land use, fostering more lively and walkable 
communities with better access to existing amenities.

AIM OF THE DESIGN GUIDELINES
Design guides help proponents interpret and apply the 
Territory Plan’s assessment outcomes when proposing 
development across Canberra. The design guides and 
design evaluation processes are critical in supporting 
the design and assessment processes, particularly those 
planning provisions that are less prescriptive and leave 
more room for interpretation and innovation. 

This Missing Middle Housing Design Guide adds to the 
suite of existing ACT Design Guides.

The reasoning for the design guides, which support the 
Territory Plan are outlined below:

Community benefit and value
Guiding best practice design can lead to social, 
environmental and economic benefits to the community, 
government and private business. Social benefits include 
supporting people’s quality of life and overall health 
and wellbeing. Environmental benefits encompass the 
protection and enhancement of environmental assets and 
the inclusion of sustainable design features and travel. 
Economic benefits include reduced infrastructure and 
delivery costs as a result of efficient land-use patterns 
through greater density near activity centres, employment 
areas and active travel.

Greater clarity and flexibility in process
Design guides can provide greater clarity, flexibility and 
consistency for the community, authority officers and 
industry. In supporting the Territory Plan, they help people 
interpret statutory policy, and guide proponents and 
statutory officers (including development assessment 
staff, courts and tribunals) within an outcomes-based 
planning system paradigm; clear writing is supported by 
images and graphics. These guides give all stakeholders 
the confidence to fully participate in the planning and 
development process.

Responsive to contemporary challenges

Our urban environments need to be responsive and 
adaptable to environmental challenges such as climate 
change, natural hazards and the build-up of urban heating, 
and societal challenges, such as pandemics. Design guides 
can help public space and housing designs consider 
and be responsive to these challenges. By encouraging 
development to be designed in a responsive manner and 
of a high-quality, the guides contribute to improvements 
in community health and wellbeing.

High-quality and place-based outcomes
An outcomes focused planning system puts the emphasis 
on achieving high quality design outcomes. The design 
guides support the Territory Plan to ensure the planning 
system adequately considers design quality and 
development suitability, leading to improved design 
quality and overall planning and design outcomes. These 
outcomes can deliver more distinctive places that have 
strong community identities. 

INTRODUCTION AND PURPOSE5  |   
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WHAT IS GOOD DESIGN?
Good design is not just about how a place looks, but 
how it works and makes people feel. It fosters better 
environments that enhance public value and support 
individual and community well-being. Achieving good 
design involves a thoughtful process that considers the 
specific context, including neighbourhood dynamics, 
street characteristics, and site features.

As we look to increasing density within urban areas, 
we must recognise the responsibility that comes with 
transforming communities and the important role that 
good design plays in the future character and functionality 
of our neighbourhoods. Good design also contributes 
to affordability and prioritises liveability and the natural 
environment, utilising existing site features and taking a 
conscientious approach to resource use.

	→ Context and character - Buildings define the 
quality of our neighbourhoods, shaping perception 
and functionality. Well-designed structures should 
integrate with their surroundings, reflecting local 
culture and history in architectural styles, creating a 
sense of identity and enhancing usability and diversity.

	→ Access, movement and place – Prioritising pedestrian 
movement and reducing the reliance on vehicles will 
create more accessible neighbourhoods, encourage 
active transportation and foster community 
interaction.

	→ Built form and scale - Buildings and streets should 
be designed to address the street and consider the 
human experience, creating inviting and comfortable 
environments. 

	→ Materials and building quality - Quality materials 
are crucial for functionality and sustainability. They 
should be durable and visually appealing, minimising 
environmental impacts and enhancing integration with 
surroundings.

	→ Public realm amenity - The public realm should 
prioritise user needs, fostering walkable, inviting 
spaces, while promoting social connections and diverse 
activities through enhancing urban character.

	→ Safety and security - Design should incorporate 
elements that enhance safety through visibility and 
well-lit spaces, using principles like Crime Prevention 
Through Environmental Design (CPTED) to protect 
vulnerable groups.

	→ Sustainability - Urban ecosystems are vital for 
healthy communities. Developments should adopt 
sustainable practices and incorporate green spaces 
and sustainable materials to optimise resources and 
energy efficiency.

Turner Townhouses, Gould Street, Turner ACT.
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Good buildings exhibit qualities like those 
that we appreciate in good people: they are 
polite and well mannered, contribute to the 
community, are good neighbours and it’s a 
pleasure to spend time in their company. 

As our city grows in maturity and population, 
social performance characteristics are a measure 
of the qualities of this place and this community. 

Good design ensures that enduring strength 
and resilience attributes are ‘baked into’ the city 
fabric.

Catherine Townsend, ACT Government 
Architect

MISSING MIDDLE DESIGN PRINCIPLES
To support the development of missing middle housing in the ACT, the following overarching design principles have been 
developed to support and encourage high-quality housing and comfortable environments for the community.

Principle one: 

Respond to 
neighbourhood 
context and character 
to create a sense of 
identity and reflect 
local styles.

Principle two: 

Contribute to healthy 
and safe communities 
through well designed 
streets and communal 
spaces.

Principle three: 

Encourage sustainable 
design practices that 
optimise resource and 
energy efficiencies 
and minimise impact 
on the natural 
environment. 

Principle four: 

Support housing 
diversity and 
community needs 
by providing a mix 
of different housing 
typologies.
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HOW TO USE THIS DESIGN GUIDE

WHO IS THIS DESIGN GUIDE FOR? 

This design guide is intended for both small and large-scale developers, 
design industry professionals, government officials, institutions, 
community advocates and generally anyone involved or interested 
in the planning, design and delivery of built environment projects in 
Canberra. 

The Missing Middle Housing Design Guide has been 
prepared to:

	→ Assist first time small-scale developers wanting to 
expand and build multiple homes on their block if size 
permits. 

	→ Assist developers, planners, urban designers,
architects, building designers, landscape architects, 
builders and other professionals when designing and 
preparing Development Applications (DAs) for missing 
middle housing.

	→ Assist government planning professionals with 
preparing development controls and assessing
development applications for missing middle housing.

	→ Inform the community of what is required to achieve 
good design and planning practice for missing middle
housing. 

Missing middle housing includes:

	→ Multiple occupancy housing where two or three 
dwellings are located on an existing block of land.
These can be side-by-side, one behind the other, or
located on corner blocks.

	→ Townhouse developments typically consisting of four 
or more dwellings which may be attached, detached or
a combination of the two. Depending on the number of
townhouses, there are many possible arrangements, 
though often as single or two storey dwellings sited 
perpendicular to the street.

	→ Terrace development typically consisting of four or
more attached dwellings with shared side walls which 
have a continuous frontage to the street.

	→ Low-rise apartments are residential buildings made
up of two or more residential apartments, up to three 
storeys. Typically, dwellings are single level, which have 
shared access and circulation.

WHAT BUILDING TYPOLOGIES DOES THIS DESIGN GUIDE APPLY TO?

FOCUS OF THIS GUIDE

Single 
dwelling

Multi-occupancy 
housing

Terraces and 
townhouses

Low-rise 
apartments

Mid-rise 
apartments

Medium rise 
apartments

High rise 
apartments
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MISSING MIDDLE DEVELOPMENT PROCESS

Below is a step-by-step guide for property owners in the ACT who want to develop 
their existing property into missing middle housing. This document provides 
guidance related to steps 1 to 4 below.

1. Understand missing 
middle housing

	→ Learn that missing middle housing 
includes options like multi 
occupancy, townhouses, terraces, 
and low rise apartment buildings.

	→ These housing types and 
typologies are designed to be 
more affordable and to fit well 
within existing neighborhoods.

2. Assess your property 
and future needs

	→ Evaluate your property to 
determine its suitability 
for missing middle housing 
development.

	→ Check the size, shape, and 
current use of your land to 
see if it can accommodate 
additional housing units.

	→ Ensure the size and cost of the 
development is suited to your 
circumstances.  

3. Research zoning and 
regulations

	→ Review local zoning laws and 
regulations to ensure your 
proposal is permissible.

	→ Understand any restrictions 
or requirements that may 
apply to your proposed 
development.

4. Develop a concept plan
	→ Hire an architect or designer to 

help create a concept plan that 
fits neighborhood character and 
meets local regulations.

	→ Design homes that are affordable, 
sustainable, accessible, appeal to 
future dwellers and use modern 
methods of construction.

	→ Engage a qualified energy 
assessor to embed energy 
efficiency into the design process.

5. Secure financing
	→ Explore different financing 

options such as home equity 
loans, personal savings, or 
small business loans.

	→ Prepare a detailed budget that 
includes all costs, from design 
and planning to construction 
and marketing.

6. Obtain necessary 
approvals

	→ Submit your development 
application to the ACT Planning 
and Land Authority for 
assessment.

	→ Ensure you get all the 
necessary permits and 
approvals before starting 
construction.

7. Hire contractors
	→ Find builders and contractors to 

carry out construction work.

	→ Get multiple quotes and check 
references to ensure you hire 
reliable professionals.

	→ Consider modern methods 
of construction, including 
prefabricated, modular building 
technology and building with 
sustainable materials. 

8. Monitor construction
	→ Hire a construction manager 

or prepare to monitor the 
construction with regular site 
visits, to ensure the work is 
progressing on schedule and 
within your budget

	→ Address any issues that arise 
promptly to avoid delays

9. Complete the project
	→ Conduct final inspections 

to ensure everything meets 
the required standards and 
regulations.

	→ Address any final touch-ups or 
issues before handing over the 
homes to future dwellers.
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HOW IS THIS DESIGN GUIDE STRUCTURED?
The Missing Middle Housing Design Guide is organised in 
four parts as outlined below. 

The more technical nature design guidance can be found 
in PART THREE: DESIGN GUIDELINES which is structured 
according to the design themes as outlined on the 

opposite page. The design themes relating to County 
and Place, and Urban Structure and Natural Systems, as 
represented in the other ACT design guides is not included 
in this guide, as these assessment outcomes do not apply 
to missing middle housing.

PART ONE: INTRODUCTION AND PURPOSE
Sets the scene and provides an overview of the purpose and structure of the 
guidelines. It provides and understanding of what good design is and how the 
design guide can achieve this, as well as providing an understanding on who this 
design guide is for, how to use the guide and how the design guide connects back 
to the Territory Plan.

PART TWO: CHARACTER AND SITE
Describes the process of preparing a thoughtful context analysis of the 
neighbourhoods, streetscape and site scales to set the foundation and 
understanding for which missing middle housing options are recommended and 
how you can make best use of the site. This section also describes the different 
building types and typologies, and identifies specific characteristics and guidance 
on where they differ from the general design guidance. 

PART THREE: DESIGN GUIDELINES
Provides best practice design guidance for missing middle housing based on the 
founding design principles and organised in the following themes - Site and Land 
Use, Access and Movement, Public Space and Amenity, Built Form and Building 
Design, Sustainability and Environment. These theme chapters provide a direct 
link and connection back to the Territory Plan and assessment outcomes. 

PART FOUR: APPENDICES AND CHECKLIST
Includes tools to support the design guidance and development process including 
missing middle housing development checklist, built form control metrics, 
document references, and a glossary.
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DESIGN PRINCIPLES
Four overarching design principles 
have been developed to guide the 
overall intent and encourage high 
quality missing middle housing 
development outcomes and support 
community integration. 

DESIGN THEMES
General design guidelines have been 
organised around seven key themes 
that align with the assessment 
outcomes of the Territory Plan and 
provide clear reference to support the 
development application.  

DESIGN ELEMENTS
Within the design themes, guidelines 
for specific design elements has been 
identified and should be addressed 
except where more specific outcomes 
have been identified per typology. 

Principle one: 

Respond to neighbourhood 
context and character to 
create sense of identity and 
reflect local styles.

Principle two: 

Contribute to healthy and 
safe communities through 
well designed streets and 
communal spaces.

Principle three: 

Encourage sustainable 
design practices that 
optimise resource and energy 
efficiencies and minimise 
impacts on the natural 
environment. 

Principle four: 

Support housing diversity 
and community needs by 
providing a mix of different 
housing typologies.

Country and 
Place

Urban Structure 
and Natural 
Systems

Site and 
Land Use

Access and 
Movement

Public 
Space and 
Amenity

Built Form and 
Building Design

Sustainability and 
Environment

Refer to Housing Design Guide

Refer to Housing Design Guide

Understanding your site
Land uses
Building envelope
Typologies 

Site access and connectivity
Resident and visitor parking
Integrated Services

Communal open space
Private open space and balconies
Landscaping

Scale and building form
Orientation and street interface
Diverse housing choices
Storage

Building design performance
Natural resource management
Climate change resilience
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HOW DOES THIS GUIDE RELATE TO OTHER DESIGN GUIDES?

The Missing Middle Housing Design Guide is complementary to other ACT Design Guides. 

Design guides help proponents consider how their 
developments can achieve better designed buildings and 
shared spaces that benefit the community. This system is 
focused on delivering best practice outcomes. 

ACT Design Guides require proponents to think about the 
design of buildings and spaces, and their impact on the 
environment and community. It also gives the assessment 
team more information about a proposal. This ensures 
that the new development is beneficial to the community 
and that it is innovative in its design.

There may be some instances where proposals will require 
a proponent to consider multiple guides together.

There are development thresholds for when a proponent 
will need to consider the design guides and provide a 
response:

The triggers for when the Missing Middle Housing Design 
Guide (MMHDG) is used: 

	– Development of missing middle housing (as defined 
in this guide) is required to consider and provide
a design response to the Missing Middle Housing 
Design Guide where the development is residential 
only and meets at least one of the following: 

	– is three storeys or less and provides more than 
one residential dwelling; or

	– is for subdivision or consolidation of currently 
leased RZ1 and RZ2 blocks.

The triggers for when the Apartment Design Guide (ADG) 
is used if the below criteria is met:

– Residential and mixed-use residential development
is required to consider and provide a design response
to the Housing Design Guide where the development 
meets all the following: 

– provides more than one residential dwelling; and

– is not for missing middle housing as defined by
this guide.

The triggers for when the Urban Design Guide (UDG) is 
used if one of the below criteria is met:

– it is precinct scale with a site area greater than one
hectare;

– the combined development gross floor area exceeds 
10,000m2;

	– comprises more than 1,000m² of public or common
space; or

	– required to seek advice from the National Capital
Design Review Panel.

The Biodiversity Sensitive Urban Design Guide does not 
apply to single dwelling housing or secondary residences. 
It also does not apply on developments where the increase 
in impermeable surfaces is 500m2 or less.

Developers will still need to meet their minimum 
requirements in the Territory Plan.

Application of the Urban Design Guide 
Sites of 1 ha or greater

Application of the Missing 
Middle Housing Design Guide

Territory Districts Suburb Precinct Section Block Building
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Illustrations in this guide
The building examples and conceptual drawings 
presented in this design guide are not to be taken 
literally. They are aimed at demonstrating a particular 
concept and not necessarily a holistic design outcome, 
and will not guarantee a development approval

Grace, Dickson ACT. Architect: DNA Architects
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ACT PLANNING PROCESS

The ACT population is increasingly growing. With more people living and 
working in the ACT, a clear and easy to use planning system is required so 
we can accommodate future growth without compromising the valued 
characteristics of the city. The ACT Planning System now promotes better 
outcomes for development, the environment and, most importantly, 
Canberrans. 

HOW THESE DESIGN GUIDES RELATE TO 
THE TERRITORY PLAN
A modern planning system is fundamental to the city’s 
vision of a liveable and sustainable city. The planning 
system focuses on delivering high-quality built outcomes 
for the residents of Canberra, with embedded flexibility 
to encourage innovation. The long-term goals for 
Canberra have changed in the past 15 years, reflecting 
the significance of coping with climate change, providing 
critical infrastructure for our expanding population, and 
increasing housing choice and accessibility. 

The ACT planning system introduced design guides to 
help the interpretation and application of the Territory 
Plan’s assessment outcomes. The assessment outcomes 
specify ways that the desired policy outcomes for districts 
and zones in the ACT can be met. The design guides 
demonstrate ways the assessment outcomes can be met 
and provide general best practice design guidance. 

DEVELOPMENT APPLICATION PROCESS
The Missing Middle Housing Design Guide provides 
consistent planning and design guidance for missing 
middle residential development within the ACT. The 
design guide aims to provide best practice standards for 
various forms of missing middle housing and can be used 
as tool for government to use to assess these housing 
types and typologies. 

Developers should consider the Territory Plan assessment 
outcomes when preparing plans and DA documentation, 
including for pre-DA matters. To help with this process, 
consider the Missing Middle Housing Design Guide at the 
very beginning of the design process, to allow flexibility in 
addressing key recommendations from the guide. 

When preparing plans and documentation, developers 
must demonstrate their approach and how they have 
addressed the relevant elements of the Design Guide 
where required. 

BUILDING APPROVALS
Most building projects in the ACT involving new builds, 
alterations, additions and demolition require building 
approval (BA).

You’ll need development approval (DA) before you get BA.

You must have a BA in place to ensure your proposed 
building work complies with relevant building laws and 
regulations and the National Construction Code (NCC, also 
known as the building code).

To ensure that a Territory waste collection service can 
be provided, the BA must comply with the Development 
Control Code for Best Practice Waste Management in the 
ACT 2019 or its successor.
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TERRITORY PLAN ASSESSMENT OUTCOMES

The Territory Plan outlines assessment outcomes for proposed 
development that align to each of the key chapters in this document. 
Proponents must address these assessment outcomes and provide clear 
plans and documentation to support how these have been achieved 
through the development application. The design guides provide clear 
guidance to support the proponent in delivering great design that 
achieves the assessment outcomes. 

In demonstrating consistency with the assessment 
outcomes, proposed development must demonstrate 
consideration of the design guidance provided in the 
Missing Middle Housing Design Guide for each of the 
themes. 

Technical planning specifications provide measurable and 
quantitative guidance, and if met, will be taken to achieve 
the stated assessment outcome. Note, not all assessment 
outcomes are covered by a design guide and/or a technical 
planning specification. 

Please also refer to associated documentation required by 
the design response at the development application stage. 
This includes any relevant tables that provide further 
details of assessment outcomes supported across multiple 
design elements which may need to be considered in 
providing a response.
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Throsby Court, Narrabundah, ACT. Photograph: Will Neill.
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Part Two: 
Character 
and site
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PLACE-BASED DESIGN THINKING

Canberra is made up of many different places and districts, each with its 
own combination of people, culture, built form, landscaping and natural 
features. The distinct character of each district helps to define it, and 
helps planners and developers create places that are memorable, with 
distinct identities and functions. Good design focuses on these aspects, 
noting that the way a place makes people feel is significantly more 
important than merely how it looks.

What is place-based design? 
A placed-based approach to design builds upon a place’s 
character to create places are responsive to their context 
and create a desirable sense of place. Designing for 
place requires a deep understanding of the physical, 
environmental, social and cultural attributes that make 
a place desirable, recognising that solutions that work in 
one place, may not work in another.

Place-based design recognises current values and patterns 
while enabling change, as envisaged by the planning 
reform, to create a compact, sustainable, affordable, 
vibrant and equitable city.

Why is public space important? 
Public space and amenity plays a crucial role in achieving 
successful urban outcomes. The design guides specifically 
call out public space as a key element for consideration. 
Well designed public spaces provides places for interaction 
and activity, including culture, entertainment, sport and 
recreation.

Street interface contributes to a significant percentage 
of public space and the role and function of the street 
is important in creating urban life and vitality. Street 
interface comes in many typologies and takes on a 
variety of functions such as movement, commerce, 
events, servicing and socialising. Built form also plays a 
fundamental role in defining the character and quality 
of streets by forming the edges that define these public 
spaces, shaping places for pedestrians and creating an 

urban environment. 
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Holmes Crescent, Campbell
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URBAN CHARACTER

Canberra has a distinct urban character that is uniquely connected 
to Country. The ‘bush capital’ identity is a fusion of sweeping native 
landscapes with garden city geometry. Historically, urban form has been 
nestled into Country, sometimes very sensitively, providing opportunities 
for connection, recreation and wellbeing whilst maintaining and 
preserving the bush landscape. Canberra’s dry, continental climate 
creates an arid, wild bush setting that has defined much of the city and 
particularly the suburbs. The bush setting makes Canberra a sought-after 
place to live.

The well known name ‘bush capital’ has new meaning 
as we explore opportunities for connecting to Country 
and to better understand and be informed by indigenous 
culture and practices which care for Country. As Canberra 
becomes more densely populated and compact, in 
keeping with the growth strategy to limit urban sprawl, 
there is an opportunity to continue this connection with 
the landscape, creating a city like no other.

Our ability to weave new development into preserved 
and regenerated landscapes will define Canberra’s 
urban future and enable the bush capital to evolve 
in a sustainable way. There are a number of defining 
characteristics which make Canberra’s residential 
neighbourhoods so special. These characteristics can 
inform the design of future neighbourhoods including 
missing middle projects, so that they contribute positively 
to their development context. These include: 

Landscape Presence
Making landscape a priority is central to maintaining 
Canberra’s urban character. No matter how small the 
project, there is always space for the smallest gesture of 
native landscaping contributing to the overall biodiversity 
of the city. 

Some of Canberra’s leading examples of middle scale 
residential development in suburban settings have a 
modest architecture which blends with the landscape, 
providing a backdrop to the natural landscape, rather than 
looking out of place. In this way the landscape is front of 

stage, the architecture humble and receding. 

Bush Preservation and Regeneration
The quality and success of rich bio-diverse landscapes 
includes both preservation and regeneration. New 
development may require the removal of some existing 
landscapes but can promote regeneration through new 
native landscapes.

Modesty of Scale
Canberra’s residential urban form has maintained a 
modesty of scale for many decades. Recent growth has 
seen an increase in the scale of larger buildings, however 
medium scale development is peppered throughout the 
Canberra landscape, particularly in the inner north and 
inner south. The certain modesty of scale perpetuates 
through the existing middle scale housing supply, 
demonstrating how density and continuity can be 
achieved with limited budgets.

Palette and Place
Architectural design can connect to place through 
materials and colours. In Canberra’s unique setting, infill 
buildings can reflect the character of their surroundings 
by incorporating local materials, textures, and colours 
that resonate with the existing context including the 
natural landscape. Sensitive material and color choices 
can strengthen connections to Country, honouring 
cultural narratives and environmental significance while 

harmonising with the city’s distinct bushland context.
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Sense of Openness
Canberra’s residential neighbourhoods maintain a sense of 
openness that is achieved through undefined boundaries 
and open landscapes that blur with public space. Canberra 
streetscapes are traditionally defined by open and inviting 
gardens which are not gated or defined by dominant 
courtyard walls. This heightens the sense of a bush capital 
and city closely connected to the landscape.

Tree-lined streets
The design of many Canberra streets celebrates their 
distinctive bushland character by integrating native 
vegetation and preserving Canberra’s connection to its 
natural landscape. In many of the older areas the streets 
are celebrated with exotic tree lined streets.

Native streetscapes can incorporate locally endemic 
plant species, ensuring resilience to the climate and 
enhancing biodiversity. Thoughtful planning maintains 
open vistas, natural corridors and the interplay between 
urban development and the surrounding environment. 

Streets should act as extensions of the bush, fostering a 
sense of place while reflecting the cultural and ecological 
significance of the land. 

By prioritising soft landscaping, permeable surfaces, and 
low-impact materials, Canberra’s native streets can uphold 
the city’s identity as a bush capital.

Photo 1:	 A sense of openness, modesty of scale and large canopy 
planting that is distinctly Canberra. 
Throsby Court, Narrabundah, ACT. Photograph: Will Neill

Changing character over time
Although Canberra as a city has a unique character and 
feel, the characteristic elements are not the same across 
all areas, suburbs and streets. Different periods of urban 
expansion brought with it different urban paradigms and 
architectural styles. We can interpret the unique local 
character and consider a design that respectfully and 

harmoniously contributes to the experience of a street. 
This approach is essential when designing missing middle 
housing that meets the contemporary needs of our 
population.

The illustrations below show street elevations typical of 
some of the characteristic areas found in Canberra.

CHARACTER AND SITE

Early suburban sub-division

Suburban expansion

New suburban growth areas
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HERITAGE PRECINCTS

The ACT is home to a rich heritage fabric, with more than 1,700 individual 
residential blocks listed on the ACT Heritage Register. These include 
entire heritage precincts such as the 19th-century rural villages of Hall 
and the renowned Garden City precincts, as well as individual blocks 
featuring buildings of architectural significance.

What do I do if my home is in a Garden City 
Heritage Precinct, or is individually listed on the 
ACT Heritage Register? 
If you live in a Garden City Heritage Precinct or a heritage 
registered residential block, you need to talk with ACT 
Heritage early to understand the heritage guidelines that 
apply to your property. Contact the team at heritage@act.
gov.au. This is also true for provisionally registered and 
nominated properties. 

To streamline the lodgement and assessment process, 
follow the ACT Heritage Application Guide when making an 
application. 

Why are some areas or individual homes listed 
on the ACT Heritage Register?
Heritage registered residential blocks are located primarily 
in Garden City precincts. Garden City precincts in the ACT 
are valued by the community as intact, visually coherent, 
and early expressions of Canberra’s foundational planning 
philosophies.  

Their significance lies in the planned neighbourhood 
structure, subdivision and building pattern. These are 
typically composed of intact interwar era dwellings 
with generous garden settings, avenues of street trees, 
generous open spaces and centralised green spaces. The 
mature tree canopy, wide verges and landscaped front 
setbacks combine to form a green and open streetscape. 
These streets are the setting for low scale aesthetically 
unified domestic architecture —simple pitched rooflines, 
consistent materials and scale, and modest façades—
supporting the landscape-dominant urban planning 
intent.

It is the combination of these landscape, urban design and 
architectural elements that form the core heritage values 
of Garden City precincts.

There are also many individual homes of architectural 
or social significance listed on the Heritage Register, and 
these have individual values and requirements that will 
affect their potential for further development.

Are multi-dwelling developments possible in 
Garden City Precincts?
Multi-dwelling development and unit titling is possible in 
Garden City precincts, providing the design is consistent 
with heritage conservation requirements of the Heritage 
ACT 2004, and the specific requirements included in 
the Heritage Register (The Register) entry for respective 
precincts. Examples of successful multi-dwelling 
developments in Garden City precincts to date include 
secondary residences or granny flats.

Residential densification is generally more constrained in 
Garden City precincts. Opportunities on corner blocks may 
be particularly limited. In some precincts multi-dwelling 
development is prohibited, such as in the Hall Heritage 
Precinct. 
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Conserve and complement the valued features of 
the heritage precinct, including its landscape setting, 
architectural character and historic subdivision pattern. 
Multi-dwelling development must be designed to avoid 
adverse visual or physical impacts on the heritage features 
of the block, the broader streetscape and precinct.  

New development in heritage places must reinforce and 
complement the existing character by respecting the 
historic subdivision and building pattern, setbacks and 
scale, and spatial rhythm of buildings and gardens through 
sensitive design.

i.	 Building scale, height and massing must remain 
subordinate to the prevailing streetscape and original 
dwelling, avoiding visual dominance and maintaining 
the low scale of built form and setting. Siting away 
from the street with consideration to site coverage, 
planting area, height and massing is required.  

ii.	 Architectural responses should be contemporary 
but complementary, using compatible scale and 
proportions, simple forms, and a restrained material 
and colour palette.

TIPS FOR GOOD DESIGN IN A 
HERITAGE PRECINCT

iii.	 Landscape and open space are integral to Garden City 
precincts. New development must retain the mature 
treescape, garden settings and verge planting, and 
reinforce established patterns of soft landscaping and 
fencing within each block.

iv.	 Proposals should consider opportunities to sensitively 
retain and adapt existing structures on the site 
and may incorporate both attached and detached 
dwelling forms where they respect the established 
character and heritage values of the precinct. 

The overall aim is a design that is clearly new yet 
complementary and sensitive in approach, maintaining 
the heritage significance of the place. 

Seek advice from ACT Heritage early in your design 
process to get clear direction on your goals and ideas. Your 
Development Application will be referred to ACT Heritage 
for ACT Heritage Council advice before it can be approved. 

For more information, you can visit the ACT Heritage 
website or contact ACT Heritage via email (heritage@act.
gov.au) or phone (13 22 81).

Exemplar (Aerial image):
Siting new secondary dwelling on a 
regular shaped heritage-listed block.  
The secondary dwelling is sited at 
the rear of the heritage-listed lot to 
remain visually unobtrusive from 
the street. The garage, consistent 
with the historic pattern of detached 
structures, is the only visible element, 
ensuring the original dwelling 
retains its prominence and the open 
landscaped setting is preserved. 

Photo 2:	 Aerial image. 
Nearmap, Euree Street, Reid ACT
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Understanding your site is the first step in identifying your development 
potential and typology.
The city presents a diverse array of  site conditions that could potentially support the development of 
missing middle housing. The following list outlines key characteristics to consider when evaluating 
the development or redevelopment of existing suburban blocks for this purpose.

i. Block consolidation - Consolidation of multiple blocks 
enables greater development opportunities, including 
when individual blocks may not be large enough, efficiently 
shaped or have appropriate public realm frontages or access. 

ii.	 Limited block depth or width - Smaller dimensions 
encourage compact development.

iii.	 Inefficient block shape - Encourages irregular site layouts 
and lower-scale development. 

iv. Battle-axe blocks - Where lot frontages and access to public 
open space are favourable, battle‑axe blocks promote 
typologies that provide positive street and open space 
interfaces for both front and rear dwellings.

v. Corner sites - Have a prominence that enables a greater 
level of densification than front or rear blocks as they have 

Figure 2:	 This figure illustrates a plan view of a fictional urban section with common site conditions that are found in Canberra. These 
should be identified and considered when planning your site development.
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two street interfaces and may provide the opportunity for 
‘marker’ buildings. 

vi.	 Open space interface - Can provide a high level of amenity 
for both residents and park visitors. 

vii. Transport corridors - Tend to be wider than normal 
streets and enable access to the rest of the city, making 
densification highly appropriate on interfaces with them. 

viii.	 Laneway access - Driveways and servicing may be located 
away from the primary frontage, enabling greater density 
due to a higher level of amenity and access. 

ix. Pedestrian connections - Between streets and open space 
can provide an additional public amenity. 

x.	 Easements - Are common at the rear of blocks in ACT and 
it is important that access to these is preserved when 
densification is proposed. 

SITE CONDITION CONSIDERATIONS

UNDERSTANDING YOUR SITE
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Site scenario matrix
The matrix table below associates Missing Middle typologies with site condition scenarios to give a general overview of 
how site conditions might help determine the appropriate typology for the site. Notable site conditions relevant to each 
typology are outlined with a purple box. 

Note that this is a non-exclusive table and actual site conditions and typology feasibility may vary. 

Typology Block size guide Site conditions

Dual 
Occupancy

No minimum

i. Block consolidation

ii. Irregular shaped blocks

ii. Limited block depth or width

iii. Battle-axe blocks

iv. Corner sites

vi. Open space interface

vii. Transport corridors

viii. Laneway access

ix. Pedestrian connection

x. Easements

Tri 
Occupancy >700 sqm

i. Block consolidation

ii. Irregular shaped blocks

ii. Limited block depth or width

iii. Battle-axe blocks

iv. Corner sites

vi. Open space interface

vii. Transport corridors

viii. Laneway access

ix. Pedestrian connection

x. Easements

Townhouse >800 sqm

i. Block consolidation

ii. Irregular shaped blocks

ii. Limited block depth or width

iii. Battle-axe blocks

iv. Corner sites

vi. Open space interface

vii. Transport corridors

viii. Laneway access

ix. Pedestrian connection

x. Easements

Terrace >800 sqm

i. Block consolidation

ii. Irregular shaped blocks

ii. Limited block depth or width

iii. Battle-axe blocks

iv. Corner sites

vi. Open space interface

vii. Transport corridors

viii. Laneway access

ix. Pedestrian connection

x. Easements

Apartment >1200 sqm

i. Block consolidation

ii. Irregular shaped blocks

ii. Limited block depth or width

iii. Battle-axe blocks

iv. Corner sites

vi. Open space interface

vii. Transport corridors

viii. Laneway access

ix. Pedestrian connection

x. Easements
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Aranda Townhouses, 
Aranda ACT. 
Architect: DNA Architects
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Part Three: 
Design 
Guidelines 
This section provides detailed guidance for 
all missing middle dwellings and should be 
considered in the design process.
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SITE AND  
LAND USE

The proposed use and scale of development needs to be appropriate to 
the character of an area, site and zone.

The planning, design and delivery of the urban environment, public space and built form should 
be informed by the direction for the city and planning outcomes that respond to the city form, 
character, landscape setting, climate and amenity. The design response must focus on place-led 
outcomes that are guided by the Territory’s overarching principles and objectives. 

DESIGN ELEMENTS

3.1 TYPOLOGIES

3.1A Siting

3.1B Multi-occupancy 

3.1C Townhouses

3.1D Terrace houses

3.1E Low-rise apartments

33 UNDERSTANDING YOUR SITE

3.3A Site conditions

3.3B Slope and topography

3.3C Water drainage

3.3D Tree retention

3.3E Prevailing winds and cross 
ventilation 

3.4 LAND USES

3.4A Residential use

3.4B Non-residential uses

3.4C Block consolidation and sub-
division

3.5 BUILDING ENVELOPE

3.5A Height and transitions

3.5B Orientation and outlook

3.5C Overshadowing

3.2 CONTEXT AND CHARACTER

3.2A Canberra Character
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3
Hope Street Housing, White 
Gum Valley, WA.  
Architect: OWA Architects and 
MDC Architects.  
Photograph: Robert Frith
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DESIGN ELEMENT:

3.1 BUILDING TYPOLOGIES

Different locations and site conditions require different building 
responses. Appropriately identifying your site conditions is an 
important step in determining the appropriate building type. 

The typical building types for Canberra’s missing middle housing are outlined on the following 
pages, described as typologies. Some larger sites might have a mix of multiple typologies. (See 
Understanding Your Site in Part 2 of this document). All together the typologies will deliver more 
housing choice and appropriate living options for the city as the population increases. 

DESIGN GUIDANCE

3.1A SITING

i. Identify site size, site-specific conditions (see 3.2A),
utilities, tree retention and other site constraints such 
as topography and solar access.

ii.	 Identify the relevant front, side and rear setbacks.

iii. Siting primary garden area and deep soil areas.

iv. Orient the primary outlook to the front and rear of the 
block where possible to avoid poor-amenity primary
outlooks to side boundaries.

v. Ensure that primary outlooks do not compromise the 
privacy of neighbouring properties by considering
sufficient setbacks and building separation.

vi.	 Ensure that the front setback allows for safe 
pedestrian access and visibility for vehicles entering
and exiting the property as well as easy access to
services such as waste collection and utilities. 

vii. Analyse and respond to the site orientation, solar 
access and prevailing wind conditions by allowing
solar access to dwellings (particularly in living areas)
and open spaces and considering mitigating cold
winds and catching warm breezes (3.2E).

viii.	Determine requirement and location of private open
spaces, communal open spaces and tree canopy
cover. On larger development sites and corner blocks,
consider creating a “courtyard type” to give spatial
definition to the communal open space that is defined
and separated from the street.

Photo 4:	 Apartment typology with separate pedestrian and vehicle access from the street. The ground level is slightly elevated from the 
street to increase the privacy of residents. 
Haig Townhouses, Turner ACT. Architect: DNA Architects.
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Figure 3:	 The above shows a step-by-step process for siting, corresponding to the elements in 3.1A. 

i.

iv-v.

vii. viii.

vi.

ii-iii.

Typology illustrations
The typology layout diagrams illustrated on the 
following pages are for diagrammatic purposes 
only. While they illustrate a range of potential site 
configurations, further refinement would be required 
in relation to access, car parking and site coverage 
requirements. 

SITE AND LAND USE

Note: 
	→ The building examples and conceptual drawings 

presented in this design guide are not to be taken 
literally. They are aimed at demonstrating particular 
concepts and not necessarily a holistic design 
outcome, and will not guarantee a development 
approval.
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3.1B MULTI-OCCUPANCY
Multiple occupancy housing is where two (dual occupancy) or three (tri-
occupancy) dwellings are located on a single block of land. These can be 
side-by-side, one behind the other, or located on corner blocks. 	

Figure 4:	 Typical 2 storey dual occupancy on a corner 
block

Other names: 
Two dwellings: semi-detached, duplex, 
dual-occupancy. 

Three dwellings: semi-detached, triplex, 
tri-occupancy.

Key characteristics
Height: 

1-2 storeys

Open Space Provision: 

Typically, private yards, with some 
common landscaping if there is a 
shared driveway.

Parking arrangement: 

Individual car parking associated 
with each dwelling.

Where to use
Multi-occupancy housing developments are especially 
appropriate in a low-density areas where the retention of 
single-family dwelling character is important. 

Block characteristics: Dual occupancy is typically suited 
to mid-section blocks and single corner blocks without 
block consolidation. Tri occupancy is typically suitable on 
larger single corner blocks or with the amalgamation of 
two smaller blocks. 

Block size: >600 sqm (dual occupancy), >700 sqm (tri-
occupancy)

Benefits
	→ Opportunity to sensitively increase dwellings density

	→ Can offer more relatively affordable housing options 
compared to single-family homes, making it easier for
people to live in the suburbs they want

	→ Provide more diverse living arrangements, catering
to different family sizes and lifestyles within the same 
neighbourhood.

	→ Increased population density in established areas can
enhance vibrancy, and support local businesses and
services.
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Built examples of multi-occupancy dwellings

Photo 5:	 A dwelling with a strong relationship to the street, 
including a second level with glazing integrated into the roof.
The Suburban Townhouse. Architect: Inbetween Architecture. 
Photograph: Tatjana Plitt

Photo 6:	 A high quality productive garden is integrated into the 
landscaping and is accessible from the buildings. 
Terracotta House, Melbourne Victoria. Architect: Austin Maynard 
Architects. Photograph: Derek Swalwell

Photo 7:	 Articulation provides visual interest and glazing creates 
surveillance of the streetscape. 
Hawthorn Siblings, Hawthorn, Brisbane QLD. Architect: Refresh Studio for 
Architecture. Photograph: Scott Burrows

Photo 8:	 Dwellings fronting public open space have low fences or 
hedges, access and an adjoining private open space.
The Village, Three Homes, Three Generations. Rivett, ACT. Architect: Light 
House ArchiScience. Photograph: Ben Wrigley

Photo 9:	 Parking access is sensitive to the topography and 
recessed from the street. 
Rossmoyne Townhouses, Rossmoyne, WA. Architect: C. Kairouz Architects

Photo 10:	The ground level interface creates visibility to the 
streetscape and a relationship between both dwellings. 
Dual occupancy. Coburg North, VIC. 
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Typical layouts for multi-occupancy dwellings
There are a range of alternative siting layouts for the 
multi-occupancy housing that may be used depending 
on specific conditions such as planning controls, solar 
orientation, site slope, adjoining buildings, block 
dimensions and shape. 

Some typical layout examples for multi-occupancy 
housing are outlined below and on the following 

pages. While they illustrate a range of potential site 
configurations, further refinement would be required 
in relation to access, car parking and site coverage 
requirements. They are aimed at demonstrating various 
concepts and not necessarily a holistic design outcome, 
and will not guarantee a development approval.

MID-SECTION BLOCK

Dual Occupancy

Figure 5:	 Attached dual occupancy with parking access 
from primary road creates clear address to street 
and generous rear gardens. 

Figure 6:	 Detached dual occupancy where retaining the 
existing dwelling (in pink) with consolidated 
parking access from primary road. Buildings 
placed to allow for generous private open spaces.

Figure 7:	 Attached dual occupancy with parking access 
from rear laneway creates good active frontage 
to the street. 

Tri- Occupancy

Figure 8:	 Attached tri-occupancy with parking access from 
primary road with parking within the building. 
Dwellings are placed to maximise private open 
space. 

Figure 9:	 Detached tri-occupancy with parking access 
from primary road. The free-standing buildings 
allow daylight from multiple sides and generous 
private open spaces. 
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Turner Townhouses, Turner. ACT
Architect: de Rome Architects
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Part Four: 
Appendices
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MISSING MIDDLE HOUSING CHECKLIST

This design criteria checklist is an evaluation tool for those involved 
in the planning, design and delivery of built environment projects to 
demonstrate that a given project achieves good design outcomes in the 
ACT context. It could be used at several stages throughout a project, from 
early design concepts, to detailed proposals and completed works.

SITE AND LAND USE NOTES
This chapter supports the interpretation, application and assessment of the assessment outcomes specified in the Territory Plan.

3.1 TYPOLOGIES

3.1A Siting

3.1B Multi-occupancy 

3.1C Townhouses

3.1D Terrace houses

3.1E Low-rise apartments

3.2 CONTEXT AND CHARACTER

3.2A Canberra Character

3.3 UNDERSTANDING YOUR SITE

3.3A Site conditions

3.3B Slope and topography

3.3C Water drainage

3.3D Tree retention

3.3E Prevailing winds and cross ventilation

3.4 LAND USES

3.4A Residential use

3.4B Non-residential uses

3.4C Block consolidation and sub-division

3.5 BUILDING ENVELOPE

3.5A Height and transitions

3.5B Orientation and outlook

3.5C Overshadowing
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ACCESS, MOVEMENT AND PLACE NOTES
This chapter supports the interpretation, application and assessment of the assessment outcomes specified in the Territory Plan.

4.1 SITE ACCESS AND CONNECTIVITY

4.1A Vehicle access, driveways and laneways

4.1B Safe pedestrian and cycle access

4.1C Cross-block links

4.2 RESIDENT AND VISITOR CAR PARKING

4.2A Off-street and surface car parking

4.2B Garages and carports

4.2C Basement and sleeved podium car parking

4.3 INTEGRATED SERVICES

4.3A Waste collection, loading and delivery areas

4.3B Ground floor services and infrastructure

4.3C External storage and bulky items
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PUBLIC SPACE AND AMENITY NOTES
This chapter supports the interpretation, application and assessment of the assessment outcomes specified in the Territory Plan.

5.1 COMMUNAL OPEN SPACE

5.1A Use, size and location

5.1B Integrated landscaping

5.2 PRIVATE OPEN SPACE AND BALCONIES

5.2A Principal private open space

5.2B Public realm interface and passive surveillance

5.2C Privacy and outlook

5.3 GENERAL LANDSCAPING

5.3A Deep soil planting and canopy cover

5.3B Plant selection

5.3C Integrated green infrastructure

5.3D Reduced hardstand

BUILDING DESIGN AND BUILT FORM NOTES
This chapter supports the interpretation, application and assessment of the assessment outcomes specified in the Territory Plan.

6.1 SCALE AND BUILDING FORM
6.1A Building heights and scale

6.1B Building visual form and appearance

6.2 ORIENTATION AND STREET INTERFACE
6.2A Setbacks and separation

6.2B Building entries 

6.2C Building to street interface

6.2D Ground floor edge conditions

6.3 DIVERSE HOUSING CHOICE AND OCCUPANT AMENITY

6.3A Housing mix

6.3B Size and layout

6.3C Housing accessibility

6.3D Ceiling heights

6.4 STORAGE
6.4A Within dwellings 
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APPENDICES

SUSTAINABILITY AND ENVIRONMENT NOTES
This chapter supports the interpretation, application and assessment of the assessment outcomes specified in the Territory Plan.

7.1 TREES, LANDSCAPING AND NATURAL FEATURES

7.1A Planting areas

7.1B Tree planting and tree canopy

7.2 BUILDING DESIGN PERFORMANCE

7.2A Solar access, shading and thermal performance

7.2B Natural cross ventilation

7.2C Noise and acoustic comfort

7.2D Air tightness of building envelope

7.2E Embodied carbon

7.3 NATURAL RESOURCE CAPTURE AND MANAGEMENT

7.3A Water sensitive urban design

7.3B District energy system

7.4 CLIMATE CHANGE RESILIENCE

7.4A Flood resilience 

7.4B Heatwave and urban heat island resistance

7.4C Robust, low maintenance materials and planting
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DOCUMENT REFERENCES

A literature review was undertaken and the relevant policies 
and documents listed below are referenced throughout this 
design guide. In addition, earlier review work engaged by the 
Planning System Review and Reform Project provided a clear 
baseline for what constitutes good design.

POLICY

Planning Act 2023

Territory Plan 2023

District, zone and subdivision technical 
specifications

GOVERNMENT PLANS

National Capital Plan

The Griffin Legacy: A blueprint for the future development 
of the central national areas, ACT Government 2006

ACT Infrastructure plan

ACT Canberra’s Living Infrastructure Plan: Cooling the City

ACT Powering Canberra our Pathway to Electrification

ACT Conservation Effectiveness Monitoring Plan

ACT STRATEGIES

District strategies

ACT Planning Strategy 2018

ACT Transport Strategy 2020

ACT Climate Change Strategy 2019-2025

ACT Digital Strategy 2020

ACT Water Strategy

ACT Sustainable Building Pathway

ACT Urban Forest Strategy

ACT City Plan

ACT Nature Conservation Strategy 2012-2023 

ACT Native Woodland Conservation Strategy and Action 
Plans

ACT Native Grassland Conservation Strategy and Action 
Plans

Zero Emissions Vehicles Strategy 2022-2023

CRA Sustainability Strategy 2019-2025

ACT Circular Economy Strategy and Action Plan 2023-
2030; and 

ACT Waste Management Strategy 2011 - 2025
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GUIDES

Gawari Ngilanmanyin. Remembering the Bush. 
A Climate-wise Landscape Guide for the ACT

ACT Microclimate Assessment Guide (Forthcoming)

ACT Practice Guidelines for Ecologically Sensitive Urban 
Design (to be developed)

ACT Separation Distance Guidelines for Air Emissions

Practice Guidelines for Water Sensitive Urban Design in the 
ACT and Water Sensitive Urban Design General Code
National Capital Design Review Panel

National Capital Design Review Panel: Design Principles 
for the ACT

National Capital Design Review Panel: Practitioner’s guide, 
Preparing for design review

Green Building Council Australia: A practical guide to 
electrification for new buildings

World Green Building Council: Bringing embodied carbon 
upfront

FRAMEWORKS

ACT Wellbeing Framework

ACT Economic Development Priorities 2022-2025: CBR 
Switched on

ACT Gender Sensitive Urban Design Framework

City Gateway Urban Design Framework

City Centre Urban Design Framework

ACT Gender Sensitive Urban Design Framework

ACT Living Infrastructure Plan

The Griffin Legacy
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HISTORIC HOUSING PRECIDENTS FOR GOOD 
MEDIUM DENSITY DEVELOPMENT 
Canberra is home to several notable examples of historical 
medium-density housing that demonstrate enduring 
principles of good residential design. These developments 
show how thoughtful planning can create homes that are 
both liveable and community oriented. 

MEDIUM DENSITY HOUSING REGISTERED 
ON THE ACT HERITAGE REGISTER

MEDIUM DENSITY HOUSING NOMINATED TO 
THE ACT HERITAGE REGISTER

INDIVIDUAL (PROVISIONALLY) LISTED 
PLACES DEMONSTRATING SECONDARY 
RESIDENCES OR INCREASED DENSITY

Swinger Hill Cluster Housing, Philip 

Campbell Housing Apartments by Harry Seidler. 

Northbourne Housing Precinct (now representative 
samples) by Sydney Ancher 

Griffith Flats 

Forrest Townhouses by Roy Grounds 

Urambi Cooperative Housing, Kambah by Michael Dysart  

Wybalena Grove, Aranda by Michael Dysart 

McKeown House, Watson by Enrico Taglietti (secondary 
residence 1996)

Key features include access to natural light, well-integrated 
private and communal open spaces, and layouts that 
support social interaction while maintaining privacy. 
Importantly, these designs also allow for flexibility over 
time, enabling residents to age in place comfortably. 
By referencing these examples, we highlight design 
approaches that balance amenity, functionality, and 
adaptability—principles that remain essential for creating 
sustainable, inclusive, and vibrant neighbourhoods today.
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GLOSSARY

This glossary identifies the words and acronyms that appear frequently 
throughout the Missing Middle Housing Design Guide, to help the reader 
identify unfamiliar words and industry specific terminology. 

The terms in the glossary do not replace defined terms or uses in the Territory Plan, refer to Territory Plan definitions for 
any development applications.

ACT – Australian Capital Territory

Accessibility – The ease of reaching destinations. In a 
highly accessible location, a person, regardless of age, 
ability or income, can reach many activities or destinations 
quickly, whereas people in places with low accessibility 
can reach fewer places in the same amount of time.

Activation – A place with the appropriate facilities 
that invite people to spend time in that space, thereby 
activating it, making it lively. 

Active frontages – Occurs where there is active visual or 
tactile engagement between the ground and upper floor of 
buildings and the adjacent street/public space. 

Active travel – Any form of transport involving physical 
activity, e.g. cycling and walking.

Active use – Uses that generate many visits, in particular 
pedestrian visits, over an extended period of the day.

Adaptive reuse – Projects that give new life to an 
existing place, building or structure through sympathetic 
alterations, conversions and additions that enable 
compatible new uses and functions, while maintaining the 
heritage significance where applicable.

Affordable housing – Housing that is appropriate for 
the needs of a range of very low to moderate income 
households, and priced (whether mortgage repayments 
or rent) so these households are able to meet their other 
essential basic living costs. It differs to social housing 
which is provided and/or managed by the government 
(public housing) or by a not-for-profit organisation 
(community housing). Housing is often defined as 
affordable when a household spends less than 30% of their 
income on housing costs, and that household falls within 
the lowest 40% of household incomes.

Amenity – The features of an area, street or building, that 
provide facilities and services that contribute to physical 
or material comfort and benefit, and are valued by users. 
Amenity is important in the public, communal and private 
domains.

Articulation – Primarily the stepping and recessing of 
external walls on visible frontages but also includes 
expression of horizontal elements and variation in the 
roof form. This includes porticos, balconies, bay windows, 
decks, patios, pergolas, terraces, verandahs, window 
box treatments, window bays, awnings and sun-shading 
features.

Attached housing – any dwelling, within a building 
containing two or more dwellings, which has within 
its curtilage open space at ground level and separate 
private access for each dwelling for the exclusive use of 
the occupants of the dwelling. Attached housing may 
incorporate communal basement car parking. Attached 
housing includes row house, semi-detached house, terrace 
house, townhouse.

Battle-axe block – A rear block with no street interface 
other than for a vehicle access/driveway, creating a ‘battle-
axe’-like shape. 

Block ratio – The gross floor area in a building divided by 
the area of the site.

Building depth – The overall cross-section dimension of 
a building envelope. It includes the internal floorplate, 
external walls, balconies, external circulation and 
articulation such as recesses and steps in plan and section.

Building edges – The façade plane of a building’s ground 
floor which faces the outer perimeter of a site. 

Building envelope – The maximum three‑dimensional 
space a building can occupy on a site, determined by 
planning controls such as height limits, setbacks, site 
coverage, and solar access requirements. 

City Centre – The area broadly defined by Canberra’s 
civic centre and bordered by the outer hexagonal road 
(Cooyong Street and extensions) radiating from City Hill, 
ANU and Lake Burley Griffin (map included in Commercial 
Zones Policy).
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CED – City and Environment Directorate

Community garden – The use of land for the cultivation 
of produce primarily for personal use by those people 
undertaking the gardening, including demonstration 
gardening or other environmental activities which 
encourage the involvement of schools, youth groups and 
citizens in gardening activities.

Communal open space – Common outdoor open space 
within an easily accessible location on the subject site 
for recreation and relaxation of residents of a housing 
development.

Connectivity – The number of connecting routes and 
intersections within an area. An area with high connectivity 
provides multiple routes to and from destinations.

Corner apartment – Cross ventilating apartments on one 
level with aspects at least 90 degrees apart. 

Courtyard – Communal space at ground level or on a 
structure (podium or roof) that is open to the sky, formed 
by the building and enclosed on 3 or more sides.

CRA – City Renewal Authority

Cross-through apartment – A cross ventilating apartment 
on one level with two opposite aspects

Datum – A significant point or line in space established 
by the existing or desired context, often defined as 
an Australian Height Datum. For example, the top of 
significant trees or the cornice of a heritage building.

Deep soil zone – An area of soil within a development that 
is unimpeded by buildings or structures below ground, and 
which has adequate dimensions to allow for the growth of 
healthy trees. Deep soil planting zones exclude basements, 
services, swimming pools, tennis courts and impervious 
surfaces including car parks, driveways, podium, and roof 
areas.

Density – Average number of residents, households, 
dwellings, or habitable space in a given area, usually 
expressed as dwellings/ people per hectare or floor area 
ratio.

Desired Character - The form of development in terms 
of siting, building bulk and scale, and the nature of the 
resulting streetscape that is consistent with the relevant 
desired outcomes, and any statement of desired character 
in a relevant district code. It does not necessarily reflect 
the existing character of the area.

Detached dwelling - A dwelling that does not share any 
walls with any abutting dwelling. 

Dual aspect dwelling – Apartments which have at least 
2 major external walls facing in different directions, 
including corner, cross-over and cross-through 
apartments, which provide for and improve ventilation. 

Dual occupancy – The use of land that was originally used 
or leased for the purposes of single dwelling housing for 
two dwellings.

Embodied carbon – Attributable to development, means 
the greenhouse gas emissions resulting from the materials 
used to construct a building that forms part of the 
development, including emissions from:

	– the extraction of raw materials that are used to 
construct the building,

	– transportation of materials,

	– the manufacture of the materials used to construct 
the building.

Enclosure – A screened and secure structure designed to 
contain waste, recycling, or service equipment.

Façade – The external face of a building, generally the 
principal face, facing a public street or space.

Floor plate – The total floor area of a storey within a 
building or structure.

GBCA – Green Building Council of Australia

Good design – Architectural and urban design outcomes 
are expected to comply with good practice design 
principles as a minimum ambition. 
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GLOSSARY

Continued from previous page

Green roof – A roof surface that supports the growth of 
vegetation, comprised of a waterproofing membrane, 
drainage layer, organic growing medium (soil) and 
vegetation. 

Habitable – A room within a dwelling capable of being 
lawfully used for the normal domestic activities of living, 
sleeping, cooking, or eating, and:

i. includes a bedroom, study, living room, family room,
kitchen, dining room, home theatre, rumpus room;
but

ii.	 does not include a bathroom, laundry, hallway,
garage, or other spaces of a specialised nature 
occupied neither frequently or for extended periods.

Habitable Spaces – Comfortable external spaces and 
places for people to spend time.

Heritage Place – Any place from a building to a 
monument, natural area, landmark or viewpoint that has 
special cultural or natural heritage significance. Can be 
identified at a local, state, federal or global level.

Infrastructure – The basic systems, facilities or framework 
that support a community’s population, e.g. roads, 
transport, utilities, water, sewage

Legibility – The ease with which a person is able to see, 
understand and find their way around an area, building or 
development.

Living Infrastructure – The vegetation, soils and water 
systems that are sometimes referred to as blue or green 
infrastructure.

Local character/local identity– The natural, cultural and 
historic characteristics of an area that are intrinsic to the 
locality, and which the local community relate to. Local 
character and local identity is subject to change over time. 

Micro-mobility – Refers to a wide range of lightweight 
movement options, including bicycles and powered 
options such as electric scooters and e-bikes.

Missing middle – An umbrella term that is used to 
describe housing types that fall between single dwellings 
and apartments. Dwelling types within this category 
are generally low rise, missing middle, and designed to 
meet the needs of a diverse range household types and 
demographics, across different life stages. Missing middle 
housing types may include dual-occupancy, tri-occupancy, 
townhouses, terrace housing and manor houses.

Mixed-use – Mixing residential, commercial, retail, 
entertainment and community uses in same building, site 
or precinct.

Natural cross ventilation – Wind-driven ventilation that 
provides ventilation rates at least 7 times greater than a 
single-aspect apartment in the same location, due to 2 or 
more openings on separate façade aspects being exposed 
to a wide range of unobstructed wind directions. The 
improvement in ventilation rates is to be achieved over a 
year.

Non-habitable room – A space of a specialised nature not 
occupied frequently or for extended periods, including a 
bathroom, laundry, water closet, pantry, walk-in wardrobe, 
corridor, hallway, lobby, photographic darkroom or clothes 
drying room. 

Passive Surveillance – Observation from the street or 
adjacent buildings provided by ordinary people as they go 
about their daily activities. 

Performance glass – Typically referring to windows. Glass 
with high thermal performance due to double or triple 
glazing.

Permeability (In the context of built form) – The extent 
to which the urban structure allows or restricts movement 
of people or vehicles through an area.

Permeability (In the context of landscape) – The 
quantity of pervious surfaces that allow for water to 
penetrate into and be retained by the landscape.
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Planting area – Planting area means an area of land within 
a block that is available for landscape planting and that 
is not covered by buildings, structures, vehicle parking 
and manoeuvring areas or any other form of impermeable 
element that impacts permeability of the ground surface 
(i.e., terraces, pergolas, patios, decks, or pools).

Podium – The base of a building upon which taller (tower) 
elements are positioned.

Potable water – Water which conforms to Australian 
Standards for drinking quality.

Precinct – Is defined as:
development on land that forms part of a centre – group 
centre, town centre, local centre development that forms 
part of a corridor 

Primary private open space (PPOS) – means private open 
space that is directly accessible from a habitable room 
other than a bedroom.

Public space (ACT) – General term for an open area or 
place for public use. It is the collective, communal part 
of cities and towns, with shared access for all. The public 
space includes streets, pathways, rights of way, parks, 
accessible open spaces, plazas and waterways that are 
physically and visually accessible regardless of ownership.

Scale – The apparent size of a building in relation to its 
surroundings and to the scale of a person.

Solar access – The ability of a building to receive direct 
sunlight without obstruction from other buildings or 
impediments, not including trees.

Storey – A space within a building that is situated between 
one floor level and the floor level next above, or if there 
is no floor level above, the ceiling or roof above but does 
not include an attic or a basement or a space that contains 
only a lift shaft or stairway.

Street setback – The horizontal distance between a block 
boundary and the outside face of any building or structure 
on the block. 

Studio apartment – A small dwelling unit with no 
separate bedroom from the living area.

Sustainability – An approach that considers the 
environmental, social and economic aspects (such as of a 
building) so it can meet the needs of the present, without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet 
their needs.

TCCS – Transport Canberra and City Services

TP / Territory Plan – Provides statutory planning guidance 
for development in the ACT.

Universal design – A design approach that aims to create 
buildings and environments that can be used by all people 
of all ages, abilities and backgrounds, without the need for 
adaptation or specialised design.

Urban design development – Urban design development 
is defined as:

iii.	 development on land that is not in an industrial zone 
that has a site area greater than 1 hectare; or

iv.	 development in relation to which a planning 
instrument requires a planning and response report 
to be prepared for the land before development 
consent may be granted for the development.

In an industrial zone this only applies to a development 
that has a capital investment value of $30 million or more 
and a site area of greater than 1 hectare.

Urban Fabric – The make-up of an urban area. Refers 
to characteristics such as movement network, block 
structure, building heights and grain.

Typology – Means types of development, including multi-
occupancy, townhouses, terraces and low-rise apartments. 

Winter gardens – An enclosed balcony attached to a 
dwellings unit.
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