
The Business 

Affordable housing 
in Fishermans Bend 
Will the aspirations be realised? 

The provision of affordable housing in urban renewal precincts 
has been a feature of development overseas for many years, but 
Melbourne is only starting to get serious about integrating it 
into regeneration sites. The draft Fishermans Bend Framework 
and planning controls represent our first large-scale attempt 
to do so, but how much affordable housing stock are they likely 
to deliver? 

Urban renewal in places such as Docklands and Southbank 
did not include specific affordable housing targets and so 
unsurprisingly there is little socia l or low cost housing in these 
precincts. The Fisherman·s Bend urban renewal precinct aims 
to do better. The draft Framework released in late 2017 includes 
a target for at least 6% of housing to be affordable (i.e. 2,200 of 
the circa 37,000 dwellings). 

Figure 1: The Merchant' affordable housing development in Docklands. 

Settling on an agreed definition of 'affordable housing· in the 
Victorian context has been murky and contentious. The draft 
Fishermans Bend Framework defines affordable housing as 
'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 costs1•. This year's amendment 
to the Planning and Environment Act will insert a definition 
that categorises it as housing, including social housing, that 
is appropriate for very low, low and moderate income 
households. It is likely that this will supersede the definition in 
the draft Framework. 

Past attempts by local governments to require the delivery of 
affordable housing have also often failed to include clear and 
robust delivery mechanisms. The feedback from the development 
industry has been that such mechanisms need to be flexible (e.g. 
dwellings, land or cash). that contributions should not have an 
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unreasonable impact on development viability, and that they be 
introduced on a staggered basis to allow developers to adapt over 
time. The Affordable Housing Industry Advisory Group recently 
re leased a paper which suggests that the government consider 
options that include an 'Add itional Floor Area and Priority 
Development Assessment Provision· to enable an increase 
in yield and expedited processing for applications that include 
affordable housing. Their initial calculations suggest that a 10 
to 20% allowable dwelling uplift cou ld yield 3.3 to 5.4 affordable 
housing units per 100 units. 

The draft Fishermans Bend Framework proposes a range of 
mechanisms for the delivery of affordable housing including 
development incentives via a Floor Area Uplift, the use of 
current and future government sites, and the pursuit of [as 
yet undefined) mechanisms to require on-site or cash- in-lieu 
affordable housing contributions. 

Initially affordable housing contributions in Fishermans Bend 
will be via 'carrot' rather than a 'stick'. The Floor Area Uplift will 
be a voluntary measure that developers can choose to utilise, 
whereby additional floor area will be allowable in exchange for 
the inclusion of public benefit that can include the provision 
of affordable housing, additional public open space, or the 
delivery of community infrastructure. But just how much is this 
mechanism likely to contribute to the 6% affordable housing 
target for the wider precinct? 

The public benefit ratio is defined in the explanatory note 'How to 
Calculate Floor Area Uplifts and Public Benefits In Fishermans 
Bend·. It allows eight additional dwellings to each affordable 
housing unit, providing the affordable housing unit mix replicates 
the dwelling mix of the wider development. 

An example of what this might equate to is provided in Figure 
2. A 200-apartment development utilising the Floor Area Uplift 
provisions to construct 5 affordable housing units [giving a total 
of 245 dwellings and a 20% uplift) would yield 2% affordable 
housing on the site. To get to 6% on this same project using the 
Floor Area Uplift mechanism, the building would need to more 
than double in size to 434 dwellings - an unlikely prospect I 

Now of course 2% is better than 0% but it is clear that the Floor 
Area Uplift incentives alone are not going to deliver the 6% goal 
set out in the draft Framework. Even if all developers took up the 
option to obtain Floor Area Uplift via the provision of affordable 
housing , in practice th is would only result in perhaps 1 to 2% of 
affordable housing across the prec inct. 

Furthermore, the wide-scale adoption of the Floor Area Uplift 
mechanism to deliver affordable housing is not certain when 
there are other options available. Some developers might rather 
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Figure 2: Fishermans Bend Floor Area Uplift affordable housing yields. 

pay for open space or community infrastructure items that can 
be marketed as a benefit to residents. rather than affordable 
housing units that they are unlikely to advertise as a feature to 
prospective purchasers. Others may fo rgo the process altogether. 

Therefore , if only some developers are willing to include 
affordable housing in their developments, the voluntary Floor 
Area Uplift provisions might result in perhaps a couple of 
hundred affordab le housing units at best. The other 2.000 or 
so in the 6% target w ill have to come from other measures. 
The government may need to partner with affordable housing 
providers to bu ild several large scale projects [noting that it is 
preferable to have a mix of tenures so each project would l ikely 
include private housing too l. Developers may also need to factor 
in higher levels of voluntary or compulsory contributions in the 
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future. as the draft Framework's foreshadows 
that the government will .. pursue mechanisms 
to incorporate socia l and affordable housing as 
a proportion of new development". 

Melbourne's need for well-located affordable 
housi ng is already urgent. Ongoing population 
growth continues to increase our need to 
adequately house very low to moderate income 
earners and key workers. As our largest inner-
city regeneration precinct. Fishermans Bend 
has a vital role in ensuring that a wide range of 
Melburn ians have access to the employment 
and leisure benefits of a central location. so 
options to increase affordable housing supply 
will need to be explored. 

The Affordab le Housing Industry Advisory Group 
have indicated that delivering up to 5.4% of 
dwellings in larger developments as affordable 
housing cou ld be viab le if additiona l benefits 
such as expedited approval processes can be 
utilised. The government, Counci ls and industry 
need to continue work ing together to refine the 
Fishermans Bend planning provisions in the 
future so that contributions ca n meaningfully 
increase the supp ly of affordable housing in the 
precinct whilst maintaining project viab ility. 

If we don't achieve a reasonable level of affordable housing within 
Fishermans Bend, then an even greater impost will be placed on 
our future renewal precincts such as Arden-Macaulay, E-Gate 
and Dynon to contribute even higher proportions. which could 
affect development feasibility and co ncentrate our affordable 
housing provision in just a few locations. The alternative is that 
only minimal affordable housing is rea l ised in these renewal 
sites and the spatial gap between those that can and can't 
afford to live in Melbourne will widen further. The evolution of 
the affordable housing provisions in Fishermans Bend over the 
next few yea rs will be a key defining element of Melbourne's 
planning legacy. 0 

Sarah Ancell is a Principal Planner at Echelon Planning 
who focuses on strategic planning and residential 
development projects. 
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