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As cities sprawl and become less affordable for many 
residents, the suburbs are seeing the rise of self-contained 
studios and granny flats. We look at the changing regulations 
controlling small ‘secondary dwellings’, and feature  
10 sustainable designs that are striking the right balance 
between urban infill, amenity and precious urban vegetation.

Backyard  
renaissance 
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BEST KNOWN FOR THEIR SUSTAINABLE 
public buildings, high-profile architects 
Kerry and Lindsay Clare have recently 
completed a self-contained backyard studio 
for clients in Burleigh Heads. “Another 
space was required for visiting grandparents 
and other family members,” says Lindsay 
Clare of the brief for a striking passive-solar 
designed ‘granny flat’ set among the trees. 
 There is a boom in granny flat 
construction underway in Australia and 
Clare Design is just one of a growing list 
of architectural firms that have taken on 
smaller-scale projects. “As suburban life is 
a little bit less affordable and less desirable 
for some … to be able to have more family 
accommodation on your property just 
makes sense.”
 Unlike subdivision and strata 
developments, granny flats (also known as 
small secondary dwellings) must be on the 
same title as the primary residence. There 
are three main types – backyard bungalows, 
‘Fonzie’ flats above garages, and connected 
separate units. 
 Getting approval for a granny flat has 
traditionally been tough in Australia. 
Without a planning permit, they were 

permissible only if they were removable 
and occupied by a dependent relative; and 
renting them out for income was generally 
illegal. Planning schemes vary a great deal 
across Australia, but the rules for these 
dwellings have tended to result in cheap, 
low-quality portable buildings. 
 Now things are changing. Rents and 
median house prices have been soaring for 
a decade and urban lifestyles are adapting: 
young people and old are now more willing 
to trade off a large house and yard for a 
better location. Over the past six years, 
many local and state governments have 
rethought the role granny flats can play 
in alleviating housing supply pressures in 
established suburbs. 
 Allowing “granny-less” granny flats 
has made a difference, according to City of 
Fremantle councillor Rachel Pemberton. “A 
lot of people are priced out. It effects young 
people and I have had a lot of conversations 
with older people and they are interested in 
downsizing but there is nowhere for them 
to go,” she says. “We want to allow people 
to age in place, as well as creating some 
more affordable housing.”

Western Australia changed its granny 

flat laws in 2013 to allow 70-square-metre 
permanent secondary dwellings to be built 
without a planning permit on single house 
lots over 450 square metres; and for them 
to be income-generating. Fremantle was 
first to amend its laws in WA, and councillor 
Pemberton is leading the charge to bring 
about ‘tiny’ subdivisions in future: “It’s no 
secret that we have the biggest houses on 
the planet and among the most expensive 
– so there is a correlation there that we 
are also seeking to address. The current 
R-codes and zoning can actually create very 
negative impacts on our communities.”
 The ACT, NT and NSW have all made 
similar amendments to laws governing 
granny flats, and parts of Queensland and 
Tasmania now treat secondary dwellings 
more favourably in residential codes. 
 Of all the states, the NSW State 
Environmental Planning Policy (Affordable 
Rental Housing) 2009 has resulted in the 
largest upswing in secondary dwelling 
construction, most likely due to Sydney’s 
notorious house prices. That policy allows 
fast-track approvals with no planning 
permits for 60-square-metre secondary 
dwellings on land sizes larger than  

j

With its own access and garden, this 60-square-metre secondary dwelling in Coogee, NSW, is an example of how clever 
sustainable design is making use of neglected suburban spaces for housing.  Design: TAKT, Image: Shantanu Starick

“Amenity for all is where the design 
comes in and bad design can make 
it not work at all.” 
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450 square metres. The land must remain 
one principal dwelling but the unit can 
be used to generate rental income. These 
changes have led to a three-fold increase in 
granny flat construction since 2010 – almost 
5000 secondary dwellings were approved in 
that state last year alone.
 In contrast, South Australia and 
Victoria have seen no change and no boom. 
Ironically, Victoria introduced the first 
as-of-right dual occupancy laws in the 
1980s but its granny flat laws are now the 
most restrictive in the country. They allow 
only ‘dependent person’s units’ without a 
permit. “Victoria is very much lagging on 
this,” says Sally Wills, a sustainable builder 
and affordable housing advocate who’s 
been agitating for change. “Our current 
dependent person’s unit rules don’t allow 
use by family and friends – you have to 
be a dependent person and when that 
dependency relationship doesn’t exist 
anymore you have to remove the building. 
It’s crazy.” 
 She believes Victoria should adopt the 
NSW approach to encourage homeowners 
to build small secondary dwellings on 
appropriate sites. “The more little houses 

that are built, particularly in our middle 
suburbs where there is lots of land and 
the infrastructure is already there, the 
jobs are there and the public transport is 
there, I think the better,” says Sally Wills. 
“Queensland has adopted this approach in a 
couple of jurisdictions and I imagine it will 
sweep through the whole state. The ACT 
has had the laws for quite a while, and they 
actually now allow 70 to 90 square metre 
dwellings to enable two-bedroom houses, as 
that was where the gap was with the rental 
scenario.” 
 Increasing urban density isn’t 
universally supported, and won’t be 
appropriate for all sites. There is real 
concern about the loss of suburban 
greenery and backyard cricket games. And 
there are fears backyard dwellings could 
introduce traffic and transient residents, 
or offer a shortcut to development. But 
considering the forces of multi-residential 
projects and subdivision, small secondary 
dwellings can offer an affordable and lower-
impact way to evolve the suburbs. Good 
design is fundamental to success. 
 “The challenge is to make sure the new 
accommodation doesn’t detract or impact 

on the original accommodation or the 
neighbours,” says Kerry Clare. “Amenity for 
all is where the design comes in – and bad 
design can make it not work at all. Councils 
need to consider the footprint of all these 
new buildings because we don’t want to lose 
the tree canopy and open space. They’re the 
lungs of the city.” 
 Sally Wills sees potential for small-scale 
infill housing to raise the bar for design and 
performance. “I’m actually suggesting they 
should be 7 Star energy rated. If we’re going 
to have a mini boom on small dwellings we 
should make them as energy efficient as 
possible – and there is already provision 
in the NatHERS program to give a bit of a 
bonus to small houses.”
 Whatever the economic drivers, granny 
flats are an irresistible challenge for many 
sustainable architects. Below, we feature 10 
examples of projects that have got it right 
through good design.  

Self-contained studio profiles by: 
Sasha Shtargot and Kulja Coulston

j

Built first as a music room, this heavily insulated studio in Northcote, Victoria, is now used as a home office and spare room for guests. 
The positioning of the studio allows for easy connection to the main house, but it can also be private with a separate side access.  
Design: Statkus, Image: Matthew Mallet
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‘Functionality and flexibility’ were the 
watchwords for this studio at the back of 
a home in the inner Melbourne suburb of 
Northcote. The owners wanted a multi-
purpose space that could be used as a 
professional music studio, reception room, 
guest bedroom, study and family room. 
Statkus Architecture was asked to design 
a building that worked on a number of 
functional levels while connecting to and 
enhancing the existing house.  
 Recycled Northcote red bricks were 
used on two walls for high thermal mass 
and cement-rendered EPS cladding used 
on the other two, creating a fanning effect 
on the yard facing the facade. There is 

DESIGN

Statkus Architecture

LOCATION 

Northcote, VIC 

SIZE

34 sqm

COST

$2700 per sqm

MATERIALS

Recycled brick, oriented 
strand board, expanded 
polystyrene, karri 
hardwood

PURPOSE

Home office, music studio, 
guest bedroom, children’s 
play area 

PHOTOGRAPHY

Matthew Mallet

Music studio and study

sustainable plantation karri hardwood 
decking connecting to the main house, 
all windows are double glazed and timber 
framed, and all lights are energy efficient. 
 The studio floor is on a timber sub floor 
frame (on concrete stumps) with oriented 
strand board flooring. The underside of the 
floor is insulated with acoustic and thermal 
insulation as are the walls and ceiling. 
 Due to the orientation of the studio, it 
doesn’t need artificial cooling – just heating 
in winter. The occupants use an electric 
plug-in space heater, but with the high 
thermal mass and small spaces, it doesn’t 
take much energy to heat up and keep 
warm. 




