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In this issue…
Welcome to the March 2019 edition of Research Matters in
which we present research and analysis from the Land Use
and Population Research team. This edition highlights some
of the changes happening in metropolitan Melbourne.
The first article looks at the movement of selected
businesses. Using GIS data from our Urban Development
Program (UDP) database, three categories of relocating
businesses (retail, offices and warehousing) are shown.
Each has distinctive patterns of movement be it long or
short, inward or outward. Overall, the mapping of these
moves shows the type of dynamic change that is evident in
any large city like Melbourne.
The second article also highlights change in Melbourne
from the perspective of population and housing. With
strong population growth, the metropolitan area has seen
changes in density over the past decade. While increases in
high rise central city apartments may be a visible form of
this change, densification is occurring in some less familiar
locations such as the newest suburbs.
The final article shows how easily proportional data can be
misinterpreted. Residential development in Melbourne’s
established suburbs is a story of several parts – inner,
middle and outer, with each having their own trends.
Knowing the story behind these data is important for
analysts and decision makers alike.
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Business relocation in Melbourne – who moves where?
The Land Use and Population Research team undertakes
spatial analysis as part of the DELWP Urban Development
Program (UDP) and Housing Development Data (HDD).
While readers may be familiar with the annual reports on
residential, industrial and commercial development,
there are other types of analyses that can be done using
the Geographic Information Systems (GIS) which inform
the UDP and HDD datasets.

more likely to move outwards and move further than
most retail enterprises. There were also some ‘outliers’ –
one moving to a regional town to the north of
Melbourne, another to Frankston. We can only speculate
about these types of moves, but one possibility is
businesses that are transitioning to online, or owners who
are transitioning to a different lifestyle.
Offices display a mixed pattern. Those which require easy
access for clients (such as legal or accounting services)
tend to move short distances. Like retail, this may be to
remain close to their client/customer base.

Information was recently compiled to investigate patterns
of commercial relocation. The UDP – Redevelopment data
was used to identify businesses on sites where residential
development was likely to occur. Online information (such
as company websites) was also used to track address
changes and categorise commercial activities. The data
comprised approximately 200 Melbourne businesses who
had relocated between 2014 and 2018. The businesses
were placed into categories such as retail, office and
warehousing and the moves were mapped (figure 1).

Warehousing generally shows outward movement which
can be explained by the need for more space or newer
facilities. Those warehousing activities which contain a
retail element are less likely to move long distances but
the outwards trend is still apparent.
At a qualitative level, this investigation highlighted the
diversity of economic activity occurring in metropolitan
Melbourne. A variety of enterprises – from fencing to
film-making, medical to mattresses – have been moving
in the city, showing the dynamics of a changing
metropolis and its economic activity.

There are some differences in the patterns of movement
depending on the type of businesses. In general, retail
businesses do not move very far – presumably to remain
near their customer base. There are some exceptions to
this rule. The first is for retail businesses which require
large amounts of space, such as furniture retailing or
trade-related retailing. These types of businesses were

Figure 1: Relocation patterns of selected retail
businesses, 2014-2018

INSERT: Melbourne CBD

Source: DELWP UDP unpublished data
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Figure 2: Relocation patterns of selected officebased businesses, 2014-2018
Source: DELWP UDP unpublished data

Figure 3: Relocation patterns of selected
warehouse businesses, 2014-2018
Source: DELWP UDP unpublished data
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Melbourne’s changing population density
As readers of Research Matters will know, Melbourne has
been growing at record levels during the past decade.
Most areas of urban Melbourne have experienced
significant population growth (figure 1). Unsurprisingly,
this has been accompanied by an increase in residential
development. The character of this development is more
diverse than a generation ago. New development is not
confined to suburbs on the urban edge – it also has
occurred in established suburbs and inner areas.
Figure 2 shows the distribution of low, medium and highdensity housing development. A wide range of housing
types are being offered in residential markets. High density
developments of four or more storeys are generally found
in the central areas of the city, although there are
apartments being built in or around some of Melbourne’s
major activity centres like Doncaster and Box Hill.
Figure 1: Change in population, Melbourne Statistical
Areas Level 2 (SA2), 2007-2017
Source: ABS Regional Population Growth, cat. no. 3218.0

Medium density development is widespread across
established and outer suburbs. This challenges some of
the stereotypes of new development on the urban fringe.
The photos on the following page highlight some of the
different styles of housing now being provided in the
newest suburbs. Single storey detached houses are still
popular, especially for families with children and such
housing is being built in areas further from the city centre
where lower land prices enable such development.

Figure 2: Number of dwelling approvals by type, Melbourne Statistical Areas Level 2 (SA2), July 2011 to June 2018
Source: ABS Dwelling Approvals, cat. no. 8731.0
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With medium- and high-density development being
added to the mix of Melbourne’s residential diversity, it is
interesting to see the impact these changes have had on
population density. Figure 3 shows changes in population
density across Melbourne between 2001 and 2017.

Chigwell Street Epping
Photo source: Google Street View

Figure 3: Change in population density Melbourne Statistical
Area Level 2 (SA2), 2001 to 2017
Source: ABS Census 2016.

Some of the strong increase in outer suburban density can
be attributed to new development where densities started
from a low base (i.e. greenfields development). Examples
include Cranbourne in the southeast, Epping in the north
and Point Cook in the west. Some established areas have
very small increases in density or even decreases – this
may be due to a changing demographic profile. For
example, suburbs settled by families in the 1990s may now
be characterised by ‘empty nesters’ whose children have
left home. This can reduce the population of an area, and
hence population density. Overall though, Melbourne has
had some significant increases in density, specifically in the
central area of the city and inner suburbs, and also around
suburban activity centres like Dandenong.

Boardwalk Boulevard Point Cook
Photo source: Google Street View

Fitzroy Street Pakenham

Photo source: Google Street View
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Is there a 'missing middle' in Melbourne’s housing development?
We often read reports or media articles that present data
to make their argument. But depending on what is being
counted and how the information is being presented, it is
easy to be misled or simply confused. Figure 1, for
example, shows that established areas of Melbourne are
accounting for a declining proportion of all approvals
since 2015. Does this mean that there is a lack of
residential development in middle ring suburbs? Are
other areas shouldering the task of housing an increasing
population?

Figure 2: Annual number of dwelling approvals, selected regions of
Melbourne, 2002 to 2018
Source: ABS Dwelling Approvals, cat. no. 8731.0

The number of dwellings approved in inner Melbourne
(almost all in large high-rise developments in the inner
city) peaked in 2015 and has fallen sharply since then. In
growth areas, the amount of residential development has
increased very strongly since 2013 and is now at record
levels. Since 2015, growth areas have accounted for an
increasing proportion of all residential development – but
this is up from a record low and is yet to reach the last
peak (of 45%) seen in 2009. Note too that the number of
dwellings approved in outer Melbourne (that are not
greenfields) has gradually trended upwards since 2009.

Figure 1: Annual proportion of dwelling approvals, established suburbs
and growth areas of Melbourne, 2002 to 2018
Source: ABS Dwelling Approvals, cat. no. 8731.0

The simple answer is “no”. Changes in proportion should
not be regarded as a change in actual numbers. In the
case of Melbourne’s established areas, the declining
proportion of dwelling approvals has not been due to a
decline in residential development in middle (or outer)
ring suburbs. In fact, the number of dwelling approvals in
middle Melbourne increased sharply from 2009, peaked
in 2015 and has fallen off a little in the last couple of
years (figure 2).

The proportion of residential development occurring in
middle and outer areas taken together has remained
relatively stable – at about 50% - since 2013.

Victoria Road, Northcote
Source: Google Street View
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