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Th i s  i s  t he  o n e  ho us i ng  t r a d i t i o n  t ha t  d o e s  n o t  f i t  t h e 
Gr e a t  Aus t r a l i a n  D r e a m.  Au s t r a l i a ns  v o t e d  wi t h t he i r 
f e e t  w he n  t he y  could, and moved to the suburbs,
leaving the flats behind in the i n n e r  c i t y .  B u t  c i t i e s 
h a v e  a  w a y  o f  t h e i r  o w n  a n d  u n i t s  a r e  no w f o und 
e v e r y w he r e .  Wh e t he r  w e  l i k e  i t  o r  n o t ,  h o m e  u ni t s 
a r e  p a r t  o f  o u r  h e r i t a g e . 

FLATS BY ANOTHER NAME
Au s t r a l i a n s  h a v e  b e e n  b u i l d i n g  h o me  u n i t s  s i n c e  t h e  1 9 2 0 s , b u t  o n l y  f i g u r e d  o u t 
i n  t h e  l a t e  1 9 5 0 s  a n d  e a r l y  1 9 6 0 s  t h a t  p e o p l e  wo u l d  b u y ,  a s  we l l  a s  r e n t  'f l a t s ' . 
T o  d i s t i n g u i s h  t h e  t wo , a  n e w n a m e  ' h o me  u n i t '  wa s  c o i n e d ,  a n d  a  n e w  l e g a l 
f o r m  o f  o wn e r s h i p ,  's t r a t a  t i t l e '  i n v e n t e d . T h i s  a l l o we d  i n d i v i d u a l  o wn e r s  t o 
h o l d  b o t h  s e p a r a t e  a n d  j o i n t  t i t l e s  w i t h i n  t h e  o n e  b u i l d i n g  a n d  p r o p e r t y . 

L i t t l e  e l s e  c h a n g e d .  I n s t e a d  o f  r e n t e r s  h a v i n g  f i n a n c i a l  a n d  l e g a l 
r e l a t i o n s h i p s  t o  a  l a n d l o r d ,  h o m e  u n i t  o w n e r s  n o w  h a d  s u c h  r e l a tionships to
each other. This introduced some new variations on squabbles between
neighbours, and necessitated that the State Governments which introduced Strata
Tide laws also had to establish Strata Title Commissioners to act as arbitrators. In
strata title disputes neither party could terminate the other's title to the home u n i t .
I t  w a s  a  wh o l e  n e w l e a r n i n g  e x p e r i e n c e  f o r  A u s t r a l i a n s  f i n d i n g  o u t  h o w t o 
ma n a g e  p r o p e r t y  h e l d  i n  c o mm o n  a n d  a l s o  s e p a r a t e l y , f o r  t h e  b e n e f i t  o f  a l l ,  a s 
w e l l  a s  p r i v a t e l y  f o r  o n e s e l f .  M o s t l y ,  w e  h a v e  d o n e  a  g o o d  j o b  o f  i t . 

LITTLE REAL CHANGE
Ho we v e r , wh i l e  t h e y  r e n a me d  f l a t s  a n d  c a l l e d  t h e m h o me  u n i t s , l i t t l e  e l s e 
c h a n g e d . Th e  b u i l d i n g s  a r e  s t i l l  d e s i g n e d  o n  t h e  s a m e  p r i n c i p l e s  o f  t h e  t h r e e - 
s t o r e y  w a l k - u p  f l a t s  o f  1 9 t h  c e n t u r y  En g l a n d  a n d  Eu r o p e ,  a d a p t e d  t o  t h e  f i r e , 
l i g h t  a n d  v e n t i l a t i o n  r e q u i r e m e n t s  o f  t h e  A u s t r a l i a n  b u i l d i n g  c o d e s .  I t  a l s o 
s e e m s  A u s t r a l i a n s  h a v e ,  i n  t h e  2 0 t h  c e n t u r y ,  a  p r e f e r e n c e  f o r  s u c h  r e s i d e n t i a l 
f l a t  o r  h o m e  u n i t  b u i l d i n g s  t o  s t a n d  a p a r t ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  b e  j o i n e d  t o g e t h e r  i n  o n e 
l o n g  b u i l d i n g  a s  i s  t h e  c a s e  wi t h  1 9 t h  c e n t u r y  t e r r a c e  h o u s e s .  P l a n n i n g  a n d  f i r e 
s a f e t y  r e g u l a t i o n s , a s  we l l  a s  s i z e s  o f  p r o p e r t i e s , h a v e  a l s o  p l a y e d  t h e i r  p a r t  i n 
s e p a r a t i n g  b u i l d i n g s . 

Wh i l e  t h e s e  b u i l d i n g  f o r ms  g r e w o u t  o f  e a r l y  b u i l d i n g  r e g u l a t i o n s ,  t h e y  a l s o 
r e p r e s e n t  a n  e c o n o m i c a l  m e t h o d  o f  b u i l d i n g  t h e  m a x i m u m  n u mb e r  of  h o us i n g
u n it s  o n t h e  o n e  s u b u rb a n - si z e d  b l o c k o f  l a n d . Li mi t i n g  t h e  h e i g h t  t o  t h r e e  s t o r e y s 
e l i m i n a t e d  t h e  n e e d  f o r  a n  e x p e n s i v e  l i f t . S e p a r a t i n g  t h e  b u i l d i n g s  f r o m o n e 
a n o t h e r  a l l o w e d  light and air on four sides instead of two. These principles still
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apply t o d a y ,  a n d  h o m e  u n i t s ,  w h e t h e r  r e n t e d  o r  o w n e d , a r e  o f t e n  t h e  c h e a p e s t 
f o r m  o f  m e d i u m - d e n s i t y  h o u s i n g  a v a i l a b l e .

BASIC DESIGN RULES
Th e  b a s i c  d e s i g n  r u l e s  a r e  q u i t e  s i mp l e . Th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n  o p p o s i t e  s h o w s  a  t y p i c a l 
l a y o u t .

The problems come when we put a number of the same buildings side by side
along the street.

Su c h  a n  a r r a n g e me n t  r e s u l t s  i n  m o s t  f l a t s  l o o k i n g  o u t  t o  t h e  f l a t s  next door
only 8 or 12 metres away, and at least half overlook the driveway.

Th e r e s tr i c t iv e  si z e  of  t h e b u i ld i n g  b l o ck , u su a l l y a n  ol d  s ub u r ba n  h o u s e  s i t e ,
o f t e n  ma k e s  i t  n e x t  t o  i mp o s s i b l e  t o  p r o v i d e  g o o d  s o l a r  o r i e n t a t i o n  t o  m o r e  t h a n 
a  s m a l l  p e r c e n t a g e  o f  t h e  u n i t s . I t  wo u l d  s e e m t h a t  ma n y  h o me  u n i t  d e v e l o p e r s 
a p p e a r  t o  b e  u n a wa r e  o f  t h e  o c cu p a n ts ' n ee d s  f o r  ac c e s s t o  wi n t e r s u n, o r  s h a d e
f r om h o t s u mme r  s u n . To  b e  f a i r , t h e  p l a n n i n g  c o d e s  o f  ma n y  Co u n c i l s  g i v e  l i t t l e 
i n c e n t i v e  t o  d e s i g n  b e t t e r  u n i t s .  T h e  mi n i mu m  s t a n d a r d s  t h e y  s e t  often
encapsulate past attitudes when flats were regarded as second-class housing.

CHEAPNESS VERSUS LIFESTYLE
All in all, the major advantage of flats and home units is that they r e pr e s e nt  t h e
c h ea p e s t f o r m o f  me d i um- d e ns i t y  l i v i ng  t ha t  Aus t r a li a n  so c i e ty  h as  b e en  a b le  t o 
d e ve l o p . As  ho u s in g  s ui t a b le  f o r Au s tr a l ia n s  in the latter half of the 20th century,
they leave much to be desired, especially for families.

Aus tr al i an s h av e, f o r a l on g ti me, r e ga rd ed  fl at s  a nd  t h ei r l at te r d ay  c o us i n s ,
h o me  u n it s , as  s ec o n d  b e s t  t o  t he  s u bu r b an  h o us e , an d  mor e  r e c e n t l y ,  t o  t h e 
r e d i s c o v e r e d  t e r r a c e  h o u s e  a n d  t o wn h o u s e .  O u r  r e a s o n s  a r e  n o t  h a r d  t o  f a t h o m .
Th e  f l a t  o r  h o me  u n i t  g e n e r a l l y  p r o v i d e s  l i t t l e , i f  a n y , p r i v a t e  o u t d o o r  g a r d e n  ( a 
b a l c o n y  o r  d e c k  h a r d l y  c o mp a r e s ) ,  i s  o f t e n  a  n o i s i e r  b u i l d i n g  t o  l i v e  i n , h a s 
p o o r e r  o u tl o o k s ( t h e n e ig h b o ur s ' li v i ng  r o om 1 2  me tr e s  or  l e ss  a wa y ) , a n d  is  o f t e n 
o n  a  n o i s y  s t r e e t .  At  b e s t , t h e y  h a v e  b e e n  s e e n  a s  a  s t e p p i n g  stone to the equity
necessary to build a suburban home.

Ye t ,  a s  o u r  l a r g e r  c i t i e s  s p r e a d  mo r e  a n d  mo r e ,  h o me  u n i t s  a r e  likely to
become the long-term residence of an increasing number of A u s t r a l i a n s .  T h e y 
h a v e  t h e  a d v a n t a g e  t h a t  t h e y  a r e 1  o f t e n  a s  c h e a p  a s  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  s u b u r b a n 
l a n d - h o u s e  p a c k a g e ,  a n d  a r e  a l s o  g e n e r a l l y  l o c a t e d  c l o s e r  t o  s h o p s , 
t r a n s p o r t ,  a n d  t h e  i n n e r  c i t y . 
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If you're setting out to buy a flat or home unit, it pays to look c a r e f u l l y  a t  h o w
l o n g  y o u  ma y  e n d  u p  l i v i n g  i n  i t . Wi l l  i t  b e  f o r  o n l y  a  f e w  y e a r s  a s  a  m e a n s  o f 
b u i l d i n g  u p  e q u i t y ,  o r  l o n g e r  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  r e a s o n s  o u t l i n e d  i n  Ch a p t e r  2  'F i r s t , 
Ch o o s e  W h e r e  t o  L i v e '.  I f  i t  i s  f o r  r e a s o n s  o f  l o c a t i o n  y o u  m a y  b e  l i v i n g  t h e r e 
f o r  m a n y  y e a r s . Y o u r  c h i l d r e n  m a y  g r o w  u p  i n  a  ' u n i t ' .  C o n s e q u e n t l y ,  y o u 
n e e d  t o  t h i n k  v e r y  c a r e f u l l y  b e f o r e  c h o o s i n g  t h e  a c t u a l  u n i t .  A u s t r a l i a n  f l a t s 
o r  h o m e  u n i t s  p r o v i d e  t h e  l e a s t  a m e n i t y  o f  a l l  o u r  f o r m s  o f  h o u s i n g . 

THREE STOREYS UP
Traditionally, flats or home units were three-storey's walk up, with g a r a g e s  o r 
c a r p o r t s  u n d e r .  T h i s  i s  s t i l l  t h e  c a s e  f o r  t h e  m a j o r i t y  o f  h o me  u n i t  b u i l d i n g s , 
s i mp l y  b e c a u s e  l i f t s  a r e  e x p e n s i v e  t o  b u i l d  a n d  t o  m a i n t a i n . 

Co n s e q u e n t l y , y o u  c a n  e x p e c t  t o  g e t  p l e n t y  o f  e x e r c i s e  b r i n g i n g  t h e  groceries
up from the car, and putting the garbage out, especially if y o u  l i v e  o n  t h e  t o p 
f l o o r . 

U n l i k e  t o w n h o u s e s ,  o r  v i l l a s ,  y o u  c a n  e x p e c t  y o u r  c h i l d r e n  w h e n  p l a y i n g 
o u t  o f  d o o r s ,  t o  b e  o u t  o f  s i g h t ,  a n d  a  n u m b e r  o f  s t o r e y s  b e l o w  a s  w e l l . 

I f  t h e  u n i t  i s  n o t  e q u i p p e d  wi t h  a  d r y e r , o r  i s  a n  o l d e r  s t y l e  b u i l d i n g 
containing a communal laundry, you will be walking up and down wi t h  t h e 
wa s h i n g , a n d  y o u r  c l o t h e s  wi l l  b e  o n  a  p u b l i c  l i n e  a c c e s s i b l e  t o  a l l .  T h e f t  o f 
c l o t h e s  i s  s o m e t i m e s  a  c o m p l a i n t  i n  h o m e  u n i t  buildings.

I t  a l l  a d d s  u p  t o  m o r e  c l i m b i n g ,  c a r r y i n g ,  a n d  p o s s i b l e  r u n n i n g  a f t e r ,  o r 
w o r r y i n g  a b o u t , t h e  wh e r e a b o u t s  o f  c h i l d r e n ,  o r  c o p i n g  w i t h  t h e i r  f r u s t r a t i o n s 
b e i n g  c o o p e d  u p  i n  a  u n i t . 

HOME UNIT OR TOWNHOUSE—DIFFERENCES
T h e  r u l e s  s e t  o u t  i n  C h a p t e r  1 5  ' T o w n h o u s e s  a n d  V i l l a s ' ,  a p p l y  e q u a l l y 
t o  c h o o s i n g  a  h o m e  u n i t  a n d  s h o u l d  b e  r e - r e a d  c a r e f u l l y . 

H o me  u n i t s ,  u s u a l l y  b e i n g  t h r e e - s t o r e y ,   a r e  s i m p l y  b l o c k y  l a r g e r  b u i l d i n g s .
T h e y  l o o k  n o t h i n g  l i k e  a  t r a d i t i o n a l  h o u s e .  I n  c o mb i n a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  a d j o i n i n g 
h o m e  u n i t  b u i l d i n g s ,  t h e y  m a y  c o n t a i n  m o r e  residents, at a higher density, than
townhouses. All this can mean m o r e  n e i g h b o u r s ,  c a r s ,  n o i s e ,  a n d  l e s s  p r i v a c y .  I t 
a l l  d e p e n d s  o n  t h e  d e s i g n  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  b u i l d i n g  u n i t  a n d  n e i g h b o u r i n g 
b u i l d i n g s . 
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T h e  e s s e n t i a l  t r a d e - o f f  i s  u s u a l l y  b e t we e n  c h e a p e r  a c c o m m o d a t i o n  i n  a 
h o m e  u n i t  v e r s u s  t o w n h o u s i n g  w h i c h  c a n  b e  m o r e  e x p e n s i v e ,  b u t  p r o v i d e s 
y o u  w i t h  y o u r  o w n  g a r d e n ,  f e w e r  n e i g h b o u r s  a n d  l e s s  climbing. In broad terms,
we always get what we pay for, though w i t h i n  e i t h e r  t y p e ,  t h e r e  a r e  b e t t e r  o r 
w o r s e  d e s i g n s .  T h e  r u l e s  d e s c r i b e d  i n  C h a p t e r  1 5  wi l l , i f  a p p l i e d  c a r e f u l l y , b u y 
y o u  a  b e t t e r  d e s i g n e d  h o m e  u n i t  i f  i t ' s  a v a i l a b l e  i n  t h e  a r e a  y o u  a r e  l o o k i n g , 
a n d  t h e  p r i c e  r a n g e  y o u  c a n  a f f o r d .  I t  w i l l ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  ma k e  t h e  l o o k i n g  t h a t 
m u c h  m o r e  f r u s t r a t i n g  a n d  t e d i o u s . H o p e f u l l y , t h e  o u t c o m e  w i l l  b e  a  m o r e 
c o m f o r t a b l e  a n d  l i v a b l e  ' h o m e '  u n i t . 


