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Timber and tin Queensiand
homes hold strong appeal in
the Brisbane market but
investors investigating
Queenslanders should get to
know Brisbane City Council's
character housing restrictions,
especially if they've got
redevelopment in mind.
Matthew Liddy

B NWARY investors who buy pre-

P World War Il homes in Brisbane with
an eye 1o redevelop the site could be in
for a shock when they talk to council, as
character hames in Brisbane are largely &
protected species.

The Brisbane City Council has a multi-
faceted approach to retaining the
distinctive character of its older suburbs,
many of which are highly sought-after
locations in the inner-city, ‘Character
residential areas’, ‘demolition control
precincts’ and the 'character code’ are
just some of the terms any Brishane
investor worth their salt knows inside
out.

Why all the fuss?

"The starting point for all of this,”
explains Deputy Mayor David Hinchiiffe,
“is that we recognise Brisbane has a
distinctive vernacular architecture and we
are trying to preserve it as much as
possible.”

Hinchliffe asserts, “The tin and timber
houses on stilts have become a
guintessential element of Brisbane's
character and self-identity.”

The Queensiand House exhibition at
the Queensland Museum says the
Queensland house “speaks more
eloguently than almost anything else
about this state’s distinctive lifestyle”.

However, PRDnationwide national
research director Tim Lawless notes
Queenslanders can be divisive, as the
market is split between those who love
thern and those who hate them.

"The 'lovers’ enjoy the classic style of
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rotected species

the homes with their Vi walls, high
ceilings and tin roofs,” he says, “The
‘haters' complain about the often poor
layout and high level of maintenance
these homes require.”

Love them or hate them, since the
1990s Brishane City Coundil has moved
1o protect character houses.

Retaining the sireetscape
Hinchliffe, who himself owns and has
renovated a previously rundown
Queenslander, explains that anyone
wishing to demolish or extensively
change the face of a pre-1946 timber
and tin dwelling needs o apply to
council.

"Council wilt take into account
whether it has been substantially altered
since it was first built and is no longer
character, and whether the house
contributes to a character streetscape,”
he says.

“Streetscape has become defined. .. as
meaning three or more character houses —
pre-1946 - i a group or in close
proximity. That means either side by side
or if there are two together with one
directly across ihe street, that couid be

regarcled as a streetscape or group of
character houses.”

While the City Plan includes a spedific
zoning for ‘character residential’ areas, a
character streetscape can exist in other
areas as well. This means that if you have
three character homes in cose vicinity,
demolition control provisions will apply
regardless of whether the area is zoned
as ‘character residential’, 'low density
residential’ or ‘low-medium density
residential’.

The demolition control provisions aren’t
even exclusive in a street, explains
Brishane architect Dion Seminara.

“You could have it (and} your
neighbour may not have it,” he says.
you do have it, you've got an old pre-
1946 home. Ther if there’s three homes
i a row, the coundil is going to want
those pre-1946 homes preserved.”

Fellow architect Kevin Hayes says there
are some situations where owners can
demolish a pre-war home - but they're
very limited.

“That will be based on isolation of the
house, that it won't be in a group of
{character) houses, or it'll be based on
structurai damage,” Hayes says.
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“The overall purpose of the code is
about streetscape, so when the
streetscape is very altered — there’s one
house left standing by itself and there’s a
whole ot of units around it, for example —
there’s a case there to apply fox
demolition.”

That situation will change if David
Hinchiiffe hes his way. He's pushing for
coundil to protect individual character
hormes.

"I'd like to see us extend the
demolition contral provisions to apply o
individual houses, whether they stand
alone or are in groups,” he says.

“There is an expectation in the
community that all character residential
homes, pre-war, are covered by the
demolition contrals or character
protection.”

Hinchlitie says the City Plan should be
amended so it aligns with the
community’s expectations.

He says he has the support of his Labor
coileagues in council, and is now giving
the rest of coundil time to consider the
idea.

Hayes believes protecting individual
houses would stray from the original
intention of the requlations.

"Heel in some ways that that's lost the
sense of this idea of streetscape and it's
something that | think isn’t necessarily
beneficial to the overall sense of retaining
these (character areas),” he says.

But Hinchliffe says the problem with
the “groups of three' rule is that if one
home is demolished because, say, it’s
structurally unsound then “letting one go
immediately puts the other two at risk”.

Changing times

The Deputy Mayor says land values in
many older areas of Brishane have risen
so much in recent years that pre-war
homes are under pressure,

“There are many property owners who
have come to me who've said, ‘my
preperty’s worth more if | can bulldoze
the house that's on it'. We say, well, this
I a character house, it's part of a
streetscape — we think that it's capahle of
being renovated.”
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“The tin and timber houses on stilts
have become a quintessential
element of Brisbane’s character

and self-identity.”

Howvever, some owners won't take no
for an answer.

“There are some property owners who
quite brazenly want to redevelop a
character house,” Hinchiiffe says. “They
don't get a positive response from
council, so they just leave the house,
semetimes with the door open, virtually
with & sign over it saying, ‘enter me,
sguat in me and light a fire’.

“There have been a number of
character houses ~ not a large number,
but several that | know of — that have
burnt down. They were all but
abandoned by thelr owners and of
course, the owners have then followed
up with the development applications.

Ron Tanton, the manager of building
advisory service Archicentre Queensland,
agrees with the principle of preserving
character but says there are some
crcumstances whare keeping an older
home in place doesn't make sense.

He says the coundil needs to realise
that Brishane has changed since the days
Queenslanders were built, For instance,
many pre-war homes now sit along

increasingly busy roads but they're not
designed to deal with the noise, dust and
§Mog.

“If the environment’s changed. .. then
some demolition is highly likely to take
place in the years to come for a higher
and better use of land, or indeed to
improve the built environment for our
tirban communities,” Tanton says.

“These homes which ware ance both
beautiful and relevant to their
environment, in some cases now are
becoming irrelevant to the environment.”

Renovating

i an owner wants to renovate, not
demoalish, a home in a designated
character area, special provisions stiil
apply.

Serminara says renovations raguire
development appraval and are assessed
against the Character Code. He says
renovations on character homes can
sametimes involve spending thousands of
doilars getting approval for smalt
changes.

“They can be restrictive and they can
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be a bit silly at times, where just to
remove a balustrade you'll have to get
development approval,” he says.

Lawless says coundil is largely
concerned with the street frontage and
there is "a great deal of flexibility” for
renovators, especially with regard to
interiors and the rear of the home.

Hinchliffe says issues sometimes arise
where owners get permission for a
certain amount of work on their
Queenslander but then discover issues
they hadn't anticipated, such as termite
darnage. At times, they then “demolish a
lot more of that house than they
might've had approval for”.

"We've got some cassic exampies of
that where in fact only one wall {remains
and} the entire roof has been removed,
three or four walls of the house have
been removed and all that's standing is
one slender portion of the front wall,” he
Says.

“It's often neighbours who alert us to
the fact that a lot more has been
demolished of the house than was
approved.”

Council wilt consider applications for
such extensive work if it's needed to
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new homes 1o interpret the older
character while bringing in elements of
modern design,

“Interpretations are based on that
sense of light and shade on the front,
the sense of recession of a bottom floor,
the sense &f a verandzah on the front,”
he says. "We've done some very
interesting, modern interpretations of
that.”

Seminara agrees that council does
allow room for modern design but fears
the restrictions encourage too many
people to create replica Queenslanders.

“The City Plan is promcting ‘olde
woridy” and so the person who wants a
very easy route will produce the ‘olde
worldy’, which is not necessarily good
for the end resull,” he says.

"It's not really preserving the old — it’s
creating an artificial environment of cid
and new that appear the same.”
Seminara says producing streets full of

“It's often neighbours who alert
us to the fact that a lot more has
been demolished of the house than

was approved.,”

overcome termites or other struciural
issues -~ but owners must come back to
council with revised plans, Hinchliffe
emphasises.

MNew construction

There's not a lot of vacant land to be
found in character precincts but where
the odd undeveloped block or newly
subdivided tol does crop up, builders
need 1o take into account the character
of the neighbhourhood when designing
their new home. This is an area where
character issues can get guite sticky and
cause the odd neighbourhood dispute.

“The debate seems to constanily crash
tegether here,” Tanton says.

Hayes explains, “Everybody wants the
neighbourhood to stay in some way that
they'd like it to stay but when they wani
to work on their own house, they want
to be able to do what they want.”

He says the council's rules allow for

replica Queenslanders is creating “false
character”.

“It's artificial, [t's not really preserving
character. It's not saying, let’s really
enhance the character of these older
buildings and anything new, let's be
complementary but not try to copy. To
me, that'll make the character buildings
look even better again, because they're
the ones with the nice character and the
one next door is obviously new but being
respectful in roofline and proportion and
height and setbacks and other things.”

He says the National Trust encourages
additions 1o listed buildings to reflect the
time that the addition is made, rather
than replicating the original.

“Brisbane City Coundll is the opposite
in that respect. Sometimes you'll look in a
street and you'll think it's old but it's built
this year, so it’s really not a mature
approach,” he says.

Hinchiiffe counters, “We're not in the
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