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The City of Melbourne, capital of the State of Victoria, Australia, is 
celebrated for its cool. It is repeatedly listed as the world’s most (or 

and Melbourne’s major competitor, is so … colourful. Melbourne 
people wear black. Melbourne is Australia’s design capital, its intel-
lectual capital, its cultural capital. Central Melbourne and the sur-

art scenes to die for.
Melbourne is built on the land of indigenous people who were vio-
lently displaced. It became one of the world’s largest metropolises 
in the late 19th century on the strength of Victoria’s gold and wool 
resources. It built an extensive train and tram network and many 

and Australia’s largest docks.

Melbourne is the home of the mighty Trades Hall, strong unions, 
and the eight-hour working day. Post-WWII immigration built a 
highly multicultural community with 40 percent of the population still 
born overseas, mainly from eastern and southern Europe, south 
and south-east Asia, and more recently Africa. From the 1960s till 
the 1980s the inner city was dominated by low-income people: the 
working class, immigrants, students, artists and hippies. The shift 
of the industrial base to the suburban fringe in 1970s and 1980s 
added to the expansion that began with the middle-class residents 

abandoning inner-Melbourne in the 1950s and 1960s, leaving the 

An active, government-led stimulatory strategy in the early 1990s 
resulted in close to 10,000 new and converted apartments being 
added to the centre. A redevelopment of the docks produced an-
other 3,600 apartments with weekly rents double that of the Aus-
tralian median. The number of cafes and restaurants in the centre 
increased by around 500 percent.

There are 40,000 people on Victoria’s public housing waiting list. 
Beyond the inner-metropolitan region is a sprawling expanse of 
low-density suburbs, measuring 75 kilometres from west to east. 
Metropolitan Melbourne now has 4 million people, though its pub-
lic transport network has barely grown over the last 60 years. Mel-
bourne is a divided city: those with greatest wealth live in the inner 
areas where access to public transport is excellent, and those who 
live further out are forced to rely on car travel on the ever expand-
ing road network.
Seven years ago an urban growth boundary was introduced with 
the intention of providing 25 years of population growth if the aver-
age housing density increased from its suburban low of 10 dwell-
ings per hectare to 15. Since then the boundary has been extended 
twice: the result of a combination of no increase in suburban den-

sities due to the absence of any requirement, the average Austra-
lian house size somehow becoming the largest in the world, and 
entrenched land banking by private developers limiting the release 
of land in order to keep land values high.

With Melbourne’s population projected to exceed 5 million by 2030, 
major issues these days for middle-Melburnians include border 
protection, immigration and the occasional boatload of “illegal im-
migrants” (asylum seekers). A national argument is developing 
around ‘sustainable’ population levels. A strong case for those on 
the green left and xenophobic right is Australia’s delicate ecologi-
cal balance, in particular the very serious shortage of water.

introducing recycling, and constraining rural Victoria’s rice, cattle 
and dairy farming practices, rarely enter the public discourse. In-
stead, Melbourne is concentrating on a building desalination plant 
and a pipeline from the drier north, and nurturing its main industry: 
real estate investment. In the land of the fair go, the buying, sell-
ing, demolishing, building and renovating of property is the na-
tional pastime.
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