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IDEAS & ADVICE

ON THE DRAWING BOARD:
Inspired infill fighting urban sprawl

WORDS Chris Ferreira
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A rendering of the two eco-apartments under construction in the corner of Chris Ferreira’s block in suburban Perth. When the project

is complete, the 813-square-metre site will accommmodate four households and an office, all sharing the garden space.

Founder of environmental consultancy The
Forever Project, Chris Ferreira is in the midst of
a personal project at his suburban Perth home
to demonstrate how urban infill can be done
innovatively, with a focus on community and
shared green space. He shares his vision.

Clearly, there is increasing pressure in Western Australia to
subdivide the existing urban fabric for higher density. It seems
all the rage to take a perfectly good old home and its wonderful
big trees and garden, flatten it, cart the tangled mess off to the
tip and replace it with a crowded clutch of amorphous grey
boxes. We know this is easy, especially for those blessed with
the magical zoning change, and we know there is powerful
marketing momentum behind this infill model.

But behind the gloss of the sales pitch there are some pretty
ugly truths. Not only do we lose the essence and beauty of where
we live, tree by tree, brick by brick, but without gardens we know
kids suffer, spending more time indoors and on screens, and all
the research shows that this can significantly impair their early



development. Then there is the heat! With all the concrete,
pavers and — often — artificial turf, these new developments
can be five to nine degrees Celsius hotter than an old-style
leafy home, meaning more air conditioners and bigger
energy bills. There is even evidence now that this style of
urban infill is losing its appeal and real estate value as people
become more aware of the shortcomings.

The challenge for designers, planners, developers and
homeowners alike is to pursue, support and showcase
the development of high-quality, medium-density infill
alternatives that better reflect the environmental and social
standards important to the community. That’s exactly what
we are trying to do with our project, dubbed the Hami Hill
Hamlet.

THE STORY SO FAR

In late 2010 my then-partner Astrid and I purchased a
dilapidated postwar cottage complete with a recently built
granny flat on an 813-square-metre block in Hamilton

Hill, just south of Fremantle. Over the next ten years we
transformed the house, which had all the energy efficiency
of a tent, into a showcase of sustainability. Thin old walls
were knocked down and replaced with new, including three
layers of insulation. The roof was painted white, pokey

windows were replaced with large north-facing double-glazed
windows and doors, and a solar PV system, greywater system
and 5,000-litre rainwater tank were installed. In the garden,
Perth’s notoriously gutless grey sand was bolstered with clay
and compost, vegie beds and chooks established, hundreds
of drought-tolerant natives planted, and a nature play garden
was created to draw the kids outdoors and away from screens.

We ran many tours of the home for people wanting to
see what could be done to transform a house and turn it into
a home, while slashing water and energy consumption and
the generation of waste. “We really wanted to show what was
possible and give a glimpse into a future where we all learn to
do better with less,” Astrid often said.

A couple of years ago, my thoughts turned to what was
next. Since we bought it, the zoning for the property had
quietly changed from the standard low-density R20 (meaning
a residential density of 20 homes per hectare) to R30-40, giving
enormous opportunities for change. Sadly though, this is often
the trigger for destruction, paving the way for the wholesale
removal of existing homes, trees and gardens as people seek to
cash in on their lot-density ‘bonus’.

“The trouble is that none of the obvious options are
particularly attractive,” explains Matt Wallwork from
Ecotecture, our friend and project architect. “Homeowners
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The recycled jarrah cladding on the new apartments goes up.
Each apartment has been carefully designed for passive solar
performance and with private outdoor spaces.

are usually approached by one of the big developers with two
options: either cut off the back garden as a new block, clear it
and build a big new house, or clear the whole block and cram
four or five cookie-cutter units on it.” Too often, the result is
little short of a tragedy: trees and homes are cleared and family
memories sacrificed, leaving a bunch of sterile boxes to swelter
on a treeless plain. We are offered disconnection, isolation and
banality as an antidote to sprawl and as a replacement for leafy
green suburbs.

NEXT STEPS: THE HAMI HILL HAMLET

I knew there had to be a better way forward for my little block.
Add to the mix that our nine-year-old son River has autism,

so I wanted to keep the precious outdoor spaces for him, and
also create a community: a place where he will always feel safe
and supported wherever his life journey takes him. With Matt’s
help I set out to add a couple of small apartments to the site,
complementing the main house and granny flat, providing
affordable living options and creating a haven where four
families can share a rambling backyard, vegie beds, chooks, tree
house and playground.

The design and development process began. “Obviously
the trees and the garden were the greatest assets of the space,”
explains Matt. “They had defined the project to this point and
we wanted to make them the feature moving forward.” He set
about creating a design in which the garden became a shared
courtyard with the dwellings encircling it, and the Hami Hill

T
The ‘Share Shed’, converted from the old garage on the site,
provides office space for Chris, architect Matt Wallwork,
interns and hot-deskers.

Hamlet development and its tagline were born: ‘4 homes, 4
families and 40 trees’. This conveys the key aims of the project:
new development, higher density, a good financial return and
trees, gardens and a nourishing community.

The design concept involved two new eco-apartments
tucked into the south-west corner of the block (requiring the
sacrifice of only the chook house and two of the vegie beds),
and the transformation of the shonky old asbestos garage into
a funky office space. For this part of the project, we stripped
the garage back to its wood and metal skeleton, reclad it with
recycled corrugated tin and milled recycled jarrah, and added
300-millimetre-thick insulation to get us through the tough
WA summers. Named the Share Shed, this upcycled office
space is shared by Matt, myself, a series of Murdoch University
sustainability interns who work on Forever Projects with us, and
three self-employed professionals who ‘hot desk’.

Even though all car parking is banished to the front of
the block, retaining maximum space for the dwellings and
garden, Matt says that it was clear from the start that for the
apartments, a small, compact build would be necessary. “The
new structure is double storey, with a 65-square-metre, two-
bedroom apartment on the ground floor with its own small
courtyards and a 45-square-metre one-bedroom dwelling
upstairs with a private balcony,” he explains. “We knew that
we needed to get the balance right, giving owners that blend of
private space coupled with a shared common area.

“We went with timber-frame construction, oriented north
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THE SEVEN PRINCIPLES BEHIND THE
HAMI HILL HAMLET PROJECT

1 Small is beautiful: Can we challenge the
long-held belief that ‘bigger is better’? We
strove to provide for all our needs in as small
a footprint as possible.

2 Do better with less: We used smart
planning, sourcing and design to achieve
better outcomes for the homes, all while
using fewer materials and less energy.

Diversity is king: Designing for a diversity

3 of lifestyles, occupants, spaces, building
components, and even of vegetation can
greatly enrich our lives, provide variety, and
confer resilience.

The car is NOT king: People, not cars, should

4 be at the centre of housing developments.
By pushing the cars to the fringes and
transforming the old garage and driveway,
we can claim back valuable space for
people.

The garden is the most important room

5 of the home: | believe that we would all be
better off for spending a little more time
outside. Framing the outdoor space in this
way ensures it becomes a place we care
for, value and gravitate towards, leading us
towards healthier and more connected lives.

Going green beats the isolation blues: A

6 growing body of research supports the idea
that access to nature is an effective way to
reduce stress and improve mood. Biophilic
design is integral to our project’s built form
and landscaping.

7 Going green can put you in the black: The
standard narrative has been that looking

after the environment comes at an economic
cost. Our team sought to challenge this
by creating a development that both
cares for the environment and allows me
to pay off my mortgage! After the dust of
development settles the project should
bring a financial return close to $300,000,
while leaving me my beautiful home with the
bulk of the garden intact, plus office space.

with large areas of north-facing glass and all built using Passive
House principles, which should deliver extraordinary energy
efficiency,” he goes on. “We also included double-glazed
windows, rainwater storage supplying the two laundries, a
greywater system to feed into the toilets, and battery storage
for the new five-kilowatt solar PV system that will replace the
existing system and be shared by the existing home and the two
new apartments.”

The inspiring design was a powerful first step, but the next
step was to navigate a course through the ‘shoals and reefs’ of
the state and local government planning regulations that have
thwarted many novel design ideas. We put together a crack
team (an eco architect, planner and surveyor) to describe the
project’s aims and innovations, and articulate how they fit with
the spirit — not just the letter — of the local planning codes and
supported the goals of a government wrestling with seemingly
disparate issues like the need for development, biodiversity loss,
social isolation, urban heat islands, car dependence and climate
change adaptation.

“We went with a model of strata development called ‘built
strata’ that allows for the subdivision of a block with an existing
home on it. Importantly, it caters for the key things we wished
to put into our development, such as mixed lot sizes, compact
apartments, small build footprints and substantial common
area,” explains planner Melinda Marshall.

With such a powerhouse team, full planning approval was
achieved in near record time through the City of Cockburn,
who were actually incredibly positive and supportive: they
even supported innovative ideas we put forward such as
consolidating the car parking at the front of the block instead
of taking up precious space with long driveways, and our two-
storey apartment build — an uncommon but essential approach
in order to achieve our density aims while saving and protecting
the trees and garden.

With $400,000 raised for the project from angel investors,

a builder was appointed and construction began in June 2021.
To date, the main frame, insulation and exterior cladding are in
place; the installation of the double-glazed windows will start
shortly, followed by the fitout in the downstairs apartment.

CONCLUSION

When the building dust settles, what we will have is a
community of small homes on a standard urban site, connected
through and gently shielded by the graceful greenery of
nature. A place that will be rich with experience, forged by

the interconnections of people intent on making their lives
more rewarding through a removal of fences and a building of
partnerships and experiences. A development that can help
chart a path forward for our suburbs that doesn't involve loss,
sacrifice and degradation in the pursuit of new housing. I hope
it will stand as a flagship, a demonstration of what is possible
and an inspiration for others who wish to challenge their local
planning codes and retain all that makes their property green,
vibrant and resilient. ©





