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Executive summary 
Project background, aims and methodology  
The City of Liverpool, New South Wales (NSW) is known as 
Sydney’s Third CBD. Liverpool therefore plays an important role in 
accommodating urban change in Western Sydney. While Western 
Sydney remains dominated by detached housing, strategies of urban 
consolidation mean that residents will also increasingly be housed in 
suburban apartment developments.  
 
Densification policies are promoted on the grounds of efficiency and 
affordability. However, little is known about how residents experience 
everyday life in densifying neighbourhoods. Qualitative housing 
research seeks to address this gap.  

This report documents the findings of a pilot study conducted 
with apartment residents in Liverpool CBD. Utilising interviews, 
and home and neighbourhood tours, we invited participants to 
share with us their everyday experiences of living in apartments in 
a densifying neighbourhood. The aim of the project was to provide 
insights to better balance the potential for growth, while maintaining 
neighbourhood amenity and resident satisfaction.   

Key to this success is acknowledging the diversity of apartment 
residents and experiences. While dominant planning and 
development discourses regard apartments as the domain of singles 
and couples without children, an increasing number of families with 
children now live in apartments. Liverpool CBD is emblematic of this 
trend, with 50.3% of the apartment stock occupied by couple or single 
parents with children (Table 1).  

The 10 households who participated in the qualitative study included 
families with children (six), alongside singles (two), couples with 
no children (one) and multi-generational households (one). Three 
households owned their apartments and the remaining seven were 
renting. The diverse migrant histories of participating households 
reflect suburban centres as key nodes of global mobility.  

Findings 
Apartments are not only for singles and couples without children. 
They are increasingly homes for families with children. In Liverpool 
CBD, ABS data shows that over 50% of households in apartments are 
couple families with children or single-parent families. Participants 
in our study sought the largest apartments within the CBD in their 
price-range. 

Demand for storage in apartments and buildings is increasing as 
households economise on the number of bedrooms to manage 
housing costs. Insights from participants’ everyday lives reveal 
that households achieve housing affordability by renting or buying 
smaller apartments relative to household size. Storage in apartments 
is therefore a critical resource in supporting residents’ everyday 
strategies of housing affordability. 

The apartments in this study were characterised by poor thermal 
performance and building and construction defects. Problems with 
heating, ventilation and condensation were commonly reported. 
Participants with air-conditioners referred to high levels of usage 
in the summer months, while financial constraints meant those on 
lower incomes had limited capacity to manage temperatures. 

The primary proponents of active transport in our study were 
migrant women with children who performed daily duties on foot.
Contrary to the car-dependency designed into Australian suburbs, 
women in Sydney’s outer suburbs are rejecting car cultures and 
undertaking chores on foot while pushing children in prams (until 
they can go on foot by themselves). Journey to work data (ABS 
2016) reveals that within Liverpool CBD 25% of women walk to work.  
However, within this emerging compact city, car cultures spread 
worry, concern and injury. 

Apartment-dwellers see trees and apartments as mutually inclusive. 
Trees provided a source of enjoyment and comfort for residents 
who envisage the inclusion of greenspace with increasing densities. 
Participants associated trees with a greater sense of peace, well-
being and joy in the city. It was also a point of distinction between 
other western Sydney cities, such as Parramatta and Campbelltown. 
This is a new vision of suburban living: dense and green.
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2.Revision of key planning policies and controls with respect to 
family-friendly design in multi-unit dwellings. Quantitative data 
reveals that residents are raising their families in apartments while 
qualitative data indicate participants plan to continue to do so as 
their children age. It is therefore recommended that controls in the 
Liverpool Development Control Plan 2008, Part 3.7 Residential Flat 
Buildings be revised according to family-friendly apartment and 
building design (see for example, Easthope and Yang, 2020) and that 
family-friendly standards be integrated into the proposed Liveable 
Housing Standard (Liverpool City Council 2020b).

3.Revision of key planning policies and controls with respect 
to storage in multi-unit dwellings. In the context of job market 
uncertainty, especially since Covid-19, housing stress will continue 
to drive the trend towards over-occupation. It is therefore 
recommended that the minimal storage controls in the Liverpool 
Development Control Plan 2008, Part 3.7 Residential Flat Buildings 
be increased, incorporating both private and common areas. 
Exemplars and images should be provided. It is also recommended 
that minimum storage requirements be integrated into the 
proposed Liveable Housing Standard (Liverpool City Council 2020b).

4.Revision of key planning policies and controls with respect to 
thermal performance in multi-unit residential dwellings. 
It is recommended that the Liverpool Development Control Plan 
2008, Part 3.7 Residential Flat Buildings be revised to ensure 
higher standards of insulation, passive solar design and affordable 
cooling and heating, including ceiling fans and flyscreens in all new 
apartment dwellings. It is recommended that these standards be 
integrated into the proposed Liveable Housing Standard.

5.Documentation of the outcomes of the NSW Occupation 
Certificate Audit Program. Given that all owner-occupiers in this 
study reported building defects, it is recommended that Liverpool 
City Council keeps abreast of the outcomes of the Occupation 
Certificate Audit Program along with underpinning legislation. 

6.Revision of Liverpool City Council website to include support for 
owners corporations. Given routine reporting of building defects in 
this study, it is recommended that Liverpool City Council provide 
resources to strata communities, including for instance, a link to the 
UNSW Defect Rectification website. 

Apartment-dwellers value close proximity to services and amenities 
but hard-waste and safety concerns inhibit enjoyment and sense of 
place. Participants valued the diversity of cafes, restaurants, services 
and retailers, well-lit public places in the evening and elements of 
play and exploration in close proximity to their apartments. However, 
cracked footpaths, safety concerns at night, smoking in the mall and 
rubbish and hard waste on footpaths inhibited enjoyment and sense 
of place.

Apartment-dwellers embrace densification but are concerned about 
quality of childcare and education in Liverpool CBD. Participants 
embraced densification and felt pathways from school to University 
would be facilitated through the Innovation Precinct. However, the 
quality of both childcare and public education within the CBD were 
raised by some participants as a key concern. 

Apartment-dwellers embrace densification but are concerned 
about labour market accessibility. Although participants were in 
support of densification and opportunities for growth (including 
the Aerotropolis and Innovation Precinct), they were also concerned 
about whether new employment opportunities connected to these 
developments would be available to local communities.

Recommendations
Based on the findings set out above, this section develops a set of 
recommendations regarding community and urban planning, and 
urban design policy processes. 

1.Increased policy support for a higher proportion of three-bedroom 
apartment stock in the CBD. This study provides evidence of the 
demand for family-friendly apartments in Liverpool CBD. Statistical 
analysis at the suburb-level revealed 50.3% of households living 
in apartments in the Liverpool CBD were couple households with 
children or single-parent families. It is therefore recommended that 
Liverpool City Council explores a mix of incentives and inclusionary 
zoning controls to increase the share of three-bedroom apartments 
available to families in the CBD.

https://www.nsw.gov.au/building-commissioner
https://www.nsw.gov.au/building-commissioner
https://cityfutures.be.unsw.edu.au/research/projects/defect-rectification/
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7.Undertake a road audit to identify opportunities for a road diet to 
facilitate active transport. Active transport (Planning Priority 1) and 
walkability (Planning Priority 5) are key priorities in Liverpool’s Local 
Strategic Planning Statement. However, aggressive car-cultures 
produce an intimidating environment for walkers and cyclists. It is 
therefore recommended that a road audit be undertaken with a 
view to combining strategies for densification with a commitment to 
supporting emerging walking cultures within the Liverpool CBD. 

8.Protect and expand the urban tree canopy in conjunction with 
the development of multi-unit residential buildings. Given the 
role of trees in mediating the heat island effect and in facilitating 
resident well-being and attachments to place, we strongly 
support Liverpool City Council’s proposal set-out in the Liverpool 
Local Housing Strategy (2020b: 72) to review the Liverpool Local 
Environment Plan and Development Control Plan in order to 
‘encourage green open space in high rise development.’ We further 
support Council’s advocacy role regarding increasing canopy cover 
through amendments to BASIX and Exempt and Complying Codes. 
In addition, we recommend revisions to the Liverpool Development 
Control Plan 2008, Part 3.7 Residential Flat Buildings that incorporate 
an explicit rationale and standard for the retention and expansion of 
tree cover in multi-unit housing development. 

9.Revision of hard waste services given lower levels of car ownership, 
high turnover of residents through rental tenancies, and linguistic 
diversity in Liverpool CBD. High levels of linguistic diversity 
along with frequent turnover of residents and lower levels of car 
ownership and use present a challenging environment for councils 
in recruiting residents to participate in hard-waste disposal. Hard 
waste management policies in the context of a compact, linguistically 
diverse CBD need to be explored.

10.Advocacy for high quality childcare and school provision within 
the CBD. Interviews with residents revealed that childcare and 
education are factors that can keep residents in Liverpool. While 
these areas do not wholly reside within council responsibility, it is 
recommended that Liverpool City Council continues to lobby for 
high quality education resources in the CBD, particularly in light of 
population growth.

Figure 1. Apartment developments now comprise the dominant form of 
housing across Liverpool CBD.

11.Liverpool City Council to develop training and employment goals. 
Currently 70% of Liverpool’s population work outside the local 
government area (Liverpool City Council, 2020b). In addition 
to the proposed infrastructure and transport investment, it is 
recommended that Council supports training and education 
strategies to ensure new employment opportunities connected 
to the Aerotropolis and Innovation Precinct are accessible to local 
communities. 

12.Further qualitative research. Based on a small qualitative sample, 
this pilot study reveals insights into apartment dwellers’ experiences. 
However, a larger-scale survey, along with detailed analysis of 
housing demand and supply is needed to establish apartment 
dwellers’ experiences more widely. Similarly, a comparison of 
experiences of apartment residents in Liverpool CBD with apartment 
dwellers in the wider LGA across private rental, owner occupation, 
social and community housing is needed. 
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1. Project background, aims and methodology 
Balancing the potential for growth while maintaining neighbourhood 
amenity and quality is a key challenge facing cities and suburbs. This 
report is based on a qualitative study that aims to build community, 
urban planning and design capacity for sustainable densification, 
through qualitative housing research with apartment-dwellers.

The project is set in the Local Government Area (LGA) of Liverpool, 
New South Wales, where, as shown in Map 1 (see Appendix p.28) 
the population is expected to grow by 108% (from a base of 211,983) 
between 2016 and 2041 (NSW Department of Planning Industry 
and Environment 2016). While detached housing will meet some 
of this growth, neighbourhoods surrounding key transport nodes 
will continue to be transformed into significantly higher-density, 
apartment-based precincts (Liverpool City Council, 2020a; 2020b).

To better understand how to balance the potential for growth while 
maintaining neighbourhood amenity in densifying suburbs, we 
undertook a pilot study exploring resident experiences of living in 
apartments in Liverpool CBD. In focusing on resident experiences, we 
recognise that multi-unit dwellings are as much a product of their 
users and dwellers, as designers, architects and developers (Harris 
2015).

The specific project aims were to:
1. Identify the features apartment-dwellers value most about their 
homes and neighbourhoods in Liverpool CBD

2. Identify the features and strategies that would most enhance 
apartment-dwellers’ lived experience of Liverpool CBD

3. Develop recommendations for local government, community 
and urban planning, and urban design policy processes

4. Identify further opportunities for research in new growth areas

The setting
Planned and approved development in Liverpool is indicative of the 
apartment growth anticipated in Australian suburbs more broadly. 
While dominant planning and development discourses regard 
apartments as the domain of singles and couples without children, 
50.3% of the apartment stock in Liverpool CBD is occupied by couple 

or single parents with children (Table 1). While in the larger LGA, 
the majority of the population live in detached dwellings (75.5%), in 
Liverpool CBD this pattern is reversed where 69% of the population 
live in apartments, flats or semi-detached (common wall) housing 
(Table 2). 

Over the next 30 years, the NSW Government expects that the LGA 
of Liverpool will grow to 400 000 (NSW Department of Planning, 
Industry and Environment, 2019) and local planning controls 
suggest that some of this will be accommodated in the suburb 
of Liverpool through apartment dwellings (Liverpool City Council, 
2020b). As shown in Map 2 (See Appendix p.29) recent rezoning 
could accommodate an additional population of over 50,000 new 
residents. 

Table 1. Household types in apartments, Liverpool CBD and LGA, (2016). Source: 
ABS Censuses 2011 and 2016. (See also Herath et al. 2020) 

Household Type Liverpool LGA Liverpool CBD

Couple family 
with no children

1,292
(16.6%)

867
(17.9%)

Couple family 
with children

2,153
(27.7%)

1,650
(34%)

One parent family 1,185
(15.3%)

790
(16.3%)

Other family 133
(1.7%)

92
(1.9%)

Lone person 
household

2,699
(34.7%)

1,260
(26%)

Group household 308
(4%)

193
(4%)

Total 7,770 4,852
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Population and 
housing features

Liverpool State 
Suburb

Liverpool LGA NSW

Population 
(number)

27,084 204,326 7,480,228

Living in higher 
density housing  
(%)

69% 23.7% 32.1%

Living in separate 
house (%)

30.4% 75.5% 66.4%

Table 2. Apartment-dwellings and population in Liverpool, 2016. Source: ABS 
QuickStats 2016

Figure 2. With Western Sydney’s population forecast to increase 
exponentially over the next thirty years, more residents will be housed in 
higher-density dwellings.

The enrollment of the Cities of Liverpool, Penrith and Bankstown 
into the Greater Sydney Commission’s new ‘Western City’, anchored 
around the Western Sydney Airport and Aerotropolis, further 
positions Sydney’s south western suburbs in globalising networks.

Home and neighbourhood tours 
To understand the lived experience of densification, we adopted an 
in-depth qualitative methodology comprising interviews and home 
and neighbourhood tours. Drawing on situated research methods, 
we invited participants to show us what they liked and disliked 
about their apartment and neighbourhood. Interviews illicit detailed 
insight into participants’ everyday lives. Engaging with residents in 
an everyday setting can help facilitate reflection on mundane, daily 
experiences and processes that may be overlooked when asked 
out of context (Waitt and Knobel, 2018). We were also guided by 
qualitative research of Harker (2014) and Kerr, Gibson and Klocker 
(2018) who show apartment life and densification are not only the 
product of compact city policies, but a result of the practices and 
habits of apartment-dwellers.
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Name* Age Household 
structure

Country 
of birth

Tenure # of 
bedrooms

# of 
cars

Naomi 30-
34

Couple 
household 
four children

Australia Owning 2 1 

Sigrid 40-
44

Couple 
household 
four children

Cameroon Renting 3 1 

Maaria 15-
19

Single 
parent 
household 
four children

Iraq Renting 3 0

Amy 40-
44

Couple 
household 
two children

China Owning 3 1

Mahgol 35-
39

Single 
parent 
household
(adult 
daughter 
living with 
mother)

Iran Renting 2 0

Sarah 30-
34

Couple 
household 
one child

Australia Renting 2 2

Ayasha 30-
34

Couple 
household 
one child

Bangladesh Renting 2 1

Somy 20-
24

Couple 
household

Sri Lanka Renting 1 1

Marion 60-
64

Living alone Australia Renting 2 0

Rob 40-
44

Living alone South 
Africa

Renting 1 1

Table 3. Participants household key features

*All participants were given pseudonyms 

Participants
Participant recruitment focused on the Liverpool CBD via a letterbox 
drop of selected buildings. After receiving ethics approval, participants 
were invited to contact our team to arrange a time and day for the 
interview. The interviews focused on six key aspects of apartment life i) 
housing and apartment careers ii) reflections on the current apartment 
(likes and dislikes) iii) financial values iv) neighbourhood values v) 
frequently visited places and vi) common spaces. Interviews were 
recorded, transcribed, anonymised (through the use of pseudonyms) 
and analysed for key themes. 

The sample (Table 3) is notable for its representation of women, and 
couple households with children (5/10 participants). Participants 
also show lower levels of car ownership (0.8 per family) than the 
LGA average (2.1 per family). The diversity of participants in terms of 
apartment experiences and migrant histories also reflects the suburbs 
as key nodes of global mobility. 

Figure 3. Apartments in Liverpool CBD are not only attracting singles and 
couples, but also families with children.
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2. Housing demand  
While many developers and investors regard apartments as suitable 
for singles and couples without children, 50.3% of the apartment 
stock in Liverpool LGA is occupied by couples or single parents with 
children (Table 1). Our research found that residents, including family 
households - are prioritising apartment living in CBD localities and 
apartment-based housing careers. However, within that, they value 
as much space within the CBD as they can afford. 

Proximity to services and amenities 
All participants recognised close proximity to urban amenity and 
services as the key benefit to living in apartments in Liverpool CBD. 
This is captured by Sarah for whom proximity to the CBD on foot, 
creates a sense of ease:

We can afford it and it’s close to all the amenities in the 
area which is really good because we like to go down to 
the shops for walks and it’s easy (Sarah, 30-34, couple 
household with one child, owner, two-bedrooms). 

Sarah, like many participants, had prioritised a CBD location from 
the outset, recognising the appeal of housing that is co-located with 
shopping, public transport, health services and other amenities. 

Similarly, Ayasha, rated the location as the most important aspect 
of her apartment, prioritising and valuing the ‘very short distance 
to shops, markets and restaurants’. Ayasha also revealed a strong 
financial motive for being in the CBD as it reduced the cost of 
owning a second car:  

Most important is the location… I can get everything in 
a very short distance… We are paying $50 more than in 
our last apartment but if I had to own my own car that 
would cost me more (Ayasha, 30-34, couple household 
with one child, renter, two-bedrooms).

“

Figure 4. Westfield, Macquarie Mall and the surrounding specialist shops 
were a short walk from all participants apartments, with proximity cited as a 
key benefit of compact living.

”

“

”
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Storage: households economising by choosing smaller 
apartments
Given the premium placed on space, it is perhaps unsurprising that 
singles, couples and families in this study also had concerns about 
storage in their apartments. The drive to reduce housing costs for 
some households highlighted the premium placed on storage as 
residents economise in smaller homes. 

Home tours revealed a range of modifications by households to 
create space within constrained settings. For example, while Somy 
would have preferred more storage in the one-bedroom apartment 
shared with her partner, she also figured that this made the 
apartment more affordable:

There’s not many places where I can keep my stuff. It’s 
very small and it’s a one-bedroom apartment so it’s more 
feasible for both of us (Somy, 20-24, couple household, 
renting, one-bedroom). 

Similarly, Naomi, had added storage cupboards to the hallway 
and a table below the kitchen table so ‘the children can still work, 
play and do what they need to do’. As Naomi put it, these storage 
modifications meant ‘we don’t have to move out yet’. For Naomi, 
it raises questions of space in common areas for prams and bikes 
within large apartment complexes, and the extent to which 
apartments have been developed with families in mind.

I think in terms of how they’ve built the building, it’s not 
really for families. I think the builders were trying to build 
quickly and make as much money as they could without 
considering families and who would be living in the 
spaces. We’ve got prams, bicycles, there’s nowhere really 
to put those things (Naomi, 30-34, couple household with 
four children, owner, two-bedrooms). 

From the opposite perspective Marion, who is studying and lives 
alone, points to the potential for the development of common 
spaces, in this case for family gatherings with her children and 
grandchildren. Ayasha too, envisaged a shared space that could be 
‘hired or rented’ where she could host family gatherings.

Apartment size and space 
In addition to location, apartment size was a key factor shaping 
participants’ housing decisions. Rather than seeing the apartment 
as a stepping-stone to a detached dwelling, Amy describes buying 
the largest apartment she and her husband could afford to 
accommodate their family over the life course:

We knew that later on we would need more and more 
space because we knew we were going to have a family 
so we thought we might as well get it now [rather] than 
later as when you need to move, the price would probably 
be up again (Amy, 40-44, couple household with two 
children, owner, three-bedrooms).

Naomi, who shared a two-bedroom apartment with her husband 
and four children had a similar viewpoint. Naomi drew attention to 
a shortage of family-friendly sized apartments, indicating that a lack 
of supply was driving some families out of the area as their children 
aged: 

On our floor there are 10 apartments. There’s two 
one-bedroom apartments, there’s one three-bedroom 
apartment and then there are seven two-bedroom 
apartments. So in terms of ratio of apartments… only 
one family could live across these 10 apartments which is 
pretty low I think… There are lots of young families in our 
building, but… as soon as they get more children or the 
children are a bit older, we’ve noticed quite a few leaving 
the building (Naomi, 30-34, couple household with four 
children, owner, two-bedrooms).

For Ayasha, space was also a key feature she had looked for before 
renting her apartment, noting that ‘we have to get something 
spacious, and then basically it’s the location’. Other participants, like 
Rob, who lived alone, describe their preference for ‘something that 
was modern, a little bit spacious, and cupboards’.

“

”

“

”

“
”

“

”
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3. Air quality and temperature 
Urban heat has been identified as a major liveability issue in Western 
Sydney (Mellick Lopes et al. 2020, Liverpool City Council 2020b). 
Sunlight and cross-ventilation were nominated by many participants 
as highly desirable apartment features. However, eight participants 
reported problems with thermal performance and air quality. Those 
with air-conditioners referred to high levels of usage in the summer 
months while financial constraints meant those on lower incomes 
had limited capacity to manage very high or low temperatures. 
These limitations are supported by existing research showing that 
temperature extremes are unevenly experiences by socio-economic 
status (Gabriel et al. 2016). Problems with heating, ventilation and 
condensation were reported in all near new apartments. While 
controlling temperature extremes was not always possible, most 
participants had made adjustments through installing fans and 
fly-screens to facilitate airflow. The home tours underscore the 
importance of insulation, passive solar design and affordable cooling 
and heating options fit-for purpose in densifying suburbs.

Keeping cool with air-conditioning
Half of the homes we visited managed warm temperatures through 
the use of air-conditioning with high dependency in warmer 
months. For example, Sarah lived in a near-new apartment (built in 
2018) and reported running the air conditioning every mid-afternoon 
and evening throughout the summer. Similarly, Somy conceded ‘we 
completely need the AC throughout the night’. Ayasha, in a near new 
building (2015), used two air conditioners to make her apartment 
‘liveable’ in the summer:

We need two air conditioners to make the place liveable 
because it’s quite hot in the summer… we have to put 
the blinds down all the time (Ayasha, 30-34, couple 
household with one child, renter, two-bedrooms).

In contrast, Naomi and her partner explicitly sought a south-facing 
home in their 2016 building, that along with fans attached to the 
bedroom walls and a single split system air-conditioner was enough 
to cool the apartment on ‘extremely hot days’. With solar orientation, 
fans and air-conditioning, Naomi concluded: ‘it was pretty good 
in here, like we weren’t dying of heat and feeling like it was overly 
suffocating’. Maaria who described her family’s apartment as 
‘really insulated’ reported minimal use of fans and air-conditioning 
underscoring the importance of orientation and design for thermal 
performance in densifying suburbs.

Unused space: the balcony
Despite the high value placed on space, five households reported 
not using their balconies. Sarah described her balcony as a ‘complete 
waste of space… covered in dust and dirt’. Sarah’s suggestion of 
shades to reduce the dust on the balcony resonated with Ayasha’s 
suggestion that a roof over her balcony would make it more 
accessible. Due to its poor orientation and lack of shading, her 
balcony had complete exposure to the sun and rain. As a result, 
Ayasha didn’t use her balcony and would have preferred the 
apartment have an extra room. While other participants like Maaria 
highly valued their balconies, most accounts suggest that exposed 
outdoor spaces in built-up polluted areas would benefit from better 
orientation, shading and other protection.

Figure 5. Balconies that were exposed to the elements were seen as 
unusable space.

“
”
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For Amy, in summer with the doors open living next to the Hume 
Highway, ‘speeding cars and motorbikes’ were ‘disturbing’, waking 
her children after they were asleep.

Keeping warm and dry 
Households also had difficulties keeping their apartments warm in 
the winter. Naomi for instance, attempted to keep her apartment 
aerated but weak ventilation meant her bathroom was filled with 
moisture. Similarly, Ayasha reported heavy condensation and 
moisture in winter where ‘the room is always wet even when the 
heater is on’. Somy lived in an apartment on the 15th floor that she 
described as extremely warm in summer and cold in winter, with 
‘frozen glass’ and dependence on portable heaters.

Mahgol had problems with mould in her older apartment finding 
it difficult to regulate the temperature which she attributed to 
concrete flooring and poor insulation. Noting her susceptibility to 
respiratory illness, Mahgol described the air in her apartment as 
‘not feeling clean’. Marion too described her apartment as ‘very cold’ 
resorting to wearing multiple layers as she managed winter without 
a heater. These accounts point to the importance of insulation and 
thermal design in apartments; and the interlinked problems of 
temperature extremes and energy poverty experienced by those in 
densifying cities.

Energy constraints 
Three participants who did not have access to air conditioning or 
insulated apartments described more extreme levels of discomfort. 
Marion for example, described her 1970 apartment on hot days 
as ‘stagnant’, admitting ‘you feel the heat excessively’. Marion 
was concerned about heating and air-conditioning from an 
environmental perspective. However, she had very little disposable 
income, so she would try to block the heat out with the blinds when 
it was too hot. Mahgol, who lived in a twenty-year-old apartment 
without air conditioning or insulation described her home as ‘very 
warm’ with no other option. 

Fans 
Fans were mentioned by half the households we visited as enhancing 
the effectiveness of air-conditioning or as their only recourse in hotter 
weather. The fans in the apartments we visited had all been installed 
by participants including ceiling fans (Amy), wall fans (Naomi) and 
a portable fan used by Mahgol. Sarah questioned why apartments 
didn’t have fans installed as a matter of course: 

One thing I wish we had was ceiling fans. I don’t know 
why they don’t have them here. I’m from northern 
Australia, and every house has them and it gets just 
as hot here as it does up there (Sarah, 30-34, couple 
household with one child, owner, two-bedrooms).

Noise and insects 
Participants highlighted the difficulty of maintaining airflow in high-
rise apartments without inviting insects and the noise of speeding 
cars and motorbikes inside. Sarah and Naomi both describe the 
trade-off between leaving the balcony door and apartment windows 
open and what Naomi calls ‘the attack of the mozzies’. Notably, 
neither of these near new apartments had fly screens, which Naomi 
eventually installed so that they could leave the door and windows 
open. 

We did open the doors a couple of times but the 
mosquito’s would get in and they would attack the baby… 
she had 20 bites on her head one night and that was 
when we realised no, we’re just going to have to put the 
air con on. You can’t leave the doors open at night. The 
mosquito’s come in (Sarah, 30-34, couple household with 
one child, owner, two-bedrooms). 
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4. Walkability 
Participants in this study show lower levels of car ownership (0.8 per 
family) than the LGA average (2.1). Women are also well-represented, 
along with households with children. It is therefore notable that the 
majority of participants perform most parenting and household 
duties on foot. As shown in Map 3 (see Appendix p.30) Journey to 
Work data (ABS 2016) suggests approximately 25% of women also 
walk to work. 

Across the transcripts, all participants placed high value on being 
able to walk to amenities and services. Through their practice of 
walking, participants help to produce the compact city (Hendrigan 
et al. 2019).  Walkability is also a key feature of Liverpool City Council 
Local Strategic Planning Statement. As this section shows active 
transport is the product of shifting values and relationships around 
car ownership and use. In this section, we draw out both the value 
that participants placed on being able to walk and the challenges 
they faced when walking in the compact city.

Shifting car cultures
All participants emphasised the benefits of being able to walk to 
services and amenities. This is captured by Sigrid who describes 
being able to walk everywhere in CBD as ‘the best advantage’.

I am close to everything, the children can go to school, 
I have no pressure driving them or picking them up 
which is really the best advantage to me. I am close to 
the library… Aldi, Westfield, everything, the church is very 
close so is the station. I see so many advantages (Sigrid, 
40-44, couple household with four children, renter, three-
bedrooms). 

Figure 6. Apartment-dwellers valued being able to conduct many 
aspects of their daily routine by foot. 

Sigrid’s account offers an additional insight, shared by Amy, that 
being able to make journeys on foot can assist the process of 
parenting (see also Clement and Waitt 2018). Reflecting on other 
parents she knows, Amy notes:

I can see lot of families especially with kids, and mums 
like me - either fulltime or only working casual or part-
time because of their responsibility for the family - who 
want to be able to access services or shopping on foot 
because it’s easier instead of using cars (Amy, 40-44, 
couple household with two children, owner, three-
bedrooms).
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For Ayasha, her ability to walk to the shops and other services 
and amenities not only saves money, but it provides relief from 
the isolation that can accompany the experience of stay-at-home 
parenting. Ayasha walks every day and looks forward to her morning 
coffee and burek, something her daughter also loves. As Ayasha puts 
it, ‘I can’t stay at home with my daughter all the time, it makes me 
really paranoid’. Her experience highlights how the ability to walk to 
shops, amenities and services facilitates greater autonomy: 

Because I don’t drive, it’s really good for me so that I 
don’t have to worry about all the time, is my husband at 
home or not, who will drive me there? I can go by myself 
(Ayasha, 30-34, couple household with one child, renter, 
two-bedrooms).

Accommodating cars and driver aggression in the compact city
Despite the value participants placed on walkability, interviews reveal 
the extent to which pedestrians must accommodate the intrusion 
of cars. This is captured by Ayasha who is made to feel ‘scolded’ for 
walking.

As a pedestrian with pram you’re safe here because 
people still give you respect as a mother, but [otherwise] 
sometimes like they yell. Even in the zebra crossing, 
even it’s my turn to move it’s green, [people] still yell. So 
sometimes there’s kind of this harassment (Ayasha, 30-34, 
couple household with one child, renter, two-bedrooms).

Driver aggression towards pedestrians asserts car-culture against an 
emerging compact city, but pedestrians are also unseen by motorists 
with significant consequences. This is captured by Marion’s account 
of a driver who, focused on exiting an apartment block into a busy 
road, hit Marion while she was walking across the driveway. Walking 
in Liverpool for Marion was described as ‘a bit hairy’. 

The invisibility of walkers is exacerbated by cars that park on the 
corners of intersections and driveways. As Sarah put it ‘you know they 
won’t see you until you’re right there’ and she walks anxiously as a 
result ‘expecting that somebody might come around and not see us’. 
Parked cars across footpaths also create barriers for prams, as both 

Pedestrian refuge here

Where does a 
pedestrian cross? 

Cars here

Para ramp here

Cars here

Para ramp here

Figure 7. Pedestrian infrastructure fell short of participants needs, making 
simple practices such as crossing the road complicated and at times 
dangerous. 

Sarah and Ayasha point out. These accounts underscore the ways 
that car-cultures disrupt the flow of the compact city through the 
production of worry, repression (being scolded), creating a threat 
(being hit by cars), and anxiousness in pedestrians.
Unfortunately, road and transport design can exacerbate, rather 
than reduce these tensions. Reflecting on an intersection whose 
pedestrian breaks force walkers and cyclists towards oncoming 
traffic Naomi asks ‘how do I cross this intersection with the kids on 
bikes?’ (Figure 7). 
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5. Retail, community services, schools and 
childcare centres
In this section we report on participants’ experiences and 
perceptions of services and amenities in Liverpool. As we have seen 
so far, all participants recognised proximity to such services and 
amenities as the key benefit to living in apartments in the Liverpool 
CBD. In what follows we drill down into participant experiences 
of the most frequently mentioned services and amenities: retail, 
childcare, schools and libraries.

Retail services 
Westfield shopping centre was one of the most frequently visited 
sites among participants and highly valued for both retail and 
services offerings. Calls for renewal of the Westfield shopping centre 
nonetheless occurred throughout the interviews. Participants also 
valued the rich diversity of retail services beyond Westfield within 
a short distance from home. Middle Eastern grocery shops, Indian 
fashion and clothing stores, Halal butcheries, markets and fruit and 
vegetable retailers where all mentioned.

Childcare
The significance of quality childcare to households is captured by 
Sarah, who had decided to stay in the area longer due to her positive 
childcare experience. Although noting a shortfall of quality childcare 
within the Liverpool CBD, Sarah described the Warwick Farm 
childcare as ‘wonderful’: 

We thought that we might be moving later this year but 
now that she’s in at that day care, I don’t want to leave 
until we want to move her out of day care… it’s so nice 
so that will probably keep us here (Sarah, 30-34, couple 
household with one child, owner, two-bedrooms). 

Like Sarah, Amy was ‘very comfortable’ with Liverpool hospital 
childcare but less inclined to send her children elsewhere in the CBD. 
She noted that for many of her friends, Liverpool Hospital childcare 
was too expensive even with the current subsidies.

Socially and ethnically differentiated mobility in the compact city
Dominant car cultures also intersected with gender and race-
based aggression to impose restrictions on participants’ walking 
journeys. During Ayasha’s neighbourhood walk, a car passed and its 
passengers and driver yelled out at her, ‘probably’ Ayasha suggested, 
‘because it’s Friday and they are too excited’. While brushing off 
verbal harassment, Ayasha routinely modified her behaviour to 
avoid a corner pub that is ‘notorious for mostly violent people at 
night-time’. Ayasha’s avoidance of this space persists in the day 
when ‘aged people’ often ‘call out’ and ‘harass’ people from ‘migrant 
backgrounds’. For Marion too, avoidance of ‘violence and other 
social issues’ often means taking detours that increase pedestrian 
journeys, in her case adding 15 minutes to the journey home from 
the station. While women in particular cultivate defensive and 
protective practices when walking (Valentine, 1998), the persistence of 
aggressive, violent and racist threats sit uncomfortably with the ideals 
of compact, walkable cities, foregrounding the ongoing (if renewed) 
significance not only of gender, but ethnicity in densifying worlds.

Pedestrian insights: enhancing walkability in the CBD
Despite these limitations, the familiarity and frequency of trips 
can produce new competencies in densifying cities, as captured 
by Naomi who on her neighbourhood walk, observed her children 
running ahead and recognised their mastery of the journey, able to 
‘predict where the cars and driveways are’ and knowing ‘where we’re 
going, they recognise it’. 

Given these everyday practices of ‘managing’ cars, it is important 
to consider participants’ situated suggestions that could be 
implemented to create a more pedestrian friendly city. These 
included:

•Footbridges over main roads (Marion)

•Walkways and paths between key activity zones ‘from the park to 
the library’ (Naomi)

•Footpaths and bicycle paths for all ages (Amy)

•More cameras and fines for speeding cars (Ayasha)
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Library
The library was well frequented across all ages and participants, 
with the children’s space highly valued among those with younger 
children. This is captured by Naomi who stated: 

They’ve got a good area for the children. That’s got 
slides, toys, books around. They’ve got the reading times, 
they’ve got Lego, so there are quite a lot of services that 
the library provides… I think they’ve done well (Naomi, 
30-34, couple household with four children, owner, two-
bedrooms). 

Older students like Maaria also loved the library for the quality of the 
service. However she felt the opening hours could be extended on 
weekends arguing that ‘most school students who need to use the 
library need it on the weekends ‘cause they want their weekends to 
be productive’.

Schools
Liverpool Public Primary and Secondary were not always the first 
preference for participants. Naomi’s children went to secondary 
school in Newbridge Heights ostensibly due to lack of space and 
greenspace at Liverpool Public, which she deemed particularly 
important as ‘our kids already live in an apartment’. While her 
daughter was still in childcare, Ayasha was cautious about Liverpool 
Public School. Underscoring the importance of high-quality schools 
in attracting residents, Sarah and her husband planned to move 
before their daughter started primary school:

Because we want to go somewhere where we know 
there’s good schools for [our daughter] that’s probably 
our main reason for moving (Sarah, 30-34, couple 
household with one child, owner, two-bedrooms). 

Amy, whose child attended the local Catholic school was in contrast, 
‘very satisfied’. She noted:

All Saints has the potential connection with two 
university campuses, the University of Wollongong 
and the University of Western Sydney, so that’s very 
resourceful and a big bonus for kids in All Saints (Amy, 
40-44, couple household with two children, owner, three-
bedrooms).

“
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6. Parks and greenspace
The importance of greenspace in high-density environments has 
been analysed by Waitt and Cahill (2018, p.3164) who highlight the 
‘visual, tactile and sonic qualities’ of parks, animals and plants in 
‘assembling the urban park territory as a restorative place within 
dense urban populations’. This research shows how parks are 
enlisted into ‘practices of self-care’ even as fear and violence can also 
be mobilised in these spaces. While residents often oppose plans for 
multi-unit housing due to the potential impact on the ‘leafiness’ of 
neighbourhoods (Cook, Taylor and Hurley, 2013), apartment dwellers 
in the present study considered multi-unit housing and trees to be 
mutually inclusive. This suggests a new vision of suburban living is 
emerging in Sydney’s suburbs: dense and green.

Greenspace
Trees and greenspace were associated by participants with feelings 
of calm and peacefulness. Maaria for instance, reported that any 
interaction with nature fills her with a sense of warmth, noting that 
‘nature for me is a friend’. The complete removal of trees in the 
development or apartment precinct fills her with a sense of loss. 
Recounting the removal of trees to enable apartment construction 
outside her previous apartment, Maaria notes the precarity of 
Liverpool’s greenspace suggesting ‘it’s not really guaranteed to stay... 
the fear of it going is what makes me sad’. While her apartment 
balcony currently overlooks established trees in the garden of 
neighbours, and she feels ‘privileged to have these trees… the fact 
that it’s getting more urbanised is going to cause more of these 
issues’. The loss of trees through residential densification thus 
contributes to the dampening of positive feelings and connections 
to place. This was captured by Marion who saw apartment 
development and the tree canopy as mutually inclusive:

It’s a good thing about this area here – even though 
you’ve got the high rise, you’ve still got a lot of trees. 
There are some areas that are putting in all the high rise 
but no trees and that I couldn’t live with (Marion, 60-64, 
living alone, renting, two-bedrooms).

Figure 8. The library was valued by people of all ages and household types.

“

”



Apartment dwellers’ perception of densification in Liverpool CBD A UOW Global Challenges Seed Project Page 18 

Parks in the CBD
Bigge Park was highly valued particularly with the addition of 
the waterplay area, exercise equipment and the playground. The 
accessibility of both Bigge Park and Apex park to children and 
families living in the CBD was particularly important to sustain 
apartment-dwelling. As Sigrid put it:

We really appreciate the park, the space, and they have 
everything there. Having a backyard to me is not that 
important because we have a lot of space at the park, 
more than even a backyard in a detached house (Sigrid, 
40-44, couple household with four children, renter, three-
bedrooms). 

Throughout the transcripts there was a high expectation of more 
parks in the CBD to match the rate of urbanisation with clear 
limitations in the urban canopy. Marion noted that walking towards 
the CBD in summer was ‘exhausting’ because ‘it’s more built up and 
its really hot and uncomfortable’. Sarah, who lived closer to Westfield 
conceded ‘there’s not too many trees around on the streets. On a 
hot day, I won’t go out at all’. For Naomi, there was an imbalance 
between the investment in parks outside the CBD- in Casula and 
Edmonston Park- and those accessible by foot or public transport for 
CBD residents. 

Co-existence of greenspace and apartment life
Participants saw greenspace and apartment dwelling as co- existing. 
This was brought home by Amy’s account of growing up in Shanghai, 
described as a ‘concrete jungle’ compared to Liverpool. Maaria and 
Marion’s visions too, are of densification and greening. For Marion, 
Liverpool afforded a habitat for birds that could (and should) be 
preserved in the context of urban development.

You can hear the birds which is something we don’t 
hear in the urban areas anymore... If you get down into 
the city for example, or Parramatta – even in the central 
business district of Campbelltown, you don’t hear the 
birds’ anymore and that’s a shame (Marion, 60-64, living 
alone, renting, two-bedrooms). 

The presence of birdlife was also noted by Ayasha who compared 
‘birds chirping’ in Liverpool to the ‘hustle and bustle’ of Bankstown 
where she previously lived. 

Figure 9. Parks and greenspaces were seen as places of relaxation, play and 
connection.

Figure 10. Participants saw provision of parks as vital to sustaining apartment 
dwelling. 
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generate both happiness and pride, creating the context for 
spontaneous social connection, where, as she puts it, ‘you can talk 
to people’. Ayasha and her husband similarly enjoyed having coffee 
in the summer evenings at the Liverpool Hospital café. This was 
a journey that was enabled by the lights that made her feel more 
‘secure’ walking across Bigge Park. As she recounts ‘we go for coffee, 
for food in the hospital and take our walk back home’.

Playing
The experience of play generated a sense of enjoyment that in 
turn, generated popularity and engagement, particularly with 
parks. This was captured by Sarah who on her neighbourhood walk 
demonstrated the water feature in Bigge Park suggesting this ‘is 
really cool’ noting ‘there’s always people down here, this park’s got it 
all’. This sense of play for Maaria, also generated a distinctive mood. 
Reflecting on the much-loved street where she would ‘play chess’ 
with her brothers, Maaria stated:

I love this street with the little fountains. I know my 
brothers love this street. You can play chess and do 
activities. I don’t know how to explain it but the mood is 
like… you kind of catch the mood (Maaria, 15-19, child in a 
single parent household with four children, renter, three-
bedrooms).

7. Place activation 
Place-activation refers to vibrant, well-loved and frequently used 
spaces accessed by a wide-range of people. As elaborated by The 
Town Teams Movement (online), place-activation can unlock ‘the little 
joyful moments of cities’. Place activation does not require large scale 
investment where ‘a valuable space for the community need not 
always be beautiful; the most treasured spaces are those that meet 
the needs of the community, places that people naturally use as part 
of their daily life’. Place activation is about places that people enjoy 
and return to on a routine basis.

Eating, shopping, socialising
While Westfield was a site of frequent trips for participants, it was 
the retailers in Macquarie Street Mall and surrounding streets that 
participants talked about with a sense of liveliness and enjoyment. 
This is captured by Ayasha who describes Macquarie Mall ‘as the best 
place of Liverpool because it’s always busy, people with happy faces, 
at breakfast, morning and lunch’. Ayasha also ‘loves’ the speciality 
Macedonian restaurants on the ‘otherside’ of Westfield that provide 
an infrastructure for social connection and encounter. Amy similarly 
notes how she has met other mothers while shopping in specialist 
Asian grocery stores who like her, had migrated from China and 
settled in Liverpool. These encounters allow everyday conversations 
‘about the development and what’s going on in the community’. 

Strolling at night; lighting the way
Walking or strolling around well-lit public places in Liverpool in the 
evening was also associated by participants with a ‘nice ambiance’. 
The key factor that facilitated evening walks was good lighting. 

The lights in the mall, together with the lights inside 
the [Western Sydney University] building has created 
a nice ambiance. Whereas before, I probably wouldn’t 
walk there at night-time. Now you walk, you’re a bit 
more comfortable and it’s nicer to walk in that area. Also, 
Bigge Park as well, they’ve done a good job with the 
playground and the water play area and the lighting. 
Very nice lighting now, a big change (Amy, 40-44, couple 
household with two children, owner, three-bedrooms). 

Amy’s account not only illustrates the way good lighting can make 
cities ‘more comfortable’. She also suggests that these improvements 

Figure 11. Street art was seen to help liven up the CBD.
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Place deactivation?
Narratives also reveal fractures in the landscape that inhibit 
participant’s enjoyment of the places and practices set out above. 
First, the quality of footpaths shaped the capacity of those with 
prams or trolleys to make the journey to the shops. Ayasha’s 
comparison of the two sides of Castlereagh street is typical: the first 
‘really good because it’s not bumpy’, the second side ‘cracked and 
bumpy’ making it difficult to push the tram or trolley. Secondly, 
concerns about safety at night, particularly in dark places and 
places already perceived to be dangerous occurred frequently in 
the transcripts. Finally, two participants had very strong reactions to 
people smoking in the mall. As Sarah explains:

We go for a walk there and we want to leave straight 
away… It seems a shame because they’ve done a lot 
to try and make it nice. Like they’ve put lights up and 
made new pavement and they’ve put a water feature 
but usually if I’m with my husband we complain about 
the smoking and keep walking. We would never think to 
sit down there and have a coffee (Sarah, 30-34, couple 
family, one child, two-bedrooms, owner).

Exploring
Participants registered a sense of wonder when exploring Liverpool’s 
more eclectic and out-of-the-way arcades. This is captured by Maaria 
who had lived in Liverpool for six years but was still discovering places 
she didn’t know, such as the astrologer’s shop, comic store and 
spa shop. Maaria also felt that commissioned street art along with 
the location of the new Universities was ‘livening up’ Liverpool and 
making it ‘more of a hotspot’. Sarah recalls long trips on foot with her 
daughter to the library, games shop, the comic shop and the Western 
Sydney University campus. Even the myriad of construction sites are 
drawn into Naomi’s neighbourhood walks with her children who ‘like 
watching the diggers, watching it go up’.

Library
It is important to note within the transcripts, the vital role that the 
library performs in terms of place-activation. It was nominated by all 
participants as a place that they visited and enjoyed. It was central to 
many of the processes of place-activation described above, including 
exploring and spontaneous encounters with other community 
members. Throughout the transcripts, there were scattered 
references to specific Council-led events, such as the outdoor cinema, 
and other events such as markets. However, participants were less 
likely to develop these accounts than discuss their everyday journeys, 
suggesting opportunities to maintain and care for established places.

Figure 12. Poorly maintained, cracked footpaths made it difficult for 
pedestrians, particularly those with trolleys, trams or prams.

Figure 13. Rubbish regularly left on the streets outside apartments was seen 
as an eye sore, also impacting on pedestrian’s ability to safely use footpaths.
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experience demonstrates, there is a barrier for many former refugees 
in making the best use of services (even where they are available) 
due to mental and physical health conditions that can limit their 
engagement.

Increasing population was also associated by some participants 
with declining quality of services. This included social services 
(like Centrelink) and retail services (like Westfield). As Sarah put it 
‘everyone needs to be comfortable and be looked after and you don’t 
want to live in an area where, you know everyone’s getting stressed 
because they can’t access services’. Affordable housing was also 
seen as a key issue because, as Ayasha pointed out, people in the 
area have household incomes between ’$65,000 to $80,000’. High-
quality schools in the context of population growth rounded out the 
governance challenges recognised by participants. As Ayasha put it, 
‘the reputation of Liverpool Public should be secured’.

Rubbish and the proliferation of hard waste in densifying suburbs
Rubbish was mentioned by all participants as the main problem 
facing Liverpool in the context of densification. For Amy, walking 
along the footpath meant encountering hard rubbish that ‘blocks 
your walkway’, ‘dog poop’ and ‘broken glass’. Sarah and Naomi also 
noticed furniture on the side of the road and footpath while Marion 
described ‘loads and loads of trash heaped up on the footpaths, all 
the way down the street, on both sides’. Somy similarly noted the 
proliferation of ‘litter’. Participants were somewhat understanding of 
the difficulties in managing rubbish because, as Sarah put it ‘there’s 
so many people, you know, it’s just constant’. 

However, participants also highlight a lack of supporting networks 
and knowledge among incoming residents about the processes, 
steps and facilities for dealing with hard waste. This gains particularly 
resonance where car ownership and use are low. It is these steps and 
processes that Amy figures people may not be aware of as ‘when 
they move into the area, they’re not familiar with how to deal with 
things’. Suggested strategies to address the accumulation of curb 
side rubbish included a ‘process and place where unwanted items 
can be congregated’ (Marion) and the capacity for strata managers 
to ‘request a council pickup’ for multi-unit buildings (Naomi).

8. Governance
Suburban densification involves a balance between housing 
and population growth, and the protection and enhancement of 
local services and amenities. Local governments are key actors 
in negotiating this balance, as regulators, facilitators and service 
providers. They also play a key role in the negotiation of developer 
and State Government commitments and returns to the Local 
Government Area. At the same time, owners corporations and strata 
managers comprise a significant and discrete scale of governance 
in the management of the apartment stock (Easthope, 2019). In this 
final section, we first report on participant expectations of Liverpool 
City Council in negotiating growth. Second, we explore matters of 
governance that are emerging at the level of owners corporations 
and bodies corporate.

Employment, affordable housing and education
Participants were in support of densification, anticipating the 
benefits ‘of more people, more job opportunities’ (Ayasha). The 
sense of growth was captured by Amy who felt ‘it will only get better 
and better with more apartments’ and for Sigrid who felt with 
‘more people in Liverpool, there’s more investment, more activities’. 
The work and commitment of Liverpool City Council in improving 
amenities and services over the last decade was also widely 
recognised. As Marion summed up ‘there’s a lot more parks, there’s 
a lot more preschools, there’s a lot more things for children which is 
what’s important because they’re the future. So yeah, the last 10 years 
they’ve worked really hard’. However, moving forward, participants 
were concerned about the balance between population growth and 
employment, affordable housing and education. Each are discussed 
in turn.

Considering first, employment, there was a perception that 
population growth without employment growth would lead to 
increased crime, a decline in well-being, and the intensification of 
the existing employment shortfall in the LGA. As reported in the 
Liverpool Local Housing Strategy (Liverpool City Council 2020b 
p.21), 70% of workers leave the LGA to work.  In addition, there were 
concerns about the difficulty faced by refugees and migrants in 
accessing secure, well-paid jobs. This is not only a matter of the 
provision of services but of assisting families who as Mahgol explains, 
have ‘problems in education, employment and family life’. As her own 
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9. Conclusions 
Apartments are not only for singles and couples without children. 
They are increasingly homes for families with children. In Liverpool 
CBD, over 50% of households in apartments are couple families 
with children or single-parent families. Participants in our study 
sought the largest apartments within the CBD in their price-range. 
Apartment-dwellers are diverse and there is not one household 
structure that can sum up their perspectives, experiences and lives.

Demand for storage in apartments and buildings is increasing as 
households economise on the number of bedrooms to manage 
housing costs. Insights from participants’ everyday lives reveal 
that households achieve housing affordability by renting or buying 
smaller apartments relative to household size. In this context, 
apartment buildings with ample storage were in high-demand 
among participants who were trading-off bedrooms with lower 
housing costs. Storage in apartments is therefore a critical resource 
in supporting residents’ everyday strategies of housing affordability. 

The apartments in this study were characterised by poor thermal 
performance and building and construction defects. Problems with 
heating, ventilation and condensation were reported in eight of ten 
apartments we visited; established and new apartments. Participants 
with air-conditioners referred to high levels of usage in the summer 
months, while financial constraints meant those on lower incomes 
had limited capacity to manage temperatures. Simple measures 
to improve thermal performance, such as fly-screens and ceiling 
fans were non-standardised features in nine out of ten apartments 
(including all near-new apartments). The home tours underscore the 
importance of insulation, passive solar design and affordable cooling 
and heating options fit-for purpose in densifying suburbs.

The primary proponents of active transport in our study were 
migrant women with children who performed daily duties on foot.
Contrary to the car-dependency designed into Australian suburbs, 
women in Sydney’s outer suburbs are rejecting car cultures and 
undertaking chores on foot while pushing children in prams (until 
they can go on foot by themselves). Compact cities are a product 
of the mobility practices of residents who adopt active transport 
modes. However, within this emerging compact city, car cultures 
spread worry, concern and injury. Achieving the compact city means 
reconsidering the place of private cars in the public realm, and 
countering the negative effects of driver aggression and negligence.

Uneven spatial distribution of amenities
There was some concern about the uneven spatial distribution of 
amenities. Naomi who prioritised green space, bike paths and sports 
fields felt that ‘all the new infrastructure we can see is not in Liverpool 
CBD, it’s actually out in Edmonston Park, it’s out in Carnes Hill’. 
Reflecting on the proliferation of apartments in the CBD of Liverpool, 
Naomi suggests ‘all we can really see are buildings going up 
without very much else happening’ concluding that ‘density versus 
infrastructure for schools, parks and businesses is not proportional’.

Building maintenance and defects
All three apartment owners had bought into strata schemes 
with building defects. This included Naomi who reported water 
ingress and noncompliance with fire controls, in her near new 2016 
apartment, conceding the apartment block ‘wasn’t built very well, 
and that means, as a corporate group, we are in a bit of a ditch’.

Meeting the costs of defects in collectively owned buildings can be a 
challenge as residents have differing capacities and willingness to pay 
for common area maintenance such as hallways, public access, car 
parks and more serious defects. This was captured by Amy who lived 
in an older apartment and emphasised the costs of a special levy 
to repair a ‘flood problem’ that many owners felt was unaffordable 
meant remediation had not been started.

Sarah was similarly notified in mid-2019 that her apartment 
contained flammable cladding. Describing the news as ‘annoying’, 
Sarah figured that as the apartment was still under construction 
when the Grenfell apartment fire happened in the UK that the same 
material would not be used in Australia. 
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10. Recommendations
Based on the findings set out above, this section develops a set of 
recommendations regarding community and urban planning, and 
urban design policy processes. 

1.Increased policy support for a higher proportion of three-bedroom 
apartment stock in the CBD. This study provides further evidence 
of the demand for family-friendly apartments in Liverpool CBD as 
already observed in the Liverpool Local Housing Strategy (Liverpool 
City Council 2020b). Statistical analysis at the suburb-level revealed 
50.3% of households living in apartments in the Liverpool CBD 
were couple households with children or single-parent families. It is 
therefore recommended that Liverpool City Council explores a mix of 
incentives and inclusionary zoning controls to increase the share of 
three-bedroom apartments available to families in the CBD.

2.Revision of key planning policies and controls with respect to 
family-friendly design in multi-unit dwellings. Current controls 
around Residential Flat Buildings  are not designed with families 
and children in mind (Kerr et al, 2020). However, quantitative data 
at the suburb-level reveal that residents are raising their families 
in apartments while qualitative data indicate participants plan to 
continue to do so as their children age. It is therefore recommended 
that controls in the Liverpool Development Control Plan 2008, Part 
3.7 Residential Flat Buildings be revised according to family-friendly 
apartment and building design (see for example, Easthope and Yang, 
2020). It is also recommended that family-friendly standards be 
integrated into the proposed Liveable Housing Standard (Liverpool 
City Council 2020b).

3.Revision of key planning policies and controls with respect to 
storage in multi-unit dwellings. Current standards for storage in 
multi-unit dwellings significantly underestimate changing storage 
needs. This study reveals ‘over-occupation’ of apartments as a 
strategy for low-income participants to manage housing costs. In the 
context of job market uncertainty, especially since Covid-19, housing 
stress will continue to drive the trend towards over-occupation. It is 
therefore recommended that the minimal storage controls in the 
Liverpool Development Control Plan 2008, Part 3.7 Residential Flat 
Buildings be increased, incorporating both private and common 
areas. Exemplars and images should be provided within the 
Development Control Plan. It is also recommended that minimum 

Apartment-dwellers see trees and apartments as mutually inclusive. 
Trees provided a source of enjoyment and comfort for residents who 
envisage the inclusion of greenspace with increasing densities. The 
pilot study questions the extent to which apartment-dwellers long 
for their own backyards and gardens. They seem to have embraced 
a model of densification that includes greening. Participants 
associated trees with a greater sense of peace, well-being and joy 
in the city. It was also a point of distinction between other western 
Sydney cities, such as Parramatta and Campbelltown. This is a new 
vision of suburban living: dense and green.

Apartment-dwellers value close proximity to services and amenities 
but hard-waste and safety concerns inhibit enjoyment and sense of 
place. Participants valued the diversity of cafes, restaurants, services 
and retailers, well-lit public places in the evening and elements of 
play and exploration in close proximity to their apartments. However, 
cracked footpaths, safety concerns at night, smoking in the mall and 
rubbish and hard waste on footpaths inhibited enjoyment and sense 
of place.

Apartment-dwellers embrace densification but are concerned about 
quality of childcare and education in Liverpool CBD. Participants 
embraced densification and felt pathways from school to University 
would be facilitated through the Innovation Precinct. However, 
the quality of both childcare and public education within the CBD 
were raised by some participants as a key concern. For example, 
one participant working in the medical precinct planned to leave 
Liverpool when their child started primary school in order to access 
quality education. 

Apartment-dwellers embrace densification but are concerned 
about labour market accessibility. Although participants were in 
support of densification and opportunities for growth (including 
the Aerotropolis and Innovation Precinct), they were also concerned 
about whether new employment opportunities connected to these 
developments would be available to local communities.
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environment for walkers and cyclists. It is therefore recommended 
that a road audit be undertaken with a view to combining strategies 
for densification with a commitment to supporting emerging 
walking cultures within the Liverpool CBD. 

8.Protect and expand the urban tree canopy in conjunction with 
the development of multi-unit residential buildings. Liverpool’s 
Local Strategic Planning Statement envisages Liverpool as a 
‘green sustainable, resilient and water sensitive city’ (Local Planning 
Priority 15). However, reductions in the urban canopy associated 
with multi-unit housing development are under-acknowledged. 
Given the role of trees in mediating the heat island effect and 
in facilitating resident well-being and attachments to place, we 
strongly support Liverpool City Council’s proposal set-out in the 
Liverpool Local Housing Strategy (2020b: 72) to review the Liverpool 
Local Environment Plan and Development Control Plan in order to 
‘encourage green open space in high rise development.’ We further 
support Council’s advocacy role regarding increasing canopy cover 
through amendments to BASIX and Exempt and Complying Codes. 
In addition, we recommend revisions to the Liverpool Development 
Control Plan 2008, Part 3.7 Residential Flat Buildings that 
incorporate an explicit rationale and standard for the retention and 
expansion of tree cover in multi-unit housing development. 

9.Revision of hard waste services given lower levels of car ownership, 
high turnover of residents through rental tenancies, and linguistic 
diversity in Liverpool CBD. High levels of linguistic diversity along 
with frequent turnover of residents and lower levels of car ownership 
and use present a challenging environment for councils in recruiting 
residents to participate in hard-waste disposal. Hard waste 
management policies in the context of a compact, linguistically 
diverse CBD need to be explored.

10.Advocacy for high quality childcare and school provision within 
the CBD. Interviews with residents revealed that childcare and 
education are factors that can keep residents in Liverpool. While 
these areas do not wholly reside within council responsibility, it is 
recommended that Liverpool City Council continues to lobby for 
high quality education resources for the CBD, particularly in light of 
population growth.
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storage requirements be integrated into the proposed Liveable 
Housing Standard (Liverpool City Council 2020b).

4.Revision of key planning policies and controls with respect to 
thermal performance in multi-unit residential dwellings. 
The Local Strategic Planning Statement envisages Liverpool as 
a sustainable and resilient city (Local Planning Priority 15). It is 
therefore recommended that the Liverpool Development Control 
Plan 2008, Part 3.7 Residential Flat Buildings be revised to ensure 
higher standards of insulation, passive solar design and affordable 
cooling and heating, including ceiling fans and flyscreens in all new 
apartment dwellings. It is recommended that these standards be 
integrated into the proposed Liveable Housing Standard.

5.Documentation of the outcomes of the NSW Occupation 
Certificate Audit Program. The Office of the NSW Building 
Commissioner was established to control the proliferation of non-
conforming apartment product in NSW. In the next two years 
(2021-2022) the Building Commissioner will review the design and 
development documentation of over 200 high density buildings in 
NSW. Given that all owner-occupiers in this study reported building 
defects, it is recommended that Liverpool City Council keeps abreast 
of the outcomes of the Occupation Certificate Audit Program along 
with underpinning legislation, to protect Liverpool CBD and residents 
from non-conforming contractors, developers and construction 
companies.

6.Revision of Liverpool City Council website to include support for 
owners corporations. The remediation of defects in multi-owned 
apartments are managed by owners corporations and strata 
managers (Easthope and Randolph, 2016). Given the significance 
of multi-owned housing in Liverpool CBD, and routine reporting 
of building defects in this study, it is recommended that Liverpool 
City Council provides resources for strata communities involved in 
remediation processes, including for instance, a link to the UNSW 
Defect Rectification website. 

7.Undertake a road audit to identify opportunities for a road diet to 
facilitate active transport. Active transport (Planning Priority 1) and 
walkability (Planning Priority 5) are key priorities in Liverpool’s Local 
Strategic Planning Statement. Our study shows that migrant women 
with children are key proponents of active transport in the Liverpool 
CBD. However, aggressive car-cultures produce an intimidating 

https://www.nsw.gov.au/building-commissioner
https://cityfutures.be.unsw.edu.au/research/projects/defect-rectification/
https://cityfutures.be.unsw.edu.au/research/projects/defect-rectification/
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11.Liverpool City Council to develop training and employment goals. 
Currently 70% of Liverpool’s population work outside the local 
government area (Liverpool City Council, 2020b). In addition 
to the proposed infrastructure and transport investment, it is 
recommended that Council develops training and education 
strategies to ensure new employment opportunities connected 
to the Aerotropolis and Innovation Precinct are accessible to local 
communities. 

12.Further research. Based on a small qualitative sample, this present 
study reveals rich insights into apartment dwellers experiences. 
However, a larger-scale survey, along with detailed analysis of housing 
demand and supply is needed to establish apartment dwellers’ 
experiences more widely. Similarly, a comparison of experiences of 
apartment residents in Liverpool CBD with apartment dwellers in 
the wider LGA across private rental, owner occupation, social and 
community housing is needed. 



Apartment dwellers’ perception of densification in Liverpool CBD A UOW Global Challenges Seed Project Page 26 

Kerr, S.M. Klocker, N & Gibson, C 2020. ‘From backyards to balconies: cultural 
norms and parents’ experiences of home in higher-density housing’ Housing 
Studies Online early view: DOI: 10.1080/02673037.2019.1709625 

Kerr, S.M. Gibson, C. &  Klocker, N 2018. ‘Parenting and neighbouring in the 
consolidating city: The emotional geographies of sound in apartments’ 
Emotion, Space and Society, vol. 26, pp. 1-8.. 

Liverpool City Council 2020a. Connected Liverpool 2040. Liverpool’s Local 
Strategic Planning Statement: a landuse vision. Liverpool City Council, 
Sydney. 

Liverpool City Council 2020b. Liverpool Local Housing Strategy. Liverpool City 
Council, Sydney. 

NSW Department of Planning, Industry and Environment 2019. Population 
Projection ASGS 2019 LGA projections. Department of Planning, Industry 
and Environment, viewed 21 April 2020 <https://www.planning.nsw.gov.au/
Research-and-Demography/Population-projections/Projections > 

Mellick Lopes, A. Arora, V. Healy, S. Power, E. Armstrong, H. Crabtree, L. 
Gibson, K & Tonkinwise, C  2020. Cooling Common Spaces in Densifying 
Urban Environments: A Review of Best Practice and Guide for Western 
Sydney Renewal. Landcom, Sydney. 

Town Teams Movement 2019. ‘What’s the difference? Place making, place 
management and place activation’ viewed 24 April 2020, < https://www. 
townteams.com.au/whats-the-difference-placemaking-place-management- 
and-place-activation/> 

Waitt G & Knobel, H 2018. ‘Embodied geographies of liveability and urban 
parks’ Urban Studies, vol. 55, no.14, pp. 3151-3167.

11. References 
Australian Bureau of Statistics 2016, Census Quickstats Liverpool State Suburb 
viewed: 21 April 2020, < https://quickstats.censusdata.abs.gov.au/census_ 
services/getproduct/census/2016/quickstat/SSC12361?opendocument> 

Clement, S & Waitt, G  2018. ‘Pram mobilities: affordances and atmospheres 
that assemble childhood and motherhood on-the-move’, Children’s 
Geographies, vol. 16, no.3, pp. 252-265. 

Cook, N. Taylor, E & Hurley, J 2013. ‘At home with strategic planning: 
reconciling resident resident attachments to home with policies of residential 
densification’ Australian Planner, vol. 50, no.2, pp. 130-137. 

Easthope, H & Yang, H 2020. ‘Designing apartment homes for families 
with children’ Cities People Love viewed 3 December 2020, <https://
citiespeoplelove.co/article/designing-apartment-homes-for-families-with-
children>  

Easthope H 2019. The Politics and Practices of Apartment Living, Edward 
Elgar, Cheltenham 

Easthope, H & Randolph, B 2016. ‘Principal–agent problems in multi-
unit developments: The impact of developer actions on the on-going 
management of strata titled properties’ Environment and Planning A, vol. 48, 
no.9, pp. 1829-1847. 

Gabriel, M. Rooney, M & Watson, P 2016. ‘”The best house possible”: The 
everyday practices and micro-politics of achieving comfort in a low-cost 
home’ in N Cook, A Davison, L Crabtree (eds), Housing and Home Unbound: 
Intersections in economics, environment and politics in Australia, Routledge, 
London, pp. 151-166 

Harker, C 2014. ‘The Only Way is Up? Ordinary Topologies of Ramallah’ 
International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, vol. 38, no.1, pp. 318-
335. 

Harris, A 2015. ‘Vertical urbanisms: Opening up geographies of the three-
dimensional city’ Progress in Human Geography, vol. 39, no.5, pp. 601-620. 

Hendrigan, C. Cook, N. Herath, S & Kerr, S.M 2019. ‘Dense, urban and walkable: 
The lived experience of apartment dwellers in post-suburban Sydney’ in State 
of Australian Cities Conference, Perth 30 Nov-2 December 2019, < https://
ro.uow.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1069&context=asshpapers> 

Herath, S. Cook, N. Hendrigan, C & Kerr, S.M 2020 ‘Estimating supply and 
demand of multi-owned housing: a mixed methods approach’ paper 
presented at the International Research Forum on Multi-owned Properties, 
13-14 February Deakin University: Melbourne 



Apartment dwellers’ perception of densification in Liverpool CBD A UOW Global Challenges Seed Project 

12. Appendix - Selected Demographic and 
Transport Maps 
This section provides a visual representation of selected features in 
Liverpool City Council 

Map 1 Sydney Basin, Projected Population Change (2016-2040) 
This map shows the percentage population change from 2016-2040. 
The results show an arc from Camden to Ryde, including Liverpool, 
where population will grow by up to 108%. This compares to just 6% in 
Waverley in the eastern suburbs. 

Map 2 Floor Area Ratio of the Liverpool CBD 
The population of Liverpool CBD (SA1) in 2016 was 5,662 persons. 
The recent rezoning and Floor Area Ratio (FAR) limits have been 
transcribed onto this map with the FAR on each area of future 
potential limits. Hypothetically, if this were built out to its maximum, 
over decades, the FAR will allow an increase of population to 
83,434 persons if 40 square metres were allotted per person in any 
combination of one-, two- or three-bedroom flats. This number does 
consider reductions for walls, stairways, elevator shafts, corridors, 
lobbies and other ancillary spaces as a 20% reduction on all possible 
FAR. A second scenario of 60 metres per person renders a total of 
55,626 persons. 

Map 3 Sydney Basin: Percentage of women walking to work (2016) 
Using journey to work data, Map 3 shows the percentage of women 
who walk to work in the Sydney basin. The map shows a pattern 
of archipelagos with concentrations beyond the Sydney CBD in 
Parramatta and Liverpool. 

Understanding the factors producing these islands of walkable 
spaces requires consideration of a series of factors including: the 
frequency and capacity (supply) of transit per hour per person; 
cost of car parking at jobs sites; safety and comfort of walking 
along streets and the crossing of the streets at regular intervals; 
preferences for walking on the historic high street with retail and 
services; higher residential densities and more jobs with education 
and other services located in these smaller nodes; pre-automobile 
land use patterns based on rail access; and pro-urban consolidation 
policies. 
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Map 1: Sydney Basin, Projected Population Change (2016-2040)
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Map 2: Approved Floor Area Ratio of the Liverpool CBD. 
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Map 3: Sydney Basin: Percentage of women walking to work (2016)
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