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As cities sprawl and become less affordable for many 
residents, the suburbs are seeing the rise of self-contained 
studios and granny flats. We look at the changing regulations 
controlling small ‘secondary dwellings’, and feature  
10 sustainable designs that are striking the right balance 
between urban infill, amenity and precious urban vegetation.

Backyard  
renaissance 
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BEST KNOWN FOR THEIR SUSTAINABLE 
public buildings, high-profile architects 
Kerry and Lindsay Clare have recently 
completed a self-contained backyard studio 
for clients in Burleigh Heads. “Another 
space was required for visiting grandparents 
and other family members,” says Lindsay 
Clare of the brief for a striking passive-solar 
designed ‘granny flat’ set among the trees. 
 There is a boom in granny flat 
construction underway in Australia and 
Clare Design is just one of a growing list 
of architectural firms that have taken on 
smaller-scale projects. “As suburban life is 
a little bit less affordable and less desirable 
for some … to be able to have more family 
accommodation on your property just 
makes sense.”
 Unlike subdivision and strata 
developments, granny flats (also known as 
small secondary dwellings) must be on the 
same title as the primary residence. There 
are three main types – backyard bungalows, 
‘Fonzie’ flats above garages, and connected 
separate units. 
 Getting approval for a granny flat has 
traditionally been tough in Australia. 
Without a planning permit, they were 

permissible only if they were removable 
and occupied by a dependent relative; and 
renting them out for income was generally 
illegal. Planning schemes vary a great deal 
across Australia, but the rules for these 
dwellings have tended to result in cheap, 
low-quality portable buildings. 
 Now things are changing. Rents and 
median house prices have been soaring for 
a decade and urban lifestyles are adapting: 
young people and old are now more willing 
to trade off a large house and yard for a 
better location. Over the past six years, 
many local and state governments have 
rethought the role granny flats can play 
in alleviating housing supply pressures in 
established suburbs. 
 Allowing “granny-less” granny flats 
has made a difference, according to City of 
Fremantle councillor Rachel Pemberton. “A 
lot of people are priced out. It effects young 
people and I have had a lot of conversations 
with older people and they are interested in 
downsizing but there is nowhere for them 
to go,” she says. “We want to allow people 
to age in place, as well as creating some 
more affordable housing.”

Western Australia changed its granny 

flat laws in 2013 to allow 70-square-metre 
permanent secondary dwellings to be built 
without a planning permit on single house 
lots over 450 square metres; and for them 
to be income-generating. Fremantle was 
first to amend its laws in WA, and councillor 
Pemberton is leading the charge to bring 
about ‘tiny’ subdivisions in future: “It’s no 
secret that we have the biggest houses on 
the planet and among the most expensive 
– so there is a correlation there that we 
are also seeking to address. The current 
R-codes and zoning can actually create very 
negative impacts on our communities.”
 The ACT, NT and NSW have all made 
similar amendments to laws governing 
granny flats, and parts of Queensland and 
Tasmania now treat secondary dwellings 
more favourably in residential codes. 
 Of all the states, the NSW State 
Environmental Planning Policy (Affordable 
Rental Housing) 2009 has resulted in the 
largest upswing in secondary dwelling 
construction, most likely due to Sydney’s 
notorious house prices. That policy allows 
fast-track approvals with no planning 
permits for 60-square-metre secondary 
dwellings on land sizes larger than  

j

With its own access and garden, this 60-square-metre secondary dwelling in Coogee, NSW, is an example of how clever 
sustainable design is making use of neglected suburban spaces for housing.  Design: TAKT, Image: Shantanu Starick

“Amenity for all is where the design 
comes in and bad design can make 
it not work at all.” 
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450 square metres. The land must remain 
one principal dwelling but the unit can 
be used to generate rental income. These 
changes have led to a three-fold increase in 
granny flat construction since 2010 – almost 
5000 secondary dwellings were approved in 
that state last year alone.
 In contrast, South Australia and 
Victoria have seen no change and no boom. 
Ironically, Victoria introduced the first 
as-of-right dual occupancy laws in the 
1980s but its granny flat laws are now the 
most restrictive in the country. They allow 
only ‘dependent person’s units’ without a 
permit. “Victoria is very much lagging on 
this,” says Sally Wills, a sustainable builder 
and affordable housing advocate who’s 
been agitating for change. “Our current 
dependent person’s unit rules don’t allow 
use by family and friends – you have to 
be a dependent person and when that 
dependency relationship doesn’t exist 
anymore you have to remove the building. 
It’s crazy.” 
 She believes Victoria should adopt the 
NSW approach to encourage homeowners 
to build small secondary dwellings on 
appropriate sites. “The more little houses 

that are built, particularly in our middle 
suburbs where there is lots of land and 
the infrastructure is already there, the 
jobs are there and the public transport is 
there, I think the better,” says Sally Wills. 
“Queensland has adopted this approach in a 
couple of jurisdictions and I imagine it will 
sweep through the whole state. The ACT 
has had the laws for quite a while, and they 
actually now allow 70 to 90 square metre 
dwellings to enable two-bedroom houses, as 
that was where the gap was with the rental 
scenario.” 
 Increasing urban density isn’t 
universally supported, and won’t be 
appropriate for all sites. There is real 
concern about the loss of suburban 
greenery and backyard cricket games. And 
there are fears backyard dwellings could 
introduce traffic and transient residents, 
or offer a shortcut to development. But 
considering the forces of multi-residential 
projects and subdivision, small secondary 
dwellings can offer an affordable and lower-
impact way to evolve the suburbs. Good 
design is fundamental to success. 
 “The challenge is to make sure the new 
accommodation doesn’t detract or impact 

on the original accommodation or the 
neighbours,” says Kerry Clare. “Amenity for 
all is where the design comes in – and bad 
design can make it not work at all. Councils 
need to consider the footprint of all these 
new buildings because we don’t want to lose 
the tree canopy and open space. They’re the 
lungs of the city.” 
 Sally Wills sees potential for small-scale 
infill housing to raise the bar for design and 
performance. “I’m actually suggesting they 
should be 7 Star energy rated. If we’re going 
to have a mini boom on small dwellings we 
should make them as energy efficient as 
possible – and there is already provision 
in the NatHERS program to give a bit of a 
bonus to small houses.”
 Whatever the economic drivers, granny 
flats are an irresistible challenge for many 
sustainable architects. Below, we feature 10 
examples of projects that have got it right 
through good design.  

Self-contained studio profiles by: 
Sasha Shtargot and Kulja Coulston

j

Built first as a music room, this heavily insulated studio in Northcote, Victoria, is now used as a home office and spare room for guests. 
The positioning of the studio allows for easy connection to the main house, but it can also be private with a separate side access.  
Design: Statkus, Image: Matthew Mallet
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This two-storey ‘box’ pavilion is located 
six metres behind a 1950s Gold Coast 
beach shack on a narrow 400-square-
metre site. Built to allow for contemporary 
intergenerational living, the granny flat 
also protects the once-exposed backyard 
from overlooking. Each level in the granny 
flat has its own bathroom, and a studio 
space that can be ‘sub-divided’ with 
sliding screens to become a living space or 
bedroom.
 It is built from light-weight materials 
and connected to the main house by a 
roofed deck. To enable privacy between 
living spaces, the deck has battened doors 
to allow the main house to be screened off, 
or opened up to allow family members to 
come together if they wish to. The concept 
of the extended-family house – where 
grandparents, married children and 

DESIGN/BUILD

Clare Design  
Clare Build

LOCATION 

Burleigh Heads, QLD

SIZE

98 sqm (total floor) 

COST

$2500 – $3000 per sqm

MATERIALS

Zinc-coated steel, 
laminated timber and 
viridian glass

PURPOSE

Multigenerational living

PHOTOGRAPHY

Peter Hyatt

Box pavilion

grandchildren can cohabitate – was an 
exciting part of this project for renowned 
architects Kerry and Lindsay Clare: “The 
benefits are environmental with the better 
use of resources, its cost effectiveness and 
better social outcomes from increased 
density and mutual family support.”
 The flat is oriented on the site to 
optimise passive heating and cooling.  
The careful placement of louvred windows 
ensures the spaces enjoy balanced sub-
tropical light, and the design cleverly 
uses pivot windows and doors to allow for 
the channelling of breezes through the 
house as part of its ventilation strategy. 
These openings also contain flyscreens 
(essential to keep the mossies out), and 
the mechanisms allow for them to become 
secure double-hung windows while still 
allowing for controlled airflow.
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This 60-square-metre secondary dwelling 
on a narrow lot in Coogee replaced the 
original fibro shack. Designed for flexible 
use into the future and conceived by Takt, 
the building is designed as three boxes 
which step down the slope. 
 Brent Dunn of Takt said the brief was 
for a building that was ‘rich yet calming’, 
and made the most of the steep site. “All 
construction is restrained to a 600mm 
grid for both materials economy and 
rhythm, and connection to the earth is 
given particular consideration. Sandstone 
from the original foundations has been 
repurposed for landscape steps.” 
 A butterfly roof invites winter sun and 
provides seclusion from neighbours; and 
a dark concrete slab and panels of artist 
canvas for internal walls create a tactile 
interior. The steel-framed building is clad in 
copper, which was chosen to age gracefully 
in a coastal environment – it has already 
developed a patina. 
 It can be used as a permanent home, 
granny flat, rental or boutique B&B. It has 
two bedrooms, a bathroom, living space and 
windows which can be opened to take in 
breezes and views of the sky.
 Takt’s interest in small-footprint 
buildings began with their own backyard 
office, which generated a lot of interest. 
TAKT aims for ‘inherent sustainability’ 
in its projects: small, well constructed 
and built to last. The company is now 
developing a modular version of the design, 
which can be extended if required. 
 “Small purpose-built spaces can 
be a wonderful activator of residential 
neighbourhoods. A lot of household 
properties sit empty throughout the day 
while occupants are at work,” says Brent. 
He said his experience showed people were 
willing to invest more per square metre for 
something smaller and more flexible. “Once 
they have a dedicated space, people start to 
realise they can do things at home in these 
smaller buildings. It opens up possibilities 
– to develop an idea or hobby into a whole 
new life working from home.” 

DESIGN

TAKT Studio for 
Architecture 

BUILDER

Mark Loader

LOCATION 

Coogee, NSW

SIZE

60 sqm 

COST

$5000 per sqm 

MATERIALS

Steel frame, copper 

PURPOSE

Rental/retreat

PHOTOGRAPHY

Shantanu Starick

Copper House
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This pre-fab, flat-packed modular studio is 
the creation of Sue Harper, now of Troppo 
Architects in Byron Bay, and is similar to 
the firm’s Love Shack. When the granny 
flat laws changed in New South Wales she 
saw the opportunity to not only create a 
granny flat that performed better than the 
portable homes of old, but to create a living 
space that was more “flexible and fun” 
using materials that were environmentally 
sensitive. 
 This dwelling is located to the side of 
the main house, and access is via a separate 
set of stairs. It has one studio bedroom/
living space, plus an adjoining laundry, 
bathroom and kitchen. “When not rented 
out, the laundry doubles as a breakfast bar 
and in the evenings it is a great spot for 
BBQs and drinks – it becomes the centre 
of the house for most of the day,” says Sue. 
“During the week you can pull out the 
drawing board and use it as a studio, or 
close it up and use it as accommodation 
for friends and family, and then there’s 
Airbnb.” 
 The building arrives like a Meccano 
set, is easily assembled and disassembled 

DESIGN

Sue Harper, Troppo 
Architects (Byron Bay)  

BUILD

Mooney Constructions 

LOCATION 

Northern Beaches, Sydney  

SIZE

60 sqm  

COST

$3000 per sqm 

MATERIALS

Barestone and Ecoply 
cladding, hemp insulation, 
hoop-pine ply walls, 
bluegum and grey ironbark 
floors 

PURPOSE

Flexible space, home office, 
teenage/guest retreat, rental 

PHOTOGRAPHY

Michael Nicholson 

Flat-pack studio 

and can be added to over time. “You can 
take the windows out – ours started with 
ply shutters until we could afford to put 
timber-framed glass doors in.” Although it 
looks lightweight, the building is heavily 
insulated within the floor and ceiling. It has 
a timber floor, a plywood layer beneath, an 
air gap, a hemp insulation layer and fibre 
cement under-lining. “It’s quite dense and 
can achieve quite high star ratings,” says 
Sue. “We adapted one for Wagga where 
there is a huge variety in temperatures, and 
the client only warms it a few days each 
year. That one had low-e glass up high and 
double glazing for all the lower doors.” 

GRANNY FLATS & STUDIOSSPECIAL
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This 55-square-metre, one-bedroom 
granny flat at Annandale in Sydney was 
constructed as a secondary dwelling for 
the owners of the main house. Designed by 
Day Bukh and built as part of a renovation 
with an overall cost of $220,000 (including 
appliances), it carries a 7.5 Star rating and 
has a host of environmental features in 
keeping with the owners’ philosophy. The 
roof is Bluescope zincalume metal and the 
exterior walls are treated pine with 20mm 
foilboard insulation with an R3.2 rating. 
 The hardwood timber flooring is FSC-
certified Australian tallowwood. There is 
insulation in the ceiling and the floor and 
windows are low e-glazing with frames of 
western red cedar. All lights in the granny 
flat are LEDs. 
 There is an instantaneous gas unit for 
water heating, while an energy efficient 
reverse-cycle air conditioner and a stand-

DESIGN/BUILD

Day Bukh Architects 

LOCATION 

Annandale, NSW

SIZE

55 sqm

COST

$4000 per sqm (approx)

STAR RATING

7.5 Star

MATERIALS

Zincalume, FSC 
tallowwood and pine

PURPOSE

Retirement 

PHOTOGRAPHY

Katherine Lu

Downsizing in Annandale

alone gas heater have been installed for 
space heating. Renewable energy comes 
in the form of six 200W solar panels on 
the roof, while for water saving there are 
rainwater tanks with a 2000-litre capacity 
that feed the laundry and top up the 
main house’s swimming pool. Overflow is 
connected to the main house’s tanks.  
 The house owners plan to move into 
their backyard residence in four years 
time, and rent out the main dwelling as 
part of a gradual retirement. This will allow 
them to remain in their community while 
downsizing and at the same time secure an 
income during retirement. 
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This 60-square-metre building in the back 
yard of a house at Russell Lea in Sydney’s 
inner west had to meet two criteria: it was 
to be visually attractive and a useful living 
space. Architect Ben Giles wanted to create 
as small a footprint as possible to maximise 
the overall amount of landscaping and 
garden. The result was a structure that 
would take up the block’s full width, but be 
just one room wide, with a combined living, 
dining room and kitchen downstairs and a 
loft-style bedroom on the second floor. The 
extra height creates a feeling of space. The 
walls and roof of the building are clad in 
pre-finished and profiled Lysaght Spandek, 
chosen for its durability and to keep costs 
down. The interior is cleverly designed 
to maximise the sense of space, with the 

DESIGN/BUILD

Ben Giles 

LOCATION 

Inner urban Sydney

SIZE

60 sqm 

MATERIALS

Spandek and timber 
structure 

PURPOSE

Flexible living space 

PHOTOGRAPHY

Andy Baker

Russel Lea ‘Fonzie’ Flat

kitchen recessed into a wall, bathroom 
located behind it and all spaces connected 
with the bedroom upstairs. 
 The two-storey section – which 
occupies the northern part of the block 
to minimise shading over a neighbour’s 
property – plays a functional role too. It 
creates a thermal stack effect so that heat 
travels upwards and can be ventilated out 
via louvred windows on both sides at the 
highest point. Combined with the concrete 
slab main floor, insulated timber-framed 
walls and roof, and adjustable external 
blinds, the building has many inexpensive 
passive solar design features. The whole 
project, including demolition, landscaping, 
and the new structure cost $280,000. [See 
the full project feature in Sanctuary 16.]
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‘Functionality and flexibility’ were the 
watchwords for this studio at the back of 
a home in the inner Melbourne suburb of 
Northcote. The owners wanted a multi-
purpose space that could be used as a 
professional music studio, reception room, 
guest bedroom, study and family room. 
Statkus Architecture was asked to design 
a building that worked on a number of 
functional levels while connecting to and 
enhancing the existing house.  
 Recycled Northcote red bricks were 
used on two walls for high thermal mass 
and cement-rendered EPS cladding used 
on the other two, creating a fanning effect 
on the yard facing the facade. There is 

DESIGN

Statkus Architecture

LOCATION 

Northcote, VIC 

SIZE

34 sqm

COST

$2700 per sqm

MATERIALS

Recycled brick, oriented 
strand board, expanded 
polystyrene, karri 
hardwood

PURPOSE

Home office, music studio, 
guest bedroom, children’s 
play area 

PHOTOGRAPHY

Matthew Mallet

Music studio and study

sustainable plantation karri hardwood 
decking connecting to the main house, 
all windows are double glazed and timber 
framed, and all lights are energy efficient. 
 The studio floor is on a timber sub floor 
frame (on concrete stumps) with oriented 
strand board flooring. The underside of the 
floor is insulated with acoustic and thermal 
insulation as are the walls and ceiling. 
 Due to the orientation of the studio, it 
doesn’t need artificial cooling – just heating 
in winter. The occupants use an electric 
plug-in space heater, but with the high 
thermal mass and small spaces, it doesn’t 
take much energy to heat up and keep 
warm. 
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CARINA HEIGHTS GRANNY FLAT

A stand-out feature of this granny flat at Carina Heights, a 
south-east suburb of Brisbane, is a distinctive strawbale wall 
that the owners settled upon after consulting with Peter 
McArdle of Gold Coast firm PTMA Architecture.
 Facing due west, the large wall shields the 35-square-
metre granny flat from the harsh Queensland sun. Standing 
clear of the building, it vents hot air into a court space 
rather than inside. It also provides a privacy buffer from the 
neighbours and the occupants in the main house. 
 The straw is rendered, providing a softer form 
than a similar rendered blockwork wall while reducing 
the embodied energy in the material of the wall and 
significantly improving the performance.
 To suit the owners’ budget and to be true to 
sustainability principles, the granny flat was designed to be 
small but of a high standard. The owners have finished the 
interior of the space to create a warm feel for guests, family 
and friends. The smaller size significantly reduced the new 
materials used in the build, and the energy needed to heat 
or cool if they were ever to use air conditioning.
 The granny flat collects rainwater, includes recycled 
timber and Ecoply in the joinery (kitchenette and bench 
seat) and low-VOC finishes. The design incorporates 
significant cross ventilation with windows to all walls, 
ceiling fans, and insulation to comply with the current 
requirements for 6 Star construction.

DESIGN/BUILD

PTMA Architecture

LOCATION 

Brisbane, QLD

SIZE

35 sqm

COST

$2000 per sqm (approx)

STAR RATING

7.5 Star

MATERIALS

Strawbale, recycled timber 

PURPOSE

Rental, guests, Airbnb

PHOTOGRAPHY

Fotomedia

DESIGN/BUILD

Jeremy Salmon

LOCATION 

West End, QLD

SIZE

66 sqm + carport and deck

COST

$2600 per sqm (approx)

STAR RATING

6 Star

MATERIALS

Timber frame, fibre cement, 
strip timber flooring

PURPOSE

Family accommodation

PHOTOGRAPHY

Mark Crocker

WEST END GRANNY FLAT

This secondary dwelling in West End in Brisbane was built 
for the ageing parents of one of the owners of the main 
house. The flat’s area is 66 square metres and there is also 
a 10-square-metre deck and 18-square-metre carport. It 
carries a 6 Star energy efficiency rating and the whole 
project was built for $250,000 (including all works). 
 Designed by architect Jeremy Salmon, it incorporates 
timber framing, fibre cement cladding, strip timber flooring 
and a metal roof. The building was carefully orientated 
both for climatic appropriateness and to enhance private 
living environments for the residents of the flat, the existing 
house and the neighbours. Effective space was maximised 
by allowing the bedroom area to combine with the living 
area, but it can be closed off if required for privacy.  
 The loft bedroom is accessed externally so that it can 
be an overflow room for either the house or the flat and 
achieve a good level of separation without additional 
corridor space. Materials and structural system were kept 
simple and straightforward, while excavation for the build 
was minimal. Though currently not wheelchair accessible, 
Jeremy says the dwelling can be adapted with little fuss if 
needed in the future. The house and granny flat are on a 
small lot but have good-sized garden areas for both sets of 
occupants.  
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TINY HOUSE FREO 

At just 17 square metres, this pocket-sized home in 
Fremantle’s suburbs is colourful and compact. With clever 
storage, a high ceiling, roof window and separate living 
spaces, it provides enough space for a couple and their 
young baby. The designer, Western Australian architect Nic 
Brunsdon, says fitting two bedrooms, a kitchen, bathroom, 
study, living and dining into 17 square metres was no small 
feat. “It makes you pay attention to what’s important 
in all aspects of design, construction and living. It’s 
philosophical as much as structural. Every pocket becomes 
an opportunity. We utilised spaces under the stair treads 
and depressions in the structural frame.” 
 The house is off-grid and transportable, and uses 
recycled timber and Zincalume for cladding. It has a solar 
PV and battery storage system, a composting toilet and the 
option of rainwater or town water. While currently parked 
in a South Fremantle backyard it could easily put down 
permanent foundations. “I think this is symptomatic of a 
larger push, through necessity, to inhabit the underutilised 
areas of our urban environments. Backyards are obviously 
one,” says Nic. “As we start to re-value our cities, the creep 
inwards puts value on these neglected tracts. Homeowners 
unwittingly become land-bankers. Unlocking these parcels 
is the goal.” 

DESIGN

Nic Brunsdon  

LOCATION 

South Fremantle, WA 

SIZE

17 sqm  

COST

$2000 per sqm (approx)  

MATERIALS

Zincalume cladding, 
reclaimed timber, cold 
formed steel sub-frame 

PURPOSE

Transportable permanent 
residence 

DESIGN

Saturday Studio 

LOCATION 

Manly, NSW  

SIZE

60 sqm  

COST

$1400 per sqm (approx) 

STAR RATING

6.5 Star

MATERIALS

Timber stud frame, Ritek 
roof panels, Weathertex 
cladding 

PURPOSE

Rental 

CORRIE ROAD GRANNY FLAT 

When Nick Richter of design firm Saturday Studio and his 
partner bought a large block of land at North Manly, they 
decided to subdivide it into two lots, front and rear, and 
build a house and granny flat on each lot. The front house 
has a granny flat facing the street above the garage of the 
house, while the granny flat at the rear house is integral to 
the primary structure of that house. 
 Each granny flat of 60 square metres was built 
simultaneously with its house, and cost about $80,000.
 Sustainable features include a timber stud frame, 
Ritek roof panels (structural insulated panel system), 
Weathertex cladding with locally produced and sustainably 
logged blackbutt timber battens, spotted gum decking and 
aluminium windows. There is a polished concrete floor in 
the rear granny flat and a vinyl floor in the front one. The 
benchtops are made by Paperock.
 From a design point of view, Nick doesn’t think of the 
buildings as mere ‘granny flats’: “The front one is a small 
free-standing cottage with a very comfortable, large lounge 
room that can seat six people and not feel crowded. It has a 
full-size kitchen, a complete internal laundry, a bathroom 
with a striking curved wall and glass roof, and two double 
bedrooms with built-ins. It has its own street address, 
letterbox and front gate and a comfortable deck with 
architectural screen.”




