
Fact sheet 1 

Standard siting and design rules for 
new dwelling houses 
What is the Queensland Housing Code and why do we need one? 

What are siting and design rules? 
When you build a new house or undertake a major renovation to an existing house there are 
certain rules that apply to what and where you can build on your lot.  

‘Siting and design rules’ set out where the dwelling must be constructed on a lot. These rules 
together create a ‘building envelope’ based on dimensions such as maximum height limits and 
minimum setbacks from the front, rear and sides. A setback is the distance between the boundary 
of a lot and the wall of the building.  

Siting and design rules are needed to ensure new buildings won’t have unfair impacts on their 
neighbours or the overall amenity of the area.  

Attitudes to how large or small the dimensions of a building envelope should be can change over 
time, or depend on the character of a particular area. 

Site cover and building envelope 
A building can be sited anywhere within the building envelope but must also meet the ‘site cover’ 
rules which determine how much of the area inside the building envelope you can build on.  

For example, the building envelope may cover 80% of a site but the allowable site cover may 
only be 60%. This is to make sure there is enough room for other important requirements such 
as private open space, driveways and car parks.  



 

 

Who sets these rules? 
The Queensland Development Code (QDC) currently sets the standard rules for the siting and 
design of houses and duplexes.  
 
However, local governments may also develop a different set of siting and design rules by ‘opting 
out’ of the QDC and including alternative requirements in their planning schemes. They may do 
this if they believe the QDC rules don’t suit their local circumstances. 
 
The current arrangements also allow new residential developments to create their own set of siting 
and design rules in Plans of Development if they want to vary from the QDC or local government 
rules. 
 
When you want to build or renovate your home you generally need to engage a building certifier to 
manage and assess your building application. The building certifier must find out which of these 
many possible sets of rules applies to your lot, as well as any other building and planning 
approvals required so you can build your house. 

What is the proposed Queensland Housing Code? 
The current siting and design rules in the QDC are set out in three separate parts - Parts 1.1 (for 
lots under 450m2), 1.2 (for lots 450m2 and over) and 1.3 (for duplexes).  
 
The Queensland Government is proposing to replace these three parts of the QDC with one 
streamlined set of rules in a new Queensland Housing Code (the Code). 
 
The new rules in the proposed Code will apply to single and attached Class 1 houses, dual 
dwellings (two houses on a single land title) and associated Class 10 buildings (e.g. garages, car 
ports) and structures (e.g. sheds).  

Why does Queensland need a new state-wide housing code? 

The old rules are outdated  
Building and housing industry groups and many local governments have raised concerns that the 
current rules in the QDC have not kept pace with the realities of modern housing development, 
especially the shift to smaller lot sizes designed to reduce land and infrastructure costs.  
 
Many houses on the market in new release subdivisions are very different from the family homes 
built on large blocks (e.g. over 600m2) in the past. 
 
While ‘traditional’ housing is still being built in some rural and suburban areas, large lots are 
generally no longer affordable in most of our growing cities and towns.  
 
Lot sizes of 400-450m2 are now fairly typical for new housing development. Less commonly some 
developments are going as low as150-250m2. As lot sizes reduce, different siting rules can help 
make better use of the available land. 



 

 

There are too many different rules 
As the QDC has become increasingly out of step with contemporary development there has been 
a significant increase in the number of different siting and design rules for houses that now apply 
across Queensland’s 77 local government areas. 
 
This figure is multiplied by the number of individual Plans of Development that have been created 
with each new subdivision approval. The development industry has estimated there are 
approximately 500-600 separate Plans of Development, each with individual siting and design 
rules, in South East Queensland alone. 
 
The building and development industry is concerned this proliferation of different rules across the 
state has resulted in a building assessment system for houses that is overly complex and 
potentially confusing.  
 
This complexity can result in time delays and additional steps that add to the cost of dwelling 
house approval processes. 

How will the new Code work? 
The new Code will simplify the building assessment process by putting in place siting and design 
rules that more closely match the housing currently being built in Queensland. This will make it 
easier for applicants to comply with requirements needed to obtain a building development 
approval for a new house or major renovation. 
 
The Code links specific siting and design rules associated with various Code ‘elements’ to the 
width of a lot, or the lot area, so you can easily identify which rules apply to your lot. The Code 
elements include: 
• Height 
• Site cover 
• Front, side and rear setbacks for urban 

and suburban housing forms 
• Additional requirements for built to 

boundary walls 
• Setback encroachments 

• Privacy 
• Car parking and driveways 
• Private Open Space 
• Street Address 
• Fencing. 

 
The Code also includes a series of illustrations, called typologies, that bring together all the 
relevant information on each of the Code elements relating to a particular lot depending on its lot 
width category (see Figure 1).  
 
These illustrations are designed to help applicants and assessors interpret the Code and 
understand what is required to achieve a streamlined building assessment process.  
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Figure 1 – Example of a typology 

 



A simpler building assessment process 
The Code is based on ‘Performance Requirements’ that state the intended outcome for each of the 
Code elements listed above.  

Each Performance Requirement will list one or more ‘Acceptable Solutions’ which set out the 
easiest way you can achieve the outcome intended by the Performance Requirement. 

If your building meets all the Acceptable Solutions in the Code it can be approved by a building 
certifier without needing to go to the local government. 

What if my house plans do not fit into the Acceptable Solutions in the Code? 
If a house design does not comply with the Acceptable Solutions in the Code, the application will 
be referred to your local government and assessed against the relevant Performance 
Requirements.  

Your building certifier will manage this referral as part of your building assessment process. 
Alternatively you may choose to apply directly to your local government who may undertake the full 
building development assessment for your lot. 

Other possible approval requirements 
The Code only deals with assessment requirements for siting and design aspects of your new 
house or major renovation.  

There will be additional building development approval requirements that address other aspects of 
building construction that your building certifier will need to assess.  

Planning scheme requirements 
Local governments may also have additional planning requirements that apply to your lot. Any 
relevant planning approvals will need to be obtained before building work can commence. 

What are the benefits for the community and home buyers? 
Flexible rules that respond to current building and planning trends across Queensland’s 
diverse communities 
Queensland is a large state and our housing needs to respond to a wide range of climatic, social 
and economic factors. These different housing needs mean we need a diverse range of housing 
products and choices. 

For the new Code to be successful it needs to provide siting and design rules that reflect the 
majority of new housing being built in Queensland. To support housing choice the Code also 
needs to cater for a variety of housing styles. 
In order to achieve both these aims the Code provides siting options to suit both traditional 
suburban housing forms as well as the more compact urban development being produced in areas 
with high growth pressures.  



The Code does not force higher densities on any community 
The Code will not dictate densities or impose small lot development on any local government area 
in Queensland. 

Instead it provides a comprehensive set of rules that will cater to lots from less than 7.5m wide to 
any size over 20m wide. 

The Code provisions only come into effect after a subdivision has been approved. However, 
because the Code clearly sets out the siting and design rules that will apply to a lot depending on 
its width, developers and local governments can take these into consideration when they are 
designing a new subdivision.  

Local governments will control the type of character they want to see in any area by approving lots 
of certain widths and also deciding which setback rules will apply (i.e. urban or suburban). 

This approach acknowledges that climate, social and economic factors are not the same for all 
Queensland communities. 

More consistent rules across Queensland 
Having updated, fit-for-purpose rules for the siting and design of houses wherever they are built 
across the state should reduce the need for local governments to have different siting and design 
rules in their planning schemes.  

Similarly, if the new Code requirements mirror the actual siting and design dimensions of most new 
houses currently being built in Queensland, there should be much less need for separate Plans of 
Development to be attached to every subdivision approval. 

Making the Code mandatory or voluntary 
Most industry groups believe the new Code should be mandatory so it applies across all local 
government areas in Queensland, to maximise the benefits of having consistent rules. 

They argue the more consistently the rules are applied across the state, the greater the efficiency 
benefits are likely to be for the building industry and the affordability benefits for new home buyers. 

However, some local governments are opposed to a mandatory Code because they want to retain 
the option of developing locally-specific siting and design rules that best respond to the aspirations 
of their communities.  

Some developers have also argued that Plans of Development need to be retained to provide the 
option of having unique siting rules for certain neighbourhoods or infill developments. Plans of 
Development may also provide the flexibility needed to encourage innovative housing forms and 
products into the future. 
The government is particularly seeking feedback from the community and stakeholders on whether 
a mandatory or voluntary application of the Code will best serve the community. 



Questions 
1. Do you believe that the proposed Queensland Housing Code promote greater affordability for

people buying a new home in your local area? (Y/N)

2. Do you agree that smaller lots are necessary to make homes more affordable in your area?

3. When buying a new home, what factors do you consider most important? (Rate each option
from 0 to 5 with 0 being the least important and 5 being the most important)
� Affordability 
� Size of the house relative to my needs (e.g. enough bedrooms and bathrooms) 
� Amount of space around the house for my needs (e.g. pool, lawn areas, tank, air 

conditioning facilities) 
� Having a big back yard 
� Covered outdoor entertainment area 
� Space between my house and my neighbour’s house at the sides and back 
� Having enough car parking spaces on the block 
� How the house looks from the street 
� Other:……………………………………………………….. 

4. Do you think all the houses in a particular suburb should be set back the same distance from
the street? (Y/N)

5. Do you think one set of rules for setbacks and other siting aspects of new housing should be
applied across the whole of Queensland regardless of the location? (Y/N)

6. Do you think your local council should have the choice to decide on the siting and design rules
that suit your local communities?

7. What are the factors the government needs to think about when deciding which siting rules
should apply in any particular area? (Rate each option from 0 to 5 with 0 being the least
important and 5 being the most important)
� The existing character of the area (i.e. heritage or more modern) 
� Making room for trees on lots  
� Making room for trees on the streetscape 
� The climate of the region 
� Whether housing in the area is affordable to local people 
� Making it easier for people to get a building development approval 

� Other………………………………………………. 

8. To help us better understand your responses please answer the following questions:
a) How old are you?
b) Which local government area do you live in?
c) Do you own your own house or are you renting?



Have your say 
Community and industry consultation will be held around the State and online from November 
2016. You are invited to comment on the proposed reform options by: 
• attending an industry or community engagement session—details available at

www.hpw.qld.gov.au
• completing the online survey on the Queensland Government’s Get Involved website:

www.getinvolved.qld.gov.au
• joining us in our Engagement Space at www.hpw.qld.gov.au
• preparing a written response and sending it to:
 email:  qldbuildingplan@hpw.qld.gov.au
 post:  Queensland Building Plan

Department of Housing and Public Works 
GPO Box 2457 
CITY EAST BRISBANE QLD 4000 

http://www.hpw.qld.gov.au/
http://www.getinvolved.qld.gov.au/
http://www.hpw.qld.gov.au/
mailto:qldbuildingplan@hpw.qld.gov.au
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