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At a glance

• Approximately 234 multi-unit residential 
development sites currently listed for sale 
nationally

• This accounts for almost 1,200 hectares of land 
and 19,000 apartments

• Apartment development cycle most advanced 
in Melbourne and Brisbane, with more 
development approved sites for sale than in 
other cities

• Sydney has largest amount of multi-unit 
development land for sale, as the creation of 
‘super-lots’ boosts the total

2016 has seen an influx of sites onto the market showing 
the residential development cycle is continuing to evolve. 
A review of sites currently for sale by CommBank revealed 
234 sites are currently on the market and being promoted 
as either having approval for multi-unit development or 
being zoned with this potential. 

Source: Sites data compiled by Commonwealth Bank from market sources, April 2016

Chart 1. Residential development sites on 
the market, by hectares and capital city
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Chart	1.	Residential	development	sites	on	the	market,	by	hectares	
and	capital	city	

Total:	1,172	hectares

The 234 sites equates to almost 1,200 hectares, spread 
throughout Australia’s major capital cities (see Chart 1), 
and accounts for around 19,000 apartments or 13 per cent 
of all the apartments currently approved for construction or 
in a planning application phase in Australia. 

The size, state and location of the sites vary considerably, 
as does the motive for sale. Examining each city more 
closely helps tell the story.

Sydney dominates land sales
Sydney has more residential development sites, hectares 
of land and potential apartments on the market than 
any other city in Australia. This is despite the fact 
Melbourne has a larger pipeline of potential development 
projects. CommBank is currently tracking 80 residential 
development sites on the market in Sydney, representing 
463 hectares and almost 9,000 apartments. 

Some regions of Sydney are still in catch-up mode in 
relation to higher density dwelling supply, with the city 
overall having under-provided compared to population 
growth for many years. However, the large amount of 
land earmarked for multi-unit residential development 
and on the market for sale, particularly in suburban 
areas, suggests supply is now catching demand. It 
also reflects the recent trend of detached housing 
owners combining properties to create ‘super-lots’ to 
facilitate the development of medium and higher density 
residential projects.

The ‘super-lot’ sites are typically zoned for higher density 
residential development but many are yet to receive DA for 
specific projects. These sites are boosting the amount of 
land on the market in Sydney compared with other cities 
in Australia. 

In addition, smaller approved sites are being sold by 
less experienced developers, while long-term holders of 
brownfield sites are selling after rezoning has provided for 
higher density residential development. 

The other capitals have a higher share of DA sites for sale, 
reflecting the more advanced stage of the cycle overall 
versus Sydney.

Residential development sites hit the market as apartment cycle evolves
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Chart 2 ranks the amount of residential development 
land on the market by capital city with and without 
Development Approval (DA) and shows the average site 
size per city.

Source: Sites data compiled by Commonwealth Bank from market sources, April 2016

Chart 2. DA and non-DA residential land by city
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Chart	2.	Residential	development	land	on	the	market	with	and	without	
Development	Approval
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Source:	CBA,	April	2016

Source: Sites data compiled by Commonwealth Bank from market sources, April 2016

Chart 3. Sydney residential development 
land on the market, by sub-region
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Chart	3.	Sydney	residential	development	land	on	the	market,	by	subregion

Chart 3 shows Sydney’s West and North West regions 
dominate the amount of land on the market for higher 
density residential development. This partly reflects the 
high recent and forecast population growth in these parts 
of the city, the increased amount of land rezoned for higher 

density development and the impact of the Sydney metro 
Northwest rail project, now under construction and set to 
open in 2019. The impact of the ‘super-lot’ creation is also 
most pronounced in these regions. 

Melbourne and Brisbane at similar 
stage in development cycle
Melbourne and Brisbane have a similar amount of 
higher density residential sites and land on the market, 
representing a similar number of apartments, both with 
and without DA. Both markets appear to be at a mature 
stage of the cycle, with a large number of apartments 
now under construction and a much larger pipeline of 
potential projects.

In Brisbane, the number of apartments on the market in 
development sites represents 30 per cent of the number 
of units approved or in development application phase. 
For Melbourne, the same number is six per cent (see 
Table 1).

A number of factors now appear to be working together 
to ease the pace of the apartment development sector 
in both Melbourne and Brisbane, particularly in the inner 
city areas which have experienced considerable sales 
and construction activity in this cycle. These include 
the requirement by the Australian Prudential Regulation 
Authority to slow the growth in bank lending to investors; 
an increase in the cost of debt for investors; and a gradual 
rise in rental vacancy rates in these areas coupled with 
a slowdown in growth in rental rates and more generally, 
median pricing. In these circumstances, it’s likely pre-sales 
are taking longer to achieve.

Table 1. Development sites on the market in Brisbane and Melbourne

Sites on the market (no.) Apartments (no.) Land (ha)

Not 
Development 

Approved

Development 
Approved

Total
Not 

Development 
Approved

Development 
Approved

Total
Not 

Development 
Approved

Development 
Approved

Total

Brisbane 28 22 50 1,534 3,063 4,597 124 58 182

Melbourne 38 28 66 666 3,815 4,481 101 68 169

Source: Sites data compiled by Commonwealth Bank from market sources, April 2016
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As a result, some developers are reconsidering moving 
forward in this cycle and deciding instead to market 
their sites, especially those with a DA.

Chart 4 shows where the sites being marketed in 
Melbourne and Brisbane are located by sub-region. Most 
noticeable is the amount of development land now on 
the market in the inner areas of Brisbane, where some 
of the most concentrated apartment development in 
Australia can be found.

Source: Sites data compiled by Commonwealth Bank from market sources, April 2016

Chart 4. Residential development sites for sale in 
Brisbane and Melbourne
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Chart	4.	Residential	development	sites	being	marketed	in	Melbourne	and	Brisbane,	
by	subregion	and	hectares
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Chart	4.	Residential	development	sites	being	marketed	in	Melbourne	and	Brisbane,	
by	subregion	and	hectares

Higher density residential development 
land also on sale in Perth and Adelaide
The trend to higher density residential living is a national 
one and development sites are now also being marketed 
in Perth and Adelaide.

Despite concerns about the demand for housing in 
Western Australia in the wake of the mining downturn, 
the amount of residential development land on the 
market is the smallest of any monitored capital city, 
representing 125 hectares in 22 sites (see Chart 5). 
This represents less than 800 apartments. The largest 
single apartment project dominates the number, a high-
rise 563 unit project in Kings Square, Perth.

Chart 5. Residential development sites for sale in 
Perth and Adelaide

Source: Sites data compiled by Commonwealth Bank from market sources, April 2016
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In land terms, the properties currently on the market are 
dominated by two large suburban sites, which are in early 
planning phase. The sites in Beckenham (3 hectares) and 
North Fremantle (4 hectares) have a background in 
industrial use but they also have a strong connection to 
neighbouring residential redevelopment areas or to public 
transport and retail amenities. Both are likely to provide 
more longer-term residential and mixed use 
redevelopment possibilities.

More than 230 hectares of potential residential 
development land is currently for sale in Adelaide. This 
relatively large amount is driven by four unrelated sites, 
totalling 167 hectares, coming to the market at the same 
time. Only one of the four sites is being marketed with 
approval, in part, for 95 dwellings in place. Rather than 
representing any shake-out from the existing development 
cycle, it appears coincidental all four sites have come 
to the market at the same time as previous industrial or 
commercial uses on the sites have now ceased. They are 
in the inner-middle city locations to the north and south of 
Adelaide CBD and represent strong possibilities for major, 
staged mixed use projects in future development cycles.

The sub-region in Adelaide presently dominating the 
apartment development cycle, the CBD, is offering up less 
than two per cent of the residential development land now 
listed for sale on the Adelaide market.
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Things you should know: The report is published solely for information purposes and is not to be construed as advice or recommendations. This report has been prepared without taking account of the objectives, 
financial situation and capacity to bear loss, knowledge, experience or needs of any specific person who may receive this report. All recipients, before acting on the information in this report, should consider the 
appropriateness and suitability of the information, having regard to their own objectives, financial situation and needs, and, if necessary seek the appropriate professional or financial advice regarding the content of this 
report. The Bank believes the information in this report is correct and any opinions, conclusions or recommendations are reasonably held or made, based on the information available at the time of its compilation, but 
no representation or warranty, either expressed or implied, is made or provided as to accuracy, reliability or completeness of any statement made in this report. Any opinions, conclusions or recommendations set forth 
in this report are subject to change without notice. The Bank is under no obligation to, and does not, update or keep current the information contained in this report. Any projections and forecasts contained in this report 
are based on a number of assumptions and estimates and are subject to contingencies and uncertainties. Different assumptions and estimates could result in materially different results. This report makes reference to 
websites reviewed by Commonwealth Bank to analyse residential development site sales. All analysis and views of future market conditions are solely those of Commonwealth Bank. Commonwealth Bank of Australia 
ABN 48 123 123 124.

For more information, please contact:
Kevin Stanley 
Head of Property Strategy and Research 
CommBank
P:  (02) 9117 7125
E: kevin.stanley@cba.com.au 

About the analysis
Data on development sites for sale in metropolitan Adelaide, Brisbane, Melbourne, Perth and Sydney was 
collected from websites of major real estate agents over a two-week period from late March 2016 to early April 
2016 to present a snapshot of qualifying sites on the market. At the time of collection, 234 sites were listed for 
sale with the potential for development into medium and higher density apartments.

Data collected included the land size of each site, the address and sub-region of its location; the zoning where 
advertised and whether or not the site had an approval for development into apartments. If the site was approved 
for development, the number of apartments was included. 

What does it all mean?
Most recently, the apartment sector has come through 
a very significant phase of approvals and construction 
and there are signs the market is reaching its limit. 
While monthly apartment approvals peaked in most 
major capitals between May and July 2015, the 
high approval rate has created a sizeable pipeline of 
potential projects. Based on current rates of population 
growth, the pipeline could keep builders in steady work 
for the next seven years. 

The large number of apartment-approved sites now 
on the market, especially in Brisbane and Melbourne, 
suggests the development cycle is easing. 

The high number of sites on the market is likely to 
provide more choice for residential developers than 
is presently required to meet market demand. As a 
result, this will put downward pressure on land prices. 

A positive spin-off from this situation is non-residential 
developers, who have recently been priced out of the 
market for sites by competition between apartment 
developers, are now re-emerging and acquiring sites for 
other uses, such as aged care, hotels and education. 
This will provide more balance to the property 
development sector and address other emerging areas 
of occupational demand in the economy.

It may also be possible that a lower land input price 
could provide scope for residential developers to 
explore other apartment or unit formats to satisfy 
occupants other than singles or couples with no 
children. Couples with children remain a large and 
growing sector in the community and providing housing 
diversity in format and location may also be a feasible 
option from a lower land price base.


