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Adelaide needs to preserve and enhance its traditional high streets 

 
Adelaide is fortunate to have many traditional high streets which provide focal points across the 
metropolitan area.  Many of us visit these streets and use their services on an almost daily basis.   
Prospect Road, Unley Road, Henley Beach Road and the Parade in Norwood are obvious examples 
but there are many others criss-crossing the city.   
 
These high streets are well connected to their local neighbourhoods and have characteristics that 
make them pedestrian-friendly and walkable.  They provide a wide range of mainly small footprint 
shops, businesses, cafés and other services fronting the high street, contributing to a fine grained 
urban fabric.  Many of the streets also have a heritage component, adding to the creation of a 
special place that people want to live in or visit.  They are areas of high character and amenity 
which need to be given more recognition and value.   
 
IMAGE 1:  The Parade, Norwood – a traditional high street with good connectivity to 
neighbouring residential areas and opportunities for social interaction 
 
The current review of Adelaide’s 30-Year Plan provides an ideal opportunity for our prized streets 
to be identified along with an outline of policies for their protection and enhancement.  The State 
Government’s blinkered approach in omitting this from the 2010 Plan is in contrast to that of the 
Greater London Authority, which has identified its traditional high streets and has strategies to 
protect and revitalise them. 1 
 
The traditional high streets in our city are now beginning to experience increased growth and 
development, with planning rules changed to allow higher densities and increased building 
heights.  The proposed new tram network targets many of these streets and will be a catalyst for 
even more development activity along them.  As they become increasingly popular for living, 
working, shopping and leisure activities, it will be imperative for both new and existing residents 
that their character and amenity are retained.  But without adequate policies in place, Adelaide’s 
traditional high streets are potentially under threat from inappropriate or incompatible 
development.  This threat is compounded by the approval of an increasing number of 
developments which are contrary to development plans. 
 
With this in mind the wider community needs to have a greater say in shaping the places where 
they live and work.  This will be more challenging than before because the Planning Minister’s 
recent planning reforms mean people will be expected to give their input at the policy setting 
stage, and will mostly be excluded from having a say when a particular development is proposed.   
 
A proactive approach is needed – it is no longer enough to simply respond to government policy 
initiatives or developer proposals.  Individuals and community groups should be encouraged to 
drive policy.  They need to be empowered and informed so that they can successfully lobby local 
and state government for better and more community-driven planning and development 
outcomes.  To meet this new challenge, the Community Alliance SA has produced a blueprint on 
preserving and enhancing Adelaide’s traditional high streets with a focus on what it considers to 

be acceptable () or unacceptable () development.  Some of the main points are: 
 



 

High rise towers  

To limit the adverse impacts of tall buildings in the high street no building should be higher than 2 
or 3 storeys unless the upper levels are well set back on a larger podium or horizontal base whose 
height doesn't exceed that of adjoining buildings. 
 
With a podium setback, up to 5 storeys may be appropriate providing privacy and overshadowing 
issues don't arise for adjoining residential areas and the character and amenity of the high street is 
not adversely affected. Buildings higher than five storeys are unsuitable in a traditional high street 
environment as they:  

 Lack human scale and a fine grained urban fabric  

 Poorly connect with adjoining residential areas and fail to promote a sense of community  

 Create barriers which separate people from the street and reduce the opportunity for 
chance encounters and social interaction 

 Aren’t family-friendly.  Low-rise apartments can incorporate family-friendly design 
elements, eg they can provide good visibility of outdoor areas from individual dwellings  

 
IMAGE 2:  August Towers, Hutt Street, City – the 14-storey apartment mixed-use tower has not 
been designed to complement the prevailing 2-storey character of existing buildings 
 
IMAGE 3:  Malvern Road, Melbourne – the height of new buildings (5-storeys) with upper levels 
set back is more in keeping with the height of existing buildings, and facade treatment on the 
new building complements the character of the older buildings 
 
IMAGE 4:  Cremorne Plaza proposal, Unley Road – this massive institutional-type building is 
totally alien to the existing fine grained landscape  

 
Protecting heritage 
 
New developments in traditional high streets should take cues from the area’s existing heritage.  
Their scale and design should be sensitive to these surrounding, often lower-scale buildings.  In 
particular:  

 New buildings should be designed to respect the current urban grain, scale, setbacks, 
proportions, visual relationships, topography and materials in the street  

 Existing heritage character should be integrated into new building designs through high quality 
contemporary design cues  

 additional tall building setbacks, stepbacks, and other appropriate placement or design 
measures should be provided to respect the heritage setting 

 
IMAGE 5:  Proposal for 1 Nth Terrace, Adelaide – the 24-storey twin towers overwhelm the 
existing 3-storey heritage building and part demolition of the state heritage complex is required 
 
IMAGE 6:  254, The Parade, Norwood (left) - a quality design but not sympathetic with the 
existing streetscape and heritage buildings in the immediate vicinity (two images on the right) 
 
IMAGE 7:  Warwick Fabrics, Wright Street Adelaide – a successful blending of old with new in 
terms of building heights and finished materials   



 

Big box stores 
 
The trend for big box stores with their super-sized shopfronts and large footprints is likely to have 
an adverse impact on traditional high street environments.  You can’t ban them from high streets 
but better design principles are needed: 
 

 No big box store should front a high street.   Instead, they should be sited behind small 
retail stores or businesses (either new or old).  This will lessen their impact and help to 
maintain the fine grained urban fabric of the high street 

 Big box buildings should not have unbroken or blank walls.  Instead, the exteriors should be 
well articulated with multiple recesses and projections, changes in rooflines and verandah 
additions  

 
IMAGES 8 and 9:  Woolworths, Walkerville Tce Walkerville – a potentially long blank wall is 
broken up with roof and verandah changes (left) and the store sits behind smaller retail 
buildings with separate outside windows and outside entrances (right) 

 

 Parking for big box stores should be hidden from the high street environment in a subsurface or 

structured car park.  Only minimal parking should be provided out the front 

 Adequate landscape screening of the big box should be provided 

 Clusters of big box developments in the same location should be avoided and corporate 
signage and branding should have a low visual impact 

 
IMAGE 10:  Foodland, Frewville – a big box store with no articulation of the building, minimal 
landscape screening and extensive car parking located at the front of the store 

IMAGE 11:  Foodland, Stirling – the impact of the big box is reduced by good articulation of the 
building, substantial landscape plantings, a small car park at the front of the store and a large 
subsurface car park 
 
We would encourage individuals and community groups to become better informed and 
empowered with this kind of information to help them drive planning and development policy for 
our valued high streets.  Laying the groundwork for preserving and enhancing our high streets will 
not be easy, and will require an informed community and an open and responsive State 
Government. 
 

Kevin O’Leary is an Adelaide-based planning expert 

Dr Helen Wilmore is President of the Community Alliance SA. 

The planning principles in this article are based on the Community Alliance SA’s blueprint for 
“Preserving and Enhancing Adelaide’s Traditional High Streets”, authored by Kevin O’Leary.  This is 
(will be) available at www.communityalliancesa.org.au  
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http://www.communityalliancesa.org.au/


 

1. London’s network of high streets are identified in the High Street London report, 2012, Gort Scott 
and UCL. 
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IMAGE 11:  Foodland, Stirling – the impact of the big box is reduced by good articulation of the 
building, substantial landscape plantings, a small car park at the front of the store and a large 
subsurface car park 

 
 

 

 

 





 


