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EVER WONDERED HOW A CITY GROWS?  
WHO DECIDES WHAT GOES WHERE?  
OR WHAT YOU’RE ALLOWED TO BUILD? 

Development doesn’t just randomly happen. It’s directed by many laws and 
numerous plans, regulations and processes. 
You have a role to play in this system. You have the power to help determine what’s 
built in your street and how your city grows. But to influence the outcome, you must 
first understand how the process works.

This simple guide presents information on planning and development in Brisbane. 
It’s ideal for anyone considering buying, building or renovating a home, starting a 
business or buying property. It’s also for residents who want to have a say on how 
Brisbane develops in the future.

YOU’RE A DEVELOPER TOO
Developers aren’t just big companies who build housing estates or shopping 
centres. If you extend the house or put up a shed in the backyard, you’re a 
‘developer’ too. Even some types of plumbing work are classified as development, 
under the law. All development must follow certain rules.

There are planning rules for all sorts of activities you might want to do such as:

 Start a home business.

 Install a rainwater tank.

 Demolish or renovate a home.

 Add a deck, verandah or balcony to a house.

 Build a retaining wall, carport, garage or shed.

 Build a house on a lot that is smaller than standard (a small lot).

 Install outdoor lighting.

DEVELOPMENT DOESN’T JUST HAPPEN
All development in Brisbane is directed by written documents, known as ‘plans’. 
Plans show where new development can go and what can, and cannot, be built  
and therefore tell us what our communities will look like in the future.

Plans aren’t simply a wish list about what should or might happen. They affect what 
you can do with your property today, whether it’s building a house, putting on a 
carport, or setting up a business. Plans show what every property in the city can be 
used for and contain rules about things like building heights, building design and 
even landscaping. 

Building approval is provided 
by a private building certifier  
(certifiers are listed in the Yellow 
Pages under ‘Building Surveyors’).  
To get approval for a project,  
you’ll need to provide the 
certifier with scaled and detailed 
plans prepared by a drafter or 
architect. 

Planning approval is given 
by Council. You need to make a 
‘development application’ or ‘DA’ 
to request planning approval.

rural living

leafy suburbs

Our Brisbane: from bush to bay



HOMEOWNER’S GUIDE TO THE PLANS FOR BRISBANE

The State 
Government’s 
South East 
Queensland 
Regional Plan

The overarching plan to manage 
growth in South East Queensland, 
produced by the Queensland 
Government in consultation with 
local councils.

Limits urban development to areas 
within the ‘urban footprint’, not 
rural areas.

Accompanied by SEQ Infrastructure 
Plan and Program, showing planned 
new infrastructure.

Download a copy 
from www.dip.qld.
gov.au or contact 
the Queensland 
Department of 
Infrastructure and 
Planning.

Brisbane City  
Plan 2000

The main plan that directs 
development in Brisbane, produced 
by Council.

Zones (also called ‘area 
classifications’) show what 
properties can be used for. 

New development must comply 
with the City Plan’s rules on height, 
design, infrastructure, etc.

Access online at  
www.brisbane.qld.
gov.au  or visit a 
Council library or 
Customer Service 
Centre to view a 
copy. 

Neighbourhood 
Plans 

Plans that direct development 
in local communities, created by 
Council in consultation with local 
residents.

Contain extra or more detailed rules 
and a vision for the neighbourhood.

Are developed one neighbourhood 
at a time, with priority given to areas 
likely to experience change.

Access online at  
www.brisbane.qld.
gov.au  or visit a 
Council library or 
Customer Service 
Centre to view a 
copy. 

Won,t have much detail on your property, 
but sets the direction for all other plans. 

The main rules fo
r 

your property are
 in 

the City Plan,  

including your zo
ne.

Look at your Neighbourhood 
Plan to find out what extra 

rules apply and what your area 
will be like in the future.

PLANS, PLANS, PLANS
The State Government’s SEQ Regional Plan 
and the City Plan are the two main plans 
that control how properties in Brisbane 
can be developed. Some properties are 
also covered by a Neighbourhood Plan. 
These plans are legal documents, with 
special rules, the same as any other law. If 
you break the rules, even accidentally, you 
could face a large fine from Council. You 
could even be forced to demolish anything 
that’s constructed outside the rules and 
start again.

Plans are regularly reviewed, so the rules 
for your property can change over time 
(you won’t have to change to meet the new 
rules, but they will affect what you can do in 
the future). The Queensland Government 
and Council must advertise proposed 
changes to plans in the newspaper, but a 
letter won’t always be sent to you directly. 
You need to be aware of the plans that 
could affect you and how to influence what 
they contain. Everyone can have their say, 
even if you don’t own property in the area 
affected by the plan.

Council is working with local 
communities across Brisbane to plan 
the future of their neighbourhoods, 
through Neighbourhood Planning.

EVERYONE HAS TO 
FOLLOW THE RULES 
Brisbane has rules to guide development. 
If you own a property and decide to 
build something new, or even renovate 
or demolish an existing building, you’ll 
have to follow the rules too. It’s important 
not to confuse these rules with building 
regulations. Building regulations make sure 
buildings are structurally sound. ‘Planning’ 
rules are broader. They are used to help 
control new development and manage 
impacts on neighbours and the wider 
community.

local shopping areas
historic neighbourhoods

By planning, we can make sure our city works well, that we 
have enough land for housing, employment, shops, industry, 
parkland, bushland and public facilities and that these activities 
are appropriately located.



STOP! 
Renovators beware 
So, your dream renovation is underway. The architect has drawn up the plans; 
you’ve engaged a builder and given the plans to the building certifier. Now, you’re 
ready to start work. Or are you?

Before your certifier can give you building approval, your project will need to 
comply with Council’s planning rules. You may also need planning approval from 
Council before you begin. If so, you’ll have to submit a formal request to Council, 
called a development application, or DA, and have it approved before you can 
start work. Council officers can give you general advice about your application, but 
you may also need help from a town planning consultant. You will certainly need to 
allow more time for your project. There is more information available at Council’s 
Customer Service Centres. Call (07) 3403 8888 to find your nearest one.

RiskSMART 
is an easy way to get simple development 
proposals approved by Council.  
RiskSMART consultants can process DAs 
for most home improvement projects 
within five days. Call Council, or go to 
Council’s website, for a list of Council 
accredited RiskSMART consultants.

FIND OUT THE RULES FOR YOUR PROPERTY 
Check out Council’s website and use the tool called ‘PD Online’ to complete the six steps 
below. You can also call Council for help on (07) 3403 8888.

Step one   Find out your property’s zone. Zones (also called ‘area classifications’) tell 
you what you can and cannot do with the property. Your zone is the key to 
unlocking the planning rules for your property. 

Step two   Check if your property is a small lot. Different rules apply to properties 
that are smaller than standard, known as ‘small lots’.

Step three   Find out if your property is in a ‘Demolition Control Precinct’.  
You cannot demolish or remove a building built before 1947 in a 
Demolition Control Precinct without approval. There are also rules about 
renovating or building in a DCP.

Step four   Check whether the property is heritage-listed. Both Council and the 
Queensland Government have heritage registers and you should check 
both. Heritage-listed properties are protected and specific development 
rules apply. 

Step five   Look at the Neighbourhood Plan (or local plan) for the area. 
Some Neighbourhood Plans contain extra rules about new development.

Step six  Check whether the property has other development constraints. 
Your property may have things that act as ‘constraints’ to development such 
as a waterway corridor, a patch of native bushland, or overland water flow. 

Start your search now. Go to www.brisbane.qld.gov.au and click on ‘Planning 
and Building’, then ‘Tools and forms’.

MINIMISING 
RENOVATION COSTS 
AND DELAYS
Knowing basic planning information 
can save you time and money. If 
you tailor your renovation to meet 
Council’s regulations, you can often 
avoid having to submit a development 
application. All you have to do is 
make sure your project fits City Plan’s 
rules (you can view the City Plan on 
Council’s website). These types of 
projects are called ‘self-assessable’ 
development. 

You are less likely to need formal 
approval, for example, if you keep 
the house under 8.5m high and put 
extensions including decks, verandahs 
and balconies at the rear of a building, 
rather than in front. Consider locating 
carports, garages and sheds behind 
the front building line (or at the 
back) and make sure they are the 
correct distance from your property 
boundaries and under 8.5m high.  
Look at the ‘PD Online’ tool on 
Council’s website to find out more 
about the rules for your property.

urban villages historic neighbourhoods

Plans can be used to help control the 
design of new developments and make 
sure they fit in with the surrounding 
community.



Things you might want to do on your property

Is it likely to need 
a development 
application?

YES NO

Build a front deck, verandah or balcony

Renovate a home built before 1947 

Put up a high fence in front of your home

Install a shed on a flood-prone part of your yard or where 
there are overland water flow paths

Install a pool in your yard

Build a garage or carport behind the house

Start a small home business for yourself

Start a home business which employs several people and 
build a new workroom next to your house

Build a high-set house above 8.5m in a street of low-set 
homes

Enclose the area under your home without raising it (a 
development application WILL be required if you have  
a flooding issue)

Raise your single-storey home above 8.5m to create an 
additional storey

Remodel your home into a shop

Subdivide the property your house is on

Rent out multiple rooms in your house to students

Be aware: you’ll still need building approval for most of the activities listed 

BASIC PROJECT APPROVAL GUIDE

Working out if your renovation or building project needs a development application 
is not always straightforward. Here’s a quick guide to give you some idea. This table 
is only an indicator. The rules can change, depending on where you live, the size of 
your property, and what you want to do. It’s always best to contact Council directly 
to find out whether or not your project needs approval. 

If you have a property that is smaller than standard, known as a ‘small lot’, this table 
is NOT for you. Different rules apply to small lots.

above.Small lots are properties that have an average width of less than 
15m and/or an area less than 450m2 or, if it is a rear allotment, an area 
less than 600m2 (excluding access way).

FIVE EASY STEPS TO 
GET YOUR FRONT DECK 
ON BEFORE CHRISTMAS
It’s all you want for Christmas, but 
now you need planning approval from 
Council before you can start your new 
renovation. Here are five easy steps 
to help your DA sail quickly through 
Council’s approval process. 

1. Find out the planning rules for 
your property before you draw up 
the plans. 

2. Seek advice from Council 
or a qualified town planning 
consultant to make sure you’ve 
got it right.

3. Research all the fees you’ll have to 
pay before you begin*. 

4. Fill in all the right forms from 
Council and make sure you sign 
them. 

5. Fast-track your development 
application by taking it to a 
Council accredited RiskSMART 
consultant. 

*You may have to pay other fees in addition 
to your initial assessment fee such as 
compliance fees and infrastructure charges. 
Fees can range from several hundred 
dollars, for a small scale building project, 
to many thousands of dollars, for a more 
complex project, so do some research 
before you lodge your DA. Council staff can 
help you work out your potential fees.

inner city



TYPES OF DEVELOPMENT LISTED IN THE CITY PLAN

Self assessable 
development

Proposed development must meet all of Council’s 
requirements on a self-assessable basis. 

Code assessable 
development

Proposed development must meet all of Council’s rules 
(‘code assessable criteria’). 

Requires a development application.

No opportunity for public submissions.

Generally, development that is considered suitable for  
an area.

For some applications Council will ask for public comment 
by asking the applicant to advertise the proposal for a 
short time. While any submissions made are carefully 
considered, submitters do not have the right to appeal a 
decision as they do for impact assessable applications.

Impact assessable 
development

Proposed development is assessed against rules which 
consider the impacts it could have on the surrounding 
and wider area (‘impact assessable criteria’).

Requires a development application and assessment must 
consider public submissions.

Development that may be appropriate if potential impacts 
can be properly mitigated, or occasionally developments of 
a nature not foreseen for a particular area.

DIRECTING BRISBANE’S 
DEVELOPMENT
Under current legislation, Council cannot 
prohibit any type of development. Legally, 
developers can ask Council to approve 
anything. But Council can write robust 
and detailed rules into the City Plan and 
Neighbourhood Plans to make it clear 
that certain types of development are not 
preferred. This gives Council the power 
to refuse future applications. If proposed 
developments don’t comply with the City 
Plan’s rules, Council will knock them back 
or ask the developer to make changes.

Council can also set challenging criteria  
for certain types of development to be 
approved by making them go through a 
rigorous assessment process, including 
getting comments from the community. 
Some projects will not make it through  
this process. 

To influence what gets built in Brisbane 
however, you have to exercise your rights. 
You can’t assume Council will refuse a 
development simply because you or  
your neighbours don’t like it. The best  
way to have your voice heard is to write  
a submission and post it to Council. 

BRISBANE IS GROWING UP
Over the next 20 years, you’ll see a lot 
of new development in parts of the city. 
Brisbane is at the centre of the fastest 
growing region in Australia. More people 
are moving here to study, work, start new 
businesses and enjoy our lifestyle. 

But that doesn’t mean all our 
neighbourhoods have to change. Using the 
City Plan and Neighbourhood Plans, we can 
focus new development into places where 
Council and the community have decided 
it’s most suitable. This way, we can protect 
our leafy suburbs, big backyards, green 
spaces and much-loved older homes.

If you see a sign at 
the side of the road

Don’t just walk on by. This sign is for 
you. It’s a public notice about an ‘impact 
assessable’ development that’s planned for 
the site. Stop and read it carefully. This is 
your chance to help Council decide if the 
project gets approved, or refused, or if the 
development proposal should be changed.

a description of the development
the person or company 
proposing the project
closing date for submissions
who to address submissions to 

CBD



PRESERVING BRISBANE’S ICONIC QUEENSLANDERS
Many Brisbane people love the old-style ‘timber and tin’ homes that line the streets of 
suburbs like Paddington and Chelmer. For some, they are the essence of ‘Brisbane’. 
You won’t see suburbs like this in Paris or Shanghai. You won’t even find them in 
Melbourne or Sydney. 

Council’s plans protect the character of older neighbourhoods through a special 
‘Demolition Control Precinct’ and other rules. Homes built before 1947 in a ‘DCP’ 
cannot be removed or demolished without approval, and this is rarely granted.  
These houses have to be carefully renovated and new houses must complement the 
traditional character of the neighbourhood. 

Not all sections of older suburbs are part of a DCP. Some areas have been removed over 
time to allow room for the city to grow, particularly where most homes and streetscapes 
had been altered. In the future, we may decide together to make further changes to a 
DCP, especially in locations near public transport where there is already a mix of units,  
new homes and old houses. Our city is still growing, but we are running out of land 
for new development. We need to find a balance between keeping Brisbane’s iconic 
character houses and creating new places for homes and businesses.

WE DON’T ALL GROW UP THE SAME 

‘Growth’ doesn’t mean 20 storey apartments in every neighbourhood. 

In the future, ‘growth’ for many residential neighbourhoods may simply mean a small 
retirement village or some townhouses near the shops. In Brisbane, more people are 
living alone or with just one other person, so we need more smaller, affordable homes 
in existing neighbourhoods, especially for older people and first home-owners.

New development will be used to revitalise run-down areas, bring jobs and shops 
closer to homes and public transport, and create vibrant places for people to live. 
South Brisbane, once an unattractive industrial area, has been transformed by modern 
apartments, shops, restaurants and offices. You can expect more of this type of 
development near some train and busway stations, particularly in the inner city, and 
around larger shopping centres. 

employment precincts leafy suburbs

HOW TO WRITE A 
SUBMISSION
A submission is a written statement 
that explains why you support or 
oppose proposed changes (be aware, 
submissions cannot be emailed). 
People sometimes think submissions 
are only for negative input, but they 
can be positive too. No matter what 
the content, there is a correct way to 
write a submission to make it count. 
Submissions must:

 be in writing and signed by 
each person who is listed as 
supporating it 

 include the name and address of 
each person who signs it 

 state what aspects of the plan 
or proposed development you 
support or oppose and why 

 be received by Council during 
the public consultation period 
(you can find out when this  
period is for a particular plan  
by calling Council on  
(07) 3403 8888). 

low density 
1-2 storeys

medium density 
2-5 storeys

high density 
greater than 5 storeys

The Brisbane CityShape is a 
blueprint to guide Brisbane’s 
future growth. This document 
was created by Council with 
help from more than 60,000 
residents. The CityShape 
says that new homes and 
development should be focused 
around major shopping centres 
such as Chermside, Carindale 
and the CBD and along transport 
corridors such as railway lines  
and busways. 

Council has hundreds of improvement projects underway in local communities 
including:

  Neighbourhood Enhancement Projects: practical projects to make 
neighbourhoods better places to live such as building more bikeways 

 Suburban and Urban Centre Improvement Projects: projects to breathe new 
life into local shopping areas by upgrading or creating new facilities such as 
landscaped public spaces.



YOU CAN BRING ABOUT CHANGE
Submissions really do have the power to influence what development happens in 
Brisbane. After reviewing submissions on the draft Wynnum Manly Neighbourhood  
Plan, for example, Council changed the plan to restrict development in the Wynnum 
CBD to eight storeys, rather than allowing 12 storeys as originally proposed. Just one 
submission was enough to make Council remove a regulation from the draft Nudgee 
Beach Neighbourhood Plan that would have prevented new commercial development  
in Nudgee Beach. 

Submissions on development applications routinely shape Council’s final decision on 
developments. Legally, Council can’t stop developments that meet the City Plan’s 
rules. However, Council can often use submissions to ask developers to make changes 
to the project that benefit neighbours and the surrounding community. For example, 
developers can be required to put up window screens and fences to improve privacy or 
develop a plan to manage local traffic.

CHECK OUT WHAT  
THE NEIGHBOURS  
HAVE PLANNED
You won’t always be told about a 
development that’s planned for  
your area. Some projects can be 
approved by Council without public 
input, if they fit Council’s rules  
(‘code assessable’ projects). But if 
you’re curious about a vacant site, 
or you’ve heard a whisper from the 
neighbours about a development 
around the corner, there’s an easy 
way to find out what’s happening.  
Go to Council’s website and look 
for the PD Online tool. Click on 
‘Application Enquiry’ and enter the 
address of the property you want 
to know about. If a development 
application has been submitted 
to Council, you’ll be able to read 
it. You can also use this tool to 
track its progress through Council’s 
assessment system. If you don’t have 
access to the internet, call Council on 
(07) 3403 8888.

industrial estates bayside villages

SUBMISSIONS GIVE POWER TO THE PEOPLE
You can directly influence the way Brisbane grows by making a submission. 
Opportunities to make a submission will always be advertised in the newspaper and 
on a notification board outside the site of the proposed development.

1. Make a submission on a draft plan. Council can’t suddenly decide to change 
the way Brisbane grows without consulting with the community. All draft plans 
are presented for public consultation for a specified period. If you make a 
formal submission at this point, your ideas and concerns will be considered and 
used to shape the final plan. 

2. Make a submission on a proposed new development. You can comment on 
certain types of proposed developments (those that are ‘impact assessable’). You 
don’t have to be a neighbour or even live in the area to make a submission. You 
just have to respond when you see a sign on the fence or a notice in the paper. 
If you are an ‘adjoining owner’, you will also be notified by letter. But, remember, 
property owners have rights too. Council has to balance everyone’s views. If 
you highlight specifically what you are concerned about through a submission, 
Council may require the developer to make changes to their original concept.

Brisbane City Council  
Information

GPO Box 1434
Brisbane Qld 4001

For more information  
visit www.brisbane.qld.gov.au  
or call (07) 3403 8888
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In places where new development sits alongside existing homes 
such as around shopping centres, Council can write rules into the 
City Plan or Neighbourhood Plans so buildings at the edge of the 
development drop down in size to match surrounding houses.


