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Abstract:The underlying logic of two well-established urban design concepts, active use and 

active interface, while applicable to streets and activity centres, may have limited bearing on 

residual urban spaces.  As such spaces can be perceived as problematic, they are often replaced 

with conventional forms rather than valued for their uniqueness.  This study examines the 

relationships between public/private interfaces and activities in residential alleys in Melbourne, 

Australia.  These alleys are undervalued urban features that sum to vast amounts of land in areas 

deprived of public space.  They are reappropriated for social activities and are also used as access 

for infill developments.  The findings show that the conventional infill developments create 

overdetermined conditions that limit social activities.  In contrast, the impermeable and blank 

interfaces that would be problematic elsewhere enable a wide range of usage.  The key quality of 

these preferred interfaces is underdetermination, where multiple possibilities could emerge and 

exist simultaneously. 

Keywords: public/private interface, reappropriation, residential alley, underdetermination, 

residual space, typology 
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Animation, though at the price of a little disorder, is more exhilarating, even 

aesthetically, than frozen respectability (Mumford, 1949, p. 8).  

Introduction 

The concepts of active use and active interface are staples of urban design theory and 

practice.   The value of public space is predominantly assessed through the intensity of 

active use, where sparsely used spaces are seen as problematic.  The interface describes 

how people move between buildings and open spaces, and how the quality of building 

frontages influences the perception of safety and the aesthetic experience of public space.  

The general consensus is that “active frontages”, or interfaces with frequent entrances 

and active usage (e.g. shops and cafes), are preferred to walls and garages (Gehl, 2011; 

Kickert, 2016).  While arguments for active usage have proven useful for interfaces along 

retail streets and activity centres, their applicability has not been tested for residual and 

ambiguous urban spaces that are void of conventional functions.  However, in many 

instances, such spaces are the only available patches of land left to be incorporated into 

wider public use.       

Residential alleys are common urban features, offering narrow, road-like access 

to the backs of plots and buildings.  They are underdetermined spaces with overlapping 

public and private social boundaries; spaces in the public domain of ambiguous legal 

identity, and not fully incorporated into public use.  In many cities, particularly in North 

America, the UK, and Australia, residential alleys are found in older inner-city 

neighbourhoods with a shortage of open space (Wolch et al. 2010; Newell, 2013).  While 

commercial alleys in some cities have enjoyed a renaissance in recent years, residential 

alleys are often overlooked by municipal urban planners and designers.  In practice, they 

are often informally reappropriated for a range of social uses that are unknown to the 
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officials.  Increasingly, residential alleys are also utilised for infill developments, where 

low-density residential plots are converted to medium- and high-density housing accessed 

via alleys.   

Focusing on several inner-city neighbourhoods in Melbourne, Australia, the 

objective of this paper is twofold.  First, it examines to what extent different interface 

morphologies between private residential plots and public alleys enabled or constrained 

social activities.  The micro-morphology of interfaces was analysed in relation to 

buildings and modes of land ownership that are undergoing change in the study area.  

Interface typology is proposed on the basis of the functional properties of access, the 

mode of access, and positioning.  Mapping interface types in relation to reappropriations 

revealed that alleys with under-determined interfaces, i.e., those lacking a clear functional 

designation, were more likely to be reappropriated than the over-determined interfaces of 

new infill buildings.  In the latter case, the combination of presumed car priority,  de facto 

rules that govern alleys, and poor design turned the alleys into life-devoid driveways.  The 

second objective of this study is to probe the relevance of established urban design 

wisdom about what constitutes an “active” interface, and how that concept applies (or 

does not) to activities in residential alleys.  This paper argues that rather than becoming 

subsumed into design conventions, alleys (and other residual spaces) should be re-

examined and valued for their unique contributions to the public realm.       

 

Background Literature  

Urban morphology and interfaces  

Urban morphology focuses on deciphering human habitual patterns within physical 

elements of the city, with an aim to understand how they are formed through social 
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processes (Moudon, 1997).  These patterns exist in nested scale relationships, formed by 

buildings that plug into plots that line streets and form urban blocks (Marshall 2009).  

Urban morphology is often studied from cadastral maps and sometimes through field 

observations, and observations are often organised into types in order to be examined.  

Classification is a commonly employed approach to organizing heterogeneous 

information into more comprehensible categories (Schneekloth and Franck, 1994).  

Typomorphology, for example,  examines the complexities of urban form (morphology) 

through classification (typology) of buildings and open spaces (Moudon, 1994). Urban 

morphology has also been described as an arrangement of boundaries and permeabilities 

that defines where people can and cannot move (Hillier and Hensen, 1984).  These 

boundaries can be physical (e.g., buildings, walls and fences), distinguishing built from 

unbuilt spaces, or they can be legal boundaries that differentiate individual land parcels, 

and private from public spaces.     

Interfaces are defined by the micro-morphology of building facades, which are 

transition zones from one type of condition to another, e.g., from inside to outside, or 

from private to public spaces.   Interfaces have long been of interest to urban designers, 

as it is believed that their morphology informs the activities, movements, and perceptions 

of open public space (Gehl, 2010; Dovey & Wood, 2015; Kickert, 2016).  The urban 

designer Jan Gehl, in particular, has proactively advocated for “active frontages”, where 

preferable interfaces include doors and windows, and undesirable ones are blank walls 

and garage doors (Gehl et al., 2006; Gehl, 2010).  “Active frontages” are now 

conventional wisdom in urban design and a staple of planning and design guidelines; 

however, a lack of empirical studies examining the effects of interfaces on different kinds 

of spaces has been noted (Heffernan, 2014; Alian and Wood, 2019).   
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Gehl, Kaefer, and Reigstad (2006) propose an interface typology based on the 

presence or absence of setbacks between open space and buildings, access, and visual 

permeability.  Dovey and Wood’s (2015) typology employs similar criteria, and also 

distinguishes the primary mode of access.  These typologies provide an empirically 

grounded foundation for examining the nuanced relationship between interfaces and 

activities. The role of interface in shaping of the public realm has also been acknowledged 

in the much earlier work of Jane Jacobs (1961) and Christopher Alexander (1977).  They 

did not propose a typology, but they did note that the key quality for interfaces is the 

ability to accommodate informal appropriations, e.g., stoops for sitting, or façade nooks 

for leaning. Jacobs and Alexander both argued that simple morphological variations could 

create opportunities for social usage and broader engagement among people.               

   

Reappropriation and determinacy of public space 

A long-standing argument exists that studying where and how people appropriate space 

provides insights into their needs from, and the functional capacity of, that space 

(Rapoport, 1982; Carr et al., 1992; Franck and Stevens, 2007; Rivlin, 2007).  While the 

basic definition of appropriation is to make something one’s own (Graumann, 2002), for 

some it has a political meaning, representing a personal right to shape a living space or to 

have “the right to the city” (Lefebvre, 1996; Purcell, 2002; Harvey, 2008).  For 

environmental psychologists, appropriation is “an interactive process through which 

individuals purposefully transform the physical environment into a meaningful place 

while in turn transforming themselves” (Feldman and Stall, 1994, p. 172).  Recent studies 

suggest that people develop emotional attachments to place through appropriation 

(Benages-Albert et al., 2015; Rioux, Scrima and Werner, 2017).  However, Proshansky 
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(1976) and de Certeau (1984) argue that appropriation of space requires continuous 

reappropriation in order to maintain usefulness and value.  The intentional addition of 

re- to appropriation emphasises the process rather than final outcome, where 

reappropriation is a continuous negotiation between personal needs and the material 

affordances of space (Gibson, 2013).    

The societal and material significance of reappropriation is arguably most 

impactful when exemplified in public places.  These are openly accessible spaces where 

people go for individual and group activities, ranging in scale from large parks to building 

stairs (Carr et al., 1992).  Urban public space is crucial for the social wellbeing of people 

and their civic identity.  It has been further suggested that when it includes elements of 

the natural landscape, public open space contributes to mental and physical wellbeing 

(Ulrich, 1981; Thompson, 2011).  However, access to open space is often not equally 

distributed, as illustrated by Wolch et al. (2005), where mapping of open space in Los 

Angeles showed that lower-income and ethnic minority neighbourhoods contain the least 

amount of parkland.  Addressing the shortage of public open space in established, densely 

populated and/or income-deprived neighbourhoods is difficult, as large parcels of land 

are not readily available for acquisition.  So, an argument has been made to adapt residual 

spaces, those typically not regarded as valuable, for that purpose (Wolch et al., 2005; 

Pincetl and Gearin 2013).   

Residual urban spaces are derelict, underused, and/or abandoned urban land 

parcels.  Relatively new but widespread occurrence in many cities, they were created 

accidentally through desertion of original usage, demolition and/or planning by-laws 

(Villagomez, 2006).  Berger (2007) mapped derelict land across the United States, which 

he calls drosscape, to highlight its prevalence and unexplored potential.  He suggests that 
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the purpose of such land can be discovered through the designer’s research process.  

However, de Solà-Morales Rubió, in his seminal essay Terrain Vague (1997), expressed 

doubts in the designer’s abilities to understand such space.  He criticises designers for 

imposing “limits, order, and form” in an effort to make ambiguous spaces “recognizable, 

identical, universal” (p.122).  Residual space can, and often is, reappropriated without 

designers’ participation.  However, when that happens, the extent, range, and meaning of 

newly produced activities are often not obvious to policymakers or the general public.  

Foster (2014) suggests that the reason is that these reappropriations fall outside of 

conventional “aesthetic expectations, urban habitual patterns and processes” (p.125).   

Ambiguity is not unique to studies of the built environment.  In scientific 

philosophy, for example, there is a long-debated concept of underdetermination, which 

describes a situation when available evidence may not be sufficient to determine what 

position to hold (Laudon, 1990).  In other words, for every theory proposed on the basis 

of empirical evidence, there is at least one rival theory that is equally well supported.  In 

the context of this study, underdetermination is deployed as a helpful concept.  It 

describes a position of uncertainty as to what residential alleys are as an urban feature, 

legally, morphologically and socially.  Alleys have been discussed as ambiguous and 

underused spaces of unrealised potential (Martin, 1996; Wolch et al., 2010; Imai, 2013). 

However, rather than regarding this as an obstacle, the purpose here is to engage with 

ambiguity.  Focusing on public/private interfaces, the relationships between residential 

lots/buildings and the reappropriations of alleys are closely examined to understand what 

contribution they make to the public realm.      
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Living on the alleys   

Alleys have long been associated with infill housing, although the characteristics of such 

housing have changed over the years.  In the 19th and early 20th century, alleys housed 

socio-economically underprivileged groups, as seen in examples from Washington D.C. 

(Borchert 1980), Galveston, (Beasley 1996), and Baltimore (Hayward 2008) in the US, 

Melbourne in Australia (Barnett & Burt, 1942), and Glasgow in the UK (Annan, 1977).  

With the rise of the social reform movement, city officials began clearing alley houses, 

citing overcrowding, poor sanitation, disease, and violence.  While many alley houses 

were demolished under slum clearance programs, those that remained underwent changes 

in population demographics from urban poor to urban professionals.  In Galveston, this 

change began as early as the Great Depression, as economic hardship brought white 

medical students and young families into affordable alley houses due to the proximity to 

a medical school (Beasley, 1996).  Similarly, in Washington D.C., by the 1970s, at least 

half of the alleys population was comprised of middle-class professionals (Borchert 

1980).   

By the late 20th century, residential alleys again became functionally valuable 

urban features in both new and historical neighbourhoods.  The New Urbanism movement 

(NU), reviving design principles of traditional neighbourhoods, advocated for 

reinstatement of back alleys.  Moving unsightly but necessary domestic services, such as 

garages, garbage pick-up, and utility lines, from streets  to alleys improved streetscape 

conditions and serendipitous social interactions (Ford, 2001; Hess 2008).  However, in a 

car-dependent lifestyle, some social activities follow cars, so the alleys of NU 

developments were also used for informal interactions among neighbours (Hess 2008).   

Historical alleys, on the other hand, became associated with infill developments and hard-
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to-attain middle-class aspirations of living in both a single-family house and the inner-

city.   While many cities allow addition of granny flats in the back, the City of Vancouver 

developed comprehensive guidelines for alley building infills (City of Vancouver, 2016).  

Under that scheme, a subdivision of plots is not allowed, and some preservation of private 

open space (backyard) is required.  There are size restrictions for residential plots and 

new buildings, as well as codes for setbacks and interface requirements, all with an aim 

of preventing the negative impacts of infills on alleys as public space.  However, these 

guidelines subscribe to conventional urban design recommendations for streets, rather 

than re-envision alleys as an urban feature in their own right.   

Residential alleys have also been studied as sites of everyday social life.  Borchert 

(1980) and Beasley (1996) discuss how alleys functioned as important social spaces for 

residents, especially children, and how such usage was unrecognised by city officials.    

Godfrey Frankel’s photographs from mid-20th century Washington D.C., depict children 

playing in alleys.  Accompanying quotes from former residents recount their positive 

experiences (Frankel and Goldstein, 1995).  Martin’s (1996) study of residents’ social 

interactions in alleys suggests that an inner block location enables social and material 

informality, which is harder to attain on streets.  Similarly, Ford’s (2001) survey of 

residents in different neighbourhoods found that alleys are valued for informal 

socialising, playing, and doing tinkering tasks.  A recent study of children’s use of alleys 

in Toronto by Furneaux and Manaugh (2019) reinforces their image as socially valuable 

spaces, arguing that alleys are great play spaces for younger children because they are 

enclosed by residential dwellings and secluded from streets.          

The benefits of transforming alleys into environmentally and socially valuable 

places, particularly in areas with a shortage of open space, have been proposed (Wolch et 
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al., 2010; Newell et al., 2013).  However, only a small number of municipalities have 

taken such steps, such as Montreal’s Ruelle Verte that supports residents in alley greening 

initiatives (Audet et al. 2019).  The program has been successful not only in greening 

alleys, but also in creating urban commons.  The success of individual alleys has 

encouraged residents of other alleys to make similar changes, and the benefits of the 

program have now multiplied across neighbourhoods in Montreal (Majer, 2010).  

 

Alleys in Melbourne  

Residential alleys in Melbourne are remnants of the 19th century rights-of-ways for 

sanitation services.  Now, they are arguably the last significant reserve of undervalued 

inner-city land.  Melbourne is the fastest growing city in Australia, but also consistently 

ranked highly for liveability by the Economist Intelligence Unit.  Maintaining a high 

liveability for an increasing population requires balancing provisions for housing and 

employment choices, infrastructure and services, and recreation and open space.  

However, in Melbourne, the areas with the lowest amounts of open space per capita are 

alley-rich inner-city neighbourhoods.  While a single alley is a tiny fragment of land, alley  

networks sum to a significant land resource.  Currently, all alleys in Melbourne are de 

facto designated as vehicular rights-of-ways for rear access, even if they do not meet 

vehicular access standards.  However, in practice, the alleys are routinely reappropriated 

for other purposes, some of which are illustrated in Figure 1.  These informal 

reappropriations are often unnoticed and unappreciated by planning officials, and there 

are no concrete plans to examine, improve or protect alleys as public open space.      
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Figure 1. Examples of reappropriations of residential alleys. 

 

 Contrary to inner-city councils, alleys in Melbourne’s Central Business District 

(CBD) have undergone a renaissance since the 1980s.  Even though they are not 

exclusively residential, their transformation is still relevant, due to their close proximity 

to inner-city residential neighbourhoods.  The process of converting formerly neglected 

and dangerous CBD alleys into socially, culturally and commercially valuable spaces 

unfolded gradually.  The combination of policies and programs by Melbourne’s City 

Council and informal activities led to successful conversions.  Formal efforts started with 

the document Strategy Plan 1985-2000 (City of Melbourne, 1984), which offered 

incentives to developers to extend dead-end alleys to streets and integrate them into the 

pedestrian network.  As alleys became more integrated, hospitality, retail, and cultural 

attractions were brought in, which attracted people into once desolate urban spaces.  

Another attraction was street art, which emerged in the late 1990s and early 2000s, and 

drew both artists and art audiences.  While the Council’s initial response was to 

criminalise all street art, a more nuanced approach was adopted later, which considered 
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the interests of residents, businesses, the police, and the Council, as well as graffiti artists 

(Young 2010).  The city thereby established three graffiti zones: (1) a “zero tolerance” 

zone where graffiti are never allowed, (2) a zone of “limited tolerance” in which property 

owners can decide whether to remove, keep or commission graffiti, and (3) “designated” 

zones in which street artists self-regulate (Young 2010).  Not only are graffiti now 

formalized and accepted, but the City of Melbourne also promotes them and provides 

self-guided walking tour maps on its tourism website.                

The less obvious but arguably more consequential function of alleys in Melbourne 

is tied to real estate development.  Alleys were not a part of Melbourne’s original plan in 

1837 (Bate, 1994).  However, as the city’s population grew rapidly after the discovery of 

gold in 1851, available land was subdivided into smaller parcels, and alleys provided 

necessary service access (Lewis et al., 1994).  In commercial areas, alleys provided access 

for deliveries, while in residential areas, the access was for sewage collection and/or 

housing infill.  Similar to other cities, in the early 20th century, Melbourne’s slums were 

often linked to alley housing, much of which was cleared by the Housing Commission’s 

slum clearance program in the first part of the 20th century (Barnett & Burt, 1942).  In 

recent years, alley infill housing re-emerged in inner-city residential neighbourhoods.  

However, unlike the formally established alley housing guidelines of Vancouver, in 

Melbourne, infill happens on an ad-hoc basis through compliance with general planning 

and building codes.  There is no design review in place; thus, design outcomes and their 

impacts on the public realm are neither examined nor considered.  This is a significant 

omission, given the role that interfaces play on public space including residential alleys.             
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Research approach and methods 

This study focuses on several inner-city neighbourhoods in Melbourne covering an area 

of almost 14 km2 (Figure 2), with a cumulative alley network that is 87 km in length.  

There are almost 1600 individual alley segments within the study area, each bordered by 

dozens of residential plots.  The neighbourhoods are diverse in urban morphology, types 

of housing, and population demographics.  Most of the land is zoned as residential, but 

gentrification and infill densification have produced residential dwellings of diverse ages 

and styles.  There are also pockets of decommissioned and light industrial use, which are 

currently being adapted to residential and mixed-use purposes.  

 

Figure 2. Map of the study area. 

The data were collected through observation and photographic documentation of 

alleys.  In the early stages, data collection and interpretation were informed by theoretical 
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propositions drawn from the literature.  However, spending time ‘in the field’ led to what 

McCall (2006) calls an “open-ended style of observation” from which new discoveries 

and pattern recognitions emerged.  All alleys were visited at least once and photographed 

from multiple locations.  Over 4,000 photographs were location-coded on the cadastral 

map and analysed for buildings and interface conditions, as well as for physical traces of 

reappropriations.  Mapping of physical traces is an established method for the study of 

people-environment relationships, particularly for activities that happen when a 

researcher is not present (Zeisel 2006).  Unlike methods that rely on self-reporting, non-

obtrusive trace mapping does not have the problem of reactivity, whereby people alter 

their behaviour when they become aware that they are being studied.        

Identifying building and interface typology entailed analysis at the scale of plots, 

but with the aim to identify representative conditions across the entire study area.  

Photographs were reviewed  to identify prevailing building types, with an interest in how 

they perform as ‘territorial sorts’ (Kärrholm 2013) through different land ownerships 

rather than architectural styles.  The focus was on how new buildings were being 

produced and the resulting effect that has had on interfaces.  Interface types were drawn 

from criteria proposed by Dovey and Wood (2015) and Gehl (2010), as well as criteria 

that emerged from the fieldwork:  directness of interface, presence or absence of access, 

and the mode and position of access.   

Directness is concerned with whether a legal boundary between an alley and a 

plot is articulated as a material boundary or as a transitional space.   

Access first establishes if there is a point of ingress/egress between an alley and a 

plot, and then what is the mode of access (i.e., car or people).   
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Position, back vs front, emerged from fieldwork observations, as an alley’s unique 

position within an urban block meant that dwellings could have either front or 

back orientations towards that alley.   

Interfaces were examined along the cadastral boundary between alleys and plots, and the 

typology was then mapped on to smaller portions of the study area, with residents’ 

reappropriations overlaid and examined in relation to interfaces.    

The aim of the interface typology was not to achieve taxonomic classification.  

Instead, classification was deployed as an analytical technique to describe how various 

interfaces could be organised according to overlapping similarities.  This approach 

resembles Max Webber’s “ideal types”, created for the purpose of theoretical discussion, 

where ideal refers to ideas, not perfections (Weber, 1949).  The aims of interface typology 

were to identify the most prevalent types, and to assess the likelihood of different types 

to enable reappropriation of alleys.    

  

Findings: Buildings and interfaces in alleys  

Characterisation of buildings in the study area was based on the types of land ownership 

of residential plots, which are currently undergoing significant change.  Residential plots 

in Melbourne are most commonly held under Torrens Title, which covers all interests in 

a plot of land including buildings and associated easements (Dredge and Coiacetto, 2011).  

The second type of land ownership is Strata Title, which is associated with medium and 

high-density developments.  Adopted in Australia in the 1960s, under the Strata Title, 

dwellings are individually owned (e.g., apartment or townhouse), while associated land 

and common areas (e.g., access driveway, courtyard, lobby, stairway, etc.) are owned and 

managed collectively through a ‘body corporate’  (Dredge and Coiacetto, 2011).  With 
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increased demands for infill densification, land and building ownerships in Melbourne 

have been shifting from Torrens to Strata.     

  Assessing buildings in residential alleys as ‘territorial sorts’ of land ownership 

led to four types, one associated with Torrens Title and three associated with Strata Title, 

as illustrated in Figure 3.  The Torrens Title buildings are diverse in age, style, and size 

and could be standalone or row houses.  However, their shared characteristic is that they 

are street-fronting single family homes (Figure 3a).  When there is a secondary dwelling 

on the plot, such as a granny-flat, that dwelling is still legally tied to the main building.  

Owners of the plots under a Torrens Title can change the style and size of the buildings 

at any time, as long as they comply with planning and buildings codes.  Owners can also 

sell their plots at any time, which can then be potentially converted into new type of land 

ownership (Strata Title) and new types of building(s).     

 

Figure 3. Building types: (a) Single family homes (Torrens title), (b) Townhouses(Strata Title), (c) Walk-

up apartments (Strata Title), (d) Elevator apartments (Strata Title). 
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Strata Title is associated with three different building types in the study area.   The 

shift from Torrens to Strata Titles has been on the rise because of the increased demand 

for higher density housing.  Closest in scale and style to single family houses are 

townhouses which include a row of attached or semi-attached dwellings that share an 

alley for common access (Figure 3b).  However, under Strata Title, residents have no 

input into the design of the dwellings, as they are sold as finished products, and are also 

restricted from altering the outsides of their dwellings.  The second type of Strata building 

are the walk-up apartments (Figure 3c), which was a popular construction from the 1960s 

to 1980s, but has waned since.  In this instance, individual apartments in the building are 

privately held, while ownership of all common areas is shared and requiring of everyone’s 

agreement for changes to the building.  A more recent iteration of Strata Title ownership 

consists of elevator apartments, as seen in Figure 3d.  These are similar to walk-up 

apartments except that these buildings are several storeys high, and have shared elevator 

access and underground parking.  Unlike other Strata buildings, which are found 

throughout the study area, elevator apartments are predominantly located along main 

commercial streets and public transport corridors.   

Analysis of public/private interfaces through the criteria of directness, access 

(including mode of access) and position (front vs back), led to seven distinct interface 

types, which are illustrated in Figure 4.   
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Figure 4. Public/private interfaces and building types on residential alleys.          
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The proposed interface typology can also be examined in relation to the level of 

determinacy, defined as the degree of dominance of a single function.  Generally 

speaking, underdetermined interfaces have a vague purpose and latent potential for 

transformation, and are mostly associated with Torrens Title buildings.  Overdetermined 

interfaces have a very clear function, little latent potential for transformation, and are 

predominantly associated with Strata Title buildings.  Interface types can be on a 

continuum between under-/over-determined, depending on the building types with which 

they are associated.  

(1) Impermeable.  There is no access into the plot/building from an alley.  Examples 

of this interface are fences and walls.  The function of the interface is 

underdetermined, as the relationship between the private space of the residential 

plot/dwelling and the public alley is not clearly evident.  While fences and walls 

belong to residents, these people cannot access the alleys directly.  However, as 

this interface is mostly associated with Torrens Title buildings, there is latent 

potential for access to be added or the building converted to Strata Title building. 

(2) Back Door.  An access exists for movement on foot between an alley and a 

plot/building; however, this is a secondary entrance, as the primary entrance is 

still on the street.  How frequently and for what purpose this access is used is 

unclear because fieldwork observations revealed that many of the back doors were 

noticeably misaligned and neglected.  The interface is underdetermined as the 

purpose of this access, and the frequency of its use, were not self-evident.  

Predominantly associated with Torrens Title buildings, this interface also has 

latent potential for conversion to other interface types and Strata Title buildings. 
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(3) Back Garage.  There is a roller door or garage entrance, which could be used for 

vehicle access.  However, the presence of a garage and roller door does not 

guarantee frequent car usage.  This interface is associated with both Torrens and 

Strata Title buildings; however, depending on the building type, there could be 

significantly different outcomes.  For example, a back-garage interface in elevator 

apartments is a gaping entrance into an underground garage, but in a single-family 

house it is a roller door set into part of the boundary fence.    

(4) Front Door.  An alley is the main point of entry into a building.  Unlike back 

doors, front doors are accompanied by letter boxes and address plates.  In most 

cases, this access is for granny-flats where the main house still faces a street.  In 

rare instances, this interface is associated with infill Strata Title buildings where 

access on foot is provided via the alley and car access via streets.        

(5) Front Dual Access.  The interface forms a primary entry for both cars and people.  

This interface is often associated with infill housing such as conversions from 

light-industrial to residential and new townhouses.  Sometimes, it is also found on 

Torrens Title buildings that, due to the historical plot subdivision, do not have 

access from the street.     

(6) Front Dual Access with Setback. This interface is similar to the previous one in 

having front entries for people and vehicles, except that it is slightly setback from 

the property boundary.  This setback primarily provides an additional 

manouvering space for cars to get into and out of garages.  New Strata Title infill 

townhouses usually have this kind of interface.  The possibility of conversion to 

other types of interfaces is highly unlikely.      
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(7) Transition.  Here the interface along the property boundary is a transitional space, 

predominantly a surface carpark.  This interface is predominately associated with 

Strata Title low-rise apartments.  Any side of a building can be oriented towards 

an alley, and when the main entry is oriented towards the alley, the dwelling is 

accessed via the surface carpark.  Even though this interface type has the most 

amount of physical space, changes to the interface and conversion to a different 

type is highly unlikely.  The only purpose for transitional space is to accommodate 

cars, so the purpose of the interface is overdetermined.      

The most prevalent interfaces in alleys of the study area were 

impermeable, back doors and garages, or underdetermined interfaces that lack a 

dominant function.  Resident reappropriations were almost exclusively connected 

to these interfaces.  This relationship is illustrated in Figure 5, where both 

interface typology and reappropriations are mapped for a portion of the study area.  

The examples of resident reappropriations mapped in Figure 5 are representative 

of reappropriations found across the entire study area.  They predominantly 

include alley gardens (both edible and decorative), basketball hoops, formal and 

improvised seating, string lighting, and play equipment.  All of them represent 

efforts to create opportunities for social activities and interaction among residents. 
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Figure 5. Locations of resident reappropriations in relation to interface types. 
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Depending on the length of a plot boundary along an alley, there could be multiple 

interfaces, as seen in Figure 5.  For example, a common interface combination in the 

study area was back door and back garage access.  When a plot was bordered by alleys 

on two sides, such as corner plots sitting at the intersection of two alleys, it was common 

to have multiple interfaces associated with that plot; one side might be impermeable and 

the other would have access.     

The prevalence of interfaces with back access (shown in shades of green on the 

map) is not surprising, given that night soil collection via rear access was the alleys’ 

original function.  Interfaces predominantly associated with Strata type buildings, such 

as front dual access and transition (shown in shades of blues) represent a small fraction 

of interfaces.  Their significance is not in their prevalence, but in the irreversible change 

they bring to alleys.  While underdetermined interfaces of Torrens Title buildings can 

transform into Strata building interfaces, the reverse transformation is unlikely to happen, 

as apartment buildings do not convert to single family homes.  Even though these 

interfaces are associated with a higher density of people whose homes are in some cases 

oriented towards alleys, physical evidence of socially oriented reappropriations was not 

observed.  As interfaces transition from back to front access, alleys become more 

determined, and there is less prospect for informal reappropriations for social activities.      

     

Discussion: Underdetermined interfaces for socially active alleys  

Examining public/private interfaces and resident reappropriations in alleys led to insights 

that do not align with the common wisdom that interfaces with active access enable social 

activities.  In other words, what is true for streets does not necessarily apply to alleys.  
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That difference, eloquently summarised many decades ago, by urbanist Lewis Mumford, 

still holds true:   

“…I had for choice, in my walks to the university, either the sight of the trimly 

tailored front lawns of the prosperous houses, or the rear service lanes that ran 

parallel, with their outbuildings and occasional clutter, their unexpected glimpses 

of carpenter sheds and garden tools, of a motor car being repaired or a heap of 

plant clippings waiting to be carted away; and more often than not, I would prefer 

the rear alley, precisely for all these little hints of life, activity, transition, which 

the placid visual arts of suburbia did their best to supress or politely disguise.  

Animation, though at the price of a little disorder, is more exhilarating, even 

aesthetically, than frozen respectability” (Mumford, 1949, p. 8).  

  

The disconnect between how alleys are seen by planning officials and by 

residents, often cited in historical studies, still exists.  The disparity is no longer between 

whether alleys are slums or neighbourhoods, but rather how they are valued as spaces in 

the public domain.  While access for sanitation purposes is long gone, the new primary 

function is not defined in the context of existing societal and environmental needs.  

Residential alleys are underdetermined spaces that do not meet the conventional aesthetic 

and functional expectations of public open space, and are therefore not considered in such 

a way.   The alleys could be more appreciated if there was a better understanding of how 

they work and what they have to offer.  Public/private interfaces play an important role 

here, as they do in other public spaces although in different ways.   

Underdetermined interfaces without a dominant function make alleys spaces of 

latent potential.  For example, an interface with a garage-like roller door is not necessarily 

used for rear vehicular access, or at least not as frequently.  Throughout the study area 

there were garage doors overgrown with vegetation, blocked off, or set above ground 

level, which indicated little to no car usage (Figure 6).  In some instances, behind the 
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garage doors were gardens and storage, and not parked cars (Figure 6).  Although some 

interfaces resembled garage entries, they were utilised for an easy access into alleys for 

bicycle loading, party spill-over into alleys, and occasional back deliveries of renovation 

materials.   

  

Figure 6. Garage entrances not used for car access (a) blocked; (b) overgrown; 

(c) elevated; (d) extended garden.  

 

Even impermeable interfaces, such as the fences and walls of Torrens Title 

buildings, play an important role in the creation of a socially and environmentally 

valuable public realm.   They are regularly reappropriated by graffiti artists and residents 

(Figure 7).  Residents sometimes commissioned graffiti for the boundary walls facing the 

alleys, but most often, graffiti appeared without their consent.   
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Figure 7. Public/private interface and street art. 

 

When that happens, residents have the option to keep or remove graffiti, thus 

becoming an informal curators of public art.  There is a continuous spatial negotiation on 

the walls and fences between residents and graffiti artists.  In addition, instances of staged 

exhibitions were also observed.   Impermeable interfaces in these alleys are anything but 

“blank” surfaces; instead they are imbued with expressive social and personal meanings.  

The effect that art can have on the expressive properties of alleys is seen in the example 

of Melbourne’s CBD.  Street art started out there as an illegal activity, but has since come 

to play an important role in reframing alleys as culturally, socially, and economically 

valuable spaces.   
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Impermeable and back access interfaces were often accompanied by overhanging 

vegetation, which provided unique experiences and opportunities (Figure 8).  Climbers 

growing from alleys along walls, and crawling from backyards into alleys, were present 

throughout the study area.  Tree branches, including those of fruit trees, enclosed some 

alleys and provided much-needed shade during the summer.  These plants are important 

habitat and food sources for insects, birds, bats, and possums.  Also, there were numerous 

anecdotal reports that people engaged in fruit poaching, which is regarded as an 

acceptable practice in the alleys.   

 

Figure 8. Public/private interface and overgrown vegetation. 

  

When an interface is overdetermined, one function dominates the space and 

precludes other activities from taking place.  Infill developments rely on alleys for garage 
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access, which transforms these alleys into single-purpose driveways.  Increasing 

population density with apartment buildings or orienting the buildings towards an alley 

does not necessarily create public interest and social engagement on that alley.    Elevator 

apartment buildings have the most imposing impact at the scale of an individual plot; 

however, their impact is restricted to the alleys in urban blocks near retail streets and 

public transport corridors.  These blocks have already been adapted for commercial use, 

and new apartments are a continuation of an already established trend.  Infill townhouses, 

on the other hand, are less imposing on individual plots; however, these townhouses have 

mushroomed throughout the study area, and thus exert more impact at the neighbourhood 

scale.  Alleys with new infill buildings do not have the underdetermination of traditional 

alleys that enables various reappropriations.            

Furthermore, changes brought to alleys through infill developments need to be 

scrutinised for their overall effects on open space, both public and private.  An example 

of this is illustrated in Figure 9, where aerial photographs from 2009 and 2016 show the 

extent to which infill densification brought change to alleys. Two residential plots with 

one house per plot in 2009 were converted to over a dozen townhouses in 2016.  

Centreline photographs of the densified alley and an unchanged one across the road show 

the extent of morphological change that could be brought to alleys through infill 

developments.  We can see from this example, which is replicated throughout the study 

area, that infill housing also noticeably affects private open space density.  Private 

backyards are disappearing, which should place more value on existing public spaces 

including residential alleys.  While population and building densities have increased, the 

area of open space has remained the same, or in the case of alleys has decreased.   
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Figure 9. Effect of infill housing on alleys. 

 

These new infill townhouses are entered though the alley, but the design of the 

building interfaces is careless.  Historical bluestone paving was pulled out and patched 

with concrete.  Windows on the ground level facing the alleys were often frosted.  There 

were no stoops or nooks around entrances that could afford sitting down and/or lingering.  

These newly produced overdetermined interfaces do not leave much opportunity for 

reappropriation and social interaction.  As the alleys became designated access into 

individual Strata Title dwellings, reappropriations were less likely to happen.   

The argument here is not to completely abolish infill housing, but to consider its 

impact on the loss of both public and private open spaces (alleys and backyards, 

respectively).  The policies for infill developments should consider the impacts of current 
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infill practices on alleys, the loss of open space, and the increased pressure on municipal 

infrastructure and services. 

 

Conclusion  

Public/private relationships in Melbourne’s residential alleys are inherently entwined.  

Since their inception, the alleys have been easements, or privately owned land reserved 

for public use.  Their original usage for sanitation purposes was abandoned long ago, so 

the pertinent question is: what are now the private and public purposes for residential 

alleys?  In principle, utilising them for infill housing seems to be an act in the public 

interest, as it creates more opportunities for living in highly desirable neighbourhoods.  

However, the changes brought with these infill developments erase the very things that 

make these neighbourhoods desirable: the balance between the vibrancy of the inner-city 

and the comfort of single-family home living.  Traditional alleys enable an informal 

blending of domestic and public life, which disappears when they become 

overdetermined.  The loss of backyards puts pressure on public open space for 

recreational and environmental purposes, such as stormwater infiltration, urban heat 

island mitigation, and habitat for urban wildlife.          

Considering both the large collective footprint of residential alleys and their broad 

distribution across increasingly more populous neighbourhoods, it is a timely task to 

examine their prospects as public open space.  Instead of the hard and grey infrastructure 

of the 19th century, alleys can become soft and green networks for services and activities.  

Their current de facto function for car access has come out of the car-centred planning 

values of 20th century Australia.  Our thinking about cities and the challenges we are 

facing today has changed since then; therefore, the purpose of residential alleys should 
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be re-examined as well.  Other prospects and possibilities should be considered, 

especially those that align with broader environmental and social sustainability 

objectives.  Lessons learned from Melbourne’s alleys could also be applied to other cities 

with extensive alley networks or other kinds of residual urban spaces.   
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