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Melbourne’s coffee culture has become such a part of its 
identity that the city likes to say that no matter where you 
are in the central business district, you’re never more than 
50 metres from a flat white. Yet take one of Melbourne’s 
trams just 3km east to rough-and-tumble Victoria Street 
in the neighbourhood of North Richmond and the land-
scape is bleak. Here, amid the graffiti-covered pool halls 
and drab, concrete public-housing estates, heroin is far 
easier to score than a jolt of caffeine. 

This is the dark underbelly of Melbourne, a city that 
routinely tops global liveability rankings but is increas-
ingly grappling with a host of difficult challenges as it 
grows bigger and faster than city leaders and residents 
ever anticipated. That’s triggered an onslaught of prob-
lems, from homelessness to a drug epidemic; the city’s 
mayor, Robert Doyle, says that tackling the issue is now 
Melbourne’s most pressing priority. 

On a recent afternoon, drug users trickled into the 
North Richmond Community Health building to visit 
the neighbourhood needle exchange. There’s such a 
demand here that the centre hands out an astonishing 
70,000 syringes per month. “Normally, things slow down 
in winter – but it hasn’t really slowed down,” says Jessie 
Richardson, who works at the centre. She says over-
doses are becoming a worrying trend. In 2015 the centre 
responded to 59 overdoses, a dramatic spike compared to 
just three in 2011 and seven in 2012. This year staff have 
recorded 37 in just the first six months. 

In many ways Melbourne has become a victim of its 
own success. Because of its strong economy and enviable 
amenities – beautiful parks, excellent healthcare and edu-
cation, thriving food and arts scenes – the city is attract-
ing far more people than it’s equipped to handle. The 
population has increased by nearly one million in the past 
decade and could nearly double in size to eight million by 
2050, passing Sydney as Australia’s largest city.

For Doyle, who has run the city since 2008 and won 
re-election to a new four-year term last October, there’s 
no bigger issue facing Melbourne at the moment. How  
do you plan for unprecedented growth while maintaining 
the city’s famously breezy way of life? “That’s exactly the 
one I’d put as my number-one challenge,” the gregarious 
64-year-old city native says, sitting in his office in the 
town hall. “All of the growth projections that we’ve made 
over the past five years, we have exceeded.” 

This influx of new residents is at the root of many 
problems. Property prices are spiralling and the number 
of affordable rentals has fallen to just 5.7 per cent of total 
stock, the lowest level since the government began keep-
ing track nearly two decades ago. Homelessness and drug 
use are becoming increasingly visible concerns, both in 
the city centre and the suburbs.

Then there’s Melbourne’s seemingly unending 
sprawl, responsible for traffic congestion that now rivals 
Sydney’s notorious jams. Doyle has taken aim at what he 
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calls “dumb growth” with a plan to embrace greater den-
sity in the city. Construction is booming downtown, with 
as many as 6,000 housing units being added each year. 
Many of these new towers are going up in Southbank, 
a former industrial area that’s been transformed into a 
gleaming high-rise district and is soon to be home to the 
tallest apartment building in the southern hemisphere: 
the 319-metre Australia 108 tower. “Not everyone wants 
to live in apartments,” says Doyle. “But we’re starting to 
see a slowing of the spread at the edges of the city and I 
think that’s a good thing.” 

Of course, glitzy high-rise apartments, many of which 
are snapped up by investors, won’t solve the city’s housing 
crisis alone. There’s also a need for more affordable prop-
erties and expanded public-housing developments. Too 
many Melbournians have been priced out of the market 
and, lacking other alternatives, end up on the street, says 
Kate Colvin, policy manager at the Council to Homeless 
Persons. “The waiting lists to get into social-housing 
properties are many years long,” she says. “So if someone 
becomes homeless, that problem can’t be fixed very easily. 
They’re forced into a range of temporary solutions.” 

The issue has become a flashpoint in Melbourne this 
year. Violent clashes broke out in February when police 
cleared a homeless encampment outside the century-old 
Flinders Street Station in the heart of the city. Since then 
Doyle has backed a proposed bylaw that would outlaw 
camping in the city centre and allow authorities to confis-
cate the belongings of homeless people if left unattended. 
The backlash from homeless activists has been fierce – 
and personal. Twice this year, Doyle’s home has been 
attacked by paint bombs while his family slept at night.

“I never want to see a time when homeless people are 
bussed out of the centre as they are in some cities,” says 
Doyle. The issue has become one of the thorniest of his 
time in office. He ticked off the myriad programmes that 
the city funds to support the homeless but also stressed 
the need for more innovative thinking, such as temporary 
pop-up housing in vacant buildings under development. 
“I still don’t feel that I’m on top of this problem – and 
that’s a real difficulty.”

With the spike in overdoses there are those advocating 
a more innovative approach to treating addiction too. It 
has taken on greater urgency in North Richmond thanks 
to an inflow of drug users from all over the state – drawn 
by easy access to heroin and meth on the street – as well 
as a startling increase in the number of deaths in public 
places, such as the toilets in fast-food restaurants. In 
response a bill has been introduced in state parliament to 
establish a safe injecting-room trial in North Richmond 
similar to the facility that opened in Sydney’s gritty Kings 
Cross neighbourhood in 2001. Health officials have widely 
hailed it a success, having handled nearly 6,000 overdoses 
without a single fatality. Yet the idea remains controversial 
in Melbourne: some state and local leaders are unmoved 
and Doyle is among the more vocal opponents.

Finding a solution to these complex problems will 
require time and the co-ordinated effort of authorities, 
health officials and advocacy groups, says Doyle. In the 
short term he believes that championing urban-renewal 
projects is a smaller way to clean up grittier streets 
and have a positive impact. But the fact that the city is 
committed to tackling its darker side rather than ignoring 
it bodes well for its future quality of life.
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Phillip Roope 
Location manager, 
See-Saw films
The Sydney depicted in the second 
series of Jane Campion’s dark TV crime 
drama Top of the Lake is far removed from 
Australia’s golden sands and laidback 
barbecues in Home and Away. Roope, the 
production’s location manager, tells us 
how the city’s little-seen seedy side was 
brought to the small screen.

Q.  The series shows a darker side  
to Sydney. How did you present  
a gritty version of the city?

A.  We went looking for the odd and  
edgy. Sydney has some pretty unloved 
areas – it’s not all sandy beaches. 
A lot was actually filmed in the 
eastern suburbs and we certainly 
gave it a different look to the wealthy 
reputation it has.

 
Q.  So these affluent suburbs are 

home to some tougher spaces?
A.  Sydney is undergoing a lot of change 

and some places in quite well-known 
areas haven’t caught up yet. Many of 
the brothel scenes were filmed just 
off Oxford Street in Q Bar, an old 
nightclub that had closed down  
about two years ago – it still reeks  
of a certain seediness.

 
Q.  But surely Sydney’s beautiful 

beaches aren’t that haunting  
and dark?

A.  You say that but those cliffs in 
Clovelly where the body was pushed 
off in the first scene [in episode 
one] – you literally have the most 
extraordinary graveyard in the world. 
The tombstones tumble down the 
hill towards the cliffs and it’s a very 
eerie place at night. Creating a dark 
vibe on beaches such as Bondi was 
the creative brilliance of creator and 
executive producer Jane Campion, 
and filming in good Sydney weather 
helps, of course. Nolan Giles

From top: In ‘Top of the Lake: China Girl’, 
the investigation centres on the death of a sex 
worker; Gwendoline Christie, who plays police 
officer Miranda Hilmarsson, on Bondi Beach
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