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A S Y L U M   S E E K E R S   I N   M E L B O U R N E	  
 

Asylum seekers settling in Melbourne are amongst the most marginalised groups in the city.  Awaiting the 

decision that will either grant residency, or send them back to the place they ran from, asylum seekers in 

Melbourne can remain in legal limbo for years. Australian law denies asylum seekers the right to work and 

limits the level of income support they can receive. Asylum seekers living in the community therefore 

struggle to make ends meet. Finding affordable and secure shelter is a challenge. The rental vacancy rate 

for Melbourne properties is below 2 per cent. Rental prices are far beyond the financial resources of most 

asylum seekers. Those who can secure housing are pushed onto the city’s fringes, cut off from public 

transport, schools, services, or existing communities who share their language, religion, or cultural 

background.  

 

Asylum seekers increasingly turn to community organisations for support and shelter. In Melbourne, 

Hotham Mission, the Australian Red Cross, and AMES provide housing for asylum seekers. These 

organisations report that high rental prices and a shortage of available properties makes it impossible to 

meet demand. More and more asylum seekers are seeking emergency housing, or living in overcrowded 

and dilapidated conditions. The struggle to find shelter adds to the stress asylum seekers face of providing 

for their family, negotiating the legal system, and grappling with a new language. Already fleeing 

persecution, the insecurity and isolation of life in Melbourne often leads to depression and anxiety. The 

most recent Asylum Seeker Trends report shows that 7,400 asylum seekers settled in Melbourne last year.  

The strain of the current asylum seeker experience ill-prepares these future Australian residents for 

integration with the community and the workforce.  

 

The Federal government is currently considering the suspension of all asylum seeker visa applications. This 

new strategy is part of Prime Minister Tony Abbott’s election promise to ‘stop the boats’ and make 

Australia an unappealing destination for asylum seekers. For the majority of asylum seekers who arrive by 

plane, and live amongst the community, the suspension of visa applications would cut off all access to 

services and income, placing them at severe risk of homelessness. Melbourne currently hosts over 10,000 

asylum seekers. The current housing support system simply can’t support them all. The growing legal 

isolation of asylum seekers is countered by sympathy and support within the Melbournian community. 

Politically, Melbourne is regarded as a progressive city, the historical stronghold of the union movement 

and social equity campaigns. Melbourne is now home to the only House of Representatives member from 

the leftist Greens party and is the base for civil society action around the rights of asylum seekers and 

refugees. All major Australian organisations supporting asylum seekers are based in Melbourne and local 

city councils actively support more humane immigration policies. 

 

M E L B O U R N E :   T H E   I M M I G R A N T   C I T Y 

 

Historically, Melbourne is a city built by boat people. From England, Ireland, China and Afghanistan – 

they built roads, cleared land, and mined gold. After WWII immigrants from Italy, Greece, Turkey and 

Yugoslavia arrived, followed by refugees from Indochina, Chile, and Poland. Fleeing war and economic 

collapse, immigrant communities brought to Melbourne new food, religions, languages, and celebrations. 



Immigrant communities in Melbourne moved into working-class slums around the city centre. 

Congregating together, they established communities with distinct cultural identities. Carlton, Brunswick, 

Coburg, Richmond, Collingwood – once synonymous with poverty, these areas are now among the most 

sought-after regions of the city. Vibrant and eclectic, they boast the culturally diverse restaurants, stores 

and markets that underpin Melbourne’s identity as a cosmopolitan city.  

 

Over the past 10 years, new waves of immigrants have settled in cheaper areas.  The international tourist 

market has fostered the spread of Asian eateries throughout the CBD, whilst Chinese migrants have 

shaped the economy of Springvale, and Sudanese migrants are expanding the population of Dandenong. 

From West Africa, Malaysia, India and the Philippines – Melbourne is now home to people from over 140 

nations. Each migrant group adds commerce and culture to the urban fabric, spreading out from the city 

centre like an immigrant time map. 

 

Asylum seekers could integrate with and enhance Melbourne’s existing cultural diversity. With more 

security and stability, asylum seekers could better support themselves as they rebuild their lives. Those that 

gain refugee status and become permanent residents would be better equipped to find work and become 

part of the urban community. One third of Melbournian refugees have post-high school qualifications and 

others are working in low skilled industries currently suffering from labour shortages. Helping asylum 

seekers to access secure housing and build social networks would ideally position them to become part of 

Melbourne.  

 

The city of Melbourne is unusual in its spaciousness. A medium-to-low density city, Melbourne is a 

sprawling metropolis. Empty, no-purpose areas are overlooked and rarely visited, leaving dead spaces 

between laneways, next to train stations, behind shopping strips and on the edge of parks. Small pieces of 

land tucked within the CBD, or large wastelands in the outer suburbs, these areas are owned by the Crown 

or the Victorian government but are unsuitable for major development.  

 

T H E   L I M B O X   C O N C E P T 

 

Limbox is a housing solution, a political statement, and an urban revitalisation project. Part built solution 

and part online strategy, Limbox provides affordable housing for asylum seekers whilst also facilitating 

community building and data collection.  Limbox aims to provide asylum seekers in Melbourne with the 

best possible chance of recovery and integration, and aims to provide the Melbournian community with 

the best possible chance to get to know asylum seekers face to face.  

 

The housing component of Limbox provides attractive and cheap accommodation that is highly adaptable 

and customisable. Limbox has a small floor area and can be orientated in any direction, meaning that it can 

fit into small and irregularly sized sites.  The house can also be entirely independent from the services grid 

as the house is designed to incorporate solar hot water, solar electricity, rainwater collection, and a 

composting toilet.  Limbox can fit into disused plots, backyards, unused alleyways, beside train stations and 

on the edges of parks. This adaptability means that when no conventional housing is available, asylum 



seekers can still choose to settle close to family and friends, in welcoming communities and close to 

appropriate services.  

 

Clusters of Limbox could regenerate stagnant urban areas as asylum seeker communities. Sites such as 

Melbourne’s Docklands North Wharf currently stand idle as the irregular size of the site and its lack of 

solid foundations discourages conventional building projects. A Limbox community could bring daily 

activity and family life into this area whilst also generating a permanent market for everyday consumer 

goods, especially culturally specific food products.  

 

In addition to choosing where they live, asylum seeker using Limbox can also choose the size and layout of 

their house. Bathroom, laundry, kitchen, and sleeping facilities come attached to individual plates, which 

can be rearranged within a 36 square metre floor plan. The floor plate area connects to unprogrammed 

open areas via siding glass doors. These open areas can be closed off with sliding wooden panels. By 

opening and closing the wooden panels and glass doors, asylum seekers can define interior and exterior 

spaces and determine the program of the open areas. These areas can be enclosed living spaces, open-air 

courtyards or throughways.  Large asylum seeker families can use these spaces to connect multiple Limbox 

together, therefore creating a home that meets their needs. With choice over the level of connection 

between inside and the outside world, asylum seekers can, at different times, configure their home for 

privacy, or for openness. Studies into the mental health of asylum seekers have found that a sense of 

privacy and security allows asylum seekers to manage the trauma and instability of their situation, whilst a 

sense of connection encourages asylum seekers to build social networks within their neighborhood.  

 

The flexible design of Limbox creates new connections between asylum seekers and the Melbournian 

community. The visual connection between the interior of Limbox and the outside world aims to 

normalise the lives of asylum seekers to the Melbournian community, and the open areas, when used as 

courtyards, creates opportunities for communication and interaction in an environment that still feels safe 

and controlled. In this way, Limbox is fighting back, both practically and symbolically, against the 

mystification of asylum seekers and the isolation that is caused by their legal status.  

 

T H E   L I M B O X   P R O C E S S 

 

The Limbox process is deigned to build upon the existing role of community organisations in providing 

housing to asylum seekers.  The online component of Limbox would simplify the process, whilst also 

serving as a data collection and communication tool. Under the Limbox system, all community 

organisations would be able to access a website detailing sites around Melbourne appropriate for the 

construction of Limbox. The profile of each site would include proximity to schools and services, and 

demographic data on the surrounding neighborhood and existing asylum seeker residents. After contacting 

a community organisation to discuss their housing needs, an organisational case-worker would help asylum 

seekers to log onto the website (using their visa number) and create a personal profile with demographic 

data and their preferences in terms of the type of location they are looking for (for example; close to 

schools, within LOTE community, close to asylum seeker services).  The website would then match the 



personal profile to the profile of various housing sites. After selecting a site, asylum seekers would be able 

to choose the orientation of their house, and the layout of the floor plates, including how various Limbox 

fit together (the size of the house would correspond to the number of people in the family or group). The 

organisation then places an order for a module, which is fabricated off-site and then transported and 

constructed in a single day. The module remains the property of the organisation. Asylum seekers may be 

required to pay an up-keep fee, proportionate to their means, which could be used to cover maintenance 

costs. Once asylum seekers either gain refugee status or leave Australia, the module returns to the 

organisation to be offered to new clients.  

 

The website allows organisations to keep track of available sites and ensure that clients have a degree of 

choice over the type of neighborhood they live in. The demographic profiles of current and previous 

Limbox clients would also allow community organisations to collate information on the characteristics of 

clients, where they live, and what services they require. There is currently no such information available on 

the asylum seeker population of Melbourne and this deficiency can lead to misdirected or duplicated 

service provision. The website would also be an effective means for organisations to communicate with 

their clients, and to spread information though the wider asylum seeker community.  

 

T H E   B U S I N E S S   C A S E   F O R   L I M B O X 

 

Organisations that offer accommodation to asylum seekers currently use government grants and 

community donations to provide housing in shared facilities or privately rented homes. The current 

median price for renting a 2 bedroom flat in metropolitan Melbourne is $360pw (€234.94). Assuming that 

four people live in the house, the cost of subsidising market rent comes to $4,680 (€3,054.23) per person, 

per year. This is in addition to utility costs, estimated at $400 (€261.05) per person, per year, and the $1300 

(€848.40) worth of bond assistance that DIAC grants to each asylum seeker. Added up, the annual cost of 

providing housing for four asylum seekers comes to $25,400 (€16,576.40) per year.  

 

Limbox offers a more efficient use of these existing funds. A single Limbox can be fabricated, transported 

and constructed for $22, 500 (€14,600). The house comes fully furnished and can be entirely disconnected 

from the grid, therefore reducing utility costs. Solar panel systems are used to provide energy and hot 

water, an underground water tank collects clean rainwater, and a composting toilet stores and treats waste. 

Unlike renting properties on the market, the cost of fabricating Limbox doesn’t repeat over time. For less 

than the annual cost of housing asylum seekers in privately rented properties, a single Limbox can house 

up to four asylum seekers for an indefinite period of time. As new asylum seekers move into previously 

constructed Limbox the per person cost of the Limbox system will fall dramatically.  

 

The affordability of Limbox means that smaller community organisations would be able to offer 

accommodation to asylum seekers despite not having the capital to enter the private rental market. 

Ogranisations, community groups, and religious communities could raise funds for single modules at a 

time, gradually raising capacity and reducing demand on the already overloaded larger organisations.  

 
 



L I M B O X   B U D G E T  
 
 
COMPONENT AUD EUR 
   
Module Floor Plates   
Basic Plate 100 65.0. 
Kitchen Plate 1600 1044.18 
Bathroom Plate 2825 1856.69 
Bunk plate 670 437.25 
   
Module Structure   
Exterior Wood Panels 2,176 1420.09 
Sliding Glass Doors 1000 652.61 
Steel Structure 3642 2376.82 
Exterior Roof Panels 576 375.91 
Roof Purlins 384 250.60 

Insulation (150kg compressed rice hulls) 70 45.68 
   
Module Interior   
Chipboard Interior Wall and Roof Panels 631 411.8 
27m2 Vinyl Flooring Tiles 414 270.18 
   
Off-Grid Features   

2100L Underground Water Tank 1000 652.61 
2KW Solar Panel Electricity System 4500 2936.76 
Evacuated Tube Solar Hot Water System 1000 652.61 

   
Fabrication, Transportation, and Construction  

Wages for Fabrication (2 people for 12 hours) 432 281.93 
1 Daye Crane-Truck Hire 400 261.05 

Wages for Transportation and Construction (1 driver and 3 workers 
for 12 hours) 1,008 657.83 
   
Total 22,428 14590.58 

 


