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Cairns Style is a broad concept ranging from the  

overall pattern and rhythm of streets to the detail  

of window awnings and balustrades. 















The Cairns Queenslander has stood the test of  

time and is testimony to the use of appropriate 

materials and climatically responsive design. 





The repetitive use of a limited number of materials,  

in different ways, is also a unique characteristic  

of Cairns Style.



Tips for renovating or extending  
a Queenslander
·  Try to retain the existing materials 

in an existing house. If they need to 

be replaced because they are in poor 

condition, explore options to replace 

existing materials with similar, 

sympathetic materials. For example, 

replace weatherboards with fibre 

cement boards that have the  

same profile.

·  If older materials, such as timber 

louvres or screens have been removed 

in previous renovations, consider 

re-instating them, but find out details 

and forms that were used in the local 

area, rather than a timber trim from 

another place or era.

·  When extending or renovating try to 

use materials that are sympathetic 

with the existing materials. However, 

it is not necessary to copy the older 

works, new materials can successfully 

be used and may give more value to 

the older building and materials.



The use of louvres and lattice to enclose  

verandahs provides a degree of security  

whilst enabling breezes to penetrate. 





Why it is important 
Roof profiles contribute significantly to 

the character of Queenslander houses 

and traditional streetscapes.

Gabled and hipped roofs create large 

cavities of roof space which provides 

some insulation against the heat to the 

rooms below. This cavity is often vented 

with a roof ventilator designed to extract 

the hot air which collects in there. 

Although Queenslanders have narrow 

eaves, window hoods provide shelter to 

windows, and verandahs provide shelter 

to the internal rooms of the house.

How to do it
·  Retain existing roof profiles when 

adding extensions.

·   When adding extensions or re-roofing, 

use traditional looking galvanised  

iron sheeting.



·  Include roof ventilators at the highest 

point of the roof and vented gables to 

assist in cooling the roof cavity.

·  Traditional gutter profiles should be  

used in extensions and re-guttering. 

In Queensland, two styles of gutter 

were common: ogee and quad.

A variety of roofing profiles are part of the charm in 

regional variations of old Queensland houses and 

should always be carefully preserved when re-roofing.



Maximise the number of south and east orientated 

windows to capture the prevailing south easterly and 

north easterly breezes.



Why it is important
Casement windows and louvres 

contribute to the distinct style of Cairns 

Queenslanders. In particular, the long 

rectangular shape of casements create 

a distinct architectural pattern, which 

is further enhanced by the light and 

shade effect created when the windows 

are open. Variety between houses 

is achieved by the use of coloured 

and textured glasses and a variety of 

arrangements for mullions and glazing 

bars. Louvre windows are of a similar 

rectangle scale to casement windows 

and, again, the open windows create 

interesting textures of light and shade 

that contribute to the overall style.

Awnings made of timber and tin come in 

many different styles and give individual 

character to houses. Awnings also

contribute to the style and character by 

breaking up the face of the building and 

casting deep shadows.

How to do it
·  Reinstate casement windows where 

these have been removed or restore 

damaged windows. Although second 

hand windows are becoming difficult 

to find, they can still be sourced. 

Alternatively, new casement windows 

can be purchased.

·  Use window awnings that 

complement traditional elements.

·  Use windows that can be left open in 

the rain and locate them where they 

will catch the breeze.

Tips
·  Maximise openings to enable cross 

ventilation. This assists to naturally 

cool dwellings.

·  Maximise the number of south and 

east orientated windows to capture 

the prevailing south easterly and north 

easterly breezes.

·  Increase natural ventilation by 

reducing barriers to air movements 

through the house thus creating flow 

paths through the dwelling.

·  Provide fans to improve ventilation and 

air movement in the absence  

of breezes.

·  Look for detail of window awnings and 

casement windows in old photographs.



Why it is important
Enclosing all or part of the verandah 

with lattice, louvres or battens provides 

privacy, refuge from the elements (sun 

and rain) and allows access to cooling 

breezes enabling the verandah to be used 

as an extended living and sleeping area 

throughout the summer months. Front 

verandahs contribute to a safer street and 

assist residents to make neighbourhoods 

more social and secure by providing 

opportunities for interaction and  

passive surveillance.

How to do it
·  Partially enclose verandahs with a 

proportion of lightweight materials 

such as louvres, lattice or batten 

screens positioned to provide privacy 

from neighbouring developments and 

relief from the sun.

·  Incorporate a traditional balustrade 

and handrails. Handrails were often 

simple curves or waist shapes.

·  The addition of a ceiling fan/s and 

strategically positioned vegetation 

to shade the verandah will make 

the verandah more attractive and 

functional in the summer months.

·  Include hanging planter baskets on  

the perimeter of outdoor areas.

·  When designing a new verandah or 

deck consider summer sun positions 

and access to cooling breezes.

Tips
·  Include ceiling fans and insulate  

roofs where possible to keep the 

verandah cool.

·  Avoid locating air conditioning units on 

or adjacent to verandahs as this greatly 

reduces the verandah’s liveability.



·  Ensure new verandahs have an  

area large enough to provide 

protection from the weather and 

accommodate tables and chairs and 

other furnishings. A dimension of  

3m x 3m should be used as a guide  

to a minimum useable verandah.

·  Avoid using contemporary materials 

such as wire rope and aluminium 

framed windows on verandahs visible 

from the street as these materials 

are inconsistent with the traditional 

character of Cairns Queenslanders.

·  If there is no evidence of the original 

balustrade look at examples on 

similar Queenslanders in your 

neighbourhood or old photographs. 

‘The Cairns Historical Society’ has a 

large collection of photographs.



Garages and carports positioned at the front of  

Queenslanders often have negative impacts on the character 

of the house and upset the pattern of the streetscape.



Why it is important
When locating garages / carports it 

is essential to maintain the rhythm of 

the streetscape by not constructing 

structures that dominate, interrupt or 

detract from the character of the

existing house. This ensures that the 

character of the Cairns Queenslander 

house is maintained.

How to do it
·  Garages / carports should be located 

either underneath the house or at 

the rear or side of the house.

·  Where the construction of garages / 

carports is required in front of 

the house due to access or other 

constraints, solid walls and garage 

doors should not be included. Batten 

screening and lattice should be used 

as an alternative material.

·  Design the structure with a low roof 

profile to avoid obscuring the view of 

the house from the street.

·  Use lightweight materials consistent 

with the house.

·  Effective landscaping and design can 

soften the impact of the garage on 

the streetscape.

To maitain streetscape rhythm, 

garages and carports should be  

constructed in Area A of the  

diagram, or underneath the 

house where this is possible

Street frontage

Street frontage



Why it is important
Traditionally, a front fence indicated the 

boundary of a lot. The fences were low and 

visually permeable ensuring front yards 

were visible from the street. Consequently 

streets were places of chance social 

interactions and subject to passive 

surveillance from residents working in 

their gardens and relaxing on verandahs.

How to do it
·  Select a design, colours and materials 

that are consistent with your house.

·  Look at early photographs of houses 

in your suburb showing examples 

of fences to identify an appropriate 

scale and materials. Contemporary 

materials in the fence’s design 

will diminish the character of the 

Queenslander and the street.

·  The new fence should not be a replica 

of a fence from other regions.

·  1.8 metre (6 foot) fences should  

be avoided on the front boundary as  

this greatly reduces the view of the  

house and has negative impacts on  

the streetscape.

·  Where a 1.8 metre (6 foot) fence is 

required, the fence should have high 

transparency to ensure it does not 

detract from the streetscape.

·  Effective landscaping is also a way 

to maintain privacy and amenity on 

smaller fences whilst not detracting 

from the streetscape.



Tips
·   Research traditional fencing in your 

suburb by walking the streets and 

looking at old photographs.

·    Tall fences are inappropriate in a 

character precinct as their scale is 

usually incompatible with the existing 

buildings and their form will disturb 

the rhythm of a streetscape.

·   Include house numbers on the 

front fence as this was a traditional 

practice.

·    Local fence shops supply a variety 

of picket and post types and other 

materials that are appropriate to use 

in new fences in character precincts.

·   Do not use cheaper versions of 

historic fencing styles such as 

die-cast aluminium that mimic 

iron palisades. Hollow rolled metal 

sections are also inappropriate.

·   Fences are very important in 

enhancing the overall appearance 

of your property. Look at genuine 

old fences, observe the way they are 

designed and constructed and give 

your contractor detailed, preferably 

written and/or drawn, instructions  

on your requirements.

Increasing the height of a fence often detracts from 

the appearance of the place. Owners should research 

and establish the appropriate proportions.



Traditional colours were simple and light. Variations of 

white and light pastel colours such as blues, purples and 

mint green look attractive in the bright winter sunlight.



Why it is important
The ‘tropical style’ of Cairns is 

strengthened by a good and memorable 

palette of colours and materials. White 

remains a contemporary ‘classic’ 

and retains a popularity for residents 

restoring Cairns Queenslanders.

How to do it
Traditional colours were simple and 

light. Variations of white and light pastel 

colours such as blues, purples and mint 

green look attractive in the bright winter 

sunlight and can be invigorating in the 

gloomy wet season.

·   Avoid Southern ‘heritage’ colours 

including yellow ochres, trims  

of dark greens, browns and reds  

which originated in different climatic 

conditions. Dark colours such as grey 

and purples currently fashionable in 

the more urban settings of inner city 

Melbourne or Sydney can look very 

oppressive in the Far North’s bright 

sunlight and gloomy in the  

wet season.

·   Use a combination of pale colours on 

walls and bright colours to accentuate 

the trims. Southern Australian 

heritage colour schemes are not 

characteristic of our tropical region 

and diminish our regional style. These 

colour schemes should be avoided.



Why it is important
As Cairns Queenslanders were not typically 

enclosed underneath, consideration must 

be made to the design of the house to 

ensure that the materials used and the 

design complement the existing building 

form. Inappropriate modifications to 

houses can have detrimental impacts on 

the character values of the house and the 

streetscape as raised buildings and under 

story mass can be out of scale and context.

How to do it
·  Setback lower level walls from the 

front plane of the upper level to reduce 

the mass of the building. This can be 

effectively achieved by recessing the 

lower level to a distance of at least  

one metre from the front plane.

·  The use of materials that are 

consistent with the existing materials 

is recommended. If using masonry 

block or brick consider rendering it to 

achieve a flat painted look that is more 

complementary to the style of  

the Cairns Queenslander.



Two storey duplex at rear. 

Private entries, carparking, 

outdoor courtyards

Existing house retained

Narrow frontage site 

15-18m nominal


