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URBAN DESIGN CONSULTATIVE GROUP

MINUTES

ITEM  No.5

	Date of Panel Assessment: 
	19th October 2011

	Address of Project: 
	University Drive Callaghan

	Name of Project (if applicable): 
	Student Accommodation and Car Parking

	DA Number 
	11/1065

	No. of Buildings: 
	5

	No. of Units: 
	308

	Declaration of Conflict of Interest:
	Several members of the Group declared non-significant, non-pecuniary interests in the item.

Bruce Yaxley is a former academic member of staff in the UoN Faculty of Engineering and the Built Environment. Philip Pollard is a former Senior Architect/Planner of the UoN, and from time to time lectures in the Master of Property program.



	Attendees:
	John McLaughlin - UoN
Edward Highton - UoN

	
	Rosemarie Gidaro – Architectus

Darrel Chapman – GHD

Sue Barnsley – Landscape Architect

Chris Speek – NCC


This report is based on the ten Design Quality Principles set out in State Environmental Planning Policy No.65 which must be addressed in considering residential flat development in NSW. It is also an appropriate format for applications which do not include residential flats.

Generally
Mr McLaughlin advised the Group that demand analysis in 2007 by the university indicated significant student growth and unmet demand for on-campus accommodation. The project has been in the planning process since that time.

The project is to be debt-funded by the university and the contract for construction of all four blocks is to be let as one, although construction will be staged over several years.

The design brief was stated to have assumed retention of the bushland character of this part of the campus, hence relatively tall buildings are proposed to be spaced apart with no linking structures at ground level. The proposed building height of 25 metres (8 Storeys) was said to permit reduced building footprint and thus reduce the need to remove major trees, in order to “promote the bushland experience”. 

The three winged building plan was said by the applicant to “emphasize the integration of building/trees, by allowing established vegetation to remain and be ‘embraced’ by building wings”.

Parking for some 421 cars is proposed in a multi-level structure on a different site removed some distance to the north of the proposed residential accommodation blocks.

The proponents indicated that they had visited student accommodation facilities at many universities nationally as part of the benchmarking and brief formulation process. University Village at UNSW, also designed by Architectus, was said to be a key reference.

1. Context
The Newcastle Teachers college was constructed on the subject site in the late 1960s. Prior to that time it had been undeveloped. While some parts of the Teachers College site had earlier been partially cleared for electricity transmission lines, the majority of this site was covered with the original dry sclerophyll forest, which is still visibly in evidence at the campus. The academic precinct of the original university campus was commenced in 1965 on an adjacent site well to the west of the Teachers College, while the university’s original residential accommodation and sporting fields wrapped around the Teachers College site to its eastern and southern sides. 

The University of Newcastle came to be in control of all of the subject site in late 1989, at which time the existing Teachers College/CAE/HIHE was amalgamated with the University and the Conservatorium of Music. 

The University’s current student residential accommodation is generally located to the south of the subject site across a small creek and weir, while Evatt House is located immediately adjacent to the subject site on its south-western side.

The Group was advised by Mr McLaughlin that the University had identified considerable unmet demand for on-campus student accommodation, and the proposal which is proposed to accommodate 778 students in four colleges will almost double the current housing stock at Callaghan. 

The site is currently partially wooded with a mix predominately of the original forest, which has been augmented by supplementary planting over the period from amalgamation to 2005. A number of open air tennis courts occupy the section of the site adjacent to Oval No.1, and the Warden’s residence for Evatt house is also located on the site. The courts and the residence are proposed to be removed as part of the development.

One of the larger academic buildings at the campus, the Hunter Building, is located across the ring-road immediately to the west of the subject site. The original University campus which retains the majority of academic buildings at Callaghan, is located on the western side of the campus approximately one Kilometre from the subject site. 

While the subject site and its surrounds have been utilized for higher education purposes over the last 46 years, and the general precinct of the campus has been used for student accommodation for much of that time, the proposal represents a significant departure in both character and building form to what has occurred to date on the campus.

The proposed multi level car park servicing the residences is located some distance to the north of the residential site, on a narrow ribbon of land located abutting the Hunter Water Chichester Pipeline. It is proposed to provide parking for 421 cars, including accessible spaces for people with a disability. The site is bounded on three sides by the ring road and Wirra Crescent, one of the public access roads to the campus. It currently houses two shed structures used by the grounds staff of the university which are proposed to be demolished. These buildings are presently screened from the ring road by a dense grove of spotted gum trees planted in the 1990s. This landscaping also currently screens an unattractive industrial view of the adjacent large nearby Transgrid Substation and associated structures as viewed from the ring road and the academic buildings beyond.

2. Scale

Proposed residential accommodation buildings:

The proposed residential buildings are substantially taller than any other residential buildings on campus, or in the surrounding suburbs. The buildings’ location on a rise and their uniform height tend to reinforce the perception of their significant scale. They are also taller than any existing academic building on campus, with the current tallest being Medical Sciences which is of 6 storeys, and located at the foot of a substantial hill, which also reduces its apparent scale. 

While the design brief’s stated objective of not unnecessarily removing “major” trees is commendable, in practice the provided documentation indicates that the open spaces between and around the proposed buildings will in any case see very substantial numbers of trees and their understorey removed. This removal is accountable to a variety of valid reasons – including reducing bushfire risk, provision of access roads, provision of accessible pathways (at very low grade for wheel chair use), provision of clear sight lines, creation of open grassed recreation areas and the like. However, in the view of the Group, the net result of this removal is that the bushland character which was sought to be retained, will inevitably be severely compromised.

In order to satisfy a brief for a substantial number of residences on the site, the Group was of the view that a more urban approach was preferable, with a formal definition of space at the ground plane level. This would take a design approach more akin to the cited University Village at UNSW, which includes buildings connected at ground level by a series of attractively landscaped courtyards, defined on each side by the surrounding building form. The active pedestrian ‘street’ through the series of courtyards can be protected in areas from rain and sun, and is appropriately sheltered. It was suggested that with such a form could achieve the desired accommodation with a suggested maximum height of 6 storeys, but with a variety of building heights to generate a more interesting skyline. The suggested 6 storeys maximum would also create less overshadowing of surrounding spaces (including Edwards Hall) and is more in keeping with the applicant’s stated intent of restricting the building height to that of the taller existing trees on campus.

Multi-level car park:
While the car park structure is not particularly tall at 4 storeys, the relatively very limited size of the selected site and its very close proximity to the ring road to the building mean that there is no useful opportunity of providing any landscape screening to the structure. In this respect the Group was of the view that the provided renderings were unachievable in terms of landscape screening in the available space. This closeness of the structure to the pedestrian path and the road exaggerate the bulk and scale of this structure.

3. Built Form

The Group acknowledged that the proposed three-winged layout with its central core represented an efficient floor plate by virtue of requiring only one stair and permitted a useful common area at the hub. However, this plan also determines that it is possible to provide ideal orientation to one wing, or acceptable orientation to two wings, with the third wing inevitably receiving quite poor orientation in terms of solar aspect. The Group asked a number of questions which related to the reasoning behind the proposed arrangement of the four buildings across the site, as this was not clearly evident from the documentation. The answers provided did not permit the Group to gain a greater understanding of this reasoning, and the layout appears to be haphazard and arbitrary, with the spaces generated between the buildings tending to be rather desolate.

The built form of the buildings was considered to be unusual in a modern Australian context, and was somewhat reminiscent of the architecture that was common in the former eastern bloc countries. While a degree of interest has been achieved in the building facades by the introduction of sunshades and a variety of materials and textures, this benefit is overwhelmed by the visual dominance of the uniformity and repeated form of the four structures.

4. Density
The design brief called for a moderately high density of accommodation, although similar densities have previously been achieved within some parts of existing campus colleges Edwards Hall and Barahinebahn. Existing residential accommodation is typically two and three storey blocks.

While the proposed density of accommodation was considered quite acceptable by the Group, the strategy of creating four separate tall buildings spaced in an open ground plane was considered to be questionable. A more urban approach to the design was encouraged to achieved the desired density.

5. Resource, Energy and Water Efficiency

Mr McLaughlin indicated that it was intended to achieve a four GreenStar rating for the development, which the Group supported as a worthy endeavour. However, little information was provided to outline how this benchmark would be achieved. One of the main means outlined for achieving a good environmental outcome was stated to be the use of ventilated floor slabs and cross ventilation to the apartments, which was supported by the group. It is not clear from the documentation if this inclusion limits the ceiling heights in the bedrooms to less than 2.7m, which is the minimum required by the RFDC. (The living rooms were stated to achieve the 2.7m ceiling height). Similarly, the use of gas boosted solar heated water was considered to be a positive initiative, as was the notion of allowing for future adaptation of the buildings to another use if necessary.

Solar Access:

While building orientation and solar access were stated to optimise natural light and cross ventilation, the layout does not achieve optimal orientation for solar access. A Number of living rooms face primarily to the south, as does the un-walled recreation area on the ground floor of Building C.

Dependency on lifts:

It is inevitable as building height increases that residents are more likely to use lifts in favour of using the stairs. This has an energy use implication. Furthermore, security reasons may determine that access between floors for residents will be restricted by access controls, such that one has to be given permission electronically to access a floor, and that access must be by lift. A mixture of lesser building heights if provided, would better encourage the use of stairs rather than universal reliance on lifts for access.

Water:

Although the documents state that no supplementary watering will be provided to the landscaping, it is inevitable that the proposed large areas of turf and unshaded ground-cover planting which will inevitably require supplementary watering if they are to survive.

6. Landscape

The Group indicated its positive support for the concept of retaining the existing “Bushland Campus”, and for the proponent’s stated desire to ensure this character is retained at Callaghan. However, given the documented very considerable requirement for the removal of trees and understory from the subject site for various reasons, it is evident that very little of the existing mature bushland will remain on the site. Furthermore, the quite limited proposed new planting of spotted gum (Corymbia maculata) trees, even when fully grown, will not substantially change a likely perception of a very open, arguably barren landscape.

The nature and quality of the open spaces between the large blocks was considered by the Group to be poorly resolved, with large expanses of unshaded open area proposed to be finished in crushed granite material set in resin. The lack of protection from summer sun and from winter prevailing winds in these expansive open areas, coupled with the inevitable feelings of being overlooked and exposed, were considered to result in a poor landscape outcome. 

The provided renderings indicate in some areas that umbrellas will be used to provide some sun protection to seating areas on the perimeter of buildings, but the Group was of the view that well considered structural shade and weather protection was preferable to umbrellas. The use of veranda spaces, pergolas and other areas which offer a degree of shelter and protection from the elements was considered to be far preferable. Likewise, given the summer mosquito problem at the site, consideration should be given to providing some screened areas for barbeques and outdoor passive recreation.

7. Amenity

While a number of apartments enjoy good aspect and solar access, others are less well provided. As common areas are provided on each floor, an opportunity arises for addressing the lack of winter sun to some apartments by providing an attractive common space on the same level as the apartment. However, only one of the four proposed tower blocks (building D) takes advantage of this opportunity by orientating the common room space to the north. 

Within the six bedroom units, which are the predominant typology, the floor area available in both the kitchen and living areas is quite limited for the number of residents. Only one stove and sink is provided. Similarly the outdoor deck is extremely narrow and is of limited use because of difficulty of furnishing it functionally. 

As outlined elsewhere, there is a long walk between the residents’ car park and the accommodation. It is suggested that a shuttle bus will transport residents between these areas, but it is difficult to conceive how this could be practical. 

Given the common occurrence of students at the university moving into accommodation at the beginning of semester, and moving out at the end, there is a high demand generated across a short period for vehicular access close to the residences to allow the movement in and out of personal goods. The  provision of only four vehicle spaces per dwelling for both visitors and residents is likely to generate conflict and difficulty during this period. 

As noted under 6. Landscape, the lack of more intimate and sheltered outdoor spaces, as well as some insect screened semi-outdoor areas is regrettable. 

8. Safety and Security

The Group was of the view that the considerable distance between the residential blocks and the dedicated resident car parking was an inconvenient and potentially very unsafe approach. The notion of addressing this situation via a shuttle bus, as mentioned in the documents, was considered unworkable. The applicants mentioned in discussion that Evatt House is very popular with students because of the opportunity of residents parking their cars close to their accommodation. This has a two pronged benefit – one of convenience and personal safety in moving between vehicle and residence, the second relating to the increased safety of the vehicle itself from theft or vandalism because of casual surveillance. Other residences such as Edwards Hall have experienced ongoing problems with vehicle damage and theft from the large car park located immediately to the south of the Hall because it is not readily observed from the residences. The proposal for an isolated new car park would establish a situation which is considerably worse than that already identified with existing residences, as the proposed car park is far removed from the residences and any other building. This proposal is not supported by the Group.

Secure basement parking could readily be provided underneath each residential block at a similar cost to the proposed multi-level car park, which would provide significantly greater levels of security for residents and their vehicles – not to mention much greater convenience.

9. Social Dimensions
The four blocks are essentially repetitive, with some differentiation in external colours and finishes.  It is considered that it would be far preferable if there were to be strongly distinctive and different characteristics in relation to height, form, layout, and organization which would create for residents a strong sense of identification, rather than their living in a somewhat anonymous very large development. 

The application mentions the importance of providing opportunities for residents to gather on each floor, within each college (building) and as a larger community. This consideration is supported, but it is difficult to evaluate the degree with which this intent can be translated into positive outcome under the proposal. For example, no indication was given of security measures within residential blocks – will residents of other floors have access? Will it be possible to use the stair, or will security determine that access can only be by lift? The quality of outdoor spaces for social gatherings is of concern, as mentioned elsewhere in this report.

10.   Aesthetics

The adopted building form is reminiscent of a typology that is not commonly seen in modern Australian development. The buildings will appear quite substantial in scale, and stand in a very open landscape. The stated goal of presenting the towers as standing in a bushland landscape was considered not to be realistically achievable bythe design.

The symbolic issue of the residences being the tallest buildings on the campus was not discussed and is a matter for debate at the University, but the Panel has reservations as to whether this is appropriate. It is not clear that student accommodation on this site would be consistent with the masterplan regarding the most appropriate location and activity for the tallest university buildings.
The use of extensive areas of black concrete on the building facades was questioned in terms of contributing to heat gain (although the exterior is insulated) and in terms of the aesthetic outcome.

Reliance on colour branding reflects a lack of architectural character and the generation of a quality perception of place.
Recommendation: 
The Group expressed considerable reservations about the proposal, particularly in respect to the chosen building form, which is repeated across the four towers. While supporting the stated desire of the proponents to preserve the bushland character of the campus, the Group was of the view that this had not been achieved by the design. A more ‘urban’ or structured design response, which pays more attention to the spaces generated between buildings and which provides basement parking for residents was considered to be a more appropriate approach. Such a design would preferably be limited to six storeys.

The Group expressed particular concern at the isolated location of the proposed dedicated car park, primarily for personal safety and property security reasons, but also because the proposal was considered to be unacceptably and unnecessarily inconvenient. The Group was also of the view that the aesthetic impact of the proposed car park would be very significant because of the lack of any useful opportunity for landscape screening the structure.
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