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URBAN DESIGN CONSULTATIVE GROUP MEETING

ITEM  No. 3
	Date of Panel Assessment:
	16th November 2011

	Address of Project:
	University Drive, Callaghan

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

	DA Number of Pre-DA?
	DA 11/1065

	No. of Buildings:
	5

	No. of Units:
	308

	Declaration of Conflict of Interest:
	Non-pecuniary, non-significant interests, -Bruce Yaxley as former UoN academic staff member and Philip Pollard as former Senior Architect/Planner of UoN and occasional lecturer.

	Attendees:
	John McLaughlin, Edward Highton, Trevor Gerdsen (Uni of Newcastle); Ross Styles (Architect)
Geoff Mansfield, Chris Speek (Council)


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
Following the submission of this proposal at the October meeting and the subsequent report of the Panel the University requested a further discussion to cover issues on which the panel had not been briefed at the first meeting. The application itself was unchanged but the applicant presented information covering the strategic planning issues that had been addressed before proceeding to the design of the buildings. These included the process of site selection, development of the Precinct Masterplan, the car parking strategy for the campus and the subject site, a ‘Site Constraints Analysis’, and the options considered for buildings on the site itself. It was noted that the Masterplan as developed for the University had proposed a series of interconnected buildings of varying heights disposed around four semi-enclosed courtyard spaces, with a ‘hard-landscaped’ central pedestrian circulation spine linking all the buildings. 
It is noted that the ‘Concept Analysis’ of the Precinct Masterplan then registered concern about a number of its features, including the limitation of views from the buildings, removal of significant trees, and a perception that the configuration of buildings would produce an outcome more appropriate to an ‘urban’ context. As to satisfying the needs of future student residents the University advised that the ambience of the traditional ‘college’ with its courtyards was no longer considered to be the most desirable model. With factors such as greater mobility, many overseas students, the need for accommodating a significant proportion of students with partners, and their different lifestyle expectations it had been concluded that a more ‘open’ configuration of the buildings would be preferable. 
These considerations lead to exploration of various options for a group of separate taller buildings in a more open landscape, including up to six or more ‘towers’, with cars  being accommodated in a separate detached car-park structure. These options as presented all proposed ‘Y’ shaped plans accommodating a mix of single and shared student rooms, in buildings limited to 8 storeys in height for reasons of economy related to BCA requirements.  This process lead to the solution as proposed, with four residential towers which it was argued  resulted in less site coverage, ‘more permeability’, reduction in overshadowing and maximizing of views from upper storeys. 
The additional information was appreciated and was valuable in giving a better understanding of the processes that had lead to the design as presented and reviewed at the previous meeting. After further discussion of the issues, the Panel considered that there it could not resile from the conclusions reached at the October meeting, but that it may be helpful to succinctly clarify its concerns. 
The following comments should be read as complementary to the more detailed October report:
1. Context
It is not at issue that the site chosen is appropriate for its purpose and consistent with the sound strategies for presented at the meeting for physical development of the University. 
2. Scale

See below under Built Form
3. Built Form

The most critical concern goes to the form and layout of the residential blocks. With the four very similar buildings, the same in their plan layout and height but varying only in relation to details and external materials and finishes, it is very difficult to create any sense of individual identity. It is appreciated that the ‘Y’ –plan is an economical layout for servicing, but it does result in relatively bulky visual impact from all viewing angles, whether from within or close to the site or from more distant positions. The elevations and photo-montage views tend to confirm this reading. From the more distant viewpoints the profile of the building forms does not seem to have empathy with the site. The overall image presented would be that of the type of large-scale high-rise housing development, which is characteristic of many mid-20th century expanding cities, rather than the more intimate and individual forms that traditionally distinguish residential development on academic sites. 
The Panel discussed at length the ‘Precinct Masterplan’ presented to the meeting: whilst it is appreciated that the plan configuration as illustrated is diagrammatic, this general approach to the design would appear to offer the basis of an attractive solution. Although the option was abandoned in favour of the submitted scheme, insufficient information was presented to convince the Panel that it could not have produced a far preferable solution. The considerable potential for variations in height, building forms, access arrangements, and landscape design appears very appealing.  Adoption of the ‘Masterplan’ concept would also overcome concerns as to the unwelcoming scale of the 8-storey tower buildings in the open landscape. Whilst it is agreed that conservation of significant trees is desirable, and the riparian zone is critical, any development of this density will irrevocably change the nature of the site. The tall separated buildings as proposed would tend to be more dominant in the landscape, and would not necessarily result in a better overall outcome than a combination of lower building forms, even if there were to be marginally less of the existing vegetation retained.
The location of car-parking in an isolated building remains of concern, and the earlier comments of the Panel stand. There may well be an economic arguments in favour of the separate structure, and if so these need to weighed against  disadvantages in relation to amenity, security and possibly on-going management costs.  

4. Density

The relatively high density is appropriate in the context of the planned future expansion of the University, and the desire to maximize accessibility to other parts of the campus.
5. Resource, Energy and Water Efficiency

The matters raised in the October report could be readily addressed as the design is developed. No further comments are made at this stage.
6. Landscape

See comment under Built Form
7. Amenity

No further comment
8. Safety and Security

No further comment
9. Social Dimensions

The disposition and grouping of bedrooms with dining/kitchen facilities, together with the provision of a communal room at each level appears likely to create reasonable social grouping and interaction amongst student residents on each particular floor, although the panel defers to expertise in this area as to the optimum size and mix of such groups. Concerns as to security and access between floors raised in the earlier report should be addressed.
The fundamental reservation remains that of the anonymity and lack of differences in individual character and ambience of the four blocks, and the consequential challenge for students of identifying with their own place of residence. This might be seen by some as the inevitable outcome of a contemporary society where a very large group of buildings is designed at one point in time, by contrast with the fascinating variety and ambience that typically results from sensitive incremental development. But the Panel is not persuaded that that this outcome is inevitable and urges that such variation should be a critical objective of the design process.
10.   Aesthetics

The design has been developed by respected architectural and landscape consultants, and the aesthetic quality of the buildings viewed as isolated works of architecture is not at issue, nor is the character of the landscape when considered as a complement to the design approach. Concern goes rather to the broader question of the overall visual and symbolic impact of the development for the reasons discussed above. 
Recommendation: The application cannot be supported for the reasons set out above and in the October report of the Panel. The essence of these concerns relates not to architectural character, detailed planning or density, nor to the physical level of amenity for future residents, but rather to the overriding issue of whether a different design approach would not result in a more sympathetic social and environmental outcome for this important site. 
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