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Foreword

What is the role of architects as critical participants 
in the re-making of public and private space after 
bushfires and how do they play a role in responding, 
assisting, performing and generating mitigation 
across design for bushfire-prone communities of 
Australia?

This project began with an intent to investigate, 
map and present how architects have previously 
intervened and provided assistance to bushfire 
affected communities, in contrast to the current 
methods of assistance being provided by architects 
after the recent 2019–20 Australian bushfire season, 
colloquially known as Black Summer. 

Originally, the project aimed to collate information 
from both clients and architects involved, in order 
raise questions on how we as a profession could 
do things better and more importantly, how 
architects can make radical change. However, the 
early conversations provided tremendous insight 
into the different ways individuals and practices 
are contributing to the profession of architecture 
in the bushfire sphere. As a result the focus 
shifted, concentrating on a larger collection of 
interviews which exposed specific knowledge to 
the wider design community of the finer details and 
commitments for bushfire design. 

An online publication and exhibition, titled 
‘threeninefivenine’ will present this culmination of 
research to industry and peers, but more importantly 
it’s catalogue and archive, that will service both the 
public and industry as a resource of knowledge, 
experience and information.
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Process

The process of selection took place on several fronts; 
on one hand based on those who had volunteered 
through the Architects Assist Initiative, on the other 
through the web pages of firms themselves, scrolling 
through their projects, or those who had participated 
in similar bushfire events in the past, such as Black 
Saturday. The target was quite precise; practices who 
had completed a project in a bushfire prone area in 
the past, or practices currently engaged for a project 
affected by a Bushfire Attack Level (BAL) rating. 

For those unfamiliar, the BAL rating is the Australian 
standard for measuring the risk of a home’s exposure 
to ember attack, radiant heat and direct flame 
contact. The BAL rating determines the construction 
and building requirements necessary to protect 
homes in bushfire prone areas.

Naturally the goal was to include as many architects 
throughout Australian as possible, in order to reflect 
a wide picture. However, this is by no means a 
complete capture of architects and projects in this 
avenue, it is simply a small snippet exposing the 
work to the public and architectural discourse. 

A series of questions were put forward to each 
participating architect or practice along the 
trajectory of two continuous threads, the project in 
question itself and the immediate periphery of the 
nuances surrounding their engagement.

Whilst questions may be repeated to various 
participants, it should be noted that this is an 
intentional act to capture and compare responses. 
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Interview
Anderson Architecture
Simon Anderson
Principal

Based in Sydney, Australia, Anderson 
Architecture was established in 2002 under 
the direction of architect Simon Anderson. 

The practice has experience working on a 
range of project types, specialising in the 
design and realisation of sustainable, high 
quality residential projects.

I caught up with Simon to hear more about 
his recent appointment as a qualified 
bushfire firefighter with the RFS, his takings 
from the most recent Australian Bushfire 
Building Conference and finally to discuss 
his Off Grid House. 

CA: Great to catch up with you again Simon. 
Last time we spoke you were well under way to 
becoming a NSW RFS volunteer, how are things 
progressing on this journey?

SA: I’m now a qualified ‘Bushfire Fighter’ or BF 
for short. With this season much quieter than last, 
I haven’t yet had to fight any fires yet. The next 
qualification I’m hoping to be achieve and be trained 
in is called a ‘Village Firefighter’ of VF. As the valley 
we live in has no local Fire & Rescue station, we as 
RFS volunteers could be the first to 
respond to a house fire and the VF 
qualifications enable you to fight 
structure fires.

CA: During your training to become 
a RFS volunteer, did you learn 
anything new or unexpected in 
terms of architecture’s ability to 
mitigate fire or assist in defending 
fire? 

SA: It was interesting to see how the 
experienced RFS personnel view 
home they deem can be or can’t 
be defended. A lot came down to 
the materials used and how close 
landscaping was to the homes, 
made me really think about what’s 
described as ‘defendable space’ 
around homes. When you realise that 
even a fully kitted out fire fighter 
with all the up to date PPE can only 
tolerate around 10 kilowatts of radiant heat for a 
short period of time, we realise that the architecture 
and envelope of a building is crucial to surviving any 
significant bushfire. Even a low level bush fire attack 
(BAL) of 12.5 is 12.5kilowatts of radiant heat. So it’s 
hard to imagine what a structure goes through to 
resist a BAL 40 or Flame zone level of fire.

CA: Your Off Grid house completed last year 
presented a number of challenges due to its 
remoteness within the Blue Mountains. One key 

feature of this project was an experimental external 
metal screen which could be lowered completely as 
a BAL flame zone barrier in the event of a fire. Were 
any other design decisions made as a direct result 
of the bushfire attach levels?

SA: The use of gravel around the home up to the 
facade with a robust 300mm skirt of flame zone 
material at the base below the start of the cladding, 
means you can easily rack up leaves that gather 
around the edge of the home. The roof forms are 

also quite simple to reduce area 
leaves can collect. The steel portal 
frame that holds up the southern 
concrete facade was also kept 
inside the house so intense heat 
wouldn’t effect the structure.

CA: This was your first time 
working with a bushfire 
consultant, how early were 
they engaged and what impact 
did they have on the project? 
How important are they to the 
process?

SA: We actually spoke to a 
bushfire consultant before making 
an offer on the property. We 
asked them about how many trees 
would need to be cleared and 
they said not many, so we went 
away and purchased the property. 
The advice we received ended 

up being incorrect and another bushfire consultant 
showed us why more trees would need removal, 
even though we wanted to go for a high BAL rating, 
to reduce the clearing.  Bush fire consultants are 
crucial and should be engaged as soon as possible 
but it pays to use an experienced practitioner and 
even seek a second opinion on difficult sites.

CA: Earlier this year you attended the 2020 
Australian Bushfire Building Conference where it 
was announced that 11% of homes lost during the 

Photography, Nick Bowers.
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2019/2020 bushfire season were outside areas 
declared as “bushfire prone”, while 92% of all 
homes destroyed, were lost due to ember attack. 
What do you think this means for Australian 
Architecture looking towards the future?

SA: Bush fire resistant construction and details 
needs to be thought about for all suburban homes 
that are within kilometres of bush land. I don’t think 
it’s too difficult to think about the subfloor areas 
and facades of houses and how to minimise the 
chances of ember igniting the structure.  Smoke can 
travel even further so we are saying to clients that 
a ‘heat recovery ventilation or HRV system should 
be in all homes. These can be fitted with F7 Hepa 
filters that can remove bushfire smoke from entering 
homes. When HRV systems are combined with air 
tight construction, smoke infiltration and be greatly 
reduced and energy efficiency greatly improved.

CA: The theme for this year’s Australian Bushfire 
Building Conference was ‘stronger & smarter: 
lessons learnt’. What lessons did you take away 
from this symposium that you will apply to your 
body of work?

SA: Both times I’ve been to this conference I’ve come 
away shocked out of a sense of complacency and 
realising there is so much to learn in this field. Many 
of the bushfire events we are now seeing are intense 
and homes need to be very robust to deal with the 
incredible temperatures that can be experienced. 
For this reason where ever budget permit we prefer 
using masonry construction as its inherently more 
robust. When you see images of burnt down homes, 
its the masonry elements that appear relatively 
unscathed.

CA: Your Off Grid house was designed and built to 
the previous AS3959 standards meanwhile both 
your Grosper Mountain House and Black Heath 
house are designed to meet the current AS3959 
standards. What’s changed to date and if you were 
to recommended any further revisions, changes or 
inclusions what would they be, why?

SA: The standard used for the off grid house utilized 
a high BAL rating for windows in combination 
with shutters. The new standard has much lower 
requirements for windows behind bushfire tested 
shutters, which is all well and good if the shutters are 
down. To combat this we suggest to clients BAL 40 
windows are used behind shutters just in case the 
shutters aren’t closed.

CA: The Gospers Mountain ‘mega fire’ started from 
a single ignition point which quickly destroyed an 
area seven times the size of Singapore. One of your 
clients lost their house as a result of this fire and 
have decided to rebuild. What was this experience 
like helping them not only rebuild their home, but 
their lives?

SA: These clients were actually quite matter of fact 
about their situation. They managed to save some 
valuable items but really just loved the property 
enough, that they could see that one day the bush 
would recover and had dreams to rebuild a bushfire 
resistant home to Passiv Haus standard, in the same 
location as the old house. So they will have a house 
that requires very little extra heating or cooling and 
highly bushfire resistant, luckily mostly paid for by 

their insurance. Every time we visited the site after 
the fire there were incredible differences in the way 
the bush was rebounding, so I think its this it this 
positive force in nature that keeps us all going.

CA: The house celebrates the beauty of the site, 
framing a favourite tree of the clients which 
survived. How did you address the bushfire risk 
towards this particular project? 

SA: A much larger asset protection zone around 
the house was developed with the help of the 

bushfire consultant and some vigorous discussions 
with the RFS. Interestingly the European evergreen 
trees near the house survived and will still be close 
to the new house. The large feature Angophora 
which is their favourite tree, will also be close to 
the house and already re shooting. In terms of the 
house construction, the floors are now concrete on 
steel columns that are over sized to help deal with 
a future bushfire. The cladding is now colorbond 
metal, a far improvement from the cladding of the 
old home.
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CA: Did you have any hesitations towards the 
project given the previous house burnt to the 
ground? What made you feel confident from an 
architectural perspective that this wouldn’t re 
occur? 

SA: The previous house was clad in western red 
cedar so anything would be better than that. I think 
with the right team around you coming up with 
a bushfire resistant home isn’t too difficult. For 
instance this house is up on steel columns due to the 
slope of the land but with a concrete under belly and 
columns designed by the engineer to with stand a 
fire giving good is reason for hope.

CA: Your Black Heath House is also a result of the 
2019/2020 bushfire season. Did you apply any of 
the experiences learnt from your previous projects 
towards this house?

SA: The house has steep pitched rooves to help shed 
leaf litter, as its being built with trees quite close to 
the building envelope. There is also a masonry back 
bone to this house like in the Offgrid house which 
should make the home more robust. It too will have 
a heat recovery ventilation system like the others 
discussed, that should exclude bushfire smoke while 
also reducing energy consumption.  

This home also has the added risk of neighbouring 
houses that are quite close to the new home and 
most likely as they are older homes, not built 
to current standards, so our new home has to 
potentially withstand intense fires from either of the 
neighbour’s houses burning down. For this reason, 
the side elevations don’t have many windows, one of 
the weakest parts of a homes construction.

CA: Did you design the landscaping for any of these 
projects? If so, how do they respond to the risk of 
bushfire?

SA: Yes we came up with the landscape concept and 
suggested lower flammability plants. The plants are 
spaced apart with non continuous runs to reduce 

the spread of flame. In the Offgrid home it also has a 
ponds close to the house to aid in cooling in summer 
and can be used as a water source.

CA: A key point stressed at this years bushfire 
conference was that the vast majority of the 
housing stock in New South Wales is ill-equipped 
to respond to the conditions that we endured 
last bushfire season. How can existing houses 

and buildings be retrofitted to be more resistant 
to bushfires? Do you think existing houses built 
before AS3959 need to be brought up to today’s 
standards, regardless whether they are undertaking 
renovations?

SA: Certainly ideas like enclosing subfloors, reducing 
planting against homes, gutter guard aren’t too 
difficult to achieve. I think the big issue is house to 
house flame spread, if your neighbour doesn’t look 
after their home and yard, and  their house catches 
fire, it’s much more difficult to protect your home, if 
not up to current standards and not clad with non 
combustible cladding.

CA: With the benefit of hindsight, any thoughts 
on what a future collective response from your 
professional body could entail for future fire 
seasons?

SA: I think a ‘design guide’ document that is very 
user friendly for homes owners to use and better 
understand design and construction ideas, that 
are bushfire resistant, would be a great initiative. 
Like that developed by the CSIRO and Queensland 
government called: Bushfire Resilient Building 
Guidance for Queensland Homes.

CA: Finally, what advice can you give to other 
architects/clients approaching a design in a high 
bushfire attack level?

SA: Seek out a BPAD certified bushfire consultant, 
early on to determine the options, but this feedback 
that is often to increase the cleared area, or ‘asset 
prospection zone’ needs to be balanced with the 
feedback from a ecologist and or flora & fauna 
experts. An architect with experience with these 
issues can be a great arbiter to help find a balanced 
approach and in developing an argument to council.

Photography, Nick Bowers.

Photography, Nick Bowers.
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Interview
Andrew Simpson Architects
Andrew Simpson
Director

Andrew Simpson is a trained architect and 
interior designer based in Victoria, Australia. 
His practice, Andrew Simpson Architects 
were engaged to design a house for their 
existing clients after their beach side house 
was destroyed by the devastating bushfires 
which ravaged the south coast of the Otway 
ranges in Christmas 2015. 

The site is located on the steep hills 
between Wye River and Separation Creek 
with sublime 270 degree views across 
Bass Straight. Though spectacular, the 
site brought with it a series of onerous 
constraints. It was classified as partially 
Flame Zone and BAL40 which had 
significant implications for the entire 
project, including glazing, window 
fabrication and cladding systems. 

I spoke with Andrew to hear more about 
the streamlined approach to planning which 
was developed specifically for areas of Wye 
River and Separation Creek affected by 
the Christmas 2015 bushfire. This approach 
includes simplified planning controls and a 
more collaborative approach to approvals 
across the planning, building, health and 
engineering teams within Council. 

CA: This project is a result of the bushfires 
which devastated the small town of Wye river 
on Christmas day 2015. Andrew, what was 
that first site visit like with the clients? Where 
do you start with a project of this nature?

AS: The clients weren’t around when we first 
visited the site. I do remember the experience 
of driving over a crest of the road, with the 
uninterrupted view to the ocean. It was a 
surreal experience as there were no trees 
left and the steepness of the site gave the 
impression that you were about to drive 
off a cliff into the surf below! There was 
palpable sense of contrast – the blackened 
earth / rolling surf / extreme elevation – it is 
a site that I think you might apply describe 
as intense or powerful – I think I came away 
feeling a little trepidation about doing justice 
to the site and circumstance of the build.

CA: You were already familiar with your clients, 
having previously designed a house for them in the 
past. Did this prior relationship make this particular 
project any easier or more difficult?

AS: We’d already gone through an prolonged 
process on a house that was of individual heritage 
significance (built by the lead juror of the Ned Kelly 
trial). Fortunately, it was the parents of these clients 
who became the main point of contact on this 
job and brought a fresh sense of excitement and 
energy to the project….so, no, it wasn’t any more 
difficult – they were great to work with and wanted 
a great piece of architecture.

CA: The government streamlined planning controls 
and the process for rebuilding dwellings that were 
damaged by the 2015 bushfires. Could you talk us 
through what this fast track planning process was 
and the impacts it had on the project? 

AS: Our experience of the planning process was 
very positive (apart from a few hiccups later in the 
piece when bureaucracy reared its head again). The 

system they setup was very responsive and answers 
came back quickly. Because of the circumstance 
we couldn’t respond to existing conditions as you 
might ordinarily (with setbacks, etc.) We were 
proactive in speaking with neighbours about what 
they were planning to ensure that the design 
anticipated what was likely to occur nearby. This 
occurred on an individual level, but I think broader 
community engagement / organisation about the 
design responses in a collective sense would have 
been worth pursuing. We did have issues with the 
post-fire preparation of the area as there was over-
enthusiastic clearing of the Wye River hillside which 
then lead to landslip during the winter months – my 
sense is that more trees could have been saved. 
There was a very active community engagement 
process which I think helped to keep things on 
track and the bushfire rating analysis was done 
on a community-wide level which was far more 
efficient. Building surveying services were provided 
by council for free and this also helped to expedite 
the process. As the planning process returned to 
council we faced more challenges in the build, 
particularly near the end in relation to bushfire 
management and CFA compliance.

Photography, Peter Bennetts.
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CA: A lot of people assume a higher BAL rating 
equates to higher costs. Do you think this is the 
case? If so, where are these additional costs 
distributed across the project?

AS: I think it is fair to say that high BAL ratings 
increase cost. Yes – you can design smaller window 
areas and compensate in this way. and innovative 
design often occurs when budgets are placed 
under pressure. However, there is no doubt that 
certain material choices and construction methods 
are simply impossible to do when the house needs 
to respond to these constraints. For instance – 
we were required to have dedicated water tanks 
with a certain vertical distance of the road, which 
happened to be on the steepest part of the site. 
As a result, what might ordinarily be a $5000 job 
turning into a $40,000 feat of engineering. 

CA: Did you approcah the design any differently 
from the outset knowing their previous home 
burnt to the ground? Were you or the clients at all 
hesitant to rebuild? What made you feel confident 
that this wouldn’t happen again?

AS: The clients are even more energetic than 
us! They were fantastic – completely engaged 
and driven – I think they found a lot of joy in the 
process. I don’t think it ever crossed their mind 
that that the house wouldn’t be rebuilt and they 
also saw opportunities in having a view that was 
previously obscured by dense forest.   

CA: Materiality is an important aspect of any 
design, yet this decision when dealing with high 
bushfire attack levels is often taken out of your 
hands. Do you think that this hard stance of 
compliance is justified? What materials and key 
design stratergies protect the Y House from future 
fire events?

AS: Constraints often help in terms of 
conceptualising a project, and the material 
limitations were positive. The exterior steel charcoal 
cladding became a wonderful counterpoint to the 
warmth of natural timbers on the interior of the 
house. The analogous landscape conditions of 
charred eucalypts and the regrowth that emerges 
so quickly after a bushfire was not lost on us. We 

referred to the house early on as a 
‘datum for growth’ – both in terms of 
the occupation of three generations 
of a family and the landscape in which 
the architecture is set.

CA: Were you also involved in the 
landscaping for this project? If so, 
how does it respond to the risk of 
bushfire? 

AS: Yes we were involved in the 
landscaping, though not in terms of 
species or plant selection. As there 
was no sewer connection we needed 
a dispersal field to treat waste water. 
This meant that site coverage of 
the house as a proportion of the 
landscape (given the number of 
occupants) was in play as a design 
consideration. The tiered landscaping 

CA: Although spectacular, the site brought with 
it a series of onerous constraints. One major 
consideration for you to deal with was the site 
Bushfire Attack level classification, which was 
partially Flame Zone and partially BAL40. How 
did you approach these restrictions and what 
implications did they have on the project?

AS: The biggest impact was on the siting of 
the house. We came to the very edge of the 
Flame Zone but avoided working within this 

area. Obviously, even at BAL40 it brings serious 
constraints to material selection and window 
extents. I think the positive aspect to this was 
that it forced a very focused mindset with relation 
to window placement. On a site like this, clients 
invariably want the full panoramic view (essentially 
a glass box) which we often try to avoid for reasons 
of ESD as well as to encourage a more variable 
experience of connection between the landscape 
and interior – so the bushfire rating worked to our 
advantage in the long run, apart from pushing up 
the construction cost.

Photography, Peter Bennetts.

Photography, Peter Bennetts.
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provided flattened areas for treatment as well as 
garden beds.

CA: In regards to bushfire resilient design, what 
was the most important lesson you took away from 
this project? 

AS: I’m not sure that there’s a specific lesson – 
each project is unique. We have completed other 
projects with bushfire constraints, but clients 
and sites can drive a project in many different 
directions, and the focus can shift accordingly. I feel 
passionate about understanding the context (the 
social, environmental and philosophical parameters 
in which architecture finds itself and responds 
to) – for me bushfire resilience is just one of those 
parameters.

CA: The notion of time is often brought up 
in discussions surrounding bushfire recovery, 
or disaster recovery in general. Y house was 
completed in 2019, four years after the original 
fires. Typically a project a of this scale/size would 
be completed in approximately half that time. Why 
was this project so drawn out? 

AS: Just to clarify, it took 3 years to hit practical 
completion at Wye River – there was a protracted 
process in relation to the landscape work 
afterwards. We very rarely have projects finish 
within 2 years - without planning a typical time 
span for us is 2 years. On a bad day, just the 
planning process can take 18months, and a 
typical build for us is 14-18months! Architecture 
is for tortoises...I’m not convinced that bushfire 
conditions impact too much on timeframes.

CA: Having worked closely with The Australian 
Standards AS 3959 - construction of buildings in 
bushfire-prone areas, over this period. Firstly, do 
you think they are enough to protect built work 
from fire or are there areas which you think warant 
attention if they were up for review?

AS: I’m not an 
expert in the 
behaviour of fires 
and wouldn’t 
claim to have the 
knowledge to 
ascertain whether 
the Australian 
Standard 3959 
is sufficient or 
otherwise. I’m not 
a fan of burdening 
the industry 
with onerous 
bureaucratic 
constraints. This 
is a broader 
argument about 
codification and 
professional 
and personal 
responsibility - 
we are seeing 
some ridiculous 
requirements more 
recently in the BCA 
– and have found
building surveyors
increasingly
difficult to work
with. In relation
to bushfire I think
there are other
issues at play in
terms of where we
build and how we
protect the natural
environment,
including how (or
even whether we
should) locate
buildings close to
or within national
and state parks.

Photography, Peter Bennetts.
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Interview
Aspect Architecture
Matthew Cooper 
Director

Scott Mason 
Associate

Megan Cochran
Architectural Graduate

Established by Matt Cooper in 2000, 
Aspect Architecture is a boutique, people 
orientated practice situated only metres 
from the beautiful beaches of Kingscliff in 
Northern NSW. 

I caught up with Matt and his team to 
hear more about their pro bono project in 
Nymboida, how they were engaged, what 
it was like working with clients who are 
currently homeless and their thoughts on 
how the profession can balance pro bono 
work with more traditional contracts. 

CA: This engagement is a result of bushfires which 
devastated the small town of Nymboida late last 
year. Have you hand any previous experience 
working with bushfire related recovery projects in 
the past?

MC:This is the first. To clarify we have not been able 
to progress very much on the project due to town 
planning restrictions and the existing conditions on 
the site. 

CA: Could you tell us a little more information 
about this project, your involvement and how the 
design came about?

SM: Our involvement was to help the client design 
their home, get past the required council stages 
such as DA and get to a BA stage where they would 
have a general set of plans they could build with. 
The client expressed that they would be building 
it over time with gathered materials. Therefore our 
plans would be a general direction. 

Our design for the house has only been discussed 
at present as a master planning concept where 
there would be a main communal pavilion then 
3 other living zones for the 3 sisters and their 
families. The design was to be as sustainable 
as possible using mudbricks and services such 
as compost toilet, tank water, solar and on site 
sewerage treatment. 

CA: You have offered your services for zero fees 
which a tremendous offer of good will, what were 
the reasons behind this? Have you done pro bono 
work before?

MC: Not to this level of commitment. The reason 
was due to the nature of the disaster and our 
wanting to contribute and give back using our 
skillset. 

CA: How do you as an office balance work of this 
nature with regular work?

MC: We all agreed we would take this project on 
voluntarily in our own time and so we organised to 
have weekly meetings outside of work hours. This 
regularity varied as we came to many hold points 
waiting on further instruction as to where we could 
actually build the house on the site. 

CA: Are any other consultants also assisting this 
family pro bono? Looking at this from a more 
broader view, why should architects offer their 
services for free whilst other consultants are 
potentially engaged for a traditional fee structure?

SM: At the moment it is just a town planner who is 
doing the project pro bono. 

CA: Talk us through what that initial site/client visit 
was like? It must of been quite confronting seeing 
the devastation of these bushfires up close.

MC: It was definitely confronting and it was 
incredible and moving to hear their story firsthand. 
They were an incredible family with incredible spirit 
and hospitality. It was confronting to see them still 
living in sheds and caravans (they would be still). 
We walked around the site with them and looked 
at the potential build site and allowed them to tell 
us what they would like. We then sat down and we 
went through a process of setting up expectations 
and what services we would provide. We then did 
our briefing process in a verbal manner (we usually 
do this through a digital document), to understand 
exactly how many rooms, facilities, services, feel 
and materiality they would like in the proposed 
dwelling. This was a fairly detailed briefing process. 

CA: After interacting with victims first hand, how 
did you assess their readiness to engage with an 
architect?

SM: We got the impression that the process was 
rather overwhelming (just like any of our clients) 
as there is so much to consider when building, 
especially the council requirements and the number 
of additional consultants we would require. 
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CA: Your clients are currently residing on site in 
their caravan, and while your engagement along 
with other architects who have also offered their 
services assist with the replacement of their homes 
in the long run, do you think enough was done for 
this community and others in terms of short term 
accommodation?

MC: Access to council support really held up the 
process. Numerous points of contact through 
council were passed around and it was difficult to 
get town planning answers and access to their free 
services they were offering such as BAL certificates 
and surveys. As mentioned this has been the case 
since mid last year and we have not been able to 
progress with the project. I do believe they received 
support in the way of earthwork services, and some 
other equipment for their temporary dwellings. 

CA: Did you have any hesitations to designing a 
house on this site given the previous house burnt 
to the ground? What made you feel confident 
from an architectural/construction aspect that this 
wouldn’t re occur?

MC: We are still trying to figure out what we can 
and can’t do. There doesn’t appear to be a clear 
way of moving forward and building for this 
situation. 

CA: You completed an in house BAL assessment 
through use of the ‘BAL risk assessment 
application kit’ provided by the nsw rural fire 
service. What was this process like? Do you think 
this system is accurate or should an independent 
bal assessment take place?

SM: We have not done this as we don’t feel 
confident doing it. We will be engaging a 
professional to do this. 

CA: Aspect architecture have used this project 
as a opportunity to take on a recent architectural 
graduate and provide them with first hand industry 
experience. Firstly, what a great initiative to not 

only give back to the community but to provide 
and insight into the profession for young aspiring 
architects. What made you take this step and why 
should other offices follow your direction?

MC: We thought it would be a good to give 
someone the opportunity to gain some experience 
as well as volunteer. The graduate no longer 
is doing this project with us due to their work 
commitments. We believe it is a good idea for 
others, however it does require another level of 
coordination and communication. 

CA: The recent fires in Australia have been 
the worst on record. Beyond offering victims 
assistance for individual house designs, any 
thoughts on what a future collective response from 
the professional body could entail?

SM: Better temporary modular housing could be a 
great start. A push for better examples and support 
in designing post-bushfire construction would also 
be beneficial. 

CA: In closing, why should clients engage an 
architect to help them redesign their home after a 
bushfire?

MC: We believe the architectural process and the 
consideration given to the process of site analysis 
and the time taken to understand the client, climate 
and context creates a more lasting and sustainable 
housing outcome. 



Building community engagement with architectural services in bushfire affected communities

29

Alastair Swayn Research Grant from the Alastair Swayn Foundation

28

Interview
Casey Brown Architecture
Rob Brown
Director

Founded in 1986, Casey Brown Architecture 
is an architectural studio based in Sydney 
with over 100 built projects across Australia. 

Renown for their enduring Architecture, 
I spoke with their founding Director 
Rob Brown about two of their projects, 
the Morning Bay House which was just 
recently completed late last year and the 
Tumbarumba Bushfire Rebuild which is 
currently in Planning. 

Two vastly different projects, it was 
insightful to hear the different approaches 
not only in siting but through materiality 
and design.

CA: Thanks for taking the time today to discuss 
your recent works Rob. Let’s start the conversation 
with your Morning Bay House. Enclosed by dense 
forests of the Ku Ring Gai National Park the BAL 
rating for this project was extremely high - flame 
zone on 3 sides and bal 40 to the waters edge. Did 
you approach this project any differently from the 
outset given its high bushfire attack level? 

RB: Absolutely, the plan reflects a conscious 
programme of creating an outer adjustable steel fire 
proof shell with an inner timber façade separated 
from the steel skin by a large covered verandah to 
the north and a 
covered way to 
the south with 
steel casement 
shutters acting as 
wind scoops and 
privacy screens 
to the east and 
west elevations. 
This allows for a 
relatively normal 
house, with 
timber doors and 
windows, timber 
deck behind the 
corten adjustable 
screens which 
when up provide 
additional 
shade, weather 
protection.

CA: Were your clients aware of the BAL rating 
prior to your engagement or was this something 
you discovered together through the engagement 
of a bushfire consultant?

RB: The clients were aware of the site being 
bushfire affected but not of the implications in 
regard to design and cost.  

CA: The house is situated on a steep north facing 

block, accessible only by boat. Did your clients 
have any hesitations to building on this site given 
its remoteness and close proximity to natural 
bushland? 

RB: I think it was the location in a National Park, on 
the waters edge facing north that attracted them to 
the land in the first place.

CA: Architecturally, what impact did the high BAL 
rating have on the project and your approach to 
design? 

RB: The high BAL 
rating obviously 
impacted 
the choice of 
materials used 
externally 
principally 
corten steel 
and equitone a 
modern version 
of fibre cement 
sheet with an 
integral colour in 
our case ‘black’.

CA: This house 
could be referred 
to as a ‘machine 
for fighting fire’. 
How does this 

house respond to the threat of wildfires? 

RB: The adjustable metal skin closes down over all 
opening when a fire threat is imminent. Gravity fed 
water tanks supply 40000l of water to the house 
with out the need for pumps in the case of  a wild 
fire. Orientation is to the north with the water as 
an escape route and steep slope to the south, the 
fire can only come down the slope against the 
prevailing wind direction  which greatly reduces 
its intensity. The tree canopy has been cleared 
immediately surrounding the house.

Concept Sketch, Casey Brown Architecture.
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CA: Given the same project a second time, would 
you do anything differently? Why? 

RB: No, I think we solved all the issues and time will 
test the results.

CA: Let’s move onto your more recent project, 
the Tumbarumba Bushfire Rebuild which is still 
in the early stages of design. Located in the 
Snowy Mountains, the clients previous house was 
destroyed in the 2019 NYE fires. 

How were you engaged for this project and how 
did you approach such a delicate situation to 
design a ‘replacement house’ for you clients? 

RB: Like most clients these days they did their 
research on the internet and liked our web site, 
our approach and having done quite a few house 
in bush fire affected sites I felt confident we could 
help them.

CA: Why did you opt for a custom designed fire 
shutter system over a proprietary product which 
was tried and tested? Was this a difficult task to 
achieve? 

Did you design any prototypes and test their 
performance under similar bushfire conditions? 

RB: We were not happy with the off shelf available 
fire shutters for the principal façade enclosing the 
large verandah where most outdoor living with the 
water views and northern sun would take place. 
Hence, customised up ward lifting concertina corten 
shutters were tested in the work shop and installed.

CA: Your design for this project is best understood 
in section, where a series of ‘zones’ create a 
mechanism for living. Could you elaborate how 
these zones work and what it enabled you to 
achieve, both in a materially and spatial sense? 

RB: We wanted the house/home to feel as normal 
and open to the temperate climate and amazing 
views as possible with the bush fire features being 
integral to the overall design not tacked on to 
achieve certification. In other words the bush fire 
solution was to be a dynamic part of the buildings 
design.

Photography, Rob Brown. Photography, Rob Brown.

Photography, Rob Brown.
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CA: Talk us through what it was like heading out 
for that first site visit? How did you tackle the 
conversation, was it just like any other client 
meeting? 

RB: Driving to the site for the first time to meet the 
clients and see the site was scary, even after a year 
the landscape was devastated, pine forests with not 
a living plant but the native forests roaring back 
to life with the tell tale green shoots out of every 
blackened branch. 

The house site was lush green after heavy rain 
falls came 2 weeks after the fire but there was not 
anything left just white powder and twisted metal. 
Fortunately the clients saved all their animals but 
lost everything in the house.

CA: From a wider perspective, do you think 
architects are well equipped to deal with scenarios 
like this where clients are suffering extreme loss 
and trauma due to natural or man-made disasters? 

RB: Yes there was trauma but I think the architect 
can bring joy to the situation as the concept of 
rebuilding takes shape and renewal is possible 
despite the fire. People are extremely resilient in the 
country having to endure fires ,droughts and floods 
over a life time.

CA: The BAL rating for this project was only 12.5, 
where you surprised at this low level given the 
previous house was completely burnt down? 

Architecturally, what did you design wise to reduce 
the likely hood of damage in the event of another 
fire in the region? 

RB: Yes I was surprised but given that most of the 
close by trees had been destroyed the house was 
in a larger clearing and with a new design with 
enclosed eves, no  gutters, fire resilient timbers 
and sprinklers I felt we were going to be better 
prepared in the event of a bush fire. 

The fire that swept through on new year 2020 
was so extreme no house could survive, you can’t 
design for that one in a hundred fire.

CA: Did you take or apply anything learnt from the 
Morning Bay House to this project?

RB: Very different ratings and risk, which produced 
a different design  result.

CA: It is well documented that a higher BAL 
rating equates to a higher cost of construction. 
Having worked on two projects now which are at 
either ends of the scale in respect to BAL rating, 
do you think this statement is true? What advice 
would you give to others looking to manage these 
additional costs? 

RB: Yes the higher the rating the higher the cost, At 
the on set the clients need to be advised that the 
choice of location adds a premium to the cost to 
minimise risk due to bushfires.

CA: The recent fires in Australia have been more 
severe than they have ever been in the past. 
Beyond offering victims individual assistance 
through one off architectural design, what else can 
be done by the profession as a whole to create a 
larger impact and driver for change?

RB: Best possible approach is for the profession 
to promote thru publications, research and awards 
integrated design solutions to minimising bush fire 
risk.

CA: Finally, what advice would you give to a fellow 
architect approaching a project of this nature? 

RB: Understand the issues and creatively solve the 
problems, to create highly liveable homes in the 
bush that respond to the fire risk positively.

Concept Sketch, Casey Brown Architecture.
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Interview
Chris Connell Design
Chris Connell
Director

Chris Connell has over 30 years’ experience 
in the architecture, interior design and 
furniture industries. I caught up with Chris 
Connell and Architect Ben Hutton to talk 
all things design and bushfire in relation to 
their recently completed Cumulus House.

We discussed his project in great detail, 
learning how through the use of a 
certified fire bunker, Chris was able to 
reduce the BAL FZ rating to BAL 40 and 
the implications this had on the overall 
project. Chris describes how the 2015 
fires exposed a lot of challenges in Wye 
River not just in relation to bushfire risk. 
Land slip risk, access, adequate effluent 
disposal areas, town planning and local 
council requirements all contributed to the 
increased complexity of building there. 

CA: In the wake of the Wye River fires, residents 
of both Wye River and Separation Creek are now 
covered by a Bushfire Management Overlay (BMO), 
which resulted in the Bushfire Attack Level (BAL) 
rating of many sites being raised. 

Higher BAL ratings 
stipulate homes must 
be built with certain 
materials and in a certain 
way to give the structures 
the best chance of 
surviving fire. What BAL 
rating was specified 
for your site, and what 
impact did this have on 
the project?

CC: Located at the top of 
a steep vegetated slope 
the site was designated 
BAL – Flame Zone (FZ). 
An existing planning 
permit on the site allowed 
for the BAL rating to 
be reduced to BAL-40 
with a fire-bunker. The 
BAL rating impacted 
the design in relation 
to material and product 
selection, non combustible 
cladding, decking, BAL-40 
rated windows, etc. We 
chose to use Barestone 
compressed fibre cement 
sheet as the external 
cladding for its durability 
and fire-resistant 
properties. The size of the 
panels dictated the proportions of the building.

CA: When were you engaged for your architectural 
services? Did you or the client have any hesitations 
towards rebuilding?

CC: In the case of Karingal Dr not particularly we 
were engaged to rebuild shortly after the fires. We 
were engaged shortly after our clients purchased the 
block to design a new home at 3 Dunoon Rd.

CA: The site sat vacant for 
a number of years, why?

CC: Dunoon Rd was vacant 
prior to the bushfires albeit 
for a small shed that was 
lost. Our clients purchased 
the block with an existing 
planning permit.

CA: Wye River house 
utilises a fire bunker to 
provide future protection 
in the unlikely event the 
residents are trapped and 
cannot escape the fire 
front. was this a client 
request or a requirement 
due to the BAL rating? 
Where is the bunker 
located and how does it 
function if the residents 
were to be caught out?

CC: An existing planning 
permit on the site allowed 
for the BAL rating to be 
reduced to BAL-40 with 
a fire-bunker. While the 
cost of the fire-bunker its 
expensive a lower BAL-
40 rating affords greater 
design opportunities and 
building economy. The 

bunker is located into the hill below the driveway, we 
wanted to conceal the bunker as much as possible, 
while complying with the strict siting requirements. 
The fire-bunker functions as a means of last resort if 
the occupants are unable to evacuate.

Photography, Willem-dirk du Toit.
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CA: Did you also consider the surrounding 
landscaping for this project? If so, how does it work 
with the house and respond to the risk of bushfire?

CC: The BMO is very specific in relation to 
landscaping. The site was relatively clear with 
exception of some dead trees which were removed 
as part of the planning permit. Native planting: 
grasses and shrubs, were planted to support the land 
disturbed by the construction of the fire bunker and 
driveway.

CA: Bushfire Management Consultant and former 
senior Victorian Government 
Bushfire Protection Officer, 
Denis O’Bryan said ‘if the local 
government properly managed the 
land in and around Wye River, that 
that process alone would better 
protect homes as opposed to 
imposing higher BAL ratings’.2 Do 
you agree with this statement?

CC: Yes and no, it should be a 
combination of both. A higher BAL 
rated home doesn’t fully protect 
from a bushfire. And homeowners 
should be responsible to maintain 
their properties and have a bushfire 
management plan.

CA: A number of homes that 
survived the bushfires remain as 
they were originally built, with 
no amendments or changes to 
their design, material or structure. With such a 
prevalent threat of ember attack, do you think it’s 
fair that your clients have houses like these as their 
neighbours given the risk of ignition? 

How can existing houses and buildings be 
retrofitted to be more resistant to fire? Should the 
existing housing stock of Wye River be made to 
comply to the current AS3959 standards?

CC: Good question and a difficult one. This is a 
question for the appropriate authorities.

CA: People often assume that a higher BAL rating 
equates to a higher cost of construction. Do you 
think this statement is true and how did it impact 
the project?

CC: Certainly, in the case of BAL-40 and BAL-FZ 
the cost of construction can raise considerably. 
Fire-resistant materials as opposed to lightweight 
timber construction, enclosed deck structures and 
deck materials etc. BAL-40 rated windows and fire 

shutters are expensive with fewer manufactures 
available that provide tested systems. In the case of  
Dunoon Rd the fire-bunker and installation were a 
significant expense, but the benefits outweighed the 
cost.

CA: A number of sites in and around Wye River 
are still vacant after these devastating fires, what 
advice would you give to both client and Architect 
approaching a design similar to this nature?

CA: Architecturally, what other key design 
strategies protect this house from fire?

CC: Fire resistant materials. 
Bal-40 rated windows and doors (tested system). 
Fire-fighting water tank.

CA: From a design point of view, do you treat a 
project situated in bushfire prone area differently 
compared to a typical project?

CC: There is no typical project particularly when 
building coastal homes. Every project should 
respond to site. A characteristic of this site is the 
significant fire risk.

Photography, Willem-dirk du Toit.

Early Sketch, Chris Connell Design.
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CC: The 2015 fires exposed a lot of challenges in 
Wye River not just in relation to bushfire risk. Land 
slip risk, access, adequate effluent disposal areas, 
town planning and local council requirements all 
contributed to the increased complexity of building 
there. Clients and architects should be aware of the 
risks and costs and seek advice from council, local 
builders etc.

CA: AS3959, the national standards for construction 
of buildings in bushfire-prone areas are due for 
review. Currently, do you think they enough or 
are there areas in which you think warrant more 

investigation? If you could propose changes to 
these standards, what would they be and why?

CC: Again, this is a question for the appropriate 
authorities.

CA: Do you believe it’s possible to design a house 
that could withstand the ferocity of the bushfires 
that swept across this site all those years ago?

CC: Possibly, if one were to construct the house 
essentially as a fire bunker. Bushfires though are 
unpredictable and there is no guarantee of survival 

from a bushfire. Fire sprinkler arrays, vegetation 
removal around the dwelling could also help 
withstand a bushfire.

CA: Finally, should people reside in areas like Wye 
River that top the scale in terms of bushfire risk?

CC: There is risk everywhere from climate change, 
flood, severe storms, etc. It is our responsibility as 
architects and designers to best respond to site and 
environmental conditions combined with adequate 
land management and legislative requirements 
(Aust. Standards etc.) risk can be mitigated. 

Homeowners too should be extra vigilant and have 
an obligation to maintain their properties and have a 
bushfire management plan.

Photography, Willem-dirk du Toit.

Sketch, Chris Connell Design.
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Interview
CplusC Architectural Workshop
Clinton Cole
Managing Director

Clinton Cole is the founding director 
of CplusC. He holds two degrees in 
Architecture from the University of Sydney 
and is a registered architect, a licensed 
builder and accredited construction 
supervisor with the NSW Office of Fair 
Trading.

I spoke with Clinton about the advantages 
of having both an architectural and building 
background, and how that translated to a 
better outcome for both his team and their 
client. Clinton provides an in-depth analysis 
of the current AS3959 standards and where 
he thinks there is room for improvement. 

He speaks of his concern that “the NSW 
approach to bush fire regulation is a 
piecemeal approach which has been 
irreversibly tainted by political concerns 
rather than solid technical grounding 
and a risk based approach”. We hear 
how important it is to engage a bushfire 
consultant early in the conversation and 
how this pays dividends later on in the 
project. 

CA: Thanks for taking the time today 
to catch up Clinton, firstly could you 
tell us a little more information about 
the Skyspace House, your involvement 
and how the design come about?

CC: We were involved as both 
Architects from concept to Council 
development submission. After 
development approvals were granted 
we were then engaged as the Builders 
for the project and performed all 
detailed construction documentation 
for the project. We retained the brick 
base of the existing home to reduce 
cost and fast track construction of the 
new dwelling which consisted of three 
bedrooms, two bathrooms.

CA: Being both a registered architect 
& a licensed builder must certainly 
have its advantages. was this project 
your first experience dealing with a 
project in regard to AS3959? Please 
talk us through how you found the 
standards from both an architectural 
and builders point of view.

CC: It does have many advantages, one 
of which is understanding the impact 
of AS3959 from design, specification 
all the way through construction to 
certification. 

This is not our first rodeo with a 
AS3959 project, but it will most likely 
be our last.

The simple answer to the question 
around dealing with AS3959 
BALFZ impacted projects from an 
architectural and building perspective 
is this - difficult and complex and even 
more difficult and complex! 

Photography, Jackie Chan.
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RFS. As a result of this change, there are only three 
window suppliers who can provide products that 
meet the stringency now required. Our Skyspace 
house would no longer meet BAL-FZ standards 
today.

This decision increased the cost of door and 
window construction in BAL-FZ buildings to a 
point where single residential dwellings are cost 
prohibitive to build. It was a ‘re-zoning of land 
by stealth’ in my view. The change was made 
with limited consultation, no publicly available 
justification and had immediate effect and the 
three manufacturers would have felt like all their 

Christmases had come at once. One of those 
manufacturers is a family run business and in all my 
dealings with the many thousands of manufacturers 
and sub-contractors we have worked with and 
engaged over the years this particular company 
proved to be the most difficult, unreasonable and 
unprofessional that we have ever worked with. They 
made our architectural and construction teams’ life 
a living hell and they can get away with it because 
the NSWRFS handed them a monopoly on the 
market by default. 

Considering this history, the clause on page 18, 
2.2 of the PBP that “… the Commissioner may 
make direct changes to a BFPL (bush fire prone 
land map) at any time” is regarded with concern. 
This clause gives the Commissioner a high level 
of individual discretion in the regulatory system 
without a correspondingly high requirement for 
accountability and transparency.

CA: For those residents in New South Wales who 
haven’t been through the process before and are 
dealing with a similar site with a BAL overlay, 
could you explain the process in regard to bushfire 
consultants, the RFS and council?

CC: Firstly, before we engage any consultants, we 
will do a quick research online to check whether 
the project is bushfire affected (via RFS and 
NSW Planning) and the possible BAL rating by 
researching the das of the neighbouring properties. 
This allows us to make the clients aware of the 
potential constraints and to prepare them for the 
process and costs ahead of them.

A bushfire consultant (ideally BPAD level 3 
accredited practitioner) will then be engaged 
to carry out a preliminary bushfire assessment 
including a site inspection to identify the BAL 
rating of the site and provide opportunities and 
constraints advice accordingly. This should be 
done early on so that the architect is aware of the 
options, feasibility and limitations as the design 
concepts are developing. 

CA: If the standards were up for review, what 
would you like to see changed or included?

CC: The NSW Rural Fire Service (NSW RFS) 
consulted stakeholders on a Draft Planning for 
Bush Fire Protection (PBP) 2017 document. This 
document was a revision to the Planning for Bush 
Fire Protection 2006 document which was in force 
at the time. The PBP 2019 was legislatively adopted 
in the Environmental Planning & Assessment 
Regulations on 1 March 2020

In my role as registered architect and licensed 
builder, I have designed and built many properties 
in areas which would now be regarded as bush fire-
prone land, including in BAL-FZ conditions. I have 
had the opportunity to see the bush fire regulations 
change over many years. I am concerned that 
the NSW approach to bush fire regulation is a 
piecemeal approach which has been irreversibly 
tainted by political concerns rather than solid 
technical grounding and a risk based approach. 

Further, the lack of a holistic approach has resulted 
in a situation where the bush fire construction 
requirements are in active conflict with the need to 
provide high quality amenity with cross ventilation, 
a seamless spatial connection from inside to 
outside and avoid practical issues like damp and 
condensation. There is also the matter of the cost 
to the environment more broadly with respect to 
the embodied energy of the materials required 
for compliance. Put simply, no one is asking the 
question whether the PBP provisions may be 
literally costing the earth to purportedly save lives.

The proposed changes to the PBP document in 
2017 were not accompanied by a Better Regulation 
Statement or Regulatory Impact Statement as 
per the NSW Finance Services and Innovation’s 
Better Regulation Guidance. This is particularly 
concerning given that in recent years the NSW RFS 
has something of a track record of introducing ill-
conceived and poorly drafted policy measures with 
significant impact on planning and construction in 

bush fire areas with limited consultation or notice. 
This includes the controversial 10-50 vegetation 
clearing code, which was so poorly drafted and 
targeted that it had to be revised after 12 months 
due to widespread abuse.

In June 2017, the NSW RFS released a Fact Sheet on 
Combustible Construction in Bush Fire-Prone Areas 
which was framed as a “clarification” of permitted 
construction but was in fact effectively a change in 
stringency. The previously acceptable combination 
of a non-combustible shutter and BAL-40 rated 
window as an appropriate construction solution 
in BAL-FZ was no longer endorsed by the NSW 

Photography, Jackie Chan.
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A Bushfire Risk/Protection Assessment will also be 
required by the Council as part of the Development 
Application although they do not assess the 
report, they only require it be submitted with 
the application. The report will be referred to the 
NSWRFS for consideration and usually bushfire 
conditions will be imposed to the DA based on 
RFS’s recommendations.

CA: Why should clients facing a similar site/project 
engage an architect in the first place?

CC: Architects are trained to be problem solvers 
and creative thinkers, a skill set that is beneficial 
for any project that has complex processes and 
constraints.  A reputable Architect will also assess 
the feasibility of a project before it commences 
and advise the client whether the project is even 
worth starting. This is critical when dealing with 
Bal-40 and BAL-FZ impacted properties. Often, 
after conducting a thumbnail feasibility, I advise 
clients that their budgets are insufficient to deliver 
the projects they are seeking to achieve on affected 
sites. Unfortunately, many of those homeowners 
were not even aware that the properties they had 
purchased were bushfire affected. Very rarely is 
a homeowner aware of both the impact and cost 
associated with complying with AS3959.

CA: Material choice is an important consideration 
that obviously depends on the bushfire attack level 
rating. What materials and key design strategies 
protect the skyspace house from fire?

CC: The Skyspace project required BAL FZ 
construction but unlike the typical heavy masonry 
construction typically used for compliance we 
chose a light weight timber and steel framed 
construction, mainly to meet client’s vision of 
achieving a ‘tree house’ but also for buildability 
and access reasons on a steep site. We used non-
combustible fibre cement sheeting with fire rated 
plasterboard substrate on the façade of Skyspace 
House. 

CA: Could you talk us through how the design 
responds to both the clients brief and the strict 
regulations governed by as3959?

CC: As the building required BAL FZ construction, 
all the exposed doors and windows were required 
to be flame zone tested and AS compliant, or a 
bushfire shutter on the outside that complies with 
AS3959 with BAL40 doors and windows behind. As 
noted above this cost effective system no longer 
complies. We had proceeded with this system for 
cost reasons and managed to design a bulkhead 

detail that fully conceals the bushfire shutters when 
open rather than exposing the shutters pelmets on 
the outside which would have made the home feel 
like a security bunker.

CA: Did you approach the project any differently 
from the outset considering its high bal rating?

CC: Bushfire compliant 
doors and windows 
are very expensive 
(5-6 times the cost 
of standard domestic 
aluminium framed 
systems) so we had 
to be strategic in the 
placement and amount 
of openings as we 
developed the design 
concept.  

CA: What added 
complexities did the 
BAL FZ rating have on 
the project?

CC: Timber is strictly 
prohibited to be used 
on the outside of the 
building, unless any 
of the timber made 
products are tested to 
comply with AS3959. 
In the past, NSW RFS 
prohibited any use of 
timber despite some 
manufacturer’s timber 
products being fully 
tested and compliant, 
but I understand they have begun accepting BAL 
FZ compliant timber doors and windows recently. 
It is important to ensure the local government 
approval authority does not make the external use 
of timber a restricted condition in the DA approval 
as some have this as a standard condition.

CA: People often assume that a higher BAL 
rating equates to higher costs. Having worked 
on a number projects varying in BAL scale and 
complexity, do you think this statement is true? 
How can having architects involved in projects like 
this help reduce these additional costs?

CC: We think this 
statement is a fair 
and true statement 
and particularly so 
where BAL40 and 
BALFZ properties 
are identified. 
BAL40 and BALFZ 
compliant products 
and suppliers are 
limited and generally 
less competitive 
hence the higher cost. 
The construction 
systems and details 
are also more complex 
compared to a 
standard construction 
due to the construction 
performance 
requirements in 
AS3959.   

I am further concerned 
that the 2019 PBP 
document has 
extended the bush 
fire construction 
requirements to 
buildings in areas 
mapped as prone to 
grassland fires. Without 

appropriate mapping of the grassland areas it is 
impossible to accurately assess the appropriateness 
and impact of this recent regulatory change. The 
suggested “catch all” provisions to designate 
affected buildings in grassland areas as requiring 
BAL FZ or BAL-12.5 construction appears to have 
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industry body. In my experience, the 
training and competency demonstrated 
by accredited Bushfire planning 
and designers required ranges from 
attendance at a short course to many 
years of experience in the sector with 
a firm understanding of fire behavior. I 
strongly believe that an issue as critical 
and important as the credentialing of 
practitioners with a life-safety remit 
should be subject to more rigorous 
oversight. I believe this is congruent with 
the findings of the Lambert Review.

CA: In regard to bushfire design 
mitigation, what was the most valuable 
lesson you took away from this project?

CC: There are often ways to reduce the 
BAL rating of a façade such as creating a 
shield between the building and the fire 
source.

Be strategic with the placement of 
openings.

CA: What advice can you give to other 
architects approaching a project with a 
similar bal rating?

CC: Ensure a bushfire consultant is 
engaged before any design work 
commences to discuss possible alternative 
solutions and ways to reduce the BAL 
rating for the project.

CA: Given the same project today, would 
you do anything differently?

CC: We may try to use timber more often 
as it is sympathetic to the surrounding 
and fully captures the ‘tree house’ feeling. 
Rather than following the ‘standards’, 
there may be other alternative solutions 
yet to be found.

been developed as a regulatory convenience rather 
than on sound technical grounds. It seems to me 
that grassland provisions are almost completely 
at the discretion of qualified bushfire consultants, 
so it is difficult as an Architect to provide clear 
consistent advice about costs in this regard.

The PBP refers to ‘qualified’ consultants. 

“EP&A Act 1979 s.4.14 and certain sepps allow 
councils and certifiers to utilise persons recognised 
by the NSW RFS as a qualified consultant in bush 
fire risk assessment.

Given the complexity of performance based 
solutions, it is recommended that they are 
undertaken and fully justified by qualified 
consultants.
In order for a consultant to be recognised by 
the NSW RFS as being qualified, they must 
demonstrate a number of requirements as part of a 
recognised accreditation scheme.”

The ‘accreditation scheme’ referred is not 
clarified in any way. My understanding is that the 
accreditation scheme is currently run by the Fire 
Protection Association Australia (FPAA), a peak 

Photography, Jackie Chan. Photography, Jackie Chan.
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Interview
Dickson Rothschild
Nigel Dickson
Managing Director

The Founder of Dickson Rothschild, Nigel 
has over 30 years’ experience in Australia, 
Asia and the United States, including 
work as the Project Architect for Chifley 
Tower, the Urban Design Manager for the 
Homebush Olympic Site and recently the 
Urban Designer for the Westfield Sydney 
development. He has served on numerous 
Urban Design Panels and has offered peer 
design reviews of important projects in the 
Sydney region.

An advocate for pro bono work in the 
architectural profession, I spoke with Nigel 
about his practices numerous works which 
have come through the Architects Assist 
initiative.

Nigel speaks of how “Pro bono work 
is not easier. It is harder than working 
for traditional fee clients, because the 
deliverables are very uncertain, and the 
clients are under enormous financial and 
emotional strain. One has to be prepared 
to put in more time and patience.”

CA: Firstly Nigel, what moved you to become 
involved with Architects Assist? 

ND: We are a broad urban design, architecture and 
planning practice and have always been focussed 
on projects that provide substantive community 
benefits. Apart from Australia, we worked in the 
Pacific Islands, in India and China. In each case, 
each community is different, and it is essential to 
understand the place, the economic imperatives 
and the clients as individuals and families.
This was highlighted by project we have been 
doing on the Far South Coast for the last 8 or so 
years. This region is just chalk and cheese with 
metropolitan cities. 

The region needs outcomes which are not 
conventional but resourced cleverly. Our mixture of 
skills and experience is well suited to attempting to 
broker project outcomes for the maximum public 
benefit.

We built a house at the Murrah 14kms south of 
Bermagui, NSW in 2017. That introduced us to BAL 
29 construction, termite resistant construction and 
building in simple ways, suitable to rural areas that 
require cost effective and minimal labour-intensive 
techniques. 

Our practice then started on 21 small weatherboard 
houses in Bodalla and that brought us closer to 
the difficulties of negotiating house design and 
consents through the regional councils. These 
were designed as traditional timber weatherboard 
cottages which related to the shapes and scale of 
the vernacular in this picturesque rural township.

My family lives on and off on the Far South 
Coast of NSW and naturally being part of the 
community means working with the community 
and exchanging ideas and services.  When the 
devastating bushfires of 2019-2020 occurred, we 
knew we had to be involved in the rebuilding effort. 
Architects Assist is one way to do this.

CA: You are working on a number of projects 
as a result of the bushfires which occurred in 
January earlier this year. Were all these projects 
commissioned pro bono through the Architects 
Assist initiative? 

ND: We are undertaking about 7 projects on a pro-
bono basis now on the Far South Coast. One new 
house is related to the Tathra Bushfire  of 2018. All 
of these projects have come through the Architects 
Assist initiative.

CA: Your project ‘Phoenix Shed‘ provides a 
workshop setting for community members during 
the construction of the prototype, a community 
garden shed. Could you talk us through this 
workshop and why it was established? 

ND: We were introduced to this project by Building 
Angels, who found us on Architects Assist. They 
saw an opportunity to create a building that would 
serve as a community garden space in Cobargo. 
From our own involvement designing and helping 
on community gardens we saw the enormous 
potential of a simple building in the main street 
section of Cobargo which would form a useful place 
making facility. 

Building Angels also saw the potential of the 
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Our houses in many ways are simple spaces, and 
a veranda.  This gives our immediate comfort. 
The need for living inside and out appears to be 
a common theme for our clients. A simple open 
kitchen and fireplace with large windows to the 
north east is also a theme with protection from cold 
winds coming off the mountains are also relevant 
matters.

CA: How important is community focused design 
and engagement for regional towns like Cobargo? 

ND: It seems to help a lot. In my own trips to 
Cobargo it is evident that a flood of thoughtful help 
is being offered. However each individual who has 
faced great loss has their own needs, and having 
choices is useful. But some people have very, very 
little funds, no insurance and are burdened by 
shock and grief. In this way the smallest offer of 
help is very much appreciated.

CA: Did you approach these designs any differently 
from the outset considering the previous dwellings 
were lost to bushfires? 

ND: We learn so much from looking at the place 
and the house site. The pre-existing buildings 
and their siting tells us much.  In Nerrigundah, 
Coolagolite and Wandella we have been seeking 
to replace buildings that were built over 150 years 
before. These simple structures had beautiful 
timber fames and slabs of timber walling that 
are impossible to source today. They were place 
sensitively on a rise of land or in a heritage street. 
We try to learn from that experience.

CA: After consulting the victims of these terrible 
fires, how did you assess their readiness to engage 
with an architect? 

ND: Those people are re-building their lives not 
just a house. Our a role is to listen and perhaps, if 
they are willing, to provide them a road map. We 
would not push ourselves on them. If we were to 
be engaged we advised we had to be properly 

engaged with a proper appointment letter. Just 
because we are doing the work pro bono doesn’t 
mean it may be only half well done. The work has 
to be well considered and as though as any other 
project.

CA:  Your recently completed Murrah project south 
of Bermagui was also situated in a BAL 29 overlay. 
Was this your first project dealing with bushfire 
attach levels? 

ND: Over the years we have had experience in a 
number of projects with the elevation of designing 
for bushfire protection from the 2006 RFS 
publications to the more recent 2019 codes. This 
involved dealing with steep and forested sites. 
More recently we have found the awareness of 
bushfires not just in forested area, but in grassland 
settings has heighted markedly. The Murrah house 
in 2017 was about doing the house cost effectively, 
but with much attention to thermal design, and 
orientation. 

CA: In regard to bushfire resilient design, what was 
the most important thing you took away from this 
project? 

ND: Houses should be as simple as possible. Light 
and space are key. Rainwater sunlight and thermal 
mass are the tools to support the house.

building being a prototype for other sites and 
testing the resources of suppliers for such 
demonstration pieces; and furthermore, using the 
building to show others how such a building may 
suite their own rebuild requirements.  In essence we 
saw the project as starting a simple dialogue with 
the community.

CA: With still so many people living under canvas, 
in the Phoenix Shed program aims to provide ‘a 
seed’, a reconstruction. Do you think there is too 
much focus enough attention given to need for 
immediate shelter? 

ND: On the various projects we have found that 
most people are going on their own journey and 

each situation is entirely different. Our involvement 
really starts with the simple task of listening to 
people, visiting their places and slowly working 
though the memories of the place, what they loved 
about the destroyed house, looking at old photos 
then only then thinking about ways forward.

For many the tent and caravan is unliveable for 
the areas they need for their belongings and pets. 
Some are overflowing with trying to hold their 
possessions. Many have found that an agricultural 
shed gets them started and provides wind break 
and rainwater. Caravans and tent don’t provide 
sufficient semi protected spaces around them; wind 
protection is also vitally important.

Phoenix Shed Sketch, Dickson Rothschild pty ltd.
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systems in all fire prone locations. Increasing we 
need to recognise the role of safe place bunkers in 
remote places.

CA: What advice can you give to other architects 
looking to offer their services pro bono? 

ND: Pro bono work is not easier. It is harder than 
working for traditional fee clients, because the 
deliverables are very uncertain, and the clients are 
under enormous financial and emotional strain. 
One has to be prepared to put in more time and 
patience.  Since the clients may be very stressed 
one needs to recognise decisions take time and 
sometimes it takes several emails of meetings to 

be sure that they are comfortable with the design. 
We always produce high standard CGI images of 
the designs, so the concept is clear to everyone. 
Generally, clients don’t understand plans and scaled 
drawings, so the images are most helpful.

CA: Beyond offering victims individual assistance 
through one off residential designs, what else 
needs to be done by the profession as a whole? 

ND: We need to extend the debate about our 
regional communities, how we continue to 
make them places for the young to grow up in 
and have lives without being sucked into the 
large metropolitan cities. Too often the regional 
communities are our neglected areas, and its 
people live in the shadows of the cities. 

CA: Have you offered your services pro bono 
previously? Would you consider offering your 
services again for disaster relief work, why? 

ND: We often work pro bono for groups. 
A recent example of this is our work with the Millers 
Point community in Sydney. We prepared plans 
of the community garden proposed and reviewed 
different possible sites, then set out the planter 
beds and worked with the selection of materials, 
and then doing solar analysis to confirm the hours 
of sunlight to the beds through the year. With the 
same group we have been lobby for public domain 
improvements to facilitate widening the footpaths 
of local streets to slow traffic make pedestrian 
crossing safer. We have been also seeking 
opportunities for outdoor seating near shops and 
restaurants.

We have worked recently with the local Primary 
school which need to make a strong submission to 
plans to rebuild the school and face issues about 
safe drop-off and shortages of out doo play areas.
More widely we have worked in the Pacific Islands. 
In Vanuatu where we have had offices property 
currently used by Oxfam. We have assisted Oxfam 
with increasing their facilities there in the 2015 

CA: Did you take anything learnt from the 
Murrah Project and apply it to these most recent 
commissions? 

ND: All of the projects have part of the Murrah 
project in them. The projects involve simple skillion 
roofs if possible, always rainwater, solar panels, 
and orientation for sunlight capture, and centrally 
placed thermal mass.

CA: What are your thoughts on the national 
building standards for bushfire-prone zones? Do 
you think they are enough? 

ND: The country firstly needs attention on regional 
development and building our regions with skills 
and employment. A great deal of attention needs 
to be done to examine regional development 
strategies and getting results for local communities 
by creating employment and thriving local centres, 
building towns and getting business underway.
Secondly, the conversation will be about the land 
zoning and asset protection zones.  The Australia 
landscape will always have bushfire potential risks 
in all locations. A national settlement strategy will 
be a key discussion that needs to meld these ideas 
together. 

At other levels there is the need to learn from the 
recent catastrophic fires to review building policy 
and codes. There will need to be an update to the 
NSW RFS Planning for Bushfire Protection 2019 . 
Further in NSW alignment of statutory processes 
in particular the Environmental Planning and 
Assessment Act 1979 and the Rural Fires Act 
1997, and the strategic planning and development 
process particularly in under resourced rural areas 
will need a considered review. 
 
Architects must be thoroughly involved with 
this process and need to be at the edge of the 
upcoming developments of building and land 
planning issues.

In detail the Australian Standard AS 3959-2018 

Construction of buildings in bushfire-prone areas, 
will need to be reviewed based on these recent fire 
experiences. The rebuild projects we have been 
undertaking were destroyed by fire that swept 
across dry grass paddocks at huge speeds, with 
their own exceptional wind velocities exceeding 
100km/hr. The fire front moved at over 40kms an 

hour in the Cobargo Valley in the early hours of the 
morning on 31st December 2019.

The quantification of bushfire risk in open grassland 
settings as well as super events needs to be 
understood and dealt with. This will mean increased 
review of building materials testing standards and 
also the consideration of Bushfire water spray 
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Cyclone Pam recovery. We’ve talked to them about 
assisting on building  pop up immunisation clinics 
across the islands.

CA: Finally, why should bushfire affected 
communities entrust architects to help them 
rebuild after disaster? 

ND: Architects have a good breadth of experience 
and a willingness to assist others. We may 
provide opinions and honesty in the selection of 
materials, layout and assist working with consent 
authorities to negotiate and file applications. It’s 
the experience of independent professional advice. 
However, we are now at a critical juncture where 
change, active participation and involvement is now 
key.  

Building an active participation with community 
groups is vital to rebuilding awareness of these 
matters. Architects can be active players in the 
process. It’s also very rewarding.

Photography, Dickson Rothschild pty ltd.
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Interview
Dieppe Design
Ed & Nora Dieppe
Principals

Dieppe Design is a small firm based in 
Sydney, Australia who specialise in new 
builds, alterations & additions. Founded by 
husband and wife Ed and Nora we caught 
up to specifically talk about their Deepwater 
house completed in April last year. 

The new home is situated on the southern 
side of Deepwater Road in Castle Cove. 
The site slopes steeply towards North 
Arm Reserve and Fig Tree Cove. Due 
to the nature of the site it is BAL-FZ 
(Bushfire Attack Level - Flame Zone) the 
highest severity of a building’s potential 
exposure to bushfire. We hear how this 
resulted in intricate and difficult detailing 
to achieve the vast expanses of glazing 
whilst concealing the bushfire shutters and 
mechanisms required to meet the rigorous 
controls.

CA: Already faced with a difficult sloping site 
facing the north arm reserve and Fig Tree Cove, 
what added complexities did the BAL FZ overlay 
have on the overall design? 

ED: The client, Steve wanted to achieve large 
expanses of glazing overlooking the bushland 
below. As we know large windows and bushfire 
requirements make for a difficult combination. 
Finding ways to carefully conceal the bushfire 
shutters to achieve compliance with the BAL rating 
resulted in some difficult details. A combination of 
Nilfire steel windows and aluminium windows with 
shutters were used to create the desired outcome. 
Although we had always intended to construct a 

predominantly brick and concrete dwelling the 
materials available to achieve BAL-FZ are limited.  

CA: Were you or the clients aware of the bal 
assessment from the outset? Talk us through the 
method of engaging a bush fire consultant and 
their contribution to the design outcome.

ND: The client was not aware of the BAL 
requirements from the outset of the project. I 
suspect had they known they may have done things 
differently. Engaging with a bushfire consultant 
early is always something that we do as early as 
possible when we are working with projects in 
bushfire prone land. This enables us to design with 
BAL performance in mind and advise the client of 
the potential additional costs this kind of building 
entails. 

CA: Have either yourself or Ed hand any previous 
experience working with bushfire related designs 
in the past? If not, where did you look for 
information and resources on this matter?

ED: I have done several projects in bushfire prone 
areas however never one with a BAL-FZ rating. This 
previous experience and working in conjunction 
with our bushfire consultant Roger Fenwick were 
critical to the successful outcome of the project. AS 
3959 – Construction of buildings in bushfire prone 
areas and Planning for bushfire protection are 
essential resources when developing the design and 
documentation. 

CA: Your client, approached Dippe Design 
with a concept for the exterior which had been 
drawn by their friend and Architect from Taiwan, 
Arcadian Design. You mentioned that overall, it 
was a well considered design, however it did not 
address bushfire or technical requirements in 
accordance with Australian Standards. How did 
you develop the design to achieve compliance 
without losing the original design intent? What fire 
radiant systems were utilised to assist with these 
measures?
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form of building however is the affordability. We 
were privileged to have a client who could afford 
this type of construction however on a greater scale 
of rebuilding across Australia we need to look at 
ways of making building in bushfire prone areas 
more affordable for the wider community.  

CA: In hindsight, would you do anything differently 
if you were to take on this project again or another 
project in a bushfire overlay?

ND: In hindsight it is always the case that you 
think you may have been able to do things better 
or more simply, so yes, if I was to do it all again, I 
would look 
at it in a 
different 
light. 
However, 
I think the 
whole team 
are happy 
with the 
outcome 
and I am 
pleased that 
we did not 
compromise 
on the 
design and 
brief. When 
challenged 
with the 
difficulties 
that the 
BAL-FZ 
requirement 
entailed it 
would have 
been it would have been easy to compromise 
on the aesthetics to achieve compliance easier, 
subsequently having a detrimental outcome on the 
architecture. 

CA: Would you give any advice or warnings 
to other architects or clients for that matter 
approaching a design with similar constraints in a 
BAL overlay?

ED: Yes, absolutely! You will need to substantially 
increase your budget. Allow additional time to work 
out the details, the details are key. 

CA: Did you also design or have any influence on 
the landscaping for this project? If so, how does it 
respond to the risk of bushfire?

ND: Yes, as mentioned earlier: ensuring that 
suitable asset 
protection 
zones were 
included 
whilst having 
minimal 
impact on 
the protected 
bushland. At 
the end of 
the garden 
a sandstone 
retaining wall 
was included 
varying from 
1.2m – 1.8m 
high above 
a rocky 
outcrop 
are used 
to create 
a firebreak 
and a level 
garden 
between 

the bushland and dwelling. This area can thus be 
maintained as the asset protection zone APZ.

CA: Why should clients engage an architect to 
help them design their home situated in a bushfire 
overlay?

ND: Simple points to start with included ensuring 
that suitable asset protection zones were included 
whilst having minimal impact on the protected 
bushland. At the end of the garden a sandstone 
retaining wall was included varying from 1.2m – 1.8m 
high above a rocky outcrop are used to create a 
firebreak and a level garden between the bushland 
and dwelling. This area can thus be maintained 
as the asset protection zone APZ. The majority of 
doors and windows are protected by retractable 
bushfire shutters. All mechanical systems are 
equipped with fire dampers and mesh screens. 
Brick cavities are fitted with stainless steel weep 
hole protection. All downpipes and services are run 
internally in the walls to avoid creating weak points 
in the fire protection. 

CA: This site, like many others with high bushfire 
ratings, is located in a stunning natural context. 
Finding a way to take advantage of this aspect 
while still dealing with the bushfire risk would have 
been a challenge. What was the most difficult part 
of this process and how did you negotiate it?

ED: Managing the cost verses aesthetic outcome 
with the client in particular with the glazing. We 
used a combination of window suites including 
Nilfire windows that are BAL-FZ tested to AS 1530 
and AS 2047, BAL 40 Alspec systems with bushfire 
shutters. 

CA: Was the overall design development any more 
complicated or drawn out due to the bushfire 
impact? Did anything arise from this? What were 
the major constraints faced?

ND: The overall design development was 
much more complicated and drawn out than 
a conventional project. The client had strict 
expectations on what they wanted to achieve 
aesthetically, and the bushfire protection measures 
worked against these. Standardised bushfire 
roller shutters are, well, not particularly attractive 
to look at. Finding ways to conceal these neatly 
within soffits, window shrouds and alike was very 

challenging to achieve whilst maintaining their 
functional use. The biggest challenge was bringing 
together components from different manufacturers 
and trades. 

CA: Materiality is an important consideration often 
governed by the bushfire attack level assessment. 
What were the key material and design strategies 
to comply with BAL FZ regulations?

ED: In many ways we were lucky, the client wanted 
a predominantly face brick façade with a modernist 
aesthetic. Brick, off form concrete and metal were 
all used to achieve this which all comply with the 
BAL-FZ requirements. I see the main issue with this 
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ED: The process is difficult to navigate without 
expert knowledge. An architect can provide 
aesthetic solutions so the client can achieve a 
better design outcome. 

CA: Considering the recent bushfires, which were 
by far the most severe Australians have faced. 
Do you believe it’s possible to design a ‘bushfire-
proof’ house?

ND: Yes, it is certainly possible, in fact probably 
not even that difficult. However, we must consider 
whether it is the correct thing to do. In some 
cases, it could be a necessity but in the majority of 
situations it may just be creating unnecessary risk.  

CA: I am aware that you have also signed up to aid 
those who have recently lost their homes early this 
year. This is a great movement to be a part of, what 
made you sign up to the architects assist initiative? 

Have you offered your services pro bono before? 
Would you consider offering your services again 
for disaster relief work, why?

ED: Yes, this is the first time we have offered 
our assistance, but we would be happy to do it 
again. We believe it is important to support the 
community in times of need. If someone has a skill 
to offer it should be offered. 

CA: Finally, do you believe that the architecture 
profession has an obligation to provide services 
pro bono or at reduced rates post disaster? Why?

ND: No, there should no obligation but people who 
are willing to assist are more likely to help to the 
best of their ability as opposed to someone who is 
forced to do it. 

Photography, Luke Butterly.
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Interview
John McAuley Architecture
John McAuley
Director

John McAuley is a Gippsland based 
architect specialising in residential, public 
and commercial design. John McAuley 
Architecture was established in 2010 and 
operates out of a modern studio in Bunyip, 
West Gippsland.

John was affected by the Bunyip Complex 
Fires in March 2019, which served as a 
key turning point for both himself and 
the practice. John explains the services 
required in bushfire recovery or new builds 
in bushfire prone areas, demonstrating how 
they are inherently client and site specific, 
and thus resultant design outcomes are not 
uniform.

CA: What moved you to become involved in 
Architects Assist? 

JM: Having been affected by the Bunyip Complex 
fires in 2019, I spent much of that year considering 
that a more holistic and coordinated approach 
to assisting those who wished to rebuild after 
bushfires is warranted.  When Architects Assist 
emerged following the last fire season this seemed 
like the sort of coordinated industry wide approach 
that was needed.

CA: Your practice is based in Bunyip, which was 
affected by fires in March last year. How has this 
first hand experience affected your practice and 
approach to architecture? 

JM: My family and I evacuated Bunyip, however 
were fortunate that our property was ultimately 
untouched by the fires.  Since then I have been 
more acutely aware of the responsibility an 
architect has in designing for someone in a Bushfire 
Prone Area.  Being a Gippsland based architect, 
means this is most of my client base. Upskilling 
in my knowledge of bushfire resistant design 
– in particular AS3959 – has meant that this is 
factored into critical design decision making at the 
conception of a project, with factors such as site 
placement and levels, building form and roofing 

strategies, landscaping and site access directly 
influencing the conceptual design of projects.

CA: On the back of these fires, you attended the 
bushfire building conference held in the Blue 
Mountains later that year. What did you take away 
from this symposium? 

JM: I found the conference to be very worthwhile 
for a few reasons;

i) To see firsthand through scientific data, 
that the issue of bushfire resistance for dwellings is 
only going to become more critical as out climate 
changes and population increases further push 
urban growth into fire prone areas;
ii) To see proven exemplars.  In particular, 
seeing the intrinsic link between bushfire 
resistance and energy performance seems like a 
largely untapped area of design expertise that is 
particularly relevant to the Gippsland region.

iii) To appreciate that 90% of existing 
buildings in bushfire prone areas in Australia are 
not compliant with current standards for Bushfire 
Resistance, and that much work is to be done to 
facilitate and execute retrofitting of buildings in the 
future.
 

Project Type:
Building Type:
Location:
BAL Rating:

Bushfire Rebuild (Relocated House)
Bed & Breakfast Accommodation
Tonimbuk, West Gippsland
BAL 29

New Build
Beach House
Metung, East Gippsland
BAL 29

New Build
Beach House
Metung, East Gippsland
BAL 29

Recent BAL29 &BAL40 projects currently under construction or awaiting planning approval post the Bunyip Complex fires in 2019 and the Black Summer fires in East Gippsland in 2020.Drawings, John McAuley.
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CA: During this project, or others in the past 
for that matter. Were any additional bushfire 
consultants engaged? What impact did they have 
on the project? 

JM: For numerous projects I have worked on with 
a BMO or in a BPA, I have worked directly with a 
Bushfire Design Consultant (Deanne Smith from 
Euca Consulting).  This has been a terrifically 
informative process for me, as I have been fortunate 
to be able to ‘tag along’ on site assessments and 
during the assessment process, to get a firsthand 
understanding of the factors that inform the 
decision making around BAL ratings and designing 
for them – particularly in regards to building siting.  

CA: Originally from East Gippsland, it would have 
been hard to watch the fires that devastated the 
region early this year. I understand you reached 
out Cardinia Council to offer assistance, talk us 
through what that was like?

JM: Following the fires here in Bunyip in 2019 I 
reached out to Cardinia Council numerous times 
to offer assistance in the form design advice or 
consultation to those wishing to rebuild.  This 
included me actually manning a display at the 
local recovery centre to enable on site discussion 

with anyone interested.  There was however no 
great interest or value placed on these services 
from council, nor any interest in formalising or 
promoting this offer of assistance.  As a result 
my work with people wishing to rebuild has been 
facilitated by word of mouth referrals via friends 
or local professional contacts. To this day I am 
unsure if I simply approached the wrong people 
or department, or needed to be more ‘forceful’ in 
my promotion of the value of the design advice 
being offered. But it remains a disappointment that 
there was no great interest from those handling the 
recovery in at least making this sort of consultation 
an option for those considering rebuilding.  
Hopefully offers of design advice from groups like 
Architects Assist can be better coordinated with 
those managing the recovery of the most recent 
fires.  

CA: After interacting with victims first hand, how 
did you assess their readiness to engage with an 
architect? 

JM: Having worked with a couple of bushfire 
victims wishing to rebuild, I found ‘readiness’ is very 
individual.  My first approach was from a woman 
who wished to rebuild straight away, although she 
had never built a house before.  In explaining the 
steps and compliance requirements for her build it 

CA: One of your more recent projects involves 
work with a local developer to produce a bushfire 
resistant / energy efficient project home. Did your 
experience from the bushfire building conference 
influence how you approached this job? 

JM: The aim for that project from the beginning 
was to reference the simple efficiency of Gippsland 
farmhouses and outbuildings in producing an 
energy efficient, regionally specific, cost effective 
project home.  Following the conference, it was 
apparent that the house was well suited in its 
simple form and robust materiality to be able to 
be constructed to meet the requirements of a 

high BAL rating (BAL29) and higher than ‘normal’ 
energy rating (7 Stars) without incurring significant 
modification to the design or incurring substantial 
additional construction cost.  Fortunately, the 
developer in this case could see the market and 
long term value of pursuing this higher level of 
quality.  

CA: Do you think this recent fire season will lead to 
more bushfire resilient homes in the development 
sphere? 

JM: I am hopeful but not necessarily confident.  
Much like the 6 star energy rating, at this stage, 
I suspect the approach from the development 
sphere is that bushfire compliance is a ‘tick box’ 
consideration at permit stage rather than actively 
considering at the design stage how the building – 
and its ongoing operation & maintenance – can be 
able to deliver long term bushfire resistance.  

CA: What impact did these bushfire attack levels 
have on the design and architectural approach? I 
understand you chose to design the home with the 
intent to achieve a higher bal rating that dictated 
by your site. What drove this decision? 

JM: I was fortunate that the developer could see the 
potential marketing and commercial advantages 
of producing a dwelling of superior energy 
performance and bushfire resistance – provided it 
didn’t impost too heavily on the construction costs.  
So with these commercial realities to contend 
with, I was very keen to see if the perception that 
higher energy performance and bushfire resistance 
inherently leads to greater cost and bland design.  
To this stage, I am pleased that this works as an 
example to challenge that perception.  

New Build - PROTOTYPE
7 Star / BAL29 Project Home
Bunyip, West Gippsland
BAL 29

New Build - PROTOTYPE
7 Star / BAL29 Project Home
Bunyip West Gippsland
BAL 29

The breadth of architectural services required and resultant variety of design outcomes reinforces that bushfire resistant design is inherently tailored to the situation: 'one size doesn't fit all.'

New Extension
Existing House
Kalista, Dandenong Ranges
BAL 29

New Build - PROTOTYPE
7 Star / BAL29 Project Home
Bunyip, West Gippsland
BAL 29

New Build - PROTOTYPE
7 Star / BAL29 Project Home
Bunyip West Gippsland
BAL 29

The breadth of architectural services required and resultant variety of design outcomes reinforces that bushfire resistant design is inherently tailored to the situation: 'one size doesn't fit all.'

New Extension
Existing House
Kalista, Dandenong Ranges
BAL 29

Drawings, John McAuley.

Drawings, John McAuley.
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JM: As per my earlier response, in spending 
time at the recovery centre and speaking with 
those affected in the community (both those 
wishing to rebuild as well as friends in the 
town), when someone has lost their home – 
beyond the psychological and financial trauma 
they may be under – they are bombarded with 
information, requirements and offers which can be 
overwhelming.

I think victims of bushfire who may be thinking 
about rebuilding are often a long way from needing 
house designs, and instead require - at least in the 
initial stages –someone who will simply listen to 
their needs and provide sound consultant advice 
as to how the whole design, compliance and 
approvals process works.  This may be most helpful 
in enabling victims to arrive at the key decision as 
to whether they should or want to actually rebuild 
at all.

CA: What is the role of architects in post-disaster 
scenarios? Do you believe the architecture design 
community has an obligation to provide services 
pro bono or at reduced rates post disaster? 

JM: As I mentioned earlier, what may be of 
greatest value initially is not ‘drawing plans’, but 
simply listening to the specifics of the situation 
and providing advice on the basic process and 
terminology and what options are available.  This to 
me seems and entirely appropriate use of pro bono 
services, with an avenue to graduate or evolve into 
a formal commercial engagement should a project 
emerge.

became quickly apparent that she was not ‘ready’ 
for the process and the project has not proceeded.
The second project involved a family who took 
almost a year to resolve to rebuild, and whilst still 
a very taxing process for them, the 12 months 
separation between the fire event and deciding to 
rebuild meant they were more ‘ready’.  It will likely 
end up being around 3 years from event to the 
completion of their rebuild, which I understand is 
around about the average.  

CA: Do you think it is possible to design a house 
that can withstand the power of the bushfires that 
raged East Gippsland? Or are homes no longer 
perceived defensible.

JM: No.  No house is bushfire ‘proof’.  I have 
recently designed a house near Bruthen, East 
Gippsland on a BAL40 rated site.  This dwelling will 
be built with a bushfire bunker (shelter), the aim for 
the project being that in the event that the client 
can’t leave early, they can shelter in the bunker, and 
the house has been designed to still be in tact when 
they emerge after the event; but they are not reliant 
on defending the house for survival.  Given it is 

expected that climate change is likely to exacerbate 
extreme weather events in the future, terminology 
like ‘defendable’ vs ‘resistant’ may need further 

debate and refinement.

  CA: Should people reside in areas that top the 
scale in terms of bushfire risk? 

JM: Yes – provided they design, construct, provide 
access and maintain a dwelling suitable to that 
location.  In extreme cases that will presumably 
add significant cost and may require forgoing the 
expectation that others will risk their lives to assist 
them, but if they have the desire and capability to 
do so, then it is up to the individual to make the 
call.

CA: Have clients become more conscious of 
bushfire resistant design? 

JM: I would say that consciousness of bushfire 
resistance in design is peripheral.  Often this is 
the first time clients are going through a design 
process – particularly one that involves compliance 
with AS3959 – and therefore are unfamiliar with the 
specifics and complexities involved.

CA: Beyond offering victims assistance for 
individual house designs, what else needs to be 
done? 

New Build
'Off Grid' House
Bruthen, East Gippsland
BAL 40

New Build
'Off Grid' House
Bruthen, East Gippsland
BAL 40

New Build
'Off Grid' House
Bruthen, East Gippsland
BAL 40

Drawings, John McAuley.
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Interview
Lindsay Holland Architects
Lindsay Holland
Director

Lindsay Holland is an award winning 
architect with over 20 years experience 
in Australia and Asia. Lindsay explains 
how ‘‘offering advice and potential pro 
bono services is part of professional 
responsibilities” and why he has, and will 
continue to provide pro bono work in the 
future.

We talked about how the profession 
needs to have “research on the actual 
performance of dwellings in various BAL 
categories, especially above BAL 29 > 40 
> FZ, both during and after the fires - what 
worked and what didn’t”.

 CA: Why did you participate in the Architects 
Assist program? 

LH: Offering advice and potential pro bono services 
is part of professional responsibilities - even if not 
much eventuates apart from a few reasonably good 
houses most of my practice has been based on low 
income housing, upgrading government primary 
schools and charity works. 

CA: Have you hand any previous experience 
working with bushfire related designs in the past? 

LH: Yes, the 
Kinglake fires 
some years 
back  provided 
advice - 
working 
with Grocon, 
schematic 
design for 
replacement 
SES station 
destroyed 
by fires. SES 
eventually 
merged with 
emergency 
services 
Victoria, re-
construction 
did not 
proceed 
the projects offered an opportunity to give some 
of my students an introduction to professional 
experience. 

CA: I understand you currently have a project 
underway which is a result of the Tathra fires 
in early 2018. Could you please tell us how this 
project came about? 

LH: Southern coast of NSW has been ‘summer 
playground’ for nearly years twenty years, spending 

Xmas-new year camping along coast - Mimosa 
Rocks National Park. We eventually decided to 
explore buying land and building a new house and 
studio. Tathra is a favourite coastal township so 
finding a site was there was a choice among many 
other towns, but sites are not readily available there 
at an affordable price. 

After many years - and false starts -  we came 
across the site we eventually purchased in 2019. 
The site became available after Tathra fires in 2018 
when an existing 1970’s all-timber house on site was 

destroyed and 
owners chose 
to sell rather 
than re-build. 
A design was 
prepared and 
submitted for 
development 
approval in 
December 
2019 and 
approval 
obtained in 
early 2020. In 
latest 2020 
bushfires, we 
visited the 
property soon 
after Xmas 
intending to 
start some 
maintenance 

works, clearing vegetation. This never eventuated 
as we were evacuated from Gillard’s beach at 
Mimosa Rocks in middle of night and spent several 
days in evacuation centre at Bega showgrounds 
before being allowed to leave and return home 
via Canberra and Sydney. In the end we ended 
up camping on Cockatoo Island as a ‘consolation 
prize’. Then COVID-19 and NSW regulations denied 
us access into NSW, resulting in our plans to find 
a contractor and commence construction being 
placed on hold.

Concept Sketch, Lindsay Holland.
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LH: My partner is a landscape architect. We have 
a broad strategy about minimising fuel loads 
surrounding the house and promoting original 
indigenous grasses and using only local indigenous 
planting. We have also started early discussions 
with Bega Local Aboriginal Land Council about 
becoming better informed regarding indigenous 
‘soft’ or ‘cultural’ burning practices.

The site looks over the Bega 
river and shares a boundary 
with a ‘public reserve’ along 
the river’s edge. The public 
reserve is subject to a native 
title claim - which we would 
support. The boundary 
between our land is simply 
a line on a map and the 
landscape is continuous. We 
want to retain that continuity. 

CA: What advice can you 
give to other architects/
clients approaching a design 
similar to this nature? 

LH: Keep it simple, respect 
local trades and supply 
options if the project 
is remote. Find a local 
contractor to talk to once 
ideas take form - we had a 
contractor who has since 
declined due to other work (three years ahead). 
Tathra is 700 km from both Melbourne and Sydney.

CA: Have you offered your services pro bono 
previously? Would you consider to offer your 
services again for disaster relief work, why? 

LH: Yes and yes, because you should. But it should 
get some form of government recognition at 
local, state and/or federal level - why not an initial 
subsidy like job-seeker - home seeker? 

Federal government already offers $25,000 to 
encourage home building?

 CA: Considering this project is on bushfire prone 
land, did you approach this design any differently 
from the outset? 

LH: The Australian standard’s requirements 
for building in bushfire zones are fairly well-
understood. A BAL 29 rating was negotiated with 
NSW RFS for the site but it was considered that a 
more fully fire-resistant form of construction was 
required. BAL 29 was important as we have found a 
window joiner in Bega who can manufacture timber 
Passivehaus windows only to BAL 29, windows 
above BAL 29 are not cost-effective. 

I believe the intensity of the recent fires is not fully 
appreciated/acknowledged in design standards 
so we have opted for a fireproof enclosure - 
an incombustible ‘box’ excluding windows. i.e. 
structural system of insulated cavity blockwork 
walls and insulated concrete floors and roof - with 
a green roof - to try and eliminate the possibility 
of fire and ember attack. An independent water 
storage system for fire fighting and perimeter active 
sprinklers will be in installed. Solar power / storage 
will be installed for autonomous power supply for 
pumps etc

CA: Did you have any hesitations to building on 
this site given the previous house burnt to the 
ground? 

LH: No, would not have bought the site if that was 
the case. 

CA: What made you feel confident from an 
architectural/construction aspect that this wouldn’t 
re occur? 

LH: Architectural decisions and occurrence of fire 
are unrelated - you take your chances but you plan 
and prepare appropriately.

CA: Was the DA process any more complicated 
or drawn out due to the bushfire impact? did 
anything arise from this? 

LH: Not really, Bega Shire seemed pretty keen to 
accommodate us although we had some minor 
disagreements regarding building form and location 
but that was all resolved quite amicably and was 
straightforward.

CA: What are your thoughts on the national 
building standards for bushfire-prone zones? Are 
they more than adequate or are there areas in 
which you think warrant more investigation? 

LH: I would like to see some published research 
on the actual performance of dwellings in various 
BAL categories, especially above BAL 29 > 40 > 
FZ, both during and after the fires - what worked + 
what didn’t. How fire and embers attack buildings is 
a ‘must’ investigation. 

My ‘professional intuition’ is that lightweight 
construction, especially for roofs, in any BAL 
category is an intrinsic flaw. Complex forms where 
ember attack is almost promoted should also 
be avoided, if not mandated out of the design 
process. NSW RFS discourages re-entrant corners 
where embers can collect. The Shire of Bega 
planning scheme almost encourage them with 
their preference for ‘fragmented’ form, our simple 
elongated cubic form had to be argued for! 

CA: Material choice is an important consideration 
that obviously depends on the bushfire attack level 
rating. What influence did the BAL 29 rating have 
on the project and what key design strategies were 
adopted to protect the house from fire? 

LH: Near-completely incombustible construction 
selected before design began, insulated cavity 
blockwork, insulated concrete roofs and floors, 
a green roof and simple form with no re-entrant 
corners or areas where ember attack minimised. 

CA: Did you also design the landscaping for this 
project? If so, how does it respond to the risk of 
bushfire? 

Concept Sketch, Lindsay Holland.
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Interview
Nielsen Jenkins
Morgan Jenkins
Director

NIELSEN JENKINS is a multi-award winning 
architectural practice from Brisbane, 
Australia. The work of the practice explores 
key ideas of landscape, subtraction, 
connections and materiality in order to 
achieve client specific outcomes that are 
responsive to context and place. 

I caught up with Morgan to talk about their  
pro bono concept design for a family from 
Jeremadra, NSW who lost their house in the 
devastating January 2020 bushfires. This 
was their first time delving into pro bono 
work and Morgan describes what both he 
and Lachlan learnt from this experience. 

We go on to hear about recently completed 
Mt Coot-tha House and how they were 
taking the learnings from this project, and 
applying it to a new design in a different 
context.

CA: Firstly, thanks Morgan for taking the time 
today to catch up with me today. To get started, 
it would be great to hear about your Jeremadra 
House project, a pro bono concept design for a 
family who lost their house in the devastating 
January 2020 bushfires. 

MG: Thank you for having us. The Jeramadra project 
came to us because one of the clients’ sisters had 
been a client of Lachlan’s in Brisbane a few years 
ago before we officially joined forces. They had lost 
their home in the New Year’s Eve fires and were 
seeking advice on first steps. They approached us 
as paying clients initially, but Lachlan and I had 
been very moved by the fires over Christmas and 
saw it as a potential way that our office could 
contribute positively - and directly - to a specific 
family who needed help. We are very aware that 
architecture can’t solve some problems, but felt 
really lucky to have a way to ease the burden in a 
small way for this group of people. 

 CA: Was this your first time offering your services 
pro bono? What made you get involved? 

MG: Yes it is our first and only time of doing pro 
bono design work so far. See above - but I think 
everyone in our office had contributed financially to 

the relief efforts but still felt helpless in the face of 
such distress. Everyone in our office actually offered 
to work on it for free after hours, but we were keen 
to treat it as a normal project and we managed the 
Concept Design as such. The thing we liked most 
was that we were contributing directly to a specific 
family and also that the financial value of what we 
were contributing was far more than what we would 
have been able to contribute directly.

CA: Did you approach the design any differently 
from the outset considering the previous dwellings 
were lost to bushfires?  

MG: Definitely. We are absolutely not experts at this 
work, but we have just finished a project in Brisbane 
on a BAL40 site though and felt like we could 
transfer much of the knowledge that we had from 
that process into this project. The bushfire aspect is 
of course a huge player in how the buildings would 
be designed, and instead of trying to fight that, we 
take the position that the house should look like it 
is designed to be bushfire resilient. 

CA: This site had a bushfire attack level rating 
of 29, what influence did this have on your 
approach and overall design? Did you do anything 
differently?  

MG: All design projects have their own drivers; 
sometimes big and sometimes small things. This 
one obviously had a huge one. Our approach was 
to make it as resilient as possible regardless of the 
BAL rating. We had experience with the BAL 40 so 
we went mainly with that.  

CA: How did you balance the pro bono work to 
ensure the financial security of your practice?  

MG: For the Concept Design we just treated it as we 
would a normal project - we didn’t want to sacrifice 
our design process in the early stages. 

We had ideas of making the process from there 
moving forward really efficient so we could afford 

Site, Nielsen Jenkins.



74

Building community engagement with architectural services in bushfire affected communities

75

Alastair Swayn Research Grant from the Alastair Swayn Foundation

CA: In a broader conversation, what are your 
thoughts on the national building standards for 
bushfire-prone zones? Do you think they are 
enough or are there areas in which you think 
warrant more consideration?   

MG: I find it hard to comment too much on this 
mate. I don’t know enough about it all. I have never 
been in a bushfire or seen first hand the damage 
that they cause. We were completely guided by the 
standards in these things.

CA: This wasn’t your first time dealing with a 
project in response to AS3959. Your recently 
completed Mt Coot-tha House was situated in 
a BAL 40 overlay. What did you learn from this 
project? Was it any different to your typical job or 
work process?  

MG: See the answer earlier. We really enjoyed the 
challenge. We always tender toward resilient, cost 
effective material selections in our work and this 
just took that to a new level. It puts more pressure 

to stay involved. We offered extremely reduced 
rates to do a really different drawing package - 
almost going straight from Concept Design to 
a Construction package with a really developed 
model that we would share with the builder to limit 
the amount of descriptive drawings needed. We 
thought we could take the material palette that we 
knew had worked at our other bushfire affected 
project, and apply the detailing and systems that 
we used successfully there to a really different 
plan and form. Unfortunately they literally had no 
budget to spend on the design work from that 
point as their insurance and grants hadn’t come 
through and they went with a draftsperson. 

CA: I understand that due to circumstances outside 
your control Nielsen Jenkins were only involved 
in the early stages and initial concept design. On 
reflection, are you happy that you participated in 
this project?   

MG: We were obviously disappointed to no longer 
be involved, but we completely understood. They 
were really appreciative of what we had done 
and we have stayed in touch and the house is 
being built along the same lines as our proposal. 
Unfortunately we were in a position where we 
couldn’t stay involved for free because it was all 

happening at the beginning of Covid and we were 
staring down the barrel of a very nervous few 
months for the business.

CA : Upon reflection, would you have done 
anything differently? 

MG: In hindsight I think we may have been able to 
stay involved if we had have documented it really 
efficiently. The first few months of Covid were very 
anxious and there was very little new work coming 
in the door. The condensed timeframe of their 
project may have made it doable to document the 
project really quickly, but it was very hard to know 

what those months would bring at the beginning.  
The project worked within a really regimented 
structural system and we had ideas of pursuing 
this in to a more modular, or adaptable system that 
other families could use too. 

This whole process could have been something that 
we invested time and energy in to to try and create 
more work for us in this space, but the unknowns 
of Covid were too much. I am sure though, that 
the building that results from this process will be 
better than if we hadn’t been involved, so we would 
definitely do the same thing again if we had the 
opportunity.

Floor Plan, Nielsen Jenkins. Section, Nielsen Jenkins.

Photography, Nielsen Jenkins.
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most Australians looking to build a house do 
not approach an Architect to be a part of that 
process. Why do you think this is and how we as 
a profession ensure architects are apart of this 
conversation?  

MG: Its probably largely reflective of the community 
at large I would think. I am always surprised by 
how much of the residential construction industry 
doesn’t involve architects, but I guess it just comes 
from a lack of exposure to good design. 

People don’t know what the potential for these 
projects is. Its disappointing because I think a lot of 

people don’t think of architects as problem solvers 
and probably see it as adding an extra step of 
complexity in the process of getting back into their 
house.

CA: Would you consider to offer your services 
again for disaster relief work, why?  

MG: For sure. I think architects can sometimes get 
a bit carried away with the impact that they think 
they have, and we wanted to be really careful not to 
do that. We didn’t really solve anything particularly, 
but I think we made it a little bit easier for one 
family one really direct sense, and it felt really good.

on the performance of a building rather than just 
the aesthetic stuff that often seems to be the main 
driver in the broader industry. In some ways it was 
really refreshing.

CA: In regards to bushfire resilient design, 
what was the most important thing you 
took away from the Mt Coot-tha House?   

MG: The hardest thing to achieve from 
our point of view was the tiny tolerances 
around openings. It required a huge level 
of dialogue between our office and the 
builders to achieve anything that wasn’t a 
proprietary system.

CA: Did you take anything learnt from 
the Mt Coot-tha house and apply it to the 
Jeremadra House project?  

MG: Definitely. As a result of the lack of 
design budget, we took material elements 
that we had used on the first project and 
applied them to a different building section, 
that still allowed the detailing we had 
worked up at Mt Coot-Tha to work in the 
new setting.

CA: What are the key lessons you have 
learnt that are relevant to the bushfire crisis 
and response today? What advice would 
you give to others who are keen to get 
involved?  

MG: It’s really important to be realistic 
and to understand the pressure that these 
people are under after such a traumatic 
experience. 

Of course we were disappointed not to 
follow the project through, but I think that 
they got a huge amount out of our work. We 
feel really lucky to have got the opportunity 
to contribute because its a very difficult 
thing to reach out from a long way away 

and manage to connect with someone who needs 
it.

CA: While architects are seemingly very eager 
to help in rebuilding fire-affected communities, 

Photography, Tom Ross.
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Interview
Scale Architecture
Matt Chan
Founding Principal

Matt Chan is a multiple award winning 
architect with 20 years of project 
experience in Australia, the Netherlands and 
the Middle East.

I reached out to Matt and his practice 
to hear more about his recent Rosedale 
project, which was a referral through a 
mutual friend for a client who lost their 
house to wildfires. He explains that “the 
advantage of having an architect to design 
a house applies equally to fire affected 
Communities as it does to non-affected 
communities. As a profession, I believe we 
are ethically charged to improve the built 
environment”.

CA: Before we begin Matt, it would be great if you 
could introduce yourself and how you came to 
form Scale Architecture. 

MC: I run a small practice in Sydney, working on a 
range of projects from residential to small scale 
public work, as well as the occasional public art 
installation and international design competition 
just to keep things diverse and interesting - we 
were recently shortlisted on the Powerhouse 
Parramatta  Design competition, working with 
Bernardes Arquitetura out of Brazil. I am also 
an honorary Adjunct Associate Professor at the 
University of Sydney, a position I was awarded after 
many years of teaching there.

I started Scale after I finished my post professional 
Masters degree at the Berlage Institute in the 
Netherlands, we had a commission to convert an 
old university building into a contemporary art 
space, right in the middle of Amsterdam - it seemed 
like the perfect moment to setup a design 
studio.

CA: This engagement is a result of bushfires which 
devastated the small town of Rosedale, have 
you hand any previous experience working with 
bushfire related recovery projects in the past?

MC: This is our first experience working on a 
bushfire recovery project.

CA: Could you tell us a little more information 
about this project, your involvement and how you 
came to be involved?

MC: Our Rosedale project came to be via referral 
from a mutual friend - they knew the clients were 
looking to rebuild their home and put our name 
forward as an architect who might be a good fit for 
the project.

CA: Did you or the clients have any hesitations to 
building on this site given the previous house burnt 

to the ground? What made you feel confident 
from an architectural/construction aspect that this 
wouldn’t re occur?

MC: Not really - I think they love the place and felt 
that despite losing their home, the risk of rebuilding 
was worth the reward. I think we can do everything 
within our capacity to prevent the loss 
reoccurring, but with the ferocity of the 2020 fires, 
it would be naive to say it could never happen 
again.

CA: There has been limited coverage of this project 
to date across your various media platforms, is this 
intentional? 

MC: Not really - we’ve just been super busy and our 
publicity machine has taken a back seat – but at
the same time, we don’t want to push too hard too 
soon on any media, as I feel we need to be 
somewhat discreet. We don’t want to pump up our 
profile by capitalising on the disaster of the fire. 
Rather, we want to help out at a more personal 
level.

CA: Has Scale Architecture had any first hand 
previous experience working with bushfire related 
designs before? If so, how did this prior experience 
impact the project?

MC: We have worked on a number of projects on 
bushfire affected land. In a very brief summary, we 
learnt is that a compact footprint with a simple 
form would help our bushfire defence strategy, 
particularly with the budget constraints we have at 
the same time.

CA: After interacting with victims first hand, how 
did you assess their readiness to engage with an 
architect so soon after losing their home?

MC: They came to us requesting services, so in that 
sense they were ready when they approached us, 
and we didn’t have to make that call.
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favouritism - but it’s hard not to have a more 
empathetic approach towards a project like this.

CA: You made a made a conscious decision not to 
do this project pro bono, could you elaborate on 
why you made this choice? 

MC: As a small practice, we can’t really afford to. So 
many hours go into the design and delivery of a 
project like this and the last thing we would want 
is to resent doing the project because it was 
takingtoo much time and resource. We wouldn’t 
want to neglect the project if there was a fee 
paying job that had to take priority.

CA: Architecturally, what affect did a BAL 40/FZ 
rating have on the design?

MC: Our BAL design response was to keep the 
formal expression simple, and in early concepts the 
idea was to have the ability to completely close the 
house down, using the minimum number of 
shutters. Due to the BAL capping, the shutters are 
no longer a compulsory requirement.

CA: The Rosedale project bares a similar 
resemblance to your paper houses. Is this purely 
on a visual level or is there a lineage of ideas born 
in the paper house which has been carried through 
this project?

MC: It almost goes with saying that a lot of our 
projects share their DNA with other projects in the 
office. I really loved the Paperhouses project - it 
was done as a prototype, without the restrictions 
of  a real client or brief, and with this freedom, I 
thought it had loads of potential. But it also had a 
real  clarity which I feel has influenced the Rosedale 
project a lot.

CA: What are the key lessons you have learnt that 
are relevant to the bushfire crisis and response 
today? What advice would you give to other 
architects who are keen to get involved in the 
rebuilding effort?

MC: We can make a difference in the rebuilding of 
fire affected communities - we can make better 
spaces for living and better places for people. In a 
world with an increasing appetite for luxury and 
convenience. The project affords us a real 
opportunity to reconnect with the fundamentals of 
living,  to focus on things that matter and not be 
distracted by things that really don’t matter.

CA: In your 2018 article with ArchitectureAU you 
stated that “materiality is really important in every 
scale architecture project”.2 How did you treat the 
materials in this project given the restricted palate 
which was governed by the BAL 40/FZ rating?

MC: Material honesty is almost a rarity these days, 
with so many products that are “better than the 
real thing” The highly restricted palette was actually 
refreshing for us, as restraint was not optional in 
this instance.

CA: To conclude, what do you think the role of 
architects are in post-disaster scenarios?

MC: I think we need to take a more community 
focussed role – as a profession, we are really good 
at sorting through the layers of bureaucracy in 
planning processes. It is a given that with large 
scale fire events, that new rules are made. At the 
same time, through the generosity of the Australian 
people, funding and charity came flooding in. 

The opportunity is for us to navigate the rules 
and regulations, connect that with resources, then 
distil that information in a simple way that can 
be communicated with the broader community. 
Sounds easy, right! But In the first instance we 
should be equipping ourselves with this knowledge 
and be able to provide concise and useful 
information without charge. This is where we can be 
generous with our expertise - not everyone will end 
up with an architect designed house, but everyone 
will benefit from knowledge.

CA: While architects are seemingly very eager to 
offer their services and help to rebuild fire-affected 
communities, most Australians looking to build a 
house do not approach an architect to be a part of 
that process. Why do you think having an architect 
on board in a situation like this is so important? 

MC: I think the advantage of having an architect to 
design a house applies equally to fire affected 
communities as it does to non-affected 
communities. As a profession, I believe we are 
ethically charged to improve the built environment. 
However we can use our training to find better 
ways of interpreting the technical requirements of 
building in bushfire affected areas. We can make a 
big difference in how these communities could be 
rebuilt, but the fact is it costs more, it’s slower and 
not often any easier.

CA: Do you think your clients would have 
enlisted the services of an architect if they hadn’t 
previously engaged and architect in the past to 
design their existing home which was destroyed by 
the fires?

MC: Interesting question. I have a feeling they 
might have - they are creative people who I feel 
have an interest in Architecture and the Arts, and 
importantly, a healthy disdain for market driven 
derivative homes.

CA: Did you treat this project any differently to the 
other projects currently underway in your office? 
Why not?

MC: Yes and no. All our projects are important to us 
and we think it’s important to not show any 

Concept Render, Scale Architecture.
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Interview
Supercontext
Andrew Daly
Principal

Andrew Daly is the founding director of 
SUPERCONTEXT, an architecture and design 
studio based in Sydney. When Architects 
Assist was established Andrew explains 
how “it seemed clearly an opportunity 
to enact some of those broader ideas – 
to contribute our skills and expertise to 
something humanitarian, and at least partly 
on a pro bono basis, and being to refocus 
our practice towards more sustainable 
outcomes through best practice examples”.

Andrew elaborates how “working with an 
architect can be a rewarding experience, 
and we have the knowledge and expertise 
in our collective resources to build 
back better. I think bushfire affected 
communities should work with architects 
who have shown a commitment to this kind 
of work as a fundamental part of how they 
consider our profession to add value to our 
communities”.

CA: What moved you to become involved in 
Architects Assist?

AD: I think like many I was affected by the footage 
of the bushfires – particularly the intensity – over 
last summer. The footage and coverage was so 
consistent and terrifying I think it brought together 
a number of things I’ve been thinking about 
for a while in terms of what I’d like our practice 
(Supercontext) to be, or mean, or do. We’d recently 
become a signatory to Architects Declare, and 
I’ve been looking to make broader governance 
and strategic changes to how we operate as a 
business particularly with sustainability and the 
environment in mind but like a lot of us I think it 
can be hard to find receptive clients and project 
opportunities to apply those principles so directly 
to our work. When Architects Assist came up on 
Instagram (where I first saw it) it seemed clearly an 
opportunity to enact some of those broader ideas – 
to contribute our skills and expertise to something 
humanitarian, and at least partly on a  pro bono 
basis, and being to refocus our practice towards 
more sustainable outcomes through best practice 
examples.

CA: This project involved the redesign of a 
single family home in Kangaroo Valley which was 
destroyed in the Morton National Park fire earlier 
this year. How did you approach that first initial 
conversation with the client regarding the rebuild?

AD: Carefully! The clients (couple) were in different 
places after only a few months since the fire. One 
saw it as the opportunity to do it right – build their 
‘forever’ home, I think – and he was fairly bullish 
about the opportunities. He had a building and 
project management background so ‘spoke the 
language’ at least in construction terms, which had 
both pros and cons in the initial design options 
and discussion. His partner was still a little in shock 
I think – she worked between that house in the 
Kangaroo Valley and a job in Melbourne, so I think 
the house held a lot of emotional memories for her; 
for example she had collected a range of vintage 

Japanese fabrics (which we bonded over; I’m a 
Japanophile really) which were lost in the fire, and 
they both had vintage motorcycles in the shed that 
were both lost.

I think the first meeting was important to hear their 
story, be attentive and try and understand what 
they were looking to do this time around. In a lot of 
ways it’s no different than any other client meeting; 
working out brief, budget, constraints, what our 
clients wants and needs are,  and discussing some 
references of projects we think could be used as 
precedents etc. Perhaps a difference was with 
the services where we outlined clearly what we 
could offer in terms of pro bono and reduced cost 
services, mostly reducing the design cost so that 
more could be directed to the rebuild. 

I was broadly aware that the insurance payouts 
were not likely to be substantial enough to cover 
the cost of replacement; the implications of 
building in high-risk BAL zones are significant in 

Photography,  Hamish McIntosh.
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comparison to what might have been the approach 
only a decade ago. The client’s prior home had 
been a kit-home, so a key discussion was preparing 
them for the cost and design implications in 
rebuilding in a BAL FZ or even BAL 40 zone and 
the compromises that may have to have been 
made.

CA: After interacting with victims first hand, how 
did you assess their readiness to engage with an 
architect?

AD: Both seemed prepared, particularly as one 
partner had some experience with architects 
before (though had mixed experiences), and I 
think they were using the process of working with 
and engaging with an architect to see the future 
optimistically, and the rebuild as an opportunity. I 
think they were quite excited about working with 
an architect on a personal project and seeing 
the opportunities that brought about, but also 
an acknowledgment that rebuilding under BAL 
conditions was something that more expertise and 
knowledge was required with, particularly to deal 
with its impact on the design in a clever way.   

CA: Was this their first time working with an 
architect? Did you approach the project any 
differently compared to your other residential 
works?

AD: In a personal project, yes, but one half of the 
client couple was experienced with architects in 
commercial settings – which was both a good 
and bad thing. From our initial discussions, 
those experiences didn’t seem to have been 
entirely positive so there was a conscious need 
to communicate and reinforce the value of 
our services and break through any negative 
connotations from prior experiences with architects. 
In hindsight, we should have approached it more 
differently than other residential projects and 
been slightly less bullish about the opportunities 
the rebuild could offer given the cost implications 
of rebuilding to contemporary bushfire codes. 

Although we started from an analysis of what that 
meant in terms of design constraints – fire shutters, 
ember barriers, forms of construction etc – I think 
as architects we could be firmer and clearer that 
this necessarily requires a reduction in scale when 
budgets are tight. Managing expectations is key to 
these projects and I think we could all work harder 
around that. 

This project also was to be off-grid as there was 
no infrastructure connection to site. This was yet 
another challenge that led to the budget being 
chipped away at – water tanks, septic systems, solar 
panels and batteries all being required or requested 
in a way that the actual construction budget for the 
house was continually chipped away at. 

CA: Were there any hesitations to building on this 
site given the previous house burnt to  the ground? 
What made you and the clients feel confident 
from an architectural/construction aspect that this 
wouldn’t re occur?

AD: From a client perspective; no. They had lived 
there for several years and I think had a well-
established emotional attachment to the location 
of the house quite specifically. For example, moving 
the house away from the bushland would have 
reduced access to the view (which was stunning, 
looking north up to the escarpment between the 
Kangaroo Valley and the Southern Highlands) but 
also very specific relationships with the terrain; 
a particularly old tree, for example, they had 
nicknamed “Ent” and were particularly attached 
to maintaining good visibility and proximity to it. 
From our perspective; some of the initial design 
discussions did resolve around the possibility 
of relocating the house further away from the 
bushland. This discussion was also had with some 
supporting advice from a bushfire consultant; 
moving away from proximity to the vegetation may 
have reduced the bushfire rating from BAL FZ, 
to BAL 40, with some reduction in construction 
requirements (though not that significant) but 
most importantly a reduction in risk to life and the 

Photography,  Hamish McIntosh.
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AD: The rating was not finally specified before the 
project went on hold,  but was to be either BAL 
FZ or BAL 40 based on the nuances of final siting 
and vegetation clearer. The clients were adamant 
that the house be rebuilt in much the same spot 
as before which presented a challenge. When the 
project was put on hold we were investigating 
possible strategies to slightly move the house – still 
retaining the view aspects – through additional 
earth moving (as the 
client had access 
to earth moving 
equipment through 
their employment 
and through 
government grants 
for clearing debris) 
and reduce the 
rating to BAL 40. 

The design strategy 
became one of 
contracting the 
external envelope 
as much as possible, 
to create a compact 
envelope with 
minimal exposure 
to the most likely 
directions in which 
the fire could attack 
the property. 

We were working 
around a scheme 
that played with 
a traditional 
4-quadrant ‘colonial’ homestead that expanded the 
central ‘X’ corridor by adding a courtyard into the 
centre of the house. 

The strategy was to be very selective of the views 
captured and extend of external glazing around 
the perimeter and create a second landscape 
inside that supplemented the feeling of space and 

connection to the landscape.

CA: What are your thoughts on the national 
building standards for bushfire-prone zones? Do 
you think they are enough? Are there areas in 
which you think warrant more attention?

AD: Not really across these in enough detail to be 
honest.

CA: During the 
early stages of 
this project, were 
any additional 
bushfire consultants 
engaged? What 
impact did they 
have on the project?

AD: Yes, we engaged 
a local bushfire 
consultant who gave 
initial advice mostly 
around siting and 
strategies to reduce 
the likely BAL rating 
from FZ to 40.  

We had some prior 
experience with 
BAL FZ design 
requirements from 
prior projects and 
worked with that 
consultant and our 
client to come to 
a more suitable 

position for the house that reduced the rating and 
still maintained access to the views and aspects 
that our clients were particularly keen to maintain. 

CA: The design is focused around an internal 
courtyard, in terms of its periphery, did you focus 
on it’s siting within the landscape or it’s immediate 
surroundings?

property asset generally. 

At no stage were our clients under any illusion 
that this wouldn’t occur again but they were still 
committed to staying there and living there. I think 
also it’s important we are clear as architects that 
even building to contemporary standards doesn’t 
guarantee the asset will be preserved in fire, nor 
that it would be safe to stay inside the house during 
a fire event. 

CA: This project is quite isolated, should people 
reside in areas that are this remote and at the top 
of the scale in terms of bushfire risk?

AD: That’s a tough question. On many levels, living 
off-the-grid in a rural circumstance is a beautiful 
way of living; from a sustainability perspective there 
are pros and cons but overall hard I think to tell 
clients that they shouldn’t rebuild here and move 
when they’ve both financial investment in a place 
and significant emotional investment in a place. 
I don’t believe we as architects can take a high-
ground like that, in a moralistic way – perhaps that 
discussion should be had in a general way (“have 
you ever thought about moving away, or not taking 
this risk again?”) 

I think we need to inform our clients clearly of 
the implications, risks and issues of their scenario 
but do so without any subtext or moralising. I 
wonder if a part of the reason why architects 
continue to be marginalised in a lot of industries is 
a perception that we claim superiority or right to 
correct – sometimes I hear this hidden under terms 
like “educate our clients”. We aren’t in control of 
people’s desires but I think our job is to inform our 
clients with the expertise of our profession so they 
can make an informed but ultimately very, very 
personal decision. 

CA: Beyond offering victims assistance for 
individual house designs, what else needs to be 
done as a profession?

AD: I think there are a number of pieces around 
advocacy, to argue objectively for our value in 
providing expertise and de-risking these scenarios 
of the future, but also pieces around almost 
“marketing” to change consumer’s desires of the 
types of housing they expect in these scenarios. 
The sort of free-standing “Glenn Murcutt”, very 
open expansive house, or the “colonial villa” might 
not be an appropriate type in the contemporary 
environment and bushfire rebuild circumstance, 
but it can be hard to shift this expectation in 
consumer’s minds. Pieces of advocacy around 
creating that desire for sustainable, smaller, better 
living might be more valuable to change what 
our clients are thinking in their own visions and 
dreams, and bring this more in line with sustainable 
outcomes.

CA: What impact did these bushfire attack levels 
have on the design and architectural approach?

AD: At the stage we got to when the project went 
on hold, they were at generally conceptual, with a 
clear but basic understanding of how to approach 
them from a strategic perspective. For example, 
knowing that we were likely to be in either of the 
two highest-rated bushfire design zones (BAL 40 
or FZ) we strongly argued for a compact external 
envelope, with minimal external glazing required 
only for BCA compliance in terms of natural light 
and ventilation requirements or access to key 
vistas, and offset this with an internal courtyard 
that functioned like a breezeway. Protected by 
fire shutters, that central X shaped breezeway 
also expanded into a small internal courtyard with 
indoor plants, rocks, gravel etc which was visible 
from all rooms of the house and offset the reduced 
views and openings to the external environment. 

CA: Material choice is an important consideration 
that obviously depends on the bushfire attack 
level rating. What BAL rating was specified for 
the scheme, and what key design strategies were 
implemented to protect the Kangaroo Valley House 
from fire?

Entry, Supercontext.



88

Building community engagement with architectural services in bushfire affected communities

89

Alastair Swayn Research Grant from the Alastair Swayn Foundation

If we are to give those services I think we need to 
see the value of them as part of our commitment 
to social improvement that isn’t somehow ‘special’ 
or being a martyr; I feel like it’s a tricky situation 
– on one hand there can be a lot of complaining 
amongst the profession about how ineffectual 
we are at bringing about positive change when 
we have to defer to our client’s instructions, yet 
when given the opportunity to undertake pro-
bono services with a very clear ‘mission’ in mind, 
our response is extremely fragmented and varied. 
Hearing recently from Jiri Lev’s reporting on 
Architects Assist was a little depressing – stories 
about how architects were treating it as a business 
generation opportunity, charging high prices or 
behaving unprofessionally after being contacted 
through Architects Assist were very disappointing 
and shows how varied the profession is.

CA: Why should bushfire affected communities 
entrust architects to help them rebuild their 
homes?

AD: I don’t think architects should have a monopoly 
on this type of work. Some of the stories coming 
out of Jiri Lev’s following up of how Architects 
Assist is going are troubling (price gouging etc.) 
and I think reinforces that while architects have 
certain skills and expertise, I believe we are a 
problematic profession that is often more interested 
in its own outcomes and goals than those of our 
clients – particularly made worse in disaster relief/
recovery scenarios. 

Working with an architect can be a rewarding 
experience, and we have the knowledge and 
expertise in our collective resources to build back 
better. I think bushfire affected communities 
should work with architects who have shown a 
commitment to this kind of work as a fundamental 
part of how they consider our profession to add 
value to our communities. There are many of us out 
there looking for the opportunity and who would 
take it on the good-faith and with the empathy that 
it is offered, so I think these communities should 

engage with that empathy and expertise and trust 
that it is offered to achieve a better outcome and 
more stable communities for the future. 

CA: What advice would you give to other 
architects who have just been engaged as to offer 
their services pro bono?

AD: In many ways it is no different than any other 
commission – you need to be diligent, professional, 
accurate, inventive etc; all the things youd want 
to be in a normal job. The pro bono part should 
be handled with some care; if it gives you an 
opportunity to align your client’s vision with your 
own through a shared commitment to the project, 
I think it can be a very productive way to generate 
a strong collaborative relationship between your 
clients and you. 

In the case of Architects Assist something that also 
needs to be considered is that you are offering 
your services to people who have lost their homes 
and may not be in a position to rebuild what they’d 
hoped. I think in these scenarios – where there is 
an empathetic component to your offering of pro 
bono services (or there should be) – it might also 
be important to supress some of your own hopes 
or expectations for these projects and focus on 
providing a service to people who find themselves 
in very difficult circumstances. It’s probably 
something generally for practice but putting their 
intent in front of any of yours is key to really ‘giving’ 
of yourself and your expertise and your resources in 
these scenarios, I believe.

CA: Unfortunately the project didn’t go ahead, 
what was your most valuable lesson learnt from 
this experience that you can take with you towards 
another project?

AD: Managing expectations! I was very excited 
about this project for a wide range of reasons; great 
initiative, amazing site, lovely clients – I think easy 
to get carried away. 

AD: Our priority around siting was mostly driven 
by aiming to reduce the BAL rating, but also 
our client’s strong preference for the siting of 
the house. The use of the internal courtyard was 
associated with our overall strategy of reducing the 
external envelope of the property, and creating a 
second internal landscape which ‘captured’ a small 
part of the larger landscape to offset a reduced 
use of glazing around the periphery. Glazing 
can be both expensive and a ‘weakness’ in the 
line of defense, requiring additional fire shutters 
and ember mesh coverings, so we chose to be 
selective externally and use 
the internal courtyard to 
provide that sense of space 
and landscape to offset that 
strategy. 

Given that the house was 
to be rebuilt in a similar 
location to the prior 
residence, we argued for a 
more selective capturing 
of key views, moments 
in the landscape that the 
clients were particularly 
emotionally attached to and 
limiting glazing to those 
moments. The internal 
landscape was then visible 
from all rooms; standing or 
lying in any one room, you 
were able to look outwards 
and inwards to landscape 
at all times, even if the view externally was limited 
to key views and minimal BCA requirements for 
amenity and windows. 

CA: What do you think is the role of architects in 
post-disaster scenarios in a broader conversation?

AD: We have a lot of skills and capacity for 
critical and lateral thinking that make us excellent 
advocates for building back better. Doing less 
but doing it better is a difficult argument to run, 

particularly with clients who may have had a large, 
4 bedroom residence that was lost, built some time 
ago as kit or project-style homes and to whom 
we are now arguing for a 2 bedroom, FZ rated, 
correctly oriented sustainable house for a similar or 
more construction cost.

From my perspective architects generally need 
to be better equipped from an evidence based 
perspective to be able to argue around quality 
over quantity particularly in circumstances where a 
solution that worked 20 years ago both no longer 

complies but is evidently 
problematic. 

CA: Do you believe the 
architecture design 
community has an obligation 
to provide services pro bono 
or at reduced rates post 
disaster?

AD: Obligation is a difficult 
term. Pro bono services aren’t 
a part of our professional 
expectations in the way 
that they are in the legal 
profession for example, so 
there isn’t, in my experience, 
the same sensibility for it 
being a part of what we do. I 
think it’s difficult to obligate 
a profession to do something 
that it doesn’t see the value 

in, given the overwhelming – and problematic 
– narrative of architects being underpaid, low 
fees, highly competitive etc. A few times I’ve had 
discussions with colleagues who’ve run that classic 
line of “well a lawyer wouldn’t give away free advice 
so why should we?”; I appreciate that a conscious 
decision to offer pro bono services is part of a 
different commitment but my sense is that the 
profession is still insecure about our professional 
standing that there’s still some more work to be 
done conceptually.

Courtyard, Supercontext.
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Interview
Susan Fuller Architects
Susan Fuller
Director

Interview
Architects Nicholas + Associates
Patrick Nicholas
Director

+ 

Susan Fuller and Patrick Nicholas met their 
clients through a school connection and 
agreed to work collaboratively to help the 
young family rebuild after the Green Wattle 
bushfires in late 2019.

Whilst still in planning, we spoke of 
how ‘having an Architect involved has 
provided a balance to the negotiations and 
helped the clients be measured in their 
expectations whilst still preserving the 
support factor to them as victims’.

Both Pat and Susie agree that ‘Pro bono 
work -  if you can afford to -  is crucial to 
ensuring built forms across our landscape 
can benefit from professional design.’

CA: Thanks Susie & Pat for taking the time today to 
catch up. Before we begin it would be great if you 
could introduce the project and how you two came 
about working on the project together.

SF: The Project New house for Helena and Justin, 
whose original house destroyed by Green Wattle 
bushfire in December 2019. The house was 
uninsured and part of the process is obtaining 
funding for the dwelling. Pat and I met the clients 
through a School connection. We agreed to work 
collaboratively on the project as the clients had 
asked both of us to help.

CA: Why did you both participate in the architects 
assist program?

PN: We decided to 
participate because 
so many people 
needed support and 
assistance and we are 
both fortunate and in a 
position to provide help. 

CA: Have either of 
you had any first hand 
previous experience 
working with bushfire related designs in the past? 
If so, how did this impact the design?

SF: Previous experience - not really, but have 
designed in BAL rated sites before.

CA: After interacting with victims first hand, how 
did you assess their readiness to engage with an 
architect so soon after losing their home?

PN: Victims very keen to work with Architects, but 
this has presented its own challenges, foremost an 
unrealistic idea of what is possible within a certain 
budget.

CA: While architects are seemingly very eager to 
offer their services and help to rebuild fire-affected 

communities, most Australians looking to build a 
house do not approach an architect to be a part of 
that process. Why do you think having an architect 
on board in a situation like this is so important?

SF: Having an Architect involved has provided a 
balance to the negotiations and helped the clients 
be measured in their expectations whilst still 
preserving the support factor to them as victims.

CA: Did either of you have any hesitations 
designing another building for this family on the 
same site given the previous house burnt to the 
ground? What made you feel confident from an 
architectural/construction aspect that this wouldn’t 
re-occur?

PN: The hesitation is 
about risk - we do not 
want to build a house 
that potentially puts 
the clients or another 
family at future risk. We 
have advised the clients 
from the start that the 
safest protection from a 
bushfire is to leave the 
property.

CA: You worked with bushfire Consultant Tim 
Meecham to achieve a BAL29 rating for this 
site. Firstly, why was this rating so important to 
meet? And secondly, for those who have not been 
through this process before, why  is a bushfire 
consultant an integral part of the redesign process 
and how do they contribute to the project?

SF: BAL29 was critical as without this rating the 
government would not approve funding. A bushfire 
consultant is critical to this type of project and 
offers the clients advice on safe bushfire practice.

CA: You mentioned Susie, that a big part of your 
involvement to date has been centred around 
education and expectation. Why have these two 

Section, SF + ANA
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points been of such importance?

SF: Education is huge - clients must take on board 
the safe practices needed to live in a bushfire prone 
area.

CA: The design approach for this family house has 
been considered similarly to a master plan, where 
by certain aspects of the project are competed at 
various stages. What drove this decision and what 
are the outcomes for the project?

PN: This was about expectation, what the was 
possible with the government funding and what the 
clients could safely add at a later stage.

CA: Was the DA process any more complicated or 
drawn out due to the bushfire impact?

SF: The DA Process is still ongoing and it’s a little 
too early to comment. 

CA: How do you incorporate pro bono work into 
the project pipeline of either of your two practices 
in a financially sustainable way?

SF: Just get it done!!

CA: What are the key lessons you have learnt that 
are relevant to the bushfire crisis and response 
today? What advice would you give to other 
architects who are keen to get involved in the 
rebuilding effort?

PN: That a clients expectations are tricky to 
navigate in these circumstances and that clients 
need way more education about safe bushfire 
practices.

CA: Finally, What advice would you give to others 
who are keen to take on pro bono work?

SF: Pro bono work -  if you can afford to -  is crucial 
to ensuring built forms across our landscape can 
benefit from professional design.

Artist Impression, SF + ANA.
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Interview
Virginia Kerridge Architect
Virginia Kerridge
Principal

Virginia Kerridge established her studio in 
1995. We caught up to discuss her recent 
project in conjunction with BizRebuild, a 
business led initiative developed by the 
Business Council of Australia to provide 
assistance to small and local communities 
left devastated by the bushfires.

Virginia and her practice have been 
engaged to design Rappville’s new 
community hall, the Rappville Common, 
after the original hall was destroyed during 
last year’s bushfires.

We learn what it is like to work with the 
community members and hear why Virginia 
‘believes that if you are in a position where 
you are able to help, then it’s the right 
thing to do’.

CA: This engagement is a result of bushfires which 
devastated the small town of Rappville, have 
you hand any previous experience working with 
bushfire related recovery projects in the past?

VK: Not really. I had no designing a house in an 
FZ area. Also another recent house employs some 
techniques in deploying water pies over the roof so 
that the water can be used to stop ember attack.

CA: Could you tell us a little more information 
about this project, your involvement and how the 
design come about?

VK: This project is being funded by BizRebuild 
which is a business led initiative developed by the 
Business Council of Australia to provide assistance 
to small and local communities left devastated by 
the bushfires. Katie Page (Harvey Norman) is part 
of this initiative and she approached me to see 
whether I would be prepared to do some pro bono 
work to help poor communities get back on their 
feet. I have done a lot of work for her in the past.

CA: Often the centre of community life, town halls 
provide a gathering place, a celebration space and 
a point of contact, particularly in rural towns. 

Artist Impression, Virginia Kerridge Architect.
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Similarly, they can serve as a second purpose 
during disasters as a refuge. Was this a 
consideration in the redesign?

VK: Yes the community hall was looked upon as 
an opportunity to become whatever it needed to 
become to most serve the community. It will also 
have a large kitchen and dining area so that it can 
cater for functions 
of up to 150 people. 
The kitchen could be 
converted to a pop 
up cafe if this could 
serve a commercial 
use to raise money for 
the community. 

It also becomes an 
important meeting 
place for locals and 
potentially also 
visitors to the area. 
The design has been 
based around an 
existing timber church 
which remarkably 
completely survived 
the fires and is in 
particularly good 
condition. It contains 
some poignant 
memorabilia from 
World War 1 so it was 
very fortuitous that it 
survived.

CA: Although not technically in a bushfire prone 
area, due to the nature of the project did you 
approach the design any differently from the 
outset? 

VK: Yes we were very concerned that appropriate 
measures were put into place to negate the same 
situation happening again.

Q5: Has the design team embodied any fire 
retardant systems? 

VK: One of the ideas that we had was to use water 
pipes running on thereof to stop ember attack (a 
technique that we have used on another job recent 
job).

CA: What have been your experiences working 
in the wake of the Rappville fires? Engaging with 
communities that have experienced immense 
trauma and continuing stress must place significant 
pressure on those who have come to assist.

VK: The community were extremely gracious as well 
as very thankful. They were lovely to deal with. It 
was fantastic to feel so appreciated.

CA: You’ve mentioned the process of the 
reconstruction needs to be handled very 
sensitively. Do you have any advice for architects 
interested in taking on these projects?

VK: My advice would be to listen to what people 
say they need.

CA: How much scope is there for expanding 
the skills of architects in tackling post-bush-fire 
rebuilds?

VK: There is a lot of scope to improve the skills 
of architects in dealing with crises. It should be 
something that is offered as part of the continuing 
education process. 

CA: How is design different in rural communities 
compared to where you are locally based in 
Sydney? What do you see for the future of rural 
design in the wake of these fires?

VK: There is less to choose from in terms of services 
and materials available. In the future we would all 
benefit from more education in terms of fighting 
fires and not creating scenarios where fire can 
spread even more than it does. Quick actions and 
the right actions at the beginning can save many 
lives!

CA: Landscape architect Jane Irwin has also 
offered her design services pro bono, what 
influence has she had on the project? 

VK: Jane has a wealth of knowledge about 
landscape design in regional areas having grown 
up in one. She has an innate understanding of these 
types of landscapes.

CA: Have you offered your services pro bono 
previously? How has your experience been on this 
project to date? Do you believe the architecture 
design community has an obligation to provide 
services pro bono or at reduced rates post 
disaster?

VK: No I haven’t done pro bono work before, but I 
believe that if you are in a position where you are 
able to help, then it’s the right thing to do.

CA: It must of been a very special moment 
unveiling the proposed design to the community, 
what was this experience like? 

VK: They were incredibly appreciative it was 
fantastic to feel that you can help so much; they 
were ecstatic.

CA: What was the feedback from the community? 
Did they have much influence on the design from 
the outset?

VK: They said that they would be happy with 
anything! But we did listen to the fact that the new 
building should be in context with a rural setting 
and make use of local materials.

CA: The council is your client, does that make the 
process easier or harder, why?

VK: Having the Council acting as a client has for the 
most part been great as it gets rid of a lot of red 
tape.

CA: Why should bushfire affected communities 
entrust architects to help them rebuild their 
lives? Did you find it difficult to connect with the 
community being an ‘out of town’ architect?

VK: Architects can help a great deal in coming up 
with designs that will change the lives of people 
that have been bushfire affected.

No it was not at all difficult being an out of town 
architect.

Site Meeting, Virginia Kerridge Architect.
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Trajectory

This project questions the very nature 
of typical Australian domestic typology, 
which has been a topic of debate through 
many eras of Australian design. Secondly it 
attempts to trace past Australian exemplar 
projects and architects that have been 
successful in bushfire design and align them 
with current examples for comparison, 
and more importantly education. The first 
by-product of this project is an online 
publication and exhibition. 

What will follow is envisaged as a 
deployable object, which can be distributed 
domestically to any community post 
bushfire, the titled ‘pop up box’ is a disaster 
centre on a smaller scale. It will house 
information, templates and the catalogue of 
work established here. The intention behind 
this box is to provide physical literature of 
the processes and information one would 
need after they lost their house in a bushfire 
or if one wishes to design/build a house in a 
bushfire prone area. 
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