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Consult and prosper

A QUEENSLAND DEVELOPER GETS TANGIBLE BENEFITS FROM MAKING
THE COMMUNITY A PART OF THE DEVELOPMENT PROCESS.

IOR MANY DEVELOPERS, inviting the
Fcumm\\nity to be a part of the development

process would be like letting the inmates run
an asylum. But Queensland developer Petrac
does just that, and says its leap of faith has been
rewarded with better projects, delivered faster and
with less risk.

Petrac calls the process “enquiry by design”,
and has been applying it since 2003 to its larger
residential and mixed-use projects, including
Wynnum Central near Brisbane and Pacific Pines
Estate at Lennox Head, New South Wales.

Enquiry by design is similar to a charrette - an
intensive, usually week-long planning workshop
that brings together various skills used in
development, including architecture, engineering,
construction, planning and project management.
‘The primary aim is to brainstorm a project until the
best ideas float to the surface and most of the big,
foreseeable bugs have been ironed out. A charrette
is certainly not a new concept, but it is usually only
used internally, That is, only the developer and its
contractors are invited to participate.

Petrac executive director Mark Spedding says the
idea to invite community members affected by the
proposed development was that of Stephen Bowers,
the company's the director of special projects.
Bowers had an interest in strong urban design, and
knew the process had been used successfully on
developments overseas.

“Innovation is a core principle of Petrac. We're
always trying to find better ways of doing things,”

Spedding says. “The first time you go into this
process is a bit like a bungy jump. It's a leap
of faith. You dont know what the outcomes
would be.”

The core processes of enquiry by design, although
adapted for projects’ specific needs, remain the
same for each development.

Petrac’s process involves meeting with the
community twice before plans are submitted to
council for approval - once at the beginning of the
project, to flush out issues and gauge the needs
and desires of the community, and again at the end
of the process to display the results and show the
community how their needs were dealt with.

“There is always a broad level of scepticism when
you hold those meetings,” Spedding says. “You
have to really show your credentials in the public
form ... and give everyone a chance to have their
say. You need an expert facilitator to get that
message across.”

At the end of the process an outcomes document
is produced and distributed. Realising that most in
the community can’tinterpret complexarchitectural
and planning details, the document is fashioned so
that the average person can get a feel for how the
completed development will Iook.

“With this process you really have to hold
yourself back, testing different design scenarios,”
Spedding says. “While we might have compromised
some of the things we would have done initially,
we've ended up with a better result by consulting
with the community.”

Petrac is not motivated to pursue enquiry by
design purely by a desire to be seen as “the good
guys’, although Spedding acknowledges there
are long-term benefits in having a track record of
good community consultation. There are benefits,
both tangible and intangible. Risk is reduced
and the speed of the project is increased. And in
construction, speed means dollars are saved. “If you
talk about risk, it's a significant reduction in risk.
And that risk can equate to a lot of extra time or
money,” he says.

“Time is a big issue, cost is a big issue ... but just
getting an approval is a key issue for developers.
[Enquiry by design] provides more confidence to
the approval authority. It gives you a better chance
of getting the approval.”

Spedding struggles to put a figure on the saving
delivered by Petrac’s consultation process. “A lot
of it is costs yowd have anyway,” he says. “The
cost you wouldn’t normally have is running the
workshopls]. [But] in some ways it really collapses
your time frames. Over five days you do work that
might otherwise take months.”

According to Spedding, Petrac would not apply
enquiry by design to all of its projects. Some are
t00 small to justify the expense, and if only a small
community was to be affected by a development it
would be more effective to consult each member
one-on-one.

Look for other developers to follow Petrac’s lead
in the future. “It’s hard for a lot of developers to
give up control of a process. I think [they] would
find adopting this process difficult,” Spedding says.
“[But] I think it’s going to become more common.
With increased awareness of sustainability, I think
this process will become a lot more common.” ®
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