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Abstract 
Brisbane City Council (BCC), in South East Queensland Australia, was concerned for some time about the 
need to ‘raise the bar’ on the quality of design and development in the local environment.  Traditionally, 
Brisbane’s urban fabric had been enriched by typologies empathetic of subtropical design concepts.   
However, in a context of rapid development, this fabric is giving way to buildings that have minimum regard 
for climate and an uneasy relationship with their surroundings.  
The importance of design appropriate for the subtropical climate and lifestyle of South East Queensland and 
the importance of celebrating these and strengthening Brisbane’s image as a vibrant subtropical city was 
recognised in Council’s visioning process during 2002. 
The idea of a centre for design excellence emerged and was included in BCC's strategic vision “Living in 
Brisbane 2010” document and Corporate Plan.  Following discussions with the three key local universities, a 
call for submissions was made and the Queensland University of Technology (QUT) proposal was 
successful.  As a result, the Council has partnered with QUT to establish a Centre for Subtropical Design 
with the vision of achieving a built environment that embodies good design, in this region. 
The primary motivation of the Centre is to stimulate outcomes which appropriately address local conditions 
and simultaneously engage with sustainable environmental practices. The Council’s initiative to put 
resources into subtropical design sets a challenge to those responsible for designing and producing the built 
environment.   
The vision for the Centre is to inspire design and construction practices that respond positively, rather than 
indifferently, to the region’s subtropical location – design in which certain features are neither under nor over-
stated, but which simply exist to benefit and complement the preferences of people and their lifestyles.  
The reason the Centre is focusing on design, is that ideas about building design, and urban design and 
ecological sustainability are interconnected with ideas about regional identity.  Both BCC and QUT recognise 
that regional identity has a significant role to play in the formation of a sustainable built environment.  The 
framework that the Centre has established engages with not only issues of environmental sustainability but 
social sustainability as well.   
The vision for the Centre is that regionally appropriate buildings and landscapes are inherently more 
sustainable in environmental, social and economic terms.  From a local government perspective it can be a 
struggle to ensure good design and fundamentals are not outweighed by the economics of development 
where ‘one size fits all’ solutions are replicated across regions and entire countries.  It is the role of 
government and education institutions such as QUT to show leadership, and through partnerships such as 
the Centre for Subtropical Design, achieve more than we could individually. 
The Centre provides the partners with an innovative vehicle for working productively with the community, 
industry representatives and other local institutions on better solutions for our built environment. The 
Centre’s basic precept is to ask these stakeholders for input on what works in practice, and use this input to 
improve existing practice.    
All partnerships can have teething problems, but where the partnership is more than a marriage of 
convenience and there are shared values and goals, the partnership can endure and become strong. This 
paper provides some insights into what can help build a sustainable partnership between stakeholders. 
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1. Introduction 
Brisbane has a population of approximately 938,000 people and is expected to be Australia’s second largest 
city by 2020 (Brisbane City Council, 2001).  The metropolitan area covers 1326.8sq km.  Brisbane City 
Council is the largest local government jurisdiction in the world and is a ‘powerhouse’ in the regional 
conurbation of south east Queensland and northern New South Wales.   
Brisbane is characterised by its low density residential environment, its topography dominated by hills, ridges 
and thickly vegetated valleys and gullies, and its site on the wide and winding Brisbane River.  The Brisbane 
metropolitan area is contained between the mountains of the Great Dividing Range and the broad calm 
waters of Moreton Bay, protected by large sand islands.  Natural vegetation ranges from subtropical 
rainforest to coastal wallum and open eucalyptus woodlands.  These landforms, water systems and 
vegetation patterns create our regional climatic characteristics.  Based on temperature, humidity and wind, 
Brisbane is said to have weather within the comfort zone for 356 days a year.  Technically, there are six 
uncomfortably cold days and only three uncomfortably hot humid days (BCC unpublished report 2003, based 
on airport data rather than urban context).  Coupled with abundant sunshine and a reasonable amount of 
rain, these characteristics combine to make Brisbane the most climatically well-disposed capital city in 
Australia.   
Over time, the people of Brisbane have developed a synergistic relationship between the built environment 
and the subtropical setting, creating a unique lifestyle supported by a unique built environment.  The benign 
climate has ensured that space for outdoor living and recreational activities dominated by the natural 
environment have become an essential element of the local lifestyle.  It is possible to enjoy the outdoors year 
round and this is obviously one of the region’s biggest drawcards.   
However, over the past twenty years, the greater South East Queensland region which centres on Brisbane 
has grown by one million people, at least doubling its population and is expected to experience growth by a 
further 1,000,000 in the next twenty years.  As Brisbane experiences the pressure of growth, the city’s 
generally pleasant macro-climatic characteristics, are ignored, negated or aggravated by contemporary 
responses in the built environment.  As a result, the subtropical character and identity, the very values which 
make the city so attractive, are under threat.  Although technically there are not many days on average that 
move away from the comfortable range of temperature and humidity, many more people are demanding that 
their homes, schools and workplaces are artificially cooled or heated.  Over the past few years in South East 
Queensland, energy use for control of thermal comfort during summer has increased significantly resulting in 
surging electricity consumption and a straining power grid.  This is in part due to changing expectations in an 
affluent society, but also in large part due to inappropriate solutions to the built environment in both planning 
and design terms.  At the same time, the city and the region are facing water shortages as water 
management strategies fail to keep pace with population growth and increasing consumption per capita.  
Brisbane clearly needs to advance low-energy strategies and water conserving strategies for responding to 
growth and surely with the climatic characteristics described, is well placed to do so.   
During its visioning process during 2002, Brisbane City Council (BCC) recognised the importance of 
regionally appropriate design to the creation of a sustainable built environment.  The location’s intrinsic 
subtropical climate, landscape and culture and the interface amongst these were seen as providing a 
legitimate starting point in the endeavour to achieve environmental sustainability.  BCC recognized the value 
of celebrating South East Queensland’s climate and lifestyle, and strengthening Brisbane’s image as a 
subtropical city under the theme, City Designed for Subtropical Living, in its Living in Brisbane 2010 
document.  The concept of a centre to research and promote subtropical design emerged and was included 
in Council’s Corporate Plan.  BCC held discussions with the three key local universities, followed by a call for 
submissions to establish the centre. The Queensland University of Technology (QUT) proposal was 
successful.   
BCC subsequently partnered with QUT in mid-2003 to establish and operate a collaborative Centre for 
Subtropical Design to provide a crucial interface not just between regulatory authorities and the 
research/education sector but to include all the primary stakeholders in developing a sustainable, subtropical 
city including the general public and the development industry and professions. 
The Centre for Subtropical Design lies within QUT’s Faculty of Built Environment and Engineering which 
comprises multi-disciplinary schools built around major contemporary themes - urban development, design, 
and engineering systems.  QUT provides its partner with the opportunity for the transfer of research to 
practice; for significant industry and community involvement and connection; potential for links with other 
research organisations; the opportunity for an integrated multi-disciplinary approach; and a flexible research 
approach.   
This paper describes the regional and environmental context in which the Centre is positioned to effect 
change.  This background is necessary in order to contextualise the Centre’s objectives and the strategies 
used to achieve them.  The paper goes on to describe the Centre’s role as a bridge between public and 
private sector.  Some of the teething problems the partnership has encountered and the learnings from 
solving these are described and are intended to provide some guidance for others to help build partnerships 
between stakeholders in support of locally appropriate environmentally sustainable development. 



2. The initiative in context 
The Council’s initiative to put resources into approaches to design and planning which respond to the 
subtropical environment and local distinctiveness is reflected in recent moves to foster more environmentally 
sustainable development throughout the greater South East Queensland region.   
In the face of an estimated additional 1.05million people expected to settle in Brisbane and South East 
Queensland over the coming two decades, community disquiet over the ever-increasing land ‘take’ of 
suburbs of Brisbane and surrounding shires of the greater South East Queensland region has steadily 
increased. The perception that rapid urban development is degrading quality of life has led to more attention 
being paid to the need to conserve the region’s distinctive regional landscape and its valued sense of 
openness and permeability.  At the same time, as road networks choke under heavy traffic and travel times 
increase, the community has begun to demand higher standards of mobility.  The low density form of 
development has made it difficult to establish an integrated high frequency public transport system, though 
substantial investments have been made recently in dedicated busways.  It is clear that new planning 
strategies are required to reverse the pattern of low density urban development prevalent throughout South 
East Queensland and its corresponding high rate of car dependency 
In response to widespread concern about unsatisfactorily managed growth and sprawl in South East 
Queensland the State Government established the Office of Urban Management in February 2004 to 
oversee the development of a plan which would manage growth in the region.  Regional planning had been 
in place before but the significant difference this time, welcomed by most stakeholders, is that the Plan has 
legal status and planning and provision of infrastructure is planned to lead rather than follow development.   

2.1 Low density urbanism 
The vernacular form of Queensland housing, common throughout Brisbane’s inner suburbs, developed as an 
empathetic solution to residential design in the tropical and subtropical regions of Australia.  Buildings were 
naturally ventilated, enabling occupants to sense and connect with their climate and culture.   Houses raised 
above ground provided cool shaded places beneath for a myriad of activities to take place either beneath, on 
verandahs, or in shady gardens.    These high-set ‘timber and tin’ houses, set amongst luxuriant vegetation, 
have enriched not only Brisbane’s urban fabric but its cultural fabric and sense of place as well.  
The typology may also provide an appropriate model for a sustainable built environment.  Historically, timber 
houses could be obtained at a low cost by using materials which were locally available and which could be 
used in a structural system which was neither labour-intensive, nor time consuming.  Not only was this form 
of housing suitable for the local conditions, readily accommodating hilly terrain, it was also very adaptable 
and has proven to be lasting.  Many timber houses built in the latter half of the 19th Century and early 20th 
Century are still in use today.   
These houses with their accompanying vegetation, and the neighbourhoods formed by their aggregations 
are also valued as a particularly important part of Queensland’s cultural heritage.  This tradition of low 
density detached housing is highly-regarded by Brisbane people but as the city’s population has increased, 
the desire to live in single family houses with big backyards has translated into urban sprawl.  And rather 
than the open and permeable built environment that encouraged air flow through and around buildings, with 
abundant space for shade trees and gardens, newer subdivisions are spawning buildings that have minimum 
regard for climate and an uneasy relationship with their surroundings.  With an increasing focus on air-
conditioning and indoor living, people are beginning to lose the subtropical sensibility, forgetting how to revel 
in Brisbane’s mild sunny winters and long hot summers. 
Currently, the detached house represents the majority of the built environment in suburban Brisbane (nearly 
70% of all residential dwellings). The majority of new houses are project homes and these are generally 
characterised by slab on ground construction, cheaply framed in timber, with brick veneer or blockwork for 
outer walls.  Until recent changes to the Building Code of Australia most houses in Queensland were not 
insulated where it matters most – under the tiled or metal roof.  Many new project home designs adopt poor 
reproductions of past styles and styles from elsewhere, regardless of local topographical or climatic 
conditions.  Rules of thumb for orientation are frequently ignored and windows and external walls are left 
unshaded.  The result is houses which require the addition of energy-consuming appliances such as air 
conditioning to make them habitable. In Queensland, these types of designs have marginalised local design 
knowledge and local building practice.   
The Brisbane Institute (2004) provides insights into the recent direction of Queensland house design and 
materials based on a Brisbane City Council sample survey of new housing:  eighty-eight percent of new 
houses are project home designs; 60% were one or two storey and had a concrete slab on ground; 85% 
used brick veneer for external walls; 60% used tiles or concrete for roofs; 40% had no eaves, or eaves of 
less than 450mm.  46% had air conditioning retrofitted during the first year of occupation.   
The survey does not mention what percentage of new houses were constructed on sloping sites, but a 
majority of sites available for residential subdivisions in future, whether greenfield, or infill redevelopments, 
are likely to be characterised by significant slopes.  Slab-on-ground construction requiring extensive cutting 
and filling of land is not an ideal solution environmentally, requiring extensive retaining walls and causing 
loss of habitat, interruptions to overland water flow and dramatically altered microclimatic conditions.   



The popularity of off-the-peg project homes is mostly attributable to the purchase price particularly when it is 
related to cost per square metre.  Consumers are seeking ever increasing house sizes for the lowest 
purchase price, even as household sizes decrease. The cost efficiencies gained through mass production 
and the sub-contractor system of procurement employed by volume builders deliver these demands to the 
market, with little concern given to the efficiency gains to be made from managing energy and water better, 
either by the project developer, prospective buyer, or regulatory authorities, or to the savings that owners 
stand to gain through better design.  
Intersecting with the desire for larger homes is the dwindling supply of land.  As developers seek higher 
‘yield’, lot sizes in new greenfields subdivisions are generally decreasing.  Conventional urban fringe 
residential subdivisions are clear-felled of natural bushland and the demand for large project homes on small 
blocks leave little room between buildings, or between buildings and streets, for the substantial shade trees 
which have traditionally been regarded as endemic to the subtropical residential environment.   Inappropriate 
subdivision planning can actually cause increased energy demand and at the same time discourages a 
sense of community, sites clear-felled of natural bushland changes, landscaping opportunities from water-
frugal to thirsty.  On the other hand, the experience in BCC has often been that the land supplies available in 
the outer areas are subdivided into larger ‘premium’ lots with only a handful considering small lots (400 sq m 
or less) or other forms of increased densities. 
Of course detached housing in outer subdivisions is not the only form of development in Brisbane.  Small lot 
subdivisions where an 800sq m lot is split into two are relatively common in the inner suburban areas but 
often result in the loss of significant trees and poor building outcomes where noise, privacy and natural 
ventilation are issues.  Shade trees are mentioned here because of this society’s ambiguous relationship 
with them.  Large trees in groups and isolation fulfil a number of important roles in the subtropical urban 
environment yet they are regarded as disposable rather than essential infrastructure for the ecology of a 
subtropical city.  Not only do they provide relief from the sun’s direct heat, cooling immediate environs, they 
have an important role as a CO2 sink, air filter, and haven for urban biodiversity.  Much of the population 
values the ‘green’ image of the city yet condones the removal of trees on both public and private land.  For 
example, authorities such as power and telecommunications utilities whose plethora of above ground poles 
and cables dominate streetscapes are known to wantonly cut out the canopy of shade trees which flourish 
along many Brisbane streets, thus ensuring their certain destruction. 
Increasingly, building regulation authorities at all levels in Australia are recognising and pushing the need for 
more sustainable housing products.  Minimum energy efficiency standards have already been included in the 
Building Code of Australia and future building codes are expected to address other sustainability issues.  But 
regulatory change can be slow and therefore local authorities, including Brisbane City Council have been 
exploring ways to encourage the industry and consumers to take up sustainable building practices.  BCC’s 
innovation in this area includes the establishment of the Centre for Subtropical Design.  

2.2 Increasing densities 
The recently released Draft South East Queensland Regional Plan (Office of Urban Management, Oct 2004) 
notes that for the local region: 
“The projected population increase, combined with the continuing trend towards smaller households will 
require an estimated 550,000 new dwellings to be constructed in the region between 2004 and 2026.  There 
will also be a greater demand for a diversity of housing forms to match the needs of changing household 
structures, particularly an increase in one and two person households across all adult ages.” 
The historic plan calls for urban consolidation and increased densities focused around efficient public 
transport systems.  The plan promotes a shift to a level of medium density environments of a scale and type 
not previously seen in Queensland.  There is a clear emphasis in the plan towards the achievement of a 
sustainable built environment for the region.  The plan seeks to better manage urban growth through 
compact development, and this is generally seen as a positive step forward.  However, policies which 
promote compactness and densification, if not accompanied with appropriate subtropical design principles 
and strategies will lead to a loss of the very character and identity the Plan is seeking to preserve, and 
accelerate the strain on resources of all types. 

2.3  Role of the Centre for Subtropical Design 
Brisbane does not have a strong history of higher density housing.  A denser urban environment has 
generally been regarded negatively by the local population, and considered as a sacrifice of living standards 
due to the apparent diminishing of urban outdoor space and other issues related to the quality of habitation.  
Only in the past decade has the number of townhouses and apartments approved rivalled that of single 
detached houses.  Over the next decade it is expected that medium and higher density forms of residential 
development will dominate within Brisbane City particularly close to major public transport nodes.  Single 
detached housing will continue to be the main form of development in many other parts of the region.   
One of the challenges facing a Council which recognises that positive strategies for built environment in 
response to lifestyle, landscape and climate are vital, is that Brisbane does not have many good examples of 
locally appropriate higher density development.  Even with the climatic attributes of South East Queensland, 
subtropical urbanism seems complicated to achieve.  This is where the Centre can provide supporting 
research, promotion of subtropical design concepts and sharing of knowledge. The initiative was conceived 



as a vehicle to develop and promote locally appropriate building typologies, patterns of development and 
urban form.   

3. Establishing the Centre – the first steps 
Once the successful bid was announced, the partners began to set up the partnership by way of a legal 
agreement between QUT and BCC, two large and risk-averse bureaucracies.  The Centre Agreement (CA) 
took several months to draft and finalise.  Upon signing the agreement in mid 2003 the partners formed a 
management committee and immediately started to ‘brainstorm’ about ‘projects’ identifying a myriad of 
(individual) environmental problems to be solved. 

3.1 Centre Agreement 
BCC and QUT sought to establish an agreement and an organisational structure that would support their 
shared vision. The vision for the Centre described in the CA is to establish Brisbane as an internationally 
renowned centre for subtropical design through collaboration with the community, business sector, design 
professionals, state and local governments and tertiary institutions and promote a lasting subtropical design 
vernacular that is enthusiastically embraced by the community and development industry. 
The Agreement sets out the management and reporting structure as well as the Centre’s objectives, and the 
resources to be contributed by each party.  The management structure called for a stakeholders’ group, a 
strategic management committee (like a board, chaired by a nominee of BCC), a management committee, 
and a coordinator responsible for the day to day running of the centre.  BCC contributes cash resources to 
support management salary and a lesser amount for projects and activities.  QUT contributes cash and in-
kind resources including the physical office for the Centre.  The annual budget is less than $300,000 AUD. 
Though the delay in establishing the Centre was frustrating to the partners at the time, at the end of the day 
the CA is a sound document achieved through collaboration.  It resembles a comprehensive ‘manual’ and is 
referred to often when clarification or direction on a wide variety of management issues is sought.   

3.2 Centre Structure and Management 
The Centre management structure called for three layers of management.  The Strategic Management 
Committee (SMC) comprises twelve people including  three representatives from each partner and six non-
voting external industry and community members.  The SMC meets quarterly and its role is to advise on the 
strategic direction and performance of the Centre.  
At the next level is the Management Committee comprising of eight people meeting monthly.  Each partner is 
represented by up to four nominees. The Head of School of Design at QUT provides the role of Director of 
the Centre to provide leadership to the Management Committee (MC) and to directly supervise the Centre 
Coordinator who is responsible for the day to day management of the Centre.   
The agreement also called for twice-yearly stakeholder consultation to ensure the Centre’s activities and 
outputs were relevant to the industry and community. 
The roles of the various groups and committees are detailed in the agreement but in reality the lines are 
blurred. A key lesson is that for a Centre of its size and funding, there are too many layers of management 
and the Centre coordinator is not a member of either committee but reports to both.  It has also been difficult 
for the Centre to obtain key research staff and this vital resource is required to be sourced on an ‘as needs’ 
basis.  Some projects have been outsourced to local design firms. 

3.3 Vision and Objectives  
The CA states five key objectives to achieve the vision. 
1. To research and understand fully the elements of subtropical planning and design. 
2. To promote and encourage community debate about the most desirable and appropriate future building 

designs for Brisbane as a leading subtropical city. 
3. To stimulate design responses through the development of ‘best practice’ and ‘good practice’ principles 

that are responsive to the environment; achieve alternative and more sustainable infrastructure outcomes 
for a subtropical climate are suitable for the City of Brisbane and the South East Queensland region, and 
that ultimately become market imperatives.   

4. To communicate to government, industry, tertiary institutions and the community appropriate subtropical 
design initiatives including the developed  “best practice” and “good practice” principles. 

5. To advise if the Council’s regulatory provisions are achieving appropriate subtropical design outcomes 
and make recommendations for consideration by the Council regarding such regulatory provisions.  The 
Council is not obliged to consider or implement any such recommendations. 

In retrospect, both the vision and the objectives appear to be very ambitious, yet both the vision and the 
objectives failed to state in clear unequivocal terms the need to develop and advance low-energy strategies 
for responding to growth in this region.  This was left in the realm of the ‘understood’.   



Considering that the Centre is not a highly cashed up research institute, it became clear early that the Centre 
needed to have a very clear focus with tangible outcomes and would need to attract industry sponsorship or 
other grants.  Successful grant applications depend on an established track record and much energy and 
momentum is required to establish the Centre’s credentials.  Broad strategies to achieve the objectives of 
the Centre have been operationalised. 

3.4 Strategies and projects to achieve the vision 
In the establishment phases of the Centre, before all the agreed management planks were in place, the 
Management Committee (MC) sought to replicate the consultation process in which strategic direction is 
determined, that is taking on board the concerns of the stakeholder group and submitting recommendations 
to the SMC.   
In response to the agreed objectives for the Centre, the Centre Management brainstormed ideas and pooled 
knowledge to workshop: where the Centre’s work could have the most impact, and ideas for projects and 
how to prioritise them. The two main outcomes of these exercises were: 
A. The Centre would be concerned with operating across three broad scales of effect in the built 
environment: local scale – individual buildings and sites; neighbourhood scale; regional scale. 
B. The Centre would focus on two main strategies to effect change: 

1. Research producing new knowledge and/or collating and refining existing knowledge which is 
required for a better understanding of the principles of design for subtropical living; and 

2. Dissemination – disseminating information to stakeholders in the built environment so that they can 
best implement the principles of design for subtropical living.   

Post-workshop, the Management Committee reconvened to focus on developing core projects within the 
overall framework to complete in 2003/2004.  The importance of establishing the clear principles of design 
for subtropical living in the three main scales of effect was identified as a priority.   
The first year of the Centre’s effective operation in 2004 focused on establishing principles of subtropical 
design at the scale of the detached house, the neighbourhood and the region.   
Establishing the principles of subtropical design for detached houses was determined to be the first in a 
series of projects for the “Local” dimension.  It was considered that much information related to climatic 
design of detached houses has already been generated, therefore the research focus of this project is to 
consolidate the information, make it relevant to subtropical living and package it for specific target audiences, 
and adopt appropriate strategies to disseminate the information. 
The focus of the neighbourhood scale project, principles of subtropical design for new subdivisions, is new 
development in greenfield areas.  The intention is that future projects will consider principles for urban infill 
redevelopments, centres, and so on.  In this case, it was considered that a balance of research and 
dissemination activities is required. 
At the region-wide scale, a project to establish principles of subtropical design involving research of an 
exploratory nature was developed.  This project has initially taken the form of professional workshops and 
public forums in order to focus and identify subtropical value sets and to translate these values into principles. 
Progress has been made at each of these scales, the local, or object oriented scale proving to be the most 
problematic to tie down.  On the other hand, the Centre has established a successful relationship with the 
Office of Urban Management, and the historic draft South East Queensland regional plan contains 
subtropical design principles to guide local authorities in their planning efforts.  Our task has not been to 
establish the principles of ‘good design’, but the result is an attempt to be clear about what we mean by 
‘subtropical design’ in the realms of architecture, landscape architecture, urban design and planning, 
attached to broader principles of good design.  The principles take as their markers the qualities of lifestyle 
that people value. 

4. Progress so far 
The main observation from the experience of researching these core areas has been that it may be 
complicated but by no means impossible to achieve urbanisation in a subtropical environment with the 
climatic characteristics of South East Queensland. The Centre is helping to draw attention to the region’s 
subtropical character and identity and ensure planning and design frameworks protect and embody 
sustainability and subtropical principles. The Centre aims to compel design responses in the realm of the 
built environment that are positive, rather than indifferent to the local climate and landscape and complement 
the preferences of people and their lifestyles.   
Progress has been made in both research and dissemination and an even greater awareness of the Centre’s 
work is expected once the results of current projects are published. The work of the Centre is already 
influencing Council’s planning and design agenda and being linked with other initiatives around sustainable 
development. 



4.1 Research Links and achievements 
The Centre for Subtropical Design provides its partner with a flexible research approach and an opportunity 
for an integrated multi-disciplinary research.  Two of our core research projects have engaged local design 
firms to carry out the main body of the research.  This has had the advantage of providing for significant 
industry and community involvement and connection with stakeholders, and paving the way for the transfer 
of research to practice.   
The Centre’s research linkages are characterised by internal and external research collaboration.  Internal 
relationships and teams have been formed inter-School, inter-Faculty, intra-Faculty.  The Centre has been 
instrumental in establishing an urbanism working group in the Faculty.  External multi-disciplinary teams 
have been formed with other local Universities.  Through our partnership with BCC we are involved with the 
federally-funded research network, the Cooperative Research Centre for Construction Innovation. 
The Centre has established collaborative relationships with industry partners including the Office of Urban 
Management (Queensland Government) and Timber Queensland representing the peak body for the entire 
supply chain for the timber industry in Queensland.  We are working to leverage these relationships to seek 
external funding from other significant initiatives, particularly the Australian Research Council through its 
industry linkage scheme.  The long-term survival of the Centre will depend on its ability to attract significant 
industry funding and a strong foundation has been laid in the establishment phase of the Centre. 

4.2 Dissemination achievements 
The dissemination strategy has seen the development of social and cultural communications projects in the 
realms of architecture, urban planning, and landscape design.  
An artist in residence project was undertaken in 2004 with great success. The project was a means to reflect 
on Brisbane’s essential qualities and to inspire ideas about what people might want Brisbane to be like as it 
grows, transforms and matures.  The result is a series of photographic images which draw out and challenge 
our concepts about subtropical Brisbane. The images have been used effectively to promote the Centre and 
its agenda. 
A comprehensive website has been established that includes a discussion forum as a way to engage the 
interest and expertise of global and local design community which is financially unfeasible for the Centre to 
access using traditional research and collaborative methods.  The intent is to provide an immediate way of 
capturing current knowledge about subtropical and sustainable practices, simultaneously engaging experts 
and other people who are pivotal to the development and uptake of subtropical design principles in South 
East Queensland. The forum is the first with this focus in Australia or elsewhere.  It invites an all-
encompassing and trans-disciplinary perspective on subtropical and sustainable design and circumvents 
traditional adversarial relationships common in the development and construction industry. 

5. Lessons learned 
Certainly, there have been high expectations of the Centre from both partners. The Centre is still working 
through its first group of research projects, the results of which may take some time to trickle into practice. 
Given development timelines, on the ground results, which are highly sought after by an organisations such 
as BCC, may take some time. The pressure is always on for a Centre such as this where the research 
products are not saleable commodities. But, there is a growing realisation in the community that the quality 
of our built environment and its sustainability is important. Local identity and difference are valued and 
consumers are starting to look for passive design features and indoor-outdoor living spaces which are the 
hallmarks of good subtropical design.   
The slow rate of change in the development and construction industry is an opportunity to seek change 
through engaging the key players in the industry to develop an understanding about subtropical design and 
the incentives needed by clients. The Centre’s website and online discussion forums are the first stage in 
accelerating the change towards sustainable subtropical planning and practice. 
As is the case with many partnerships there have been ups and downs in the establishment phase. Working 
through the downs can be helped by: 

• having a good partnership agreement which clearly spells out the partners shared vision, 
expectations, roles and responsibilities. 

• allowing for a slow start up period. 
• establishing a strategic plan with core outcome areas. 
• having a lean management structure. 
• ensuring there is a critical mass of research strength in core areas. 
• bringing in fresh eyes from outside through “in residence” programs. 
• getting buy-in from key local stakeholders. 
• linking with stronger and/or specialist research centres on joint projects. 



6. Where to from here 
The emphasis in 2005 is on the development of significant communications projects to promote the 
principles of subtropical design and raise the community’s awareness of the value of contemporary 
subtropical design to their lifestyles.  Brisbane City Council’s Your Home and Neighbourhood Fairs planned 
for mid-year will be the major vehicle available to the Centre to promote subtropical design, and its intrinsic 
relationship to environmental sustainability in this region.  The Fairs are part of Council’s neighbourhood and 
metropolitan planning processes. 
A student ideas competition is underway currently.  Students will explore subtropical solutions to increasing 
urban densities.  Related outcomes will include interactive exhibitions, workshops and publications. Other 
major activities in 2005 are a series of open forums aimed at elevating the level of public debate around 
issues of maintaining subtropical lifestyle values, character and identity as urban densities increase.  A major 
international conference dealing with subtropical urbanism is planned for mid 2006.   
The advent of the State directed Office of Urban Management has meant that BCC’s initiative to put 
resources into subtropical design is coming to the forefront throughout the region. With subtropical design as 
a major theme running through the Regional Plan, neighbouring councils too will need to consider locally 
appropriate responses consistent with the plan. 
QUT and Brisbane City Council are committed to the subtropical agenda and see that working as partners is 
the best way to progress understanding and realise the vision.  The Centre for Subtropical Design is a focal 
point for inspiring, developing, engaging and motivating clients, planners, the construction and property 
industry, local community and others, to discover, understand and incorporate the wide-ranging, 
environmental , climatic and aesthetic elements (and benefits) of subtropical living. 
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