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Centre of wellness
In Melbourne’s north-eastern suburbs, a new healthcare facility is giving cancer patients  
a sense of empowerment. As Sean McGowan reports, the design of the Olivia Newton-John 
Cancer and Wellness Centre reflects a fundamental change in cancer treatment philosophy.

F E A T U R E

Built in two separate stages over five 
years, the $189 million Olivia Newton-
John Cancer and Wellness Centre 
(ONJCWC) is a beacon of well-being on 
the site of Heidelberg’s Austin Hospital.

Named after Australian entertainer and 
hospital patron Olivia Newton-John – 
herself a breast cancer survivor – the 
centre provides Melbourne with another 
world-class cancer treatment facility.

This facility is unique to Australia in the 
manner that the cancer treatment model 
has been reshaped to incorporate the 
philosophy of “wellness”.

According to Austin Health, the design 
and treatment philosophy here was 
informed by the feedback and suggestions 
of cancer patients, including Newton-
John herself.

This consultation played a pivotal role 
in many aspects of the centre – from the 
design of the building to the choice of 
robes for radiation oncology patients. 

A key focus of the 

development was to give 

people as much control 

over their environment  

as possible’
First, there was a desire for the facility 
to be a welcoming space where patients 
felt acknowledged as individuals. It was 
also felt that researchers and clinical 
staff should work closely together so that 
patients might benefit more quickly from 
the latest scientific discoveries.

These imperatives led to several different 
cancer-treatment facilities being brought 
together, all with a focus on patient  
well-being.

At the facility’s core is a wellness  
centre designed for holistic treatment. 
Here, in the historic Zeltner Hall, 
evidence-based wellness therapies – 
massage, meditation, art and music 
therapy – are offered. These complement 
a patient’s clinical therapies.

The ONJCWC also features a number of 
quiet areas for reflection, and comfortable 
rooms for group education and peer 
support.

The new eight-storey building also 
features state-of-the-art acute cancer care 
and palliative care wards. The design 
of these is somewhat different from 

The design for the Olivia Newton-John Cancer and Wellness Centre focuses on holistic treatment.
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traditional hospital wards, with more 
space, beds and single rooms offered.

Spaces have also been designed  
with families in mind, the philosophy 
behind this being that better support 
from a patient’s support group can only 
be a positive thing, and assist the healing 
process.

The building has been designed to easily 
facilitate specialist multi-disciplinary 
care; the centre’s cancer clinics enable 
patients to attend a single clinic to see 
multiple clinicians. Because patients 
attend just one location, they spend less 
time in waiting rooms, something that 
can provoke both boredom and anxiety.

Other noteworthy building features 
include specific day oncology and 
radiotherapy spaces, as well as an 
information and resources centre.  
A cancer clinical trials centre also 
provides improved access for patients 
to new treatments, and helps facilitate 
advances in cancer research.

wellness A driVer
According to Alan Roshan, principal 
office director with ESD and building 
services consultant WSP, the brief 
originally set out to meet the state 
Department of Human Services  
Capital Works sustainability guidelines.

However, during visioning workshops, 
it became clear from a cross-section 
of stakeholders that “wellness” was 
a fundamental project driver to be 
embedded into the design.

The design team therefore ensured that 
the sustainability objectives defined 
in the project had a strong focus on 
initiatives that promoted wellness for 
both patients and staff.

“A key focus of the development was to 
give people as much control over their 
environment as possible,” Roshan says.

“This is particularly important for 
patients, because the process of treatment 
can be disempowering, and is often 
stressful. The architecture and model 
of care supports this strategy, and has 
been supported by the building services 
design.”

The resulting design incorporates many 
elements that aim to give patients respite 
from clinical spaces. Natural materials and 
finishes have been used, and an informal 
interior design style removes the “clinical” 
feel from many of the public spaces.

This philosophy is also reflected in 
the building’s architecture, which 
accommodates a number of light and airy 
spaces such as an atrium, and naturally lit 

hubs at way-finding intersection points. 
These are particularly effective in guiding 
visitors through the centre.

Respite for patients from the immediate 
hospital surrounds is also provided by 
the easterly views afforded across all 
levels. The façade and internal space 
arrangements have been configured 
to optimise these, as well as promote 
daylight – all the while managing glare, 
solar gain and comfort.

CHilled BeAMs And 
indoor enVironMent 
QuAlitY
The indoor environment quality of the 
centre was also carefully considered with 
wellness very much in mind.

The HVAC design incorporates a  
100 per cent outside-air system with 
heat recovery, and no recirculation of 

air. It also utilises active chilled beam 
technology across many of the clinical 
areas, including the acute care wards, 
where it provides both heating and 
cooling.

“This technology, together with 
appropriate temperature control and façade 
performance, has been designed to improve 
thermal comfort and avoid drafts, while 
also reducing energy,” says Roshan.

The benefits of an active chilled beam 
system make it particularly suitable  
in a healthcare setting.

As well as minimising noise from 
air outlets, the system allows for a 
higher number of air changes within 
the occupied space via the induction 
component of the active beams.

This design also provided smaller, 
controllable thermal zones. The result is 
high levels of comfort for the occupant, 

lessons froM tHe ConsultAnt
1.	 The	visioning	process	and	the	setting	of	objectives	are	very	important	

at	the	commencement	of	the	project.	This	is	particularly	important	for	
sustainability,	where	the	objectives	and	metrics	can	be	agreed,	and	these	
can	become	a	metric	for	consideration	and	analysis	of	design	options		
and	for	prioritising	design	decisions.

2.	 Early	identification	and	documentation	of	interfaces	between	design	
disciplines	is	key	to	a	successful	and	stress-free	construction	outcome.

3.	 At	the	outset	of	the	project,	it	pays	to	gain	a	thorough	understanding	of	
the	way	the	client	operates,	the	way	their	systems	talk	to	each	other,	and	
to	find	out	if	they	have	any	future	upgrades	in	mind.	It	is	so	easy	to	miss	
this	step	and	go	off	on	a	tangent,	designing	services	that	may	not	be		
“fit	for	purpose”.

4.	 Involvement	at	workshops	with	the	user	group	and	engineering	team	in	
the	early	stages	of	the	design.	This	enabled	these	teams	to	be	considered	
within	the	design.

For	example,	a	key	criterion	for	the	engineering	team	was	the	ability	to	easily	
service/repair	any	of	the	mechanical	services	installation.

The building’s architecture accommodates light and airy spaces.
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while reducing fan energy – the result 
of the low air volumes being reticulated 
around the building.

Air-change rates vary across the facility, 
with the main ward areas designed with 
a minimum of six per hour. This number 
is significantly increased in areas such as 
isolation rooms and radiology.

Important consideration was also given 
to the selection of the active chilled beam 
technology used in the ONJCWC.

The units in place are a low-pressure 
type specifically designed for clinical 
applications. They feature accessible, 
hinged-coil sections to allow hospital 
staff to maintain and clean the beams  
for infection control.

Roshan says that along with providing 
better temperature control for individual 
spaces, the active chilled beam system 
reduced plant and duct size, leading to a 
reduction in ceiling voids.

Horses for Courses
Because the ONJCWC accommodates a 
number of different functional groups, 
WSP took a horses-for-courses approach 
to the HVAC design of these spaces.

For instance, the centre’s linear 
accelerator (LINAC) bunkers are each 
served by a dedicated constant-volume 
air-handling unit (AHU). Research 
laboratories have been fitted with 
constant-volume air supply and re-heat 
coils for close temperature and pressure 
control.

Positive and negative-pressure isolation 
rooms have dedicated systems to ensure 
containment. A clean room and PC3 
laboratory both feature HVAC designs in 
compliance with – and in some instances 
exceeding – the statutory requirements of 
the Therapeutic Goods Authority (TGA), 
the Office of Gene Technology Regulator 
(OGTR) and others.

Roshan says that wherever possible, 
mixed-mode air conditioning control and 
user control has been implemented. This 
includes the Wellness Centre, research 
staff lounge and breakout spaces, and the 
Palliative Care Ward.

This design not only saves energy, but 
also allows occupants to control their 
environment and connect with the 
outdoors. With this in mind openable 
windows have been fitted to selected wards.

“Window and balcony-door reed 
switches have been then linked to the air 
conditioning system, shutting down their 
operation during natural-ventilation 
mode, to ensure an energy-efficient 
outcome,” Roshan says.

Rather than rely on the campus’s existing 
plant, the ONJCWC features its own, 
stand-alone HVAC infrastructure. This 
includes a central thermal plant featuring 
primary and secondary chilled and 
heating hot water systems that serve all 
air conditioning systems.

“Given the different systems on this 
project, there are two chilled-water and 
two heating-hot-water temperature 
systems, separated using numerous 
secondary pumping systems and 
heat exchangers,” says Barry Dolan, 
engineering manager for Allstaff 
Airconditioning, the mechanical 
contractor on the ONJCWC.

The primary air-cooling coils are served 
directly from new, packaged adiabatically 
cooled chillers supplying water at 
5.5°C. The chilled beams are served by 
a secondary chilled-water circuit via a 
plate heat exchanger to provide water at a 
minimum of 14°C.

This higher temperature chilled water 
supplied to the chilled beams eliminates 
any risk of condensation forming on the 
coils’ surface within the occupied space.

The primary 100 per cent outside air 
is supplied from a central air-handling 
plant, with the supply-air temperature 
generally maintained at around the room 
temperature, and the dew-point of supply 
air kept above 14°C. When required, 
dehumidification is achieved by the AHU 
coil configuration.

All AHUs have been fitted with air-to-air 
heat exchangers for recovery of heat from 
the extracted air, further increasing the 
facility’s overall energy efficiency.

CoordinAtion
Such was the focus on indoor 
environment quality from the outset of 
the project that careful consideration was 
given to the selection of materials on site 
during the construction period.

This was supported by the 
implementation of an IAQ management 
plan, which helped ensure the 
introduction of contaminants into the 
building was avoided.

According to Dolan, the coordination of 
trades made the ONJCWC an extremely 
complex project.

He says mechanical, electrical and 
medical gases were among the many 
services vying for ceiling space. This 
led to the entire project being drawn 
in 3D using REVIT, enabling accurate 
coordination to take place, and 
minimising the number of services 
clashes on site.

The resultant model was also used for 
effective presentations to the client, main 
contractor and sub-contractors.

The coordination challenges also 
extended to the relocation of a large 
number of services in an existing tunnel 
that had to be moved to allow for the 
construction of the new building.

Roshan says these services included high-
voltage cabling, communications cabling, 
natural gas pipework, steam, condensate 
and water, among others.

“All these works had to be carried out 
without major disruption to the normal 
operation of the Austin Hospital,” he says.

ProJeCt  
At A glAnCe
the professionals
Architect:	 Jackson	Architecture	
+	McConnel	Smith	Johnson
Building services 
consultant: WSP
Client: Austin	Health
ESD consultant:  
WSP	Built	Ecology
Managing contractor:  
Leighton	Contractors
Mechanical  
services contractor:  
Allstaff	Airconditioning
Project manager:  
Johnstaff	Projects

the equipment
Adiabatic chillers:  
Trane	(Dalkia)
BMS: Siemens
AHUs:	 GJ	Walker
Chilled beams: Dadanco
Fans: Fantech
Grilles: Holyoake	+	Variflow
Hot water: Arizona
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Upgraded infrastructure services for 
the new facility include sprinkler and 
hydrant systems, high-voltage cabling 
(including switchgear), and diverse fibre 
communication cabling linking to the 
existing Austin Tower data centre.

Infrastructure for the possible future 
inclusion of a cogeneration system was 
also provided.

Extensive metering and sub-metering has 
also been implemented to assist facility 
management.

“Metering to enable energy management, 
together with tuning requirements 
for the services contractors, has been 
incorporated to enable a smooth 
transition and optimum performance of 
the building following handover to the 
hospital facility staff,” says Roshan.

The building’s BMS has also been 
integrated with the Austin Hospital site 
BMS for ease of management by the site’s 
facility management team.

An independent commissioning 
agent (ICA) was engaged to review the 
design for effective commissioning 
infrastructure. This ensured the 
design intent was carried through the 
commissioning and tuning phases.

According to Dolan, the sophisticated 
nature of this type of facility made 
coordination a priority.

 “There are considerably more services 
being reticulated throughout the facility 
[than most buildings], and with a lot 
of these services being critical, any 
errors are not acceptable,” he says. 
“Never underestimate coordination, 
communication and cooperation.”

The final stage of the ONJCWC  
officially opened last month. ❚

The Cancer and Wellness Centre’s isolation room exhaust stacks,  
and adiabatic pads on chillers.


