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The GPT Group’s refurbishment of its 
national office within the 33-year-old 
MLC Centre in Sydney’s Martin Place has 
literally transformed the business.

As one of Australia’s largest property 
groups, the company has showcased the 
scope of energy-efficiency improvements 
possible in an existing building, while 
at the same time transitioning from a 
traditional office lay-out to an activity-
based working environment.

So successful has the project been that 
along with a world-class 6 star Green 
Star Office Interiors rating, the new 
three-floor office has received the highest 
occupant satisfaction rating in the 
Australian data set.

A recently completed occupancy 
evaluation performed by Arup has also 
shown it to have the highest rating in 
the Australian data set for meeting 
occupants’ needs, and a top 5 per cent 
ranking for overall comfort.

These ratings confirm the pronounced 
effect on staff amenity and productivity 
that has been experienced after 
the company took occupancy of its 
refurbished three-floor office in June 
2011. Where the former office detracted 
from productivity with a perceived rating 
of -2.9 per cent, the new space has lifted 
the productivity rating to +8.4 per cent, 
placing it within the top 10 per cent of the 
national data set.

  the use of the latest 

technology has also 

removed the anchor 

of a dedicated desk 

and telephone, leaving 

employees free to choose 

where they work on a day-

to-day basis’

Whether or not these results have 
exceeded GPT’s expectations, the  
three-tiered benefits of reduced 
environmental impact, increased staff 
productivity and business reform are 
testament that existing buildings can 
accommodate superior and sustainable 
modern workplaces.

trANsforMiNg  
tHe WorKPlACe
The MLC Centre is a 60-storey 
commercial office tower in the heart  
of Sydney’s CBD built in the 1970s.

An award-winning Harry Seidler  
& Associates design, the building  
is home to some of Australia’s leading 
companies, among them The GPT  
Group, whose tenancy was spread  
across five discontinuous floors,  
resulting in a disconnected workplace.

Absolute activity
An office refurbishment is a serious undertaking for any business, but rarely does it drive 
significant change in workplace behaviour. As Sean McGowan reports, The GPT Group’s transition 
to an activity-based working environment has shown that some things are worth changing.

GPT personnel are free to choose where they work from day to day.
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The idea was to develop a space that was people-based.

An aging fit-out further detracted from 
the company’s market-leading status 
and globally recognised sustainability 
credentials.

Rather than relocate, in 2009 the 
company took the decision to refurbish, 
and set about consolidating its workforce 
onto three contiguous floors, as well as to 
change its work practices by creating an 
activity-based working environment.

Coupled with substantial sustainability 
and indoor environment improvements, 
the project was expected to reinvigorate 
both the space and the manner in which 
occupants worked within it.

Architecture firm Woods Bagot, 
which had partnered on the design of 
the activity-based workplace for the 
Macquarie Group at One Shelley Street, 
was engaged to co-create the fit-out and 
realise a physical and visual connection 
between the three floors of the tenancy.

The resulting design included an atrium 
with sweeping staircases, and clearer 
windows replacing the existing façade 
overlooking the atrium. A variety of 
workspaces break out from the atrium, 
created to reflect the mobile nature of 
employees.

Despite consolidating the tenancy space 
and reducing desk numbers by 17 per 
cent, existing staff numbers have been 

comfortably accommodated in the new 
open-plan design. The use of the latest 
technology has also removed the anchor 
of a dedicated desk and telephone, leaving 
employees free to choose where they work 
on a day-to-day basis.

  on arriving to work 

each day, they take their 

belongings to their preferred 

workspace and connect 

to the company’s wireless 

network using the latest 

connectivity software and 

smart phone technology’
Personnel are provided with lockers that 
are accessed by multi-use swipe card, 
and where their laptop is stored securely 
overnight. On arriving to work each day, 
staff members take their belongings to 
their preferred workspace and connect 
to the company’s wireless network using 
the latest connectivity software and smart 
phone technology.

A range of workspaces – including open-
plan areas, meeting places and quiet pods – 
means line-of-sight management is a thing 
of the past. Yet on any given day you might 
find yourself working next to the CEO.

According to GPT national sustainability 
manager, Bruce Precious, M.AIRAH, 
moving to the activity-based working 
model has created a collegiate type of 
space.

“By being able to cut the rope to that 
anchor, you are free to work wherever 
it is most appropriate for you to work,” 
Precious says.

“If you need to be working with a group  
of colleagues, you’ll position yourself 
where they’re working. If you need a quiet 
place to work you might choose one of the 
quiet rooms.”

Furthering its sustainability goals, GPT 
has also gone a long way to achieving a 
paperless office. The amount of stored 
paper has been reduced by 90 per cent – in 
turn reclaiming valuable floor space – while 
office paper used has reduced by 75 per 
cent. Again, technology plays its part here.

Contributing to its world-class  
Green Star Interiors Design rating,  
a commitment to the recycling and 
reuse of old fit-out materials in the 
refurbishment was also made.

“We performed an audit of all the 
materials that were on the three floors 
before we started the demolition work, 
and retained as much of the material  
as we could to be reused on site,”  
says Precious.
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“Everything else was either sent  
for reuse or sent to recycling.”

GPT then went through a careful 
material-procurement process, starting 
with materials and fittings recovered 
from the original fit-out, such as wood 
panelling that was re-purposed into a 
variety of furnishings and doors that were 
cleaned and repainted. Office chairs were 
reupholstered rather than being replaced.

“We sought to use material with a  
high recycle content wherever we could, 
so there’s a lot of recycled timber finishes 
throughout,” Precious says. “If we  
did anything that was over and above 
the 6 star Green Star rating, it was the 
materials component that we put some 
extra effort into.”

CoNNeCtiNg  
tHe dots
The indoor environment quality achieved 
through the refurbishment of the HVAC 
design has played a major role in the 
occupancy comfort and the tenancy’s 
energy-efficiency improvements.

According to Precious, the design 
intent was carefully described so that 
performance could be measured to the 
design at each stage of the project.

“Connecting the dots from design 

intent through construction to actual 
performance and occupant perception 
is something I don’t think we do all that 
well as an industry,” he says. “And the 
opportunity to do that in an office space 
that has some unique attributes was 
interesting.”

Arup was appointed to collaborate 
with GPT on a design brief based on 
the company’s aspirations and needs, 
and on the tenancy’s constraints. It 
also addressed many of the findings of 
a pre-occupancy survey, which covered 
occupant comfort (temperature, draft 
and noise), perceived air quality and 
stuffiness, and lack of occupant control.

“The idea was to develop a space that was 
people-based, responding to individual 
lighting and air conditioning needs,” says 
Arup principal engineer Haico Schepers.

Along with meeting the Green Star and 
NABERS rating targets, the HVAC design 
had to be appropriate for the activity-
based working environment, yet integrate 
with the existing base-building services.

A number of possible solutions were 
considered, including a like-for-like 
upgrade to provide new perimeter 
induction units, and the refurbishment  
of the existing VAV centre zone.

Other options included an all-air system 
throughout, or chilled beams with 

primary air throughout, as well as “big 
ideas” such as the use of phase-change 
material, chilled ceilings, task air and 
adaptive comfort control.

Ultimately,	however,	a	design	featuring	
perimeter active chilled beams with a 
new centre-zone VAV system was selected 
on the basis that it could be installed to 
take advantage of the existing building 
infrastructure yet also offer a major 
upgrade in performance.

“An all-air system would have 
required decoupling from the existing 
infrastructure – a very costly and 
complex affair,” says Arup mechanical 
engineer Alex Baidjurak, Affil. AIRAH.

“Providing chilled beams throughout 
would also require major changes to the 
existing infrastructure, affecting central 
plant and potentially causing a great 
disruption to other tenants. The hybrid 
system offered the best solution.”

Benefits included superior energy 
efficiency at the perimeter compared 
to all-air systems, and the potential to 
reduce base-building fan energy should 
a whole building refurbishment be 
completed with active chilled beams  
on all floors.

It also addressed occupancy concerns 
around comfort, with no appreciable 
drafts, low noise at the perimeter 
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 A variety of workspaces break out from the atrium.
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compared to induction units, and 
replacement of existing motorised 
dampers in the centre zone with VAV 
boxes and swirl diffusers.

The design also included a 25 per cent 
increase in base building outside air 
rates to 12.5L/s per person and a 50 
per cent increase within the tenancy to 
11.25L/s per person. This was achieved 
through the re-commissioning of the 
base building primary air and centre zone 
supply, along with providing new tenant 
supplementary	fan-coil	units	(FCUs)	and	
outside air supply systems.

Baidjurak says that because of the nature 
of the space, not all areas are occupied 
simultaneously. This means the amount 
of outside air available from the base 
building air conditioning is sufficient to 
provide higher rates without modification 
to the central air-handling plant.

“It avoided potential difficulties in having 
to upgrade the central air-handling 
plant that also serves other floors of the 
building,” he says.

For enclosed spaces within the tenancy, 
additional outside air is provided via 
FCUs	from	the	available	A-grade	tenant	
outside air supply.

“We looked at various options to further 
increase the tenant system outside air 
rates, and ended up providing additional 
supplementary supply from new façade 
louvres,” Baidjurak says.

Energy efficiency was important, but 
flexibility was also a priority. As such, the 
design team recommended a dedicated 
tenant chilled-water system to service 
meeting rooms, offering flexibility in 
combination with energy efficiency gains 
compared to the existing PAC units. This 
was possible because sufficient tenant 
condenser water was available from the 
base building.

Chilled	water	FCUs	were	also	used,	
which again addressed issues raised 
in the occupancy survey. These were 
provided with two-way control valves 
and space – temperature sensors for 
temperature control to better match 
loads and save energy. Combined with 
acoustic treatment and swirl diffusers, 
they also presented a much quieter system 
compared to the rattling old PAC units of 
the previous fit-out.

Improved user control was addressed 
with local LCD panels, range-bound 
temperature and fan-speed settings, 
and full integration with the lighting 
occupancy sensors.

Baidjurak says the availability of user 
controls was important to GPT because it 
offered a very tangible way to address the 
need for control when using a meeting 
room, as revealed in the occupancy 
survey.

“Interestingly, our recent discussions 
with GPT and the post-occupancy survey 
have found activity-based working 
allows people the freedom to move to 
the most comfortable space to suit their 
preferences,” Baidjurak says.

“Meeting room controls offer a further 
improvement to this by allowing people 
to customise their experience, but that 
is of course limited by the amount of 
training occupants are provided and their 
willingness to engage thoughtfully with 
the controls.”

The lighting design incorporates a 
combination of task lighting to desks, as 
well as various surface lighting and up-
lighting. Together they provide a 160 lux 
average background illuminance at the 
working plane.

Lighting control, including occupant 
sensors and daylight dimming, is also 
provided.

The stairs are illuminated by low-level 
integrated LED fixtures that reference one 
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Because of the nature of the space, not all areas are occupied simultaneously.



eColi Br i u M •  s e Pte M Be r 2012 34

C O V E R  F E A T U R E

Quiet pods are  
available as meeting places.
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Call MJB Controls and allow us to put you back  
in control of all your temperature requirements.
(02) 9522 0334 or see our website for details  

www.mjbcontrols.com.au

Quality products for  
the Heating, Cooling  

and Automation industries

Multi Stage  
Touch Screen 
Thermostats
TST1002 Programmable  
touch screen thermostat  
with Modbus, single  
and multi stage control.

Thermostats
The ACCS-1 Air Conditioning control 
system is a 7 Day Programmable 
Thermostat with Zone Control which  
has been specifically designed for  
the residential split ducted market.  
A host of installer and user programmable 
features are configured directly from the 
large LCD and are nothing more than a 
few button presses away (No more setting 
numerous and confusing dip switches).

Zone Controllers
The ZC4 is a microprocessor  
based HVAC zone control system 
that can be used with any standard 
or programmable thermostat  
or thermostats (input type RYWG”) 
such as the MJB Controls PDT7D. 
This will allow the control of any 
heating, cooling or air conditioning 
system with up to 4 zones  
(plus 1 spill or bypass zone).

VSD’s / VFD’s
The MJB7000 series of VSD’s are  
manufactured to and have obtained  
the following standards CE, SGS, ISO9001.

The MJB7000 series of variable speed drives  
are a multifunction, high /constant torque  
type VSD which employs vector control to provide 
excellent cost to performance characteristics.

2012–2013 Product  Catalogue  out now

of the typical techniques used by Seidler in the original design  
of the building.

“The lighting design also focused on improving the feel of the 
space associated with the floor-to-ceiling height,” says Arup 
lighting designer Tim Carr.

“This was essential to ensure that the relatively lower 
illuminance didn’t result in a gloomy atmosphere. To alleviate 
this, a high proportion of up-lighting was directed onto exposed 
surfaces and suspended ceilings.”

He says the concept of task-based working was led by the interior 
design approach, and the lighting aimed to complement the design 
intent of a more domestic view on material and furniture selection.

“This means that some areas are intentionally more intimate,” 
Carr says, “or use more hotel-style light fixtures to allow for the 
users to have real choice in the type of space they work in.”

An interesting finding from the occupancy evaluation is that 
some people feel they have too much natural daylight in the new 
office fit-out – an outcome likely associated with not only with 
the replacement glazing but also the transformation of the space 
that improved line of sight, and that places most desk spaces 
within 8m of a window.

Also of note is that the task lighting provided is barely used, 
presumably because the low lighting levels provide sufficient, 
good-quality lighting. It remains important, however, in giving 
occupants control to use as required.

KNoWiNg tHe uNKNoWNs
Retrofitting services in an existing building presents all manner 
of risks, particularly when upgrading or recommissioning 
parts of a base building to provide a tenancy with its preferred 
outcomes.

Though this was certainly the case with the GPT project, a high 
level of coordination and collaboration between stakeholders 
identified many of these risks at the earliest stages.

Relationships with the base building manager and maintenance 
contractor were created. This led to access being provided for 
detailed inspections of base building systems, and interrogation 
of the BMCS.

“To gain acceptance we worked through a series of negotiations 
and reviews with the base building consultant and property 
managers Jones Lang LaSalle, who also represented the interests 
of both building owners QIC and GPT,” Baidjurak explains.

“This considered approach minimised project risks early on, and 
delivered the optimal solution for GPT while providing food for 
thought in the long run-life of the building.”

Of course, there were challenges in retrofitting the new and 
existing HVAC systems. These included a primary air-pressure 
mismatch between the active chilled beams and the existing 
induction units, and between the connection to the existing 
perimeter primary air and centre zone supply.

The former was overcome with an in-duct pressure break that 
can be removed should the full building be upgraded to active 
chilled beams. The latter required rebalancing of the air-
handling systems that serves the tenancy and other floors.

sofia
Text Box
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In order to verify system balance, a 
review of static pressure calculations was 
conducted from design stage through 
to commissioning. Care was taken with 
duct sizing so that a full system rebalance 
would not be required, considering the 
tenancy was not the index run.

Other issues included connecting the 
existing mild-steel secondary chilled-
water system to new sections of on-
floor copper pipework, requiring the 
use of dielectric separation to prevent 
electrolytic action between the two.

The base building BMCS required 
recommissioning and the addition of 
new graphics for the chilled beams and 
VAV boxes. This provided integration 
with the tenant controls system, which 
was included to enable adaptive comfort 
control.

Space too, like many retrofit projects, 
presented its own problems, with the low 
floor-to-floor height exacerbated by a 
raised floor for modern communications. 
In response to this, the design team 
developed services coordination strategies 
to squeeze all systems into particular 
parts of the ceiling in order to expose 
the existing structure in others. This 
improved the ceiling height and the 
feeling of the space.

Another critical aspect of the design was 
the fire engineering of the three-storey 
open atrium in a building not designed to 
accommodate such interconnection.

Previous attempts by other tenants 
had been unsuccessful in connecting 
any more than two floors. The stair 
pressurisation system needs to limit 
smoke spread into the stairs in order 
that they remain usable for the long 
evacuation time required in a tall 
building such as this.

According to Arup fire engineer Felix 
Gammon, this is easier to achieve when 
fewer floors are interconnected.

Arup’s fire and mechanical engineers 
worked closely with the base building 
maintenance contractors to inspect and 
test the building’s systems at concept 
stage to explore the proposed design’s 
feasibility. In this way they were able to 
develop a design to support the three 
floors’ interconnectivity.

“We re-tested the building’s systems 
part-way through construction to further 
validate the design and original test

results, in case the team needed to revert 
to the back-up design,” Gammon says.

“The systems were tested a third and 
final time at the final stages just prior to 
handover, and were shown to work better 
than the minimum standard required by 
our design.”

Proof is iN  
tHe (H)eAtiNg
Now into the second year of occupation 
in its slick refurbished HQ, GPT has 
realised a 50 per cent saving in overall 
energy use, coupled with reduced space, 
low paper use and an improvement in 
productivity. It means a cost-neutral 
outcome is forecast over the period  
of a 10-year lease.

Furthermore, the occupancy evaluation 
by Arup has not only shown it to have the 
highest rating in the Australian data set 
for meeting occupants’ needs, but points 
to significant improvements in comfort 
and perceived health benefits among 
staff.

“Occupants’ perceived health lands in the 
top 10 per cent of the Australian data set, 
while acoustic comfort rates in the top 
20 per cent – an exceptional result for an 
open-plan office,” says Precious.

“Thermal comfort and air freshness 
are both rated in the top 5 per cent, 
demonstrating that the designers, 
builders, commissioning, controls and 
building management teams have all 
done a great job.”

The Arup survey of occupants showed a 
perceived productivity improvement of 
11.3 per cent, compared to the previous 
tenancy.

For a company whose business includes 
commercial office redevelopment, it is 
considered of the utmost importance to 
lead by example.

Many of GPT’s contemporaries and 
tenants will no doubt be taking note of 
the world-class sustainability outcomes, 
a successful transition from a traditional 
office lay-out to activity-based working, 
and the subsequent measured occupancy 
benefits.

“The outcome here will inform future 
designs, and it will definitely inform 
future designs for the rest of this 
building,” says Precious.

“The MLC Centre is a significant tower 
on the skyline of Sydney, and we are 

demonstrating that you can have a  
6 star Green Star tenancy, pushing the 
boundaries in terms of productivity  
and occupant satisfaction in an existing, 
30-year-old-plus building.”

Perhaps the last word, however, should  
go to those who work in the space on  
a daily basis – 88 per cent of whom say 
they would not go back to the old way  
of working.

It’s rather compelling evidence to  
suggest that activity-based working  
might just work. ❚

ProJeCt  
At A glANCe
the professionals
Architect:  Woods bagot
Building owner:  
QIC and The GPT Group
Contractor: buildcorp
ESD consultant: Arup
Facilities management:  
Jones Lang LaSalle
Facility maintenance contractor: 
Tempest Air Conditioning
Fire engineering: Arup
Lighting design: Arup
Mechanical services 
engineering:  Arup
Mechanical services 
subcontractor:  
Paul Taylor Air Conditioning
Tenant:  The GPT Group

the equipment
Acoustic lagging: Pyrotech
Active chilled beams:  Krantz
Attenuators:  Kinetics
Buffer tank:  Aquazone
CRAC units:  Emerson
Chillers:  Aermec
Controls:  Honeywell
Control valves:  belimo
Fan coil units:  GJ Walker
Fans and speed controllers: 
  Fantech
Filters:  Australian Air Filters, 
Camfil
Grilles:  Air Grilles
Jet diffusers:  bradflo
Pumps:  baker
Swirl diffusers:  Krantz
Thermafusers:  Acutherm
VAV boxes:  Trox




