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Baracco+Wright  Archi tec ts

Garden House 
Westernpor t  Bay, Vic tor ia, 2014

Photography: © Erieta Attali

 “…Baracco+Wright  Archi tec ts  i s  in teres ted 
in the way that  the in f ras t ruc ture of  towns and 
ci t ies can be more mindfu l  of  i t s  envi ronments, 
ecosys tems and local  landscapes. In fac t ,  the 
pract ice wants to redef ine archi tec ture through 
th is  process – or ra ther res ta te i t s  re levance. 
The archi tec ts  want to exper iment  and devise 
archi tec tura l  typologies that ,  for  example, 
could al low water to move through them, or 
that  could permi t  the jo in ing up of vegetated 
space across proper ty boundar ies and open 
up a deeper acknowledgement of  a s i te ’s 
geography, geology and hydrology. 
 This  expanded commi tment to a quie t ly 
progress ive archi tec tura l  urbanism that  p laces 
indigenous vegetat ion and ecosys tems at 
i t s  hear t  might  seem odd when se t  agains t 
the regimes of  contemporar y tabula rasa 
development that  mains t ream Aus t ra l ia seems 
to wi l l ing ly to lera te. However,  a ques t ioning of 
norms and convent ions of  suburban se t t lement 

seems t imely, as does a s t ra tegic approach 
to how the c i ty can be re t ro f i t ted or adjus ted 
through techniques that  can accommodate 
dens i f icat ion of  o therwise di f f icu l t  u rban s i tes 
– f lood plains,  creeks and fu t i l i ty  easements, 
for  example. Through a long and thought fu l 
per iod of des ign research in RMIT Univers i ty ’s 
School of  Archi tec ture and Design, of ten 
wi th publ icat ions and communi ty par tnersh ip 
outcomes…the pract ice has tes ted and 
explored these typologies wi th s tudents and 
s taf f ,  creat ing a body of work wi th a las t ing 
legacy. 
 Most  of  a l l ,  what i s  humane and 
del ight fu l  about  the t ra jec tor y that  has 
led to th is  apparent ly modes t  house is  the 
mul t ip le scales of  i t s  enqui r y.  I t  i s  c lear that 
Baracco+Wright  Archi tec ts  i s  as concerned 
wi th the minu t iae of  ever yday l i fe – how we 
might  wakeup in the morning, garden and cook 
in a place – as i t  i s  wi th the way that 

This holiday house is conceived as just a little more than a tent: a deck and raised platform are 
covered by a transparent ‘shed’, the interior perimeter ‘veranda’ is garden space. The soil and 
natural ground line are maintained and carried through. A low lying site with terrestrial orchids 
and lilies, flood waters seasonally move through the site unimpeded. Similarly the indigenous 
vegetation has begun to grow inside. The house, like a tent, once unbolted, it would be as if it 
was never there.
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Existing site’s natural ecology Proposed site’s natural ecology is enhanced and reinstated; urban filaments are 
located along existing and planned infrastructure, containing built footprint and 
buffering vegetated areas.

Urban filaments and open space networks (opposite)

When apply ing biodivers i ty sens i t ive urban 
design, we consider nat ive species and 
ecosys tems. Large, connected areas of  p lains 
grass land and plains grassy woodland provide 
impor tant  habi ta t  for  the Golden sun moth and 
St r iped legless l izard, which are nat ional ly 
th reatened species. Both species requi re nat ive 
tussock grasses – inc luding Kangaroo grass, 
Wal laby grasses and Spear grasses – to th r ive, 
so revegetat ion and res tora t ion of  grass lands 
wi l l  improve thei r  sur v iva l  in th is  landscape. A 
ser ies of  wel l  connected wet lands and large 
buf fer  zones between the Merr i  Creek and bui l t 
areas wi l l  benef i t  the Growl ing grass f rog, 
which wi l l  t rave ls  smal l  d is tances to permanent 
water bodies dur ing dr ier  per iods.

In the t rans i t ional  zones, nat ive b lue banded 
bees are encouraged to nes t  in habi ta t  wal l s , 
enchant ing res idents wi th thei r  tu rquoise colour 

and providing impor tant  buzz pol l inat ion 
ser v ices for  nat ive p lants and domest ic crops, 
inc luding tomatoes. Res idents are encouraged 
to act  as s tewards of  nature: cats,  which are 
a major th reat  to nat ive animals,  inc luding 
the St r iped legless l izard, are prohibi ted; and 
communi ty -moni tored predator -proof enc losures 
wi l l  u l t imate ly provide the oppor tuni ty to 
re in t roduce smal l  mammals l ike Eas tern 
barred bandicoots and Rufous bet tongs to the 
landscape.

Growling grass frog (above)
Blue-banded bee approaching an Arching flax-lilly (below)

Photos: Brian Bainbridge
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Sites Of Habitat And Faunal Significance 

1. Merri Creek
2. Kalkallo Common grassland remnant
3. Donnybrook North Rail Reserve
4. Red gum woodland
5. Bald Hill + grasslands
6. Spring Street Swamp
7. Beveridge Rail Reserve
8. Hernes Swamp
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Volcanic mound

Plains Grassy Woodland; EVC 55

Plains Grassland; EVC 132

Riparian Scrub; EVC 191

Existing wetland

Historical wetland

Features of the Victorian Volcanic Plain bioregion
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A research project undertaken by staff from the Schools 
of Architecture and Design, and GUSS-Global Urban and 
Social Studies, RMIT University

RESEARCH PROJECT – DESCRIPTION

This project sought to challenge conventional thinking 
about built form and urban setting by exploring potential 
synergies between biodiversity conservation, architecture 
and urban design. It sought to demonstrate the conditions 
under which built form and open space can enhance 
biodiversity while at the same time improving the livability 
and resilience of these places.

Current approaches to built form suffer a range of critical 
challenges related to livability, human health and climate 
change adaptation. At the same time, cities and built form 
are encroaching on natural systems and the biodiversity 
that they support.

Currently these challenges are considered separately. 
This research project explored alternative ways by testing 
urban design and architectural resolutions through closer 
levels of integration integrating between built and open 
vegetated space.

RESEARCH METHOD

The project consisted of three components: a research 
working group, a design exercise and an industry forum. 
 
1. A 1-day workshop was arranged to bring together a 
working group, including researchers from ecology, 
architecture, landscape architecture, design and planning. 
Participants discussed the strengths and limitations 
of approaching design from individual disciplines, and 
identified a framework for an integrated approach to the 
design of built environments, including key knowledge 
gaps and opportunities for future research.

2. Drawing on workshop outcomes, a speculative project 
for around 20.000 new dwellings and various related 
servicing programs was undertaken through an extensive 
area in Melbourne’s northern growth corridor, including the 
precincts of Kalkallo, Donnybrook and Beveridge, from the 
top of Craigieburn to the south edge of Wallan, along Merri 
Creek north catchment area. This area was deliberately 
selected as a relevant case study – as a ground that 
offered the chance to compare the speculative design 
approach of the research project to a typical residential 
settlement that has been recently completed in the same 
area. The characteristics of the natural ecology of this area 
was also considered highly relevant to the project as it is 
inclusive of peaks of extinct volcanoes and expansive areas 
of plains grasslands and grassy woodlands, interspersed 
with agricultural land.

3. Project findings and outputs were presented in a 
research forum that was designed to strengthen existing 
partnerships and develop new relationships with targeted 
potential industry research partners (eg. prominent 
development and construction companies). A brochure 
illustrating and describing the research projects outcomes 
and related studies from both schools, was produced 
and distributed through the forum. This half-day event 
provided an opportunity to lay the groundwork for an ARC 
linkage grant application (currently in working process), 
and cement RMIT’s reputation as a leader in sustainable 
design.
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Current  approaches to bui l t  envi ronments 
face a range of cr i t ica l  chal lenges re la ted 
to l iveabi l i ty,  human heal th and res i l ience to 
c l imate change.  At  the same t ime, c i t ies and 
bui l t  envi ronments are encroaching on natura l 
sys tems and the biodivers i ty that  they suppor t .

Natura l  and open vegetated space can 
del iver a remarkable range of envi ronmenta l , 
heal th and wel l -being benef i t s  in human 
envi ronments,  inc luding:

 + reduct ion in urban heat i s land ef fec t

 + provis ion of  habi ta t  for  nat ive species

 + f lood mi t igat ion

 + ai r  and water pur i f icat ion

 + psychological  res tora t ion

 + reduct ion in a l l -cause mor ta l i ty  and 
mor ta l i ty  f rom hear t  disease

 + reduct ion in respi ra tor y i l lness and 
al lergies

 + s t ress reduct ion

 + improved cogni t ive abi l i ty

 + improved socia l  cohesion

 + improved workplace product iv i ty

For these reasons, there is  growing enthus iasm 
for urban greening in c i t ies around the wor ld, 
and an in teres t  f rom planning and landscape 
pract i t ioners in unders tanding the bes t  ways 
to incorporate nature and biodivers i ty in to the 
des ign of  c i t ies.

Curren t  des ign paradigms fai l  to embrace 
these oppor tuni t ies.  Biodivers i ty i s  seen as 
a planning cons t ra in t ,  ra ther than a benef i t 
to be opt imized. Development i s  seen as 
incompat ib le wi th nature and hence i t  i s  of ten 
des t royed dur ing the development process,  or 
a t  bes t  of f se t  to locat ions less able to provide 
ser v ices to urban res idents. 

Urban greening tends to be considered in 
a s impl is t ic or tokenis t ic way – vegetat ion 
is  cons idered as an add-on once the design 
process is  comple te – ra ther than chal lenging 
the design paradigm. 

To real i se the fu l l  potent ia l  of  connect ing 
people wi th nature in bui l t  envi ronments a new 
design paradigm is requi red to re -enchant 
people wi th the natura l  wor ld, th rough the 
creat ion of  spaces that  are good for people 
and good for nature. 

R e - e n c h a n t i n g  p e o p l e  w i t h  n a t u r e  i n 
b e t t e r  b u i l t  e n v i r o n m e n t s

L i n k i n g 

E c o l o g y 

a n d 

A r c h i -

t e c t u r e

The volcanic formation of Bald Hill seen from near Beveridge (top)

Golden-headed cisticola on Common reed, Hernes Swamp, Wallan (middle)

Grey kangaroos in native grasslands between residential areas and the Hume 
Highway, Thomastown (middle)

Copper Street native grasslands including Lemon beauty heads (bottom)

Photos: Brian Bainbridge
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The nat ive temperate grass lands of  the 
Vic tor ian Volcanic P lain are amongst  the most 
endangered ecosys tems in Aus t ra l ia. More than 
99% of the or iginal  ex ten t  has been c leared 
or conver ted to agr icu l tu re, and less than 
0.1% remains in good condi t ion. Much of the 
remaining grass land exis t s  in areas des ignated 
as growth cor r idors for  Melbourne, and thus, 
these grass lands and the species that  inhabi t 
them are threatened by urban development.
We inves t igated the value of  BSUD for 
improving the l ike l ihood that  nat ive grass lands 
and a protec ted grass land species (S t r iped 
legless l izard)  would pers is t  in new suburbs 
af ter  development had occur red. We 
examined BSUD act ions that  addressed 

major th reats posed to nat ive grass lands 
( loss and f ragmentat ion of  habi ta t ,  loss of 
species divers i ty caused by lack of  burn ing 
and invas ion by weeds, and poor publ ic 
percept ion)  and St r iped legless l izards 
(predat ion by cats,  loss of  habi ta t  qual i ty  and 
quant i ty,  and barr iers  to dispersal )  in urban 
envi ronments.  The impact of  indiv idual  BSUD 
act ions was quant i ta t ive ly assessed us ing 
exper t  opin ion (grass lands)  and popula t ion 
v iabi l i ty  analys is  (S t r iped legless l izard) .

Native grassland remnant in western Melbourne
Photo: Ryan Chisholm

Biodivers i ty Sens i t ive Urban Design For 
Melbourne’s Nat ive Grass lands

Evans Street native grasslands, Sunbury
Photo: Georgia Garrard
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