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The Koolit Balit (‘Healthy People’ in Boonwurrung language) Centre is the first Indigenous cancer wellbeing centre
in Australia, located in the parkland adjacent to the Alfred Hospital in South Yarra, Melbourne. The centre seeks to
serve the growing needs of Indigenous Australians and their communities who are impacted by the trauma of cancer
diagnosis and treatment. The centre seeks to provide spaces that draw upon landscape, community and architecture
(in that order) in fostering a holistic healing space and place of refuge in times of need. The program consists of a
modest wellness centre, short term flexible accommodation and parkland interface.
The transformation of site is approached in a regenerative framework which seeks to create an environment of
healing not only for visitors and the public but for the lands flora and fauna itself whilst creating an architectural
statement which is directly tied to the earth from which it arises.
Koolin Balit Centre Greater Context
The Koolit Balit Centre in it’s remaking of a section of Fawkner Park, seeks to challenge the predominate power
hegemony of colonial settlerspace in Melbourne’s public realm while providing a vital service to Australia’s first
peoples. The centre seeks to do away with the centre/periphery binary and instead create a place for continuous
connection between regional, rural and urban Victoria whilst providing an inclusive civic gateway for non-Indigenous
visitors to better understand and inhabit spaces that embrace the Indigenous idea of ‘country’.
Koolin Balit Conceptual Response
1.

Cultural Burning (‘cool burning’): Wurundjeri
walking of site, regeneration of topsoil,
removal of monoculture and diseased plantlife.

2.

Topographic Remaking: Remaking of flattened
colonialised landscape, introduction of small
ponds, swales, occupiable berms and terracing.

3.

Earthen Spires: Utilisation of site earth to create
rammed earth ‘Spires’ which are utilised to
anchor and shelter the vaulted platform
architecture of the centre.
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Indigenous
Sensory
Gardens

Indigenous Sensory Gardens are introduced,
each planted for one of the seven particular
Kulin seasons to create a diverse habitat for
Indigenous flora and fauna.

Koolin Balit Landscape Response
The landscape response looks at the remaking of the Koolin Balit Centre site to encourage the regeneration of local
flora and fauna whilst creating a series of interlinked yet different sensory gardens that correspond to the seven
seasons of the Kulin People, encouraging the creation of healing spaces directly connected to the parkland and
Centre.
Koolin Balit Material Systems
The materiality and construction systems chosen for Koolin Balit are selected to fulfil three primary requirements.
First, to tie the architecture to its environment through the sourcing of local materials and reinforcing of similar
qualities found in the parkland. Two, to evoke a healing space through the use of biophillic response and a focus on
heightened visual and tactile stimuli. Three, to utilise ecologically sourced natural materials that will age with time
and slowly recess into the surrounding landscape.
Koolin Balit Centre Program
Modelled upon the related UK architectural brief for a Maggie Centre, the Koolin Balit Centre is an attempt at a
wellness centre which directly relates to the needs of Indigenous Australians currently undergoing or recovering from
cancer or related illness. The Centre program is comprised of two vaulted pavillions, one containing the day to day
wellness centre and the second a short term reconfigurable accomodation building designed to facilitate the hosting
of individuals and their carers or larger family groups periodically.

Seasonal Indigenous Sensory Gardens
The landscape response looks at the remaking of the Koolin
Balit Centre site to encourage the regeneration of local flora
and fauna whilst creating a series of interlinked yet different
sensory gardens that correspond to the seven seasons of the
Kulin People, encouraging the creation of healing spaces
directly connected to the parkland and Centre.

Biderap Dry Season
(January - February)

Soil Composition
SANDY LOAM
Ideal conditions for plant growth and storm
water drainage. Course-texture soil easily
excavated and utilised for rammed earth
construction. 40-55% CLAY,7 40-55% SAND,
0-20% SILT. Sand (particle size > 63 µm), silt
(particle size > 2 µm), and a smaller amount of
clay (particle size < 2 µm.

Acacia implexa
Callistemon sieberi
Carpobrotus modestus
Eryngium ovinum
Maireana brevifolia

(Lightwood)
(River Bottlebrush)
(Inland Noon Flower)
(Blue Devil)
(Short-leaf Blue Bush)

Indigenous
‘Touch’
Flora Examples

Acacia paradoxa
Acacia verticillata
Allocasuarina litoralis
Callistemon Sieberi
Carex Tasmanica

(Hedge Wattle)
(Prickly Moses)
(Black She-oak)
(River Bottlebrush)
(Curly Sedge)

Indigenous
‘Smell’
Flora Examples

Acacia dealbata
Arthropodium strictum
Calocephalus lacteus
Leptospermum obovatum
Gynatric pulchella

(Silver Wattle)
(Chocolate Lily)
(Milky Beauty Heads)
(River Tea-Tree)
(Native Hemp bush)

Poorneet Tadpole Season
(September - October)
Temperatures are rising but the rain continues.
Flax-lilies are flowering. Pied Currawongs call
loudly and often. The flowering of plants such as
Myrnong, (Yam Daisy), indicates the tubers are
ready for eating. Bulen-bulen (Lyrebird) males
have finished displaying. Days and nights are of
equal length.

Indigenous
‘Sight’
Flora Examples

Groundwater Composition

Indigenous
‘Hearing’
Flora Examples

Allocasuarina litoralis
Dianella admixta
Daviesia leptophylla
Goodia lotifolia
Goodia medicaginea

(Black She-oak)
(Spreading Flax Lilly)
(Narrow Leaf Bitter Pea)
(Golden Tip)
(Western Golden Tip)

Indigenous
‘Taste’
Flora Examples

Acrotriche serrulata
Dianella revoluta
Gahnia siberiana
Hardenbergia violacea
Coprosma quadrifida

(Honey Pots)
(Blue Flax Lily)
(Cape Jessamine)
(Native sarsparilla)
(Prickly Currant Bush)

EAST PORT PHILLIP BAY CATCHMENT
BSE Mesozoic and Palaeozoic Bedrock
(basement) sedimentary (fractured rock):
Sandstone, siltstone, mudstone, shale, Igneous
(fractured rock): includes volcanics, granites,
granodiorites. Depth to Water Table: 10 - 20m
Water Table Salinity (mg/L).

Bowat (Tussock-grass) is long and dry. The
Southern Cross is high in the south at sunset.
Female Common Brown butterflies are
flying.

Terracing and Berms
Providing occupiable spaces for visitors and
the public adjacent and throughout the
sensory gardens in previously flattened
areas.

Water Gardens and Swales
To provide sensory stimulation and
encourage increased biodiversity in site flora
and fauna. Swales to allows for stormwater
run off whilst preventing soil erosion.

Existing Branchychiton

Existing Perimeter Paths

Existing healthy Flame Tree to remain and
become main vegetative feature for
northern Biderap Dry Season sensory
garden.

Existing site perimeter paths are retained
and utilised to interlink the sensory gardens
and Centre to the park. Whilst providing
nonlinear movement across the site when
desired.

New Indigenous Flora

BRANCHYCHITON - FLAME TREE
LIFE EXPECTANCY: 61+ YEARS
The remaking of site included the inclusion
of a variety of Indigenous Flora to increase
the biodiversity of the site and also to reflect
remaking of place as both part and separate
to Fawkner Park. Themeda (Kangaroo Grass)
to be reintroduced and allowed to grow to
medium height to increase biodiversity.

Waring Wombat Season
(April - July)
Cool, rainy days follow misty mornings.
The time of highest rainfall and lowest
temperatures. Hearts of Kombadik (Soft
Tree-ferns) are the major food when no fruits
are available.

Koolin Balit
Centre
Guling Orchid Season
(August)

Existing Quercus
Existing healthy ‘exotic’ tree to remain and
provide shading to Western elevation of
Centre as well as adjacent property to the
east.

Cold weather is coming to an end. Guling
(orchids) are flowering. Ae-noke (caterpillars) of
Common Brown butterfly feed on grasses at
night. Muyan (Silver Wattles) are flowering.
Bulen-bulen (Lyrebird) males perform the last of
their courtship displays. The star Arcturus is seen
on the northwestern horizon soon after sunset.
Gurrborra (Koalas) begin mating. Males bellow
at night.

QUERCUS - ENGLISH OAK
LIFE EXPECTANCY: 31-60 YEARS

Existing English Oak
Existing ‘exotic’ tree to be removed during
‘cool-burn’ regenerative process. Due to
disease. Timber to be reutilised in the
creation of landscape seating.

Gathering Places
Public meeting places with fixed furniture and
spaces for the integration of Indigenous
artworks to integrate the landscape of the site
and the architecture of the Centre whilst
providing a direct conversation with the public.

QUERCUS - ENGLISH OAK
LIFE EXPECTANCY: 6-10 YEARS
50% CANOPY REMAINING.

Iuk Eel Season
(March)

Water Garden

Hot winds cease and temperatures cool.
Iuk (eels) are fat and ready to harvest. Binap
(Manna Gum) is flowering. Days and nights are
of equal length. Lo-An Tuka, the Hunter, is the
star Canopus, seen almost due south at sunset.

A water garden to the south-west of the
Koolin Balit Centre adjacent to the central
promenade of Fawkner Park allows for a
cooling affect to the Centre during warm
summer months as southernly winds pass
over the site. Increasing privacy for the
Centre and amenity for visitors and public
alike whilst providing a habitat for aquatic
fauna.

Existing English Elms
Two Existing ‘exotic’ trees to be removed during
‘cool-burn’ regenerative process to allow for Iuk
Eel pond and path. Timber to be reutilised in the
creation of millwork if replanting elsewhere in
park isn’t viable.
ULMUS - ENGLISH ELM
LIFE EXPECTANCY: 6-10 YEARS
PLANTED 2000.

Existing Ficus Trees
All Existing Moreton Bay Figs retained along
ceremonial promenade. Largest to provide
shading and privacy screening to Centre.

Meditative Pathing
Public pathways link the seven sensory gardens
of the site allowing visitors multiple meditative
guided paths across the site. The pathing utilises
spaces for the display of local and Indigenous
artworks as a form of ‘Toa’ in the tradition of
Indigenous ‘Songlines’.

FICUS - MORETON BAY FIG
LIFE EXPECTANCY: 31-60 YEARS
PLANTED 1998.

Kangaroo-Apple Season
(December)

Existing English Elms

Changeable, thundery weather. Fruits
appear on Kangaroo-apple bushes. Bali
(Cherry
Ballart)
is
fruiting.
Bundjil
(Wedge-tailed Eagles) are breeding. Bunjil,
the Creation Being, is also referred to as the
‘eaglehawk’. Dhuling (Goannas) are active.
Buliyong (bats) are catching insects in flight.
Days are long and nights are short.

Existing English Elms along Commercial Road to
be retained. Themeda (Kangaroo Grass) to be
reintroduced and allowed to grow to medium
height to increase biodiversity.
ULMUS - ENGLISH ELM
LIFE EXPECTANCY: 6-10 YEARS
PLANTED 2000.

Buath Gurru Grass Flowering Season
(November)
The weather is warm, and it is often raining. Kangaroo
Grass is flowering. Buliyong (bats) are catching insects in
flight. Balayang, the Creation Being is also referred to as
the bat. Male Common Butterflies are flying. Coranderrk
(Victorian Christmas Bush) is coming into flower.

Existing Promenade

Commer
cial Road

The existing ceremonial promenade remains
bisecting the site. The highly utilised
pedestrian and cycle path allows for a daily
interaction with the Centre and the public
users of the parkland.

Koolin Balit Centre Landscape Response
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Koolin Balit Centre Landscape Visualisation

“Land sustains Aboriginal lives in every aspect, spiritually, physically, socially and culturally. The notion of landscape as a second skin
is central to every Aboriginal art form, whether it be theatre, dance, music or painting. Without their connection to land Aboriginal
artists cannot create. Living and working or creating in the land of their birth is vital for an artist’s connection to country, maintaining
this connection is vital to pass on important stories to younger generations.” - Creative Spirits (Jens Korff 2011)

Roof Sheeting
‘Colorbond’ LYSAGHT STEEL TRIMDEK
Powdercoated White for UV Reflectivity.
‘Polytrade’ Recycled polycarbonate verandas
Retractable screen to external gathering area

Koolin Balit Material Systems
The materiality and construction systems chosen for Koolin Balit
are selected to fulfil three primary requirements. First, to tie
the architecture to its environment through the sourcing of local
materials and reinforcing of similar qualities found in the parkland.
Two, to evoke a healing space through the use of biophillic
response and a focus on heightened visual and tactile stimuli.
Three, to utilise ecologically sourced natural materials that will
age with time and slowly recess into the surrounding landscape.
Roof Framing
‘Hazelwood and Hill’ Blackbutt F27 220x45mm roof rafters
‘Hazelwood and Hill’ Blackbutt LVL 240x90mm box beams
‘Hazelwood and Hill’ Blackbutt LVL 200x890mm I beams
‘Everist’ 19x38mm Pine battons and purlins

Curved Ceiling
‘Everist’ Victorian Ash laminate curved ceiling panels
‘Bradford’ Black hypoallergenic insulation and cork backing

Glazing:
‘Viridian’ Double glazed IGU
‘Viridian’ Single float panes (Southern Facade)
‘Miglas’ 95% Recycled pattern glass vision panels

Common Areas
‘Everist’ Victorian Ash stud framing sized to suit
‘Bradford’ Black Hypoallergenic insulation
c/w cork acoustic backing in private areas
Substructure and Footings
‘Hazelwood and Hill’ Blackbutt subframing (raised deck)
Recycled Steel Pylons or equivalent
Concrete pile footings

Recycled unsealed Victorian Ash flooring
Local slate flooring to wet areas
Local sandstone to external paving
Stone firepit to external gathering space
Suspended cast iron firepit to retreat space
All finishes to be low toxicity as per LBC Standards
All fixtures to be copper

Rammed Earth
Insulated external to building and on NW exposures
Low toxicity breathable clear weatherproofing finish to exterior
Internal unfinished. Cavities to have XPS insulation as required
Concrete strip footings as required

Koolin Balit Centre North West Isometric
NTS

Koolin Balit Centre Program
Modelled upon the related UK architectural brief for a Maggie
Centre, the Koolin Balit Centre is an attempt at a wellness centre
which directly relates to the needs of Indigenous Australians
currently undergoing or recovering from cancer or related illness.
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15.

The Centre program is comprised of two vaulted pavillions, one
containing the day to day wellness centre and the second a short
term reconfigurable accomodation building designed to facilitate
the hosting of individuals and their carers or larger family groups
periodically.
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External pause space
Communal dining area
Configurable activity room
Notice board
Kitchen and tea prep
External gathering space
Open deck
Kennel
Library and reading area
Work spaces
Private counselling room
Group counselling room
Private deck
Accessible bathroom
Bathroom
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Koolin Balit Centre Floor Plan
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Koolin Balit Centre Perspective Section AA - AA
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Dangling pool
External breezeway
Retreat space
Concealed laundry
Kitchenette
Bedroom one
Bathroom one
Bathroom two
Bedroom two
Kitchenette
Private deck
Accommodation entry
Water garden
Eastern entry
Existing Quercus (Oak)

Koolin Balit Centre Interior Visualisation

“The significance of cross-cultural design principles and practice is recognised for particular building types but poorly understood in
healthcare architecture, despite the untenable state of Indigenous health. Preliminary evidence suggests that Indigenous people fail
to present for health care until chronically ill, due to fear or dislike of health services and their settings. Developing innovative and
adaptable research techniques, we aim to establish the planning principles and architectural qualities that lead to improved Indigenous
healthcare participation, user experience and health outcomes, reducing the disparity in health for the most marginalised Australians.”
- Indigenous Design Place Initiative (AERC) (Memmott, Haynes and O’Rourke 2015)

Northern Elevation

Eastern Elevation

Main Park Recreation Interface.
Operable facade and screening systems.

Sheltered Interface to accommodation adjacent to residential area.
Entry directly to communal gathering space.

Southern Elevation

Western Elevation

Elevated Interface boundary by water garden.
Obscured views to Alfred Hospital by existing Ficus.

Public Facade. Positioned perpendicular to main ceremonial axis.
Direct one way exit from private deck to park and water garden decking.
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Koolin Balit Centre Eastern Elevation Visualisation
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“[The] Aboriginal concept of health is holistic, encompassing mental health and physical, cultural, and spiritual health. Land is central to
well-being. This holistic concept does not merely refer to the ‘whole body’ but in fact is steeped in the harmonised inter-relations which
constitute cultural well-being. These inter-relating factors can be categorised largely as spiritual, environmental, ideological, political,
social, economic, mental and physical. Crucially, it must be understood that when the harmony of these inter-relations is disrupted,
Aboriginal ill health will persist.”- Ways Forward (Swan & Raphael 1995:13)

