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	Clean and tidy bathrooms, unscuffed paint on walls and air-conditioning that keeps office workers comfortable, office workers who spend some 90 per cent of their time indoors — this is the type of taken-for-granted aspect of working life that few notice until it is not there. Invisibility is just one of the challenges faced by facility managers, the professionals charged with keeping a building operating smoothly. Deborah Singerman reports. 

Now, with an industry Action Agenda spearheaded by a case study of the Sydney Opera House, these managers aim to raise their own profile and that of the touchstone issues they cover from whole-of-life costing to safety and helping to improve workforce productivity. 

Finding a simple description of what they do has taxed facility managers, said Stephen Ballesty, a director of construction cost management and services company, Rider Hunt, and chairman of the Facility Management Association of Australia (FMAA). 

On the one hand, their work encompasses anything from operational issues such as cleaning and maintenance of offices, air-conditioning and exteriors, and materials selection, to catering for special fit-out needs, cabling, car parking, rental and leasing renewals, storage and plant inspections. 

“There is no one size fits all. There are different types and sizes of organisation, and each interprets and approaches the facilities management challenge in different ways”, said Ballesty. Matters that complicate this diversity include names for the profession: asset management, corporate real estate, property management, administration, even support services are all used. And given its breadth, hardly surprisingly the people who go into this field have varied backgrounds, with design, construction, property management, administration and human resources being the most common. (A number of universities around Australia offer graduate certificates and diplomas and masters of facilities management.) 

Yet, the language of the industry is a unifying one. Facilities management is a relatively new discipline (though its work is not), developing during the 1980s alongside increasingly global, holistic views of the built environment and, more prosaically, businesses outsourcing management and maintenance of buildings. 

“We talk about people, process, places, and how this all impacts on productivity”, said Ballesty. “We don't come from a design or construction or operations point of view, but rather consider the whole package. Facilities management is about managing the built environment and the built environment is literally where we live, work and play.” 

Managing the Built Environment, indeed, is the catch phrase that Ballesty believes “does describe effectively to people outside the industry what we're trying to achieve”. Appropriately, it is the title of the Facilities Management (FM) Action Agenda, the 30th of 36 Action Agendas either “completed, being developed or under implementation”, according to the coordinating department, the Department of Industry, Tourism and Resources (DITR). 

The government provides resources and assistance to help develop an Action Agenda (they are funded almost exclusively by industry), but the focus is very much on the actions — and commitment — of industry itself to address whatever issues and objectives it has. 

Announced in 2004 by the Hon Ian Macfarlane, Minister for Industry, Tourism and Resources and officially launched the following April by Federal Industry Parliamentary Secretary Warren Entsch, the FM Action Agenda was the culmination of a two-year strategic rethink and increased advocacy role by the facilities management industry. 

A Strategic Industry Leaders Group (SILG) with national working groups wrote the agenda, which had 20 actions across four platforms: 

· • innovation (web portals to disseminate information, establish performance measures and benchmarks for how to show improvements in workplace productivity) 

· • education and training (improve provision of facilities management vocational education and training, availability of undergraduate courses, careers awareness campaigns) 

· • regulatory reform (promote overall conformity e.g. in risk, inspection, responsibility — highlighting discrepancies between the states and territories — in selected areas with occupational health and safety implications, starting with asbestos, emergency evacuation plans and cooling towers; areas to follow include fall prevention, where there is no uniformity across jurisdictions relating to the height threshold for preventing falls 

· • sustainability (build up hard data and a business case model for sustainable practice in materials, energy, water, waste and indoor environmental quality, again focusing on workplace productivity). 

Access Economics has calculated that the facilities management industry directly and indirectly contributes 1.65 per cent ($12.4 billion) to Australia's gross domestic product. The industry employed 172,000 persons in 2002–2003, equivalent to 2.1 per cent of Australia's workforce. More data on facilities management's contribution to the Australian economy is anticipated. 

Case studies here and overseas, as indicated by chair of the FMAA's Special Interest Group for Indoor Ecology, Dr Vyt Garnys, at a sustainable built environment conference last November, already show that improved indoor environments can lead to reduced stress levels, increased employee satisfaction, reduced absenteeism, financial savings and productivity gains. “Maintaining the correct environment through high-quality facilities management is integral to this correlation”, said DITR's building policy section manager, Detlef Jumpertz. “Well-managed facilities can run with minimum down time and be resources efficient adding to their overall efficiency and profitability”. 

A 14-member predominantly industry-based FM Action Agenda Implementation Board is overseeing the implementation of the 36-month action plan. John McCarthy, chair of the Cooperative Research Centre (CRC) for Construction Innovation, and former chairman of the SILG, is chairing the board. 

Established in 2001 with $64 million of cash and in-kind support, including a seven-year Commonwealth grant, Construction Innovation is a national research, development and implementation centre looking at all aspects of construction. Facilities management is part of its research program on the delivery and management of built assets. “Facilities management is absolutely critical”, said chief executive officer Dr Keith Hampson. “The long-term application of the facility to the business or community is really the value that society gets out of the industry. The focus of our applied research and implementation activity is all about making a positive contribution to industry.” 

Landing the Sydney Opera House (1,500 performances and more than 4 million visitors in 2004–2005 alone) as the Action Agenda's Exemplar Project was a coup. The Opera House's director, facilities Paul Akhurst was looking to create a more business-relevant portfolio, Construction Innovation wanted to raise its industry profile and integrate a number of its research themes, and the Action Agenda needed a flagship case study in which to begin to implement some of the actions and to show the potential business benefits of effectively delivering facilities management services. 

Rider Hunt is project leader on this CRC for Construction Innovation project, with partners in the Sydney Opera House, FMAA, Transfield Services, CSIRO, Queensland University of Technology, University of Sydney, Brisbane City Council, Queensland Department of Public Works and Woods Bagot architects. 

Specific case studies from the Opera House, which has an annual maintenance budget of $19.2 million, plus $1.2 million for cleaning, will later be shared and adapted to different types of building. There will also be international comparisons with other iconic buildings, potentially including Opera Bastille in Paris and the Empire State Building in New York. 

The three main research areas are:

· • building information modelling (BIM) 

· • benchmarking 

· • procurement. 

The means to integrate seven different and incompatible digital information systems into one three-dimensional database designed specifically for built facilities is being developed. BIM integrates a digital description of a building with the elements that contribute to its functioning, such as cleaning or refurbishment, and describes the relationship between each element. 

“As opposed to having to overlay several paper drawings to understand what is happening in any given space, there will be a real-time set of drawings of how the house is run”, said Akhurst. “There will also be interactive links from the drawing model to all the relevant manuals and technical and safety information, so in one medium you will be able to go through the entire process”. This will make it easier for contractors and staff to share facilities management information. 

	 


