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Three of a kind
When it comes to choosing an expert to design your new home or renovation,
what’s the difference between using a draftsperson, a building designer and
an architect? JODIE THOMSON explains.

Just the job Left and above, Jenny and Bryan
McEwan called on a building designer for
renovations at their North Epping home and are
more than happy with the results.
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E
xpensive, stressful anddisruptive are
just someof thewordspeoplemight
use todescribewhat it’s like living
throughahome renovationor building

anewhome.And they’re the oneswhohada
goodexperience.
Major constructionwork to yourhome is an

enormousprocess, so itmakes sense tohave
the verybest experts onhand to get you the
best results andguide youpast thepitfalls. But
howdoyouchoose the right expert for your
jobwhen there are somanyoptionsonoffer?
What really are thedifferences betweena
draftsperson, abuildingdesigner andan
architect?Whatdifferent services do theyoffer
andwhat are thedifferences in cost?
There’s awide variation in costs across and

within eachof theseprofessions.More
importantly, there’s a vast difference in the
qualifications andexperience that eachbrings
to the job, andalso the level of service youget.
Adraftsperson, for example,maydeal only
withdrawingplans anddocumentation,while
an architect can liaise beyond theplans and
construction to assistwith interior fit-outs and
colour schemes.
While buildingdesigners are a relatively new

andgrowingprofession inAustralia, architects
are currently usedbyonly aminority of people
undertakingbuildingworkand renovations.
‘‘There’s a crude figure that 5per cent of new

housinguses anarchitect,’’ saysAngusKell,
NSWandACT statemanager forArchicentre.
‘‘That says tome that 95per cent of people don’t
really knowwhat anarchitect does.’’
With interest ratesandbuildingcosts soaring,

andagrowing focusontheenvironmental
credentialsofanynewhomesandrenovations,
there’snowmorepressureonhomeowners to
choose therightexperts for theirproject.

All aboutarchitects
While architects are generally recognised as
being at the topof the treewhen it comes to
homedesign, it seems fewpeople havea full
understandingof exactlywhat theydo.
For a start,manypeople aren’t awareof the

extensive training anarchitect undergoes.
‘‘Theydoa six-year university course, then

twoyears’ additional trainingbefore they can
be registeredwith theboardof architects,’’ says
AngusKell.

Nor aremanypeople aware of the broad
scopeof knowledge and skill that training
covers, or the extensive service that architects
offer throughout abuildingprocess.
‘‘An architect is trained inamulti-discipline,’’

Kell says. ‘‘There’s design, documentation,
construction, legal issues regarding contracts,
and they’re trained inunderstandingbuilding
codes andcompliance.’’
You can engageanarchitect to doas little

as drawupplans for your home, but they’re also
licensed and insured toprojectmanage the
entire constructionprocess.
‘‘The averagearchitect is spending an

enormous amountof their timeon contract
administration andother areas, not just
design,’’ Kell says.
Their trainingalsoallowsarchitects to

handledesign in specialist areas, likeheritage
anddisability access.Andmost importantof all,
to create environmentally sustainablehomes,
maximising light andnatural ventilation.
‘‘It’s a three-dimensional understandingof

making abuildingwork,’’ saysKell.
There’s a commonmisconception that

architects are an extravagance. In fact, their
charges are generally basedonapercentageof
the overall construction, fromabout10-15per
cent of the total cost, including contract
administration, andvarywidelydependingon
the cost of theoverall project.
AndAngusKell argues that an architect’s

design canactually increase the valueof your
home. ‘‘Wedid some studies andestimated that
using anarchitect addeda10per cent
premium to thevalue of a house,’’ he says.
As a startingpoint, Archicentre offers one-

off design reports by anarchitect, from$910
for alterations only, up to$2310 for anew
house, includingabrief, schematic plans and
anopinionof cost.

Buildonthis
Buildingdesigners are a relatively new
profession inmost parts ofAustralia. InNSW
they emergedas a groupabout 16years ago,
and there’s still a bit of confusionover exactly
what theydo. ButTedRiddle, the executive
director of theBuildingDesignersAssociation
inNSW, insists thename says it all.
‘‘Theydesignbuildings,’’ he says.
In fact, buildingdesigners come fromawide

rangeof backgrounds,with a large variety of
skills andexperience. Somehavequalifications
indraftingandbuilding.Others havedegrees
in architecturebut haven’t completed the full
training tobe registered as anarchitect.
‘‘Most eitherhave tertiary qualifications in

other fields, or theyhave technical
backgrounds andhave learnt the art of good
design,’’ Riddle says.
Hebelieves there’s very little difference

betweenabuildingdesigner andanarchitect.
‘‘Theonly thing that technically

differentiates buildingdesigners is that inmost
cases theydon’t do full projectmanagement.
A lot do that, but theyhave toorganise a
different level of insurance.’’
To becomeamember of theBuilding

DesignersAssociation, buildingdesigners have
tomaintain a certain level of training.
‘‘We insist that to bea fullmemberof the

association theyhave todo continuing
professional development,’’ Riddle says.
In termsof cost, buildingdesigners are often

but not always cheaper thanarchitects and
their charges varywidely dependingon the
scopeof service offered.

‘‘The fee structure for botharchitects and
buildingdesigners is often set byhow they are
perceived in themarketplace,’’ Riddle says.
Sowith somanymixedqualifications,what’s

the bestway to find agoodbuildingdesigner?
TheBuildingDesignAssociationwebsite has a
section tohelp finddesigners in your area.
‘‘They shouldbeprepared to showyou their

portfolio ofwork, andput you in touchwith
previous clients,’’ Riddle says

Firstdrafts
Theyusually charge less thanbuilding
designers or architects, but draftspeople can
oftendoequally complicated andmajor design
projects. Alongwith the smaller, simpler
projects like anewgarageordeck,many
draftspeople alsodesign entire homesor larger
renovationprojects.
Basic drafting qualifications include a

drafting/designdiplomaatTAFE. Some, like
draftsman/designer StevenPstahija, of Austral
DraftingService, alsohave additional
qualifications.
‘‘I also did adiploma in applied science in

building,’’ he says.
Pstahija,who specialises in residentialwork,

does everything frombasic alterations, to new
homes andduplexes. Inmost cases, designs by
adraftspersonare largely ledby the client,with
thedraftspersondirectly translating their ideas
into aplan.
‘‘Inmycase, clients say exactlywhat they

want,what style of house,’’ Pstahija says. ‘‘Some
don’t evenhave sketches. I usuallymeetwith
themon site and talk aboutwhat they’re after.’’
Draftspeople completeplansup to the format

requiredbycouncil fordevelopmentapproval
and toget a construction certificated,which is
requiredbeforeyoucan start building. Some
will also liaisewith council officers todealwith


