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About the project 

The GPT Group (GPT) is in the process of re-developing the MLC Centre office tower in 
Martin Place, at the heart of the Sydney CBD. Part of this process involves defitting the 
fixtures and removing furniture across 20 floors previously occupied by office tenants. 
Defit and demolition projects on a scale such as the MLC Centre bring with them the 
environmental challenge of managing the waste created by the removal of furniture, 
fixtures and fittings, but they also provide opportunities to develop and pilot new 
solutions to both social and sustainability issues. 

GPT has been looking for ways to create shared value through its core business and 
specifically through the procurement of products and services. Coupled with the BBP’s 
work on fitout waste and tenant engagement, Sue Wiblin, Communities Manager at GPT 
and Esther Bailey, Manager of the Better Buildings Partnership, realised that there were 
multiple opportunities to use the MLC Centre defit as a pilot project to test a new 
approach to demolition works.  

GPT identified and selected local social enterprises working with people who have 
experienced barriers to employment and invited them to participate in the defit process. 
GPT also engaged with its main contractor ISIS, who are commercial fitout and 
refurbishment specialists, to facilitate the practical elements of the pilot and provide 
support to the social enterprises.  

The Better Building Partnership, formed by the City of Sydney to help meet its 2030 
sustainability targets, was also involved with the project from a waste management 
perspective. The Partnership brings together commercial property owners to develop 
solutions to improve the sustainability of existing commercial buildings. Its role was to 
help assess and consider options for the waste’s afterlife, and consider opportunities that 
could be applied more broadly to minimise waste. 
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How social enterprises were involved 
Three Sydney-based social enterprises were selected 
for the MLC Centre pilot: RichmondPRA, JobQuest and 
Fair Repairs.  

1. RichmondPRA works in local communities to 
help people on their mental health recovery 
journey, including accessing employment and 
providing assistance with finding a job that’s 
fair and rewarding. 

2. JobQuest works with disadvantaged people in 
Western Sydney to be resourceful, independent 
and self-reliant. This includes supporting at-
risk youth, the long-term unemployed, people 
with disabilities, mature age job seekers and 
refugees with employability. 

3. Fair Repairs is a cleaning, maintenance and 
repairs business committed to creating 
employment opportunities for local people 
who have experienced barriers to employment. 

 
The social enterprises selected participants which had 
some previous work experience and that were best suited to the defit environment. 
However there were different levels of skills, with most staff new to this type of project 
and requiring appropriate levels of 
supervision and support.  
 
GPT and ISIS scoped out the work and 
project specifications, and onsite training 
was provided for each social enterprise 
partner and their staff. This included 
workplace health and safety inductions 
and instructions regarding how to 
dismantle, sort and stack existing 
fixtures, furniture and equipment. Each 
enterprise was given an entire floor to 
defit and participants worked over 1,000 
hours in total, completing the defit for 
three floors of the MLC Centre. 
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Achievements 

The defit pilot was very successful in demonstrating the feasibility of engaging with 
appropriate social enterprises in delivering commercial activities and highlights how a 
company such as GPT can help facilitate partnerships between private, public and social 
enterprise sectors which generate both social and business value. 

Creation of new partnerships 

One of the key highlights was ISIS’ engagement with the social enterprises. At the outset 
of the pilot, ISIS under-estimated the success of the social enterprise project, but the 
company was keen to respond to GPT’s ambition to deliver a community impact through 
the provision of learning and employment opportunities for disadvantaged people. ISIS 
was new to engaging with social enterprises and conscious of the challenges of involving 
sub-contractors with limited experience in defit and demolition work. There was some 
trial and error in getting the project specifications to an appropriate level for the social 
enterprise staff and to ensure the pilot was completed in due time and to the expected 
standards.  

“We are pleased to have been so impressed by one of the social enterprise contractors that 
we have entered a contract agreement with Richmond PRA. We are getting them to continue 
in their capacity as a demolition sub-contractor at the MLC Centre, beyond the completion of 
this pilot. There are also opportunities for us to work with RichmondPRA on other sites in 
the future because they did such a good job.” – David Burke, ISIS Project Manager 

“One of the interesting parts of this project was our relationship with ISIS and their limited 
understanding initially of who we were and what our people would deliver. They weren’t 
sure about how we would perform compared to commercial contractors. But after the first 
few days, I think they were impressed with our work.”– Neil Clark, Manager, RichmondPRA 

Impact on social enterprises 

The other key highlight was the creation of a track record for social enterprises with little 
or no previous experience in the property demolition space. 

“We already worked in property but mostly on maintenance and cleaning. Defit was 
something new.  For us, it has helped build a track record and provided learning in a new 
area – this is a really good model that we can now pitch to other developers and councils. 
Having a facilitator like GPT to advocate for you and help break down resistance to 
engaging with social enterprise really helped and this partnership model has a lot of 
potential.” – Ka Chan, Manager, JobQuest 

“Initially we were removing the furniture and fixtures, desk attachments and cupboards – 
but after we had no problem in delivering on time, we were also asked to be involved in the 
demolition, pulling out the carpets, the ceilings… all of this led to a welcome extension of our 
contract.” – Neil Clark, Manager, RichmondPRA 
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“I’ve been extremely happy with our relationship with GPT – I think the concept they have 
come up with and the way they have engaged us and approached negotiating this project 
was great.  I take my hat off to them. With the MLC Centre, we now have a long-term job and 
a new contract with ISIS and we are thinking about doing more defit and demolition work in 
the future.” – Neil Clark, Manager, RichmondPRA 

Impact on participating workers 

The workers themselves, who have experienced multiple barriers to employment, have 
gained a lot from the experience. 

“Our participants really liked it – they found the whole experience really useful, as a new 
area of work, and it provided a boost in confidence as initially some weren’t sure if they 
could do the job. But they were asked to be accountable and they stepped up to the task” – 
Ka Chan, Manager, JobQuest 

There was also a variety of workers from different backgrounds and walks of life, working 
together as a team to achieve a common goal and being responsible for delivering to 
commercial standards under supervision (participants included young people at-risk, 
people with mental health issues, as well as people from Aboriginal backgrounds and a 
man with a disability). One of the social enterprises reported a reduction in non-
attendance, which dropped from 30% on projects to 0% on this pilot. 

 “The participants said they loved the experience and enjoyed doing something different – 
the staff were always on time and really enthusiastic about being involved in the project.” – 
Neil Clark, Manager, RichmondPRA 

Recycling and reuse opportunities 

The Better Building Partnership’s 
involvement is helping GPT 
quantify the waste challenge 
involved with the defit of office 
towers and consider 
opportunities for its recycling. 
The BBP are interested in the 
win-win opportunities emerging 
from engaging with social 
enterprise beyond the defit 
process and into the furniture 
reuse and recycling business, and 
how to address the challenge of 
managing significant numbers of 

A - Percent of Waste Leaving the Fitout (by weight) 
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pieces in a way that generates value while reducing landfill. 

The BBP’s research in this space finds that up to 25,000 tonnes of furniture, ceiling tiles, 
carpets, glass and other fitout materials are often sent to landfill, despite the materials’ 
potential for reuse, re-processing or refurbishment. It was discovered that standard 

practice in defit can often lead to up to 80% 
of material leaving the fitout going to 
landfill and only 3% reused. There is 
significant opportunity for change in this 
space. 

 

“The afterlife of this furniture is often an 
after-thought. But there is incredible 
capacity to re-use and recycle as most of the 
material removed is functional, well-
designed and often less than five years old.” – 
Esther Bailey, Manager, Better Buildings 
Partnership 

 
B - Typical Destination of Material 


