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Master Builders, Patients Agree

$10m Hospital Rebuild
Wins Tick of Approval

The CEO of Woollahra’s 50-year-
old Wolper Jewish Hospital 
measures the success of its $10m, 
20 months total refurbishment not 
on its prestigious Master Builders’ 
Excellence In Construction Award, 
but on patient feedback.

According to CEO Harry Aizenberg the 
feedback of patients who were in the 
hospital during the process is the real 
testament to builder Fugen Constructions.

“We were able to run a hospital during the 
whole time of the construction and that’s 
pretty fantastic. I’ve seen other work that 
they’ve done and everywhere you go it’s 
the same comment,” Harry said.

“We get feedback all of the time from 
patients who were here during the 
reconstruction. I say thank you for being 
so patient and they say it was nothing, it 
was smooth. As far as they are concerned 
there was a bit of noise sometimes but it 
was fine.”

Wolper caters to acute medical, palliative 
care and rehabilitation. The primary 
aim of this staged refurbishment of the 
entire hospital was to provide state of 
the art facilities to cater to the increased 
demand for both day patient and inpatient 
rehabilitation, particularly after primary 
joint replacement.
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Fugen Constructions’ NSW 
Excellence in Construction Award for 
the refurbishment of Wolper Jewish 
Hospital, Woolhara, was won on 
the strength of a competition entry 
that gave an overview of the 112 
week, $10m program. 

But the bland facts did not really give any 
insight into the innovative, can-do Fugen 
approach that is building the company a 
growing reputation in the health industry.

The Wolper project called for the total 
refurbishment of the existing wards to create 
an all private rooms facility, the addition 
of ensuites to wards, new staffing areas, 
a complete building services upgrade 
and construction of a new hydrotherapy 
pool within an existing undercover GFL  
car park. 

Significant structural work and rock 
excavation was involved and the 
project was undertaken in and around a  
working hospital. 

At the outset the Fugen team pulled the 
proposal apart, identifying problem areas 
and potential delays and developing work-
arounds and project re-staging. 

Stage 2 required the construction of 
new load bearing walls on an existing 
suspended slab, requiring the building of 
strip footings under the slab in the subfloor 
area where clearance was a maximum  
of 900mm.

Fugen realised the timing implications this 
would have on the Stage 2 portions of the 
project and undertook the works during 
Stage 1 saving four weeks off the Stage 
2 program. 

Faced with the reality of a maximum 
900mm headroom, the on-site team and 

bricklayers took a leaf from war escape 
movies, designing and constructing a 
trolley and rail system.

When the hospital added a Variation, 
including the refurbishment of 15 existing 
ensuites midway through the project, Fugen 
threw more men at the task to ensure the 
original schedules were maintained. 

The installation of new cooling towers could 
have been handled easily by taking the 
roof off the plant room. Fugen determined 
that with some minor modifications the 
towers could be lifted in through the façade 
of the plenum space, thus eliminating the 
potential for future roof leaks.

When it came to the mechanical upgrade, 
Fugen scheduled it for winter when there 
was minimal requirement for cooling. The 
impact was further minimised by staging 
installation such that non air conditioned 
areas could be cooled by neighbouring air 
conditioned areas. 

Even the final stage plastering and 
painting benefitted from the Fugen 
touch. With new render walls 
against old walls and patches 
where service access holes had 
been cut, paint consistency was 
always going to be a problem.  
Fugen and their painters ultimately 
came up with a solution based 
around thicker film paint.

Attention To Detail
Sets Project Apart

Wolper at a Glance
STAGE 1a - Hydrotherapy Pool & 2nd 
Floor Level Physiotherapy Areas

Demolition of undercover car park and rock 
excavation to build a new hydrotherapy 
pool and facilities. Demolition of 2nd floor 
eye surgery and building an open plan 
physiotherapy area requiring structural 
steel elements for the large spans in the 
new room and to cater to weight of chillers, 
cooling towers, etc. to be placed in the 
plant room above.

STAGE 1b - Ground Floor and First Floor 
Refurbishment

The complete refurbishment of first floor 
wards & ensuites, tiled outdoor balcony, 
new lounge room, occupational therapy, 
staff change rooms & offices. Ground floor 
reception, lift lobby & offices refurbished 
with new joinery, walls, ceilings, services 
& flooring. Existing milk and meat kitchens 
modified whilst in operation.

STAGE 1c - Refurbishment Existing Level 1 
Wards and Offices 

Comprised refurbishment of existing 
wards along the north western wing of the 
hospital. 

STAGE 2 - Ground Floor wards & All 
Hospital Services

Demolition of wards and creation of new 
ward layout & ensuites.  New services 
were installed throughout the hospital 
including medical gases, nurse call system, 
fire services, EWIS system combined 
with a complete upgrade of the existing 
mechanical system. A nurse’s station, 
beverage bay, dirty & clean utilities were 
also provided during this stage.

STAGE 3 - First Floor North Wing Wards

New wards with ensuites finished in just 10 
weeks for a pre-Christmas handover.

STAGE 4 - External Works and Roof 
Replacement

The discovery of aged asbestos roof 
shingles led to a staged, six weeks shingles 
removal and replacement program. 
Gardens and paved areas remodelled, 
asphalt car park replaced, perimeter 
fencing including security and boom gates 
rebuilt, external lighting upgraded and 
CCTV system installed.

ACHIEVEMENTS
•  No neighbour complaints. Internal & 

external audits throughout the project to 
identify and minimise  disturbances. 

•  Body Protection Certification provided 
upon first inspection for all stages.

•  NSW Health Dept. approvals achieved 
during their first inspection for all stages.



Whilst the hospital has undergone three 
major building projects since 1992, the 
latest was by far the most comprehensive 
with barely an area of the hospital 
untouched in a job that involved significant 
structural work and the upgrading of 
virtually all services and mechanical 
systems while creating a 100% private 
room facility.

“The most difficult thing was the  
co-ordination of shutting down areas of 
the hospital to give to the builder and 
re-opening those areas fully equipped, 
ready to go, inspected by the Department 
of Health whilst getting the next area 
prepared for the builder. That was the most 
difficult, the logistics of that,” Harry said, 
adding that the success was a combination 
of planning by the architect and builder 
and clever execution by Fugen particularly.

As an example, he said that despite the fact 
Fugen were working within the confines 
of a car park and digging into bedrock 
alongside an existing hydrotherapy 
pool to build a new pool three times the 
size, the hospital did not lose one day of 
hydrotherapy the whole time.

Putting the patient responses into 
perspective, patients on the first floor 
were literally sandwiched between 
the pool building at basement level 
and the demolition of operating suites 
on the 2nd floor to make way for the  
physiotherapy area.

Harry said that some of the real keys to the 
project’s success from the point of view of 
his staff revolved around the helpful can-do 
nature of the building workforce. 

“It wasn’t their responsibility but they were 
always there to help us lift the furniture and 
move this and move that there, they were 
always incredibly helpful.

“You would not find anyone with more 
integrity and professionalism from the 
directors to the labourers, all of them 
willing to help and wanting to help with 
this attitude of ‘let’s get it done’.  That was 
impressive,” Harry said.

The can-do attitude was no better 
exemplified than in a Variation introduced 
when the hospital decided to refurbish 15 
existing ensuites. Fugen threw additional 
manpower at the job to complete the 
variation within the original time frame for 
that stage.

Similarly, Stage 3’s refurbishment of 
the North Wing’s first floor wards was 
completed in just 10 weeks in order that the 
hospital could have the wards operational 
for the Hydrotherapy Pool going online.

Planning also came to the fore in the 

mechanical systems upgrade which was 
staged in winter to reduce the demand for 
cooling. The upgrade was conducted such 
that the operational air conditioning was 
alternated between wards and corridors, 
allowing one to cool the other.

Despite being an old site surrounded 
by prestige homes and consulates in a 
quiet suburb with narrow streets, not one 
complaint was received during the 20 
months building thanks to a process of 
internal and external audits.

Above all, Harry said, 
communication and co-operation 
between nursing and building staff 
made a potentially difficult and 
tense job very, very easy and he 
would definitely have no hesitation 
were Fugen called in to Wolper’s 
next project.

Builder’s Planning a
Winner for Wolper
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Fugen Constructions

Architect Greg Turner knows 
Woollahra’s Wolper Jewish Hospital 
inside out but agrees that builder 
Fugen Constructions’ past hospital 
experience was important for 
the success of the award winning 
Wolper refurbishment.

“Half the battle with this sort of project is 
knowing what problems may arise before 
they happen,” Greg said.

“Fugen’s experience in these types of 
projects was an advantage for the smooth 
running of the project.”

While Greg’s firm, Goodwin & Southwell 
Architects, has an intimate knowledge of 
Wolper, having worked on five projects 
over the past 30 years, the size and 
complexity of this refurbishment project 
meant the builder’s experience was critical.

“It was an organisational nightmare to 
keep the hospital running while completely 
refurbishing the building,” Greg said.

“Fugen were always very responsive to 
both us and the hospital and most problems 
were resolved very quickly.”

Greg said that while Goodwin & Southwell 
were in the fortunate position of having 
worked on the building over many years, 
there were still unexpected problems.

“For instance, a number of ensuites 
were found to have asbestos cement 
ceilings when they had been previously 
documented with fibre cement and were 
not reported in the asbestos report.

“And we also discovered some services 
were not exactly as documented on the As-
built Drawings.”

In the main Fugen were prepared for such 
eventualities and the flexibility of their work 
patterns combined with their willingness 

to throw additional manpower at the job 
when required resulted in all difficulties 
being overcome reasonably quickly.

Fugen Project Manager Joe Vitale said that 
as the job progressed it benefitted from his 
team’s initial works wherein they invested a 
considerable amount of time in locating the 
hospital’s services and understanding their 
interdependencies.

“This sort of pre-planning even comes down 
to providing fire escape passageways 
through the construction areas and 
developing ways of providing dust-proof 
barriers between construction areas and 
hospital wards,” Joe said.

Joe said communication was the key, 
particularly as a hospital’s needs and 
priorities can change in an instant.

“As well as our fortnightly client meetings, 
the Foreman, Architect and hospital CEO 
spoke daily. In addition our Foreman 

maintained direct communication with the 
hospital’s front line staff,” Joe said.

Joe and Greg Turner agree that completion 
of the hydrotherapy pool was one of the 
most gratifying aspects of the job.

“Construction of the pool had to take into 
account noise and vibration issues and 
the continuing operation of the existing 
hydrotherapy pool,” Greg said.

Foreman George Katralis said that the pool 
was intriguing to say the least.

“On the one hand it was complicated 
with lots of services. On the other hand 
we were excavating within the confines 
of an underground car park and had 
to deal with excavating rock using small 
equipment at times that would create the 
least disturbance,” George said.

“They did a very good job in a 
difficult situation,” Greg said.

Builder’s Hospital Experience 
Critical to Wolper Refurbishment

WOLPERS RECEPTION: New joinery, walls, ceilings, services and flooring together with 
an LED lit fused glass wall completely changed the aesthetics of the main entrance.


