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The zoo has undergone a major 
renovation to its entrance 
building; why did you decide to 
carry them out?  

The major building was starting to suffer 
from age; it’s over 35 years old now. We have 
had issues with the roof leaking, deterioration 
and other problems - works just needed to 
be done. Inside, the main structure had no 
disabled facilities; this was a major thing that 
we wanted to incorporate in the upgrade and 
also an upgrade to the toilets. We wanted to 

bring the building into 
the 21st Century.  

The design side of 
things has been pretty 
intense over the past 
12 months. Prior to that 
though, we have had plans for the upgrade to 
the building in mind for the past 10 years.

There was a lot of wasted space in the 
original design of the building. Due to our 
increase in staffing levels of originally three 
to now 22, we wanted to make their jobs 

a little bit easier and 
more comfortable. This 
was also high on the 
list of priorities with 
the renovation, giving 
our staff a better and 
more functional work 
environment. More 

office space and meeting rooms have been 
incorporated into the new design, with three 
office rooms upstairs, plus a huge meeting 
room that we will use not only for meetings, 
but for training as well. All is air conditioned 
for their comfort.

THE BILLABONG ZOO HAS 
UNDERGONE A MAJOR 

TRANSFORMATION OVER THE 
PAST FEW MONTHS, AND IT LOOKS 

FANTASTIC! CHRISSY JONES 
CHATTED TO THE EXCITED OWNERS, 
DANENA AND MARK STONE ABOUT 

THE RENOVATIONS AND WHAT 
VISITORS CAN EXPECT TO SEE AT 

THE ZOO THESE SUMMER HOLIDAYS.
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B I L L A B O N G  Z O O ’ S  A M A Z I N G  T R A N S F O R M A T I O N

THERE WAS A LOT OF 
WASTED SPACE IN THE 
ORIGINAL DESIGN OF THE 
BUILDING. DUE TO OUR 
INCREASE IN STAFFING 
LEVELS OF ORIGINALLY 
THREE TO NOW 22, WE 
WANTED TO MAKE THEIR 
JOBS A LITTLE BIT EASIER 
AND MORE COMFORTABLE.
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How will the renovations benefit visitors 
to the zoo? 

The flow is so much better. Now that we 
have much larger visitation, numbers have 
increased substantially, so we needed to 
consider the flow of visitors in and out. We 
are making it easier for people to get through 
the building and into the zoo, and utilising 
the café and gift shop is so much easier.  
The struggle for us from the start was that 
it would have been cheaper for us to have 
knocked the building down and start from 
scratch. But as the building is such an iconic 
structure, right from the outset our brief 

to all involved was to keep the integrity of 
the existing building. It has created a lot of 
nightmares for all involved.  
You have an all-new children’s birthday 
party room; tell us about that?  

Yes, we have a designated party room 
called the Pobblebonk room. It is a brightly 
coloured zoo themed room boasting a 
beautiful artificial tree. It is a lovely private 
space for the kids and their guardians to have 
fun in while visiting all the animals at the 
zoo. Booking our birthday party packages for 
this room can be made after the 29 February 
2018. All catering for the parties are done by 

our chef on site.
Part of the upgrade 

will be the refurbishment 
of our old function 
room; we are looking at 
extending that room and 
the café to give us more 
seating, so we can cater 
for weddings and corporate functions as well.  
This is Stage 1 and there are more stages 
of the renovation; what are they?

Stage 2 of the renovations will incorporate 
the new roof, the extension to the café, plus 
further upgrades and landscaping to the 

front of the Billabong, and the upgrade of 
the function room. The existing courtyard 
will be partially enclosed, so people will have 
the option of indoor or alfresco dining. Most 
importantly, the café will be accessible to the 
public. You will be able to come and have 
lunch, morning or afternoon tea and not 

have to pay to get into the zoo.   
Many local tradesmen and contractors 
have been involved in the past months; 
it has been a hive of activity. How has it 
been working with them?  

From the start, the most important thing 
was to put the design team together. That 

has been the basis of everything, having 
Michelle on board from Design Divas, Rob 
Snow from Snow Architects and Darren 
from CPG in consultation with myself and 
Danena. They are a wonderful team, easy to 
work with and very professional. They have 
contacts within their organisations that have 

made things as simple as 
possible. To be honest, 
I don’t know how we 
would have done this 
without them.
Darren and his team 
at CPG have been so 
professional and under 
the pump from the get 

go. Darren’s can do attitude and calming 
nature seems to just make it all happen and 

he has been so conscious we needed to keep 
trading, so minimal disruption to operations 
and our customers were high priority. All the 
tradies on site have worked hard and done a 
marvellous job.

A special shout out to Sam and his 

plastering crew from Advanced Plastering 
Solutions. Absolutely amazing bunch of 
fellas! What they have had to achieve in such 
a short period of time is nothing short of a 
miracle. Every other trade that has been in 
through the building that has worked after 
them has commented on what a fantastic job 
those guys have done. 

It was also very important to me to use 
Billabong’s regular electrician, Murray and his 
son, Sam (MCM Electrical) who have done a 
fantastic job as always. As the building is so 
dated, the wiring had no diagrams or plans to 
work from; it has been a case of what goes 
were and how. Murray has had to think on 
his feet and fix a myriad of problems as he 
went. Thanks guys.
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A SPECIAL SHOUT OUT TO 
SAM AND HIS PLASTERING 
CREW FROM ADVANCED 
PLASTERING SOLUTIONS. 
ABSOLUTELY AMAZING 
BUNCH OF FELLAS! WHAT 
THEY HAVE HAD TO ACHIEVE 
IN SUCH A SHORT PERIOD 
OF TIME IS NOTHING SHORT 
OF A MIRACLE. 
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What was your first impression of the 
Billabong Zoo main building?

On my first visit, I was excited by the 
building, which is unique and was clearly built 
by someone with vision. Although not that old 
(1980s), the building has become an iconic 
local landmark and is a fitting home to the 
Billabong Zoo that Mark and Danena Stone 
have remodelled, into what is now the most 
popular regional tourist destination. From an 
architect’s perspective, I felt this building was 
worth retaining, and I viewed it as a new friend 
that I wanted to coax into a new stage of its 
life - to update, refurbish and renovate as a 
modern accessible facility to be enjoyed by the 
public for many years to come.
What were you most important design 
considerations?

I wanted to inject a contemporary feeling 

without destroying the 
inherent “cathedral” 
entry space. The new 
central space will also 
have a multiple cell wall 
glazed Danpalon roof, 
which will let the light 
in but exclude the heat. 
I have also specified an EcoPower Hybrid 
Ventilator, which is a wind driven extractor 
with a thermostat that kicks in the powered 
fan when the temperature reaches a set point. 
We also looked at water efficient toilets, basins 
and low energy LED lighting, all to improve the 
sustainability.
How did the design process start?

Mark and Danena had many great ideas 
as to what they wanted to achieve as 
the next stage of Billabong Zoo’s growth. 

However, translating 
that into an agreed 
architectural resolution 
was something they 
had been struggling 
with. Michelle Burton 
(Designing Divas) had 
already started working 

on some ideas for the interiors, so a design 
team was formed with the client, architect 
and interior designer. My design approach was 
to look at a cost-effective solution to totally 
refurbish the building in a sustainable way, by 
doing as little as possible to the infrastructure.
What do you mean by minimal change to 
the infrastructure?

For example, the new toilets are in a larger 
space to allow for accessibility; however, all 
the WC plumbing pipe positions were retained 

so as to save major works cutting in new 
drainage lines. Likewise, the old kitchen was 
demolished, but the new kitchen uses the 
same footprint, re-using all drainage and gas 
points.
I believe more works are proposed for 
next year?

The first stage works are almost complete, 
which will result in a new interior to most 
of the main building. Stage 2 next year will 
complete that process. The new entrance 
reception will direct visitors to the different 
parts of the zoo, café, dining, retail, function 
room, the new improved toilets and a new 
children’s play and party room. Upstairs we 
have improved offices, and a staff room. Mark 
and Danena Stone are certainly building a 
better Billabong. I am thrilled to be part of the 
process.

What was your first impression of the 
Billabong Zoo main building?

It was time. Certainly time for a freshen up, 
as the original 1980s building was showing 
definite signs of wear. The original discussions 
with the owners Mark and Danena Stone 
were to look at a makeover and create a 
more appealing and contemporary public 
area. However, the more we discussed the 
absolute minimum needed to make it a better 
functioning space, to cope with the huge 
growth in visitor numbers over recent years, 
we realised that this was going to be a major 
renovation.
Did the practical considerations 
compromise the interior style you wanted 
to achieve?

Far from it. That is always the challenge for 
interior designers - how to blend form and 
function with style and a look that will stand up 
to close scrutiny in the future. The zoo building 
certainly presented challenges. I realised that 
this was a regional iconic landmark building 
and whatever I designed, it had to pay homage 
to its past, “keeping it local”,  yet propelling 
it forward as a modern, progressive zoo and 
wildlife park with an appeal to a universal 
audience, old and young, male and female, 
local and international visitors.
What is the main interior design theme 
and colour palette?

It was great working with the owners, 
as they were clear on what they wanted 
to achieve (they have been planning this 

renovation for 15 years!) It was my job to 
interpret their thoughts into practical working 
drawings and material specifications, as well 
as liaising with the architect on some specific 
space-planning elements. Overall, I would I 
describe the new interior as Contemporary 
Australiana with a local flavour. Port Macquarie 
is a popular coastal town, and the nature of 
this leading regional zoo is to look after animals 
from all over Australia, as well as caring for 
exotic overseas animals such as the Lions, 
Snow Leopards, Cheetahs and Red Pandas. 
Quite a mix ... Which is what you will discover 
when you walk through the new building. It 
is now fresh and open to accentuate the lines 
of the existing architecture, with an interior 
that now blurs indoor/outdoor - incorporating 

all-weather finishes and materials readapted to 
suit indoor use. 

You will also discover a contemporary colour 
palette tying all the elements together. I rarely 
say the over-used term “wow factor”, but I am 
guessing that many of the zoo’s regular visitors 
will go “wow” when they step into the new 
atrium area.
Is the project finished?

Far from it. This is the first stage, and there 
are exciting new additions planned for 2018. 

I am looking forward to continuing working 
with Mark and Danena (their passion is 
inspiring) and Rob Snow the architect in 
developing ideas and plans for the next design 
stage. A great design team!
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F R O M  T H E  A R C H I T E C T  -  R O B  S N O W

F R O M  T H E  D E S I G N E R   -  M I C H E L L E  B U R T O N ,  D E S I G N I N G  D I V A S .

THE NEW ENTRANCE 
RECEPTION WILL 
DIRECT VISITORS TO THE 
DIFFERENT PARTS OF 
THE ZOO, CAFÉ, DINING, 
RETAIL, FUNCTION 
ROOM, THE NEW 
IMPROVED TOILETS AND 
A NEW CHILDREN’S PLAY 
AND PARTY ROOM.


