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New Melbourne Convention Centre secures Melbourne’s status as home to Australia’s largest convention and exhibition venue

Melbourne's status as home to Australia's largest convention and exhibition venue has been cemented with construction currently underway on the new Melbourne Convention Centre which, when it opens in 2009, will be one of the most impressive architectural and environmental buildings in Australia.

Its centre piece is a 5000 seat plenary hall with that can be sub-divided into three acoustically separate plenary halls for 2500 delegates and two for up to 1500 delegates each. 

The centre's entry level foyer will be capable of hosting 8400 guests who will have views out to the Yarra River and across Melbourne through an 18 metre glass wall façade. 

It will be fully integrated with the existing Melbourne Exhibition Centre, which provides 30,000 sqm (322,000 sqf) of pillarless exhibition space and is located in central Melbourne, surrounded by public transport, restaurants and accommodation.

Melbourne Convention and Exhibition Centre's chief executive Leigh Harry says the new convention centre will emulate its city namesake.  

‘Not only will it be structurally striking, but it will leave those who enter the space feeling like they have experienced Melbourne, from its maritime history, to its art and culture and sporting ethos.’
Plenary Group's architects on the convention centre project, Nik Karalis from Woods Bagot and Hamish Lyon from NH Architecture, say they've done this in a variety of ways using wall motifs, Australian timber and by making the banquet hall feel like a 'real' theatre experience. 

And it doesn't end there - even the majority of the food and wine served at conferences is sourced from local specialised food producers and vineyards. 
Hamish Lyon says the locality also offers a unique 'Melbourne' experience. 
‘Most convention centres are like being in a black box. In the new Melbourne Convention Centre, you can stand in front of an 18 metre glass façade looking out to the Yarra River and feel like you can touch the city – you're that close to the city centre.’ 
Nik Karalis says another key feature of the design is the flexibility of its plenary hall. It will transform from full plenary, to grand theatre, to intimate theatres, to small conference, to cabaret, or to flat floor banquet. 
‘Put simply, the range of options for event organisers is unparalleled. The design is also particularly unique. It was designed as the 'spirit' of the building and will appear to glow to those looking in through the glass façade. 
‘Once inside any of its smaller configurations, you would never know it could possibly accommodate 5000 people. Every theatre is an experience in itself and every service has been considered from the side walls to the ceiling.’
Its fan shaped design means all delegates will have an unobstructed view no matter what the convention mode, something no other centre in the world can do. 
Nik says the area around the plenary hall has also been carefully designed.
‘It's an open, uncluttered space and oozes simplicity. When standing inside, you can see all aspects of the building, the stairs and meeting areas.’
Hamish Lyon says the outside has not been overlooked either. 
‘There is no back side to the building, it will be equally attractive regardless of which side of the building you are on.’
The centre has recently been awarded a 6 Star Green Star environmental rating, the first in the world for a convention centre. The rating by the Green Building Council of Australia (GBCA) is for its innovative environmental design and operational features.
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