
R.I. Brown 
Chartered 
Structural Civil 
Engineers
The business knowledge 

required to operate for 50 years: 

An interview with Managing 

Director Russell Brown 

AustralianBusinessExecutive.com.au



2

Russell Brown has been in the structural design 
and detailing industry for well over 50 years. 
He has recently been accepted as a Fellow to 
the Institution of Engineers, and accepted an 
appointment as a Special Referee in a building 
dispute matter for the Supreme Court. To add 
to that he is currently Chairman of the Australian 
Steel Industries Committee on structural matters 
in Victoria and has just received a grant from the 
Victorian State government to do research with 
Swinburne University into methods of testing soils 
reactivity.

As Russell transfers the responsibility of running the 
business day-to-day, he’s looking forward to the 
future and to the changes made to various codes 
that are utilised in housing, while hoping for an 
ongoing involvement in the industry. In fact, if one 
looks carefully at the figures, the economic loss 
to Australia is far greater in reactive soils and their 
effect on housing and the supply of infrastructure 
than drought, flood, fire and in fact the aggregated 
effect of all natural disasters.

For this edition we had the opportunity to speak 
with Russell and get his thoughts on operating a 
successful organisation for 50 years. 

Australian Business Executive: What is your 
background?

Russell Brown: At the age of 9 I started off with 
a newspaper round which allowed me to sell 
newspapers in the industrial part of Yarraville. From 
a young age, I quickly learned how hard it is to earn 
money and the importance of being able to spend it 
wisely. For six years whilst I was doing it I was also 

able to read many magazines that I would not have 
an access to including Scientific America, Time 
Magazine, The Guardian and other journals that 
were not available at the school I was going to.

When I was 15 we had a look at our opportunities 
and decided that shifting from a high school to a 
technical college to do a Diploma of Engineering 
seemed to be a good way to go.

After the first year of the course, I discovered 
that I didn’t have enough money to continue.  As 
a consequence I quit the course and went into 
working for ARC as a junior draughtsman and 
continued my course for the next six years, finishing 
the Diploma on a part-time basis. This was done 
by sacrificing any wage increases I achieved for 
more time off to go and do more subjects, as most 
were only run during the day. The learning curve 
here was reasonably obvious. If you are going 
to have to earn money to pay your way through 
doing a course, you’ve got to do the job properly 
to keep it and you’ve got to make the time count. 
I also discovered that you need to buy and read 
the textbooks. With my timeframes, I basically 
had to educate myself  since my contact time with 
lecturers was limited.

Upon graduating I was able to get a job with a fairly 
large consulting firm along with some background 
experience in the country roads board at the time 
and was involved in some fairly big projects relating 
to a Cathedral in Port Moresby and parts of the 
original investigations and concrete testing services 
for the Westgate Bridge. I soon realised that I was 
most unlikely to be successful in a larger firm as 
the politics can be confusing, with promotion not 
necessarily based on merit. I decided it was better 
to work for myself which I chose to do in about 
1971.

ABE: You’ve now been in business for over 50 
years. Can you give us your thoughts on how 
you’ve been able to be successful for so long?

RB: I think the use of the word successful is 
probably not correct, survival is probably what 
we’ve achieved a lot better. Understanding the 
statistics for Consulting Engineers and small 
firms, survival rates are generally 10 to 15 years 
maximum, with the vast majority failing in the first 
18 months. Basically good engineers tend to be 
fairly bad managers both with their time and their 
money. Looking back, my background probably 
stood me in much better stead than I have realized.

Along the way one learns that you need to reinvent 
yourself. Your focus needs to shift from what is 
obvious and what your clients are demanding 
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today. You need to keep current with as much 
research and as much knowledge as possible so 
that when the change comes you are least able to 
understand its existence and be able to service the 
needs that occur from them.

Over the years I’ve always been very careful to 
make sure that we have a multitude of industries 
that we try to service from both the agricultural 
sector, particularly outside of Victoria, and also 
industrial clients within Victoria that are close by. 
The housing industry is a separate entity along with 
investigations as to why buildings move and/or fail. 
All of these provide variation. Some of them aren’t 
important; some of them create work at various 
times, and others dry up.

Being a very small consultancy, I don’t think we’ve 
ever been bigger than 12 personnel, it’s important 
to have both diversity and never have a client who 
is bigger than one third of your total turnover. When 
that did occur, we got bigger and handled it and 
when we shrunk back we looked at it and realised 
we didn’t make as much money as we might have 
had we been focusing on some of the smaller 
projects.

We have in the past been successful in building 
an office complex, subdivision and various other 
developments that have been very helpful in 
understanding different things to that of just plain 
straight consulting and advising architects and 
builders on what they should be doing. It’s very 
good to see it from the other side of the coin, 
and very good to understand there are different 
pressures on both sides.

I also felt it was very important to be involved in 
industry groups starting with the Association of 
Consulting Structural Engineers (ACSEV) which I 
been chairman of. I’m also on the Foundations and 
Footing Society which I was a founding member, 
and the Australian Steel Institute. I thought getting 
information from steel and amalgamating that with 
the other background would allow for diversity in 
the offerings of the firm.

ABE: So what is RI Brown’s key service offering 
then?

RB: This question is intriguing. The key service 
that we offer is design of buildings, basically the 
structural elements, the foundations involved etc. If 
you look at it though, we also offer lateral thinking. 
From the inception of the organisation we’ve 
always been willing to look at alternative methods 
of doing things, including such items as screw 
piles supporting structures so that they don’t move 
on highly reactive soils, to developing a technical 

background for the use of steel supporting timber 
in the old days when we didn’t have roof trusses. 
More recently looking at fixed formwork techniques 
whereby the formwork is actually part of the 
structure and the reinforcement is placed internally 
and it all goes up without the need for a great deal 
of strutting and propping. It doesn’t mean we don’t 
offer the day by day, bread-and-butter items but 
when asked we certainly would prefer to be offering 
diversity and innovation.

ABE: How is this different from other structural 
engineering companies?

RB: I think we are willing to look outside the square 
more often than most. We’re also more challenging 
in terms of what we suggest should and could be 
done, particularly in major industrial complexes. 
I have developed a plastic elastic technique of 
analysing steel structures which is not in full 
conformity with the norm, however it does give 
excellent answers and it allows for simplicity in 
analysing.

Further I have always taken an attitude that 
whenever practical to go on site and do inspections 
and make sure that what’s being built complies 
with what we’ve drawn. Even if our clients are not 
asking us to do so. On major structures where 
we are asked to go, I always find that the learning 
curve is massive and we always come back with 
something that improves our skills and the services 
we can offer to our clients. From a very egotistical 
point of view, I think that we are thought of as both 
innovative and lateral in our abilities.

ABE: Can you tell us about some of the technical 
skills required when undertaking a job?

RB: Technical  skills  to  start  with  are  pretty  
easy;  a  diploma or degree  from  a  recognised 
university, and some ability to apply it. After that, 
the true skills start to come in. How do you apply 
it? Do you keep yourself current? Are you going 
to industry groups and learning more? Are you 
observing how buildings are being built to expand 
the technical information you have gained from 
academia? 

Eventually you should be able to have technical 
skills that are only minorly reliant on academia or 
are so integrated with the practical skills that you’re 
exhibiting that it allows you to undertake any job 
and do it properly. I could pontificate more on this 
point but I think that the point is clear. Gaining 
an academic qualification is level 1, achieving the 
necessary skills to service clients and to make sure 
their projects continue properly you need about 3 to 
4 levels above that to do it.
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ABE: What common things will clients overlook 
when undertaking a project?

RB: They look for the cheapest fee structure they 
can get. Naturally we resist on the grounds that if 
it’s too cheap they’re not going to get the benefits 
of better technical skills. There won’t the time spent 
on innovation and project review to make it cheaper 
or more focused.

Clients do tend to be their own worst enemy. You 
can get some excellent clients who take the exact 
opposite tack and come to you with a problem 
that’s inherent in their current construction and 
want you to solve it. That’s when you can really get 
your teeth into innovation and looking for ways and 
means of doing it better. They are by definition the 
best clients. Not only do they allow you to enhance 
your skills but also allow you to keep those skills to 
use them with other clients as well.

Clients fundamentally overlook in their own 
weaknesses. Land developers and building 
developers don’t recognise they don’t have all the 
in-house skills to be 100% certain. This doesn’t 
apply to the majors who typically staff these 
requirements, but with the small projects we 
undertake it would be one of the great weaknesses 
our clients tend to start with. They also believe their 
consultants can solve all problems, when perhaps 
they can’t.

Finally most clients overlook a cost allowing 
for errors and a fee structure for the project to 
minimise those errors.

ABE: What are your thoughts on union and non-

unionised work?

RB: Having been in the construction industry for 
as long as I have we have been involved with 
unions and union sites. The most important thing 
to understand is that unions are very useful. I 
think the rush to get projects out on time has 
gotten in the way of people working in a safe and 
reasonable manner. Equally when unions are solely 
arguing for increases in money when there is no 
productivity gains to be achieved, it causes serious 
harm to the industry and its long-term expansion. 
I think properly run unions do improve the way 
the construction industry runs, but one could 
equally say that about properly run construction 
organisations.

ABE: Tell us about some of the recent projects 
you’ve undertaken.

RB: We are to have two projects currently running 
with Swinburne University that we’ve been deeply 
involved in. Some three or four years ago we 
lobbied within the Foundations and Footing Society 
and ACSEV for funds to be put up to seed research 
into ground reactivity and whether or not we are 
actually measuring it correctly and/or designing 
for it properly. This research is being done by 
Swinburne as we are reading it, it’s coming up 
with some very fascinating answers which we 
are hoping to publish by the end of the year. The 
research has involved a Ph.D. student and several 
Masters students and has an expenditure of around 
$500,000. It involves testing by Prof Emad Gad 
of Swinburne University at a site provided by one 
of the major building companies in Victoria in the 
Western Suburbs. It measures soils that are highly 
reactive and are known to be causing problems.

The research also involved going through industry 
files and looking at projects we have investigated 
to find what’s right, wrong, or indifferent. This 
information has been taken and collated into a large 
database with other firms also contributing from 
Foundations and Footings Society and ACSEV. An 
excellent project I’m proud to have been involved 
in, and grateful it got off the ground and is actually 
running.

The other one has just recently been approved. It 
looks at one of the methods of testing soils to see 
if in fact it is accurate and/or whether there are 
other quicker, cheaper or more accurate methods 
of achieving the same results. This will take about 
another year to achieve and it was my firm that 
made the application to the Victorian Governments 
for the funds. 

The second project is the silo we did some 15 years 
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ago for a rice grower in NSW, via Sialus. In its day, 
it was a massively innovative project. It was about 
40% of the cost of similar volumes of storage for 
a one-off grain type. The important element here 
is that if you wish to store grain of multiple types 
and quality, you need small silos, and the cost per 
tonne climbs dramatically compared with one large 
silo. We came up with an excellent solution.

We utilised a curved arched roof which is a very 
cheap means of production, and it’s freed the 
steelwork from supporting any of the product. 
After there is a slight digging out of the ground, 
and mounding up. Parts of the project actually 
look a little more like a bunker, except the bunker 
component is made out of concrete, prestressed 
and sprayed, and supported in part by screw piles. 
This means that all product in the silo is supported 
on  concrete  and  all  of  it  can  be  emptied  using  
front-end  loaders  with  the  added advantage that  
you  don’t  need  to  keep  replacing the plastic that 
is underneath the product restoring.

The one project negative, and most humorous 
part, is that it was completed at the same time the 
drought started in central New South Wales. I don’t 
believe that it’s ever been used to its full capacity 
since. It does remain an incredibly effective method 
of storing product. It was proven to be very cheap 
to fill and very cheap to empty. After allowing for 
depreciation insurance and interest costs, it is 
about four times cheaper than using temporary 
bunkers over a ten year period. 

One of my great passions has been the design of 
steel structures, the use of plastic and methods 
of design and detailing. Most steel design is 
done using computer programs that run on the 
stiffness of matrix technique. In turn it generates 
a reasonably good and accurate analysis of a 
structure within the elastic range. However there 
are very few programs that take it beyond this and 
allow you to take part of the structure to flex and 
redistribute forces elsewhere. It used to be taught a 
long time back, and its dropped off since computer 
programs have taken over. We have adapted 
these techniques and they’ve been taken up by 
several colleagues. In fact, quite a few of them use 
this to design without computers. I tend to use a 
combination of both.

Failure investigation is mainly focused on residential 
construction, particularly in the western suburbs. I 
have been looking at these failures for well over 30 
years. The word ‘failure’ is probably misleading. It 
is not that the construction falls down or collapses, 
it’s just that it fails to function as well as it can or 
should. Consequently the value of the property 

drops and there is an economic loss to the owner. 
It occurs frequently in most of the western suburbs 
of both Sydney and Melbourne. These areas have 
highly reactive soils, and are often of lower socio 
economic situations. These are the people who can 
least afford to have their major asset (their home) 
diminish in value.

Over the years we’ve used water level to check 
the accuracy of the construction and its movement 
since being built. We have also developed the use 
of soil testing, taking moisture levels and simplified 
techniques to work out reactivity. I always try to 
write my reports so a normal human being can read 
it. Dealing with the failure is one thing. Dealing with 
financial outfall for those involved is a separate 
thing. I know from word- of-mouth experience that 
many cases of house failure doesn’t come through 
to us because people can’t afford to have them 
investigated  or fixed. As a consequence, the data 
is a little skewed because it’s only people who 
complain that get their house recorded as having 
failed. There is probably triple the number that 
hasn’t functioned well. The research by Swinburne 
is most useful and it only halves what we’re looking 
at in terms of failure of housing on the highly 
reactive clays.

On a more hopeful note, there are techniques 
whereby movement on reactive soils can be 
minimised. It goes back to one of my other love 
affairs which is steel utilised to hold up a house in 
a way that it locks down and/or stops it dropping. 
You can achieve a no movement house in highly 
reactive soils. It will cost more to build but it will 
last forever.

ABE: Will you retire?

RB: I have thought about retirement but I’ve got so 
many things that I need to do, so many things that 
I want to accomplish, I don’t think time is going to 
permit me to do it. I look forward to continuing to 
maintain an input and to keep going, particularly on 
the projects that I love so much. Correcting failed 
housing is one, and making sure that we get the 
information right so we avoid making design failures 
in the future.
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