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NSW HERITAGE PROTECTION IS FLAWED 
by Brian Fuller, Heritage Subcommittee Convenor 

When the NSW Heritage Act was introduced in 
1977 it was a turning point in the protection of our 
built heritage. It followed years of developer-
favoured policies that had scant regard for 
significant buildings, and other assets and events 
since colonisation, that have contributed to the 
societal fabric that makes NSW the place that we 
now enjoy. 

Heritage Listing became the mechanism that was 
to afford the protection. 

However, all is not as it should be. Protection is 
selective and subject to other priorities because 
Government is not able to protect our heritage 
whilst simultaneously acting with fiscal 
responsibility. It displaces heritage protection for 
short term economic survival.  

If you watched the National Trust of NSW Heritage 
Awards 2020 presentation via Zoom you would 
have heard the NSW Minister Responsible for 
heritage, The Hon Don Harwin MLC, state that as 
Minister his agenda for next year is to modernise our heritage legislation to address the following: 

ü óA new Aboriginal Heritage Cultural Regime 

ü Reforms to our Heritage Act that makes owning or renting a Heritage property in NSW the ambition 
and joy of people everywhere 

ü In the future we need legislation that not only protects but also provides  

ü We need a listing system that opens doors for adaptive reuse, celebration and economic growth 
making sure Heritage lives on in all its gloryô 

That these issues are on his (or the Governmentôs) agenda is effectively an admission of the shortcomings of 
the current Heritage Act and Regulations. He has implied that the current listing system is not sufficient for 
óHeritage to live on in all its gloryô.  

White Bay power station 

The most recent statements in relation to the White Bay power station by senior NSW Government Ministers 
was a very public display of Government disarray in relation to heritage policy and management. 

The subsequent statement by State Treasurer Dominic Perrottet that the power station was a shocking building 
and óshould be knocked down like the Sirius Buildingô shows a complete lack of regard for the integrity of 
heritage listing, and no sense of the meaning of heritage and historical value.  

The White Bay power station was added to the NSW State Heritage Register on 2 April 1999, after ceasing 
operations on Christmas Day 1983. The site is owned by the NSW State Government. 

 

White Bay Power Station and White Bay from Glebe Island 
grain silos (source: NSW State Archives) 
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Planning Minister Stokes threw water on the ensuing 
fire by declaring Perrottet an óexcellent Treasurer, 
appalling architectô. 

We understand this reaction by Minister Stokes came 
after a site visit to the power station by both 
politicians. Where was Minister Harwin, the Minister 
responsible for Heritage, during this site visit? 

Despite the intervention by Minister Stokes, there is 
still no announcement as to the commitment by the 
Government to its maintenance and eventual 
adaptive reuse. In this regard all governments since 
decommissioning and subsequent listing have been 
ómissing in actionô. 

It is possible that unless there is a commitment to the 
future of the power station it will succumb to ódemolition by neglectô by its owner, the NSW State Government 
of NSW, notwithstanding the State Heritage Listing which that government authorised, supposedly accountable 
pursuant to the Heritage Act 1977 and Regulations which is administered by its agencies, the Heritage Council 
and Heritage Office of NSW. 

After the controversy around the relocation of the Powerhouse Museum at Ultimo, the State Government quickly 
included the Ultimo Power House on the State Heritage Register, supposedly to demonstrate its 
acknowledgement of, and to, the listing process as a means of preserving and protecting our sites of heritage 
significance.  

So, in a matter of months the Government Heritage-listed a building to demonstrate its heritage credentials 
whilst senior ministers of the same Government indicate disarray in recognising the significance of another 
heritage-listed building for which it has no vision. 

The protection is flawed in that it is selective and/or ignored. 

The Glebe Island Bridge 

Similarly, the Glebe Island Bridge, a State Heritage-listed asset in Government ownership, has been left to 
deteriorate for 25 years simply because successive governments, and their agencies, have no vision for the 
adaptive reuse of this heritage asset nor a commitment to the principles of preservation once listed.  

Unfortunately, the only time Government engages in heritage protection is at the time of a Development 
Application. If there is no DA, an irresponsible owner will allow deterioration to a point where ódemolition by 
neglectô becomes the only option. The Government heads in this direction in relation to its own assets, and 
notably the White Bay power station and the Glebe Island Bridge. 

The Glebe Island Bridge is discussed in more detail elsewhere in this edition of the Bulletin. 

The NSW Heritage Act 1977 and Regulations contain provision for minimum standards of repair and 
maintenance, which if enforced would prevent State Heritage-listed buildings reaching the point of óDemolition 
by Neglectô. 

Bidura 

Back in Glebe we have the uncertain situation with Bidura (the heritage-listed house ï not including the remand 
centre). Here the Government, via its agencies, the Heritage Council and Heritage Office of NSW, is subjecting 
itself and the future of this State Heritage-listed house to the development timings of the owner, Visionland. 

Visionlandôs prime focus, as is to be expected, is with the redevelopment of the old Metropolitan Remand Centre 
at the rear. They do not need the main house, but they do need the land upon which it sits, to satisfy the open 
space requirements of the development proposal.  

The Act and the Regulations empower the Government/Heritage Council/Heritage Office to enforce minimum 
standards of maintenance and repair, but instead of exercising those powers the government has chosen to 
defer its authority until a new development application is lodged, whenever that may be. 

In the meantime, Bidura continues to deteriorate at least to the visible exterior. 

The Glebe Society has had verbal and email communication with the Heritage Council/Office and more recently 
formally called upon the Heritage Council to exercise the powers contained in the Act and Regulations as a 
matter of urgency, whilst pointing out that the protection of Bidura must not be compromised by the will of the 
developer or the lack of tenacity in the exercising of those powers. 

If Minister Harwin has the political 
strength to persuade Cabinet to 
ómoderniseô (his terminology) the 
Heritage legislation so that our óheritage 
lives on in all its gloryô (again his words), 
then the Government and its Agencyôs 
MUST abide by their own legislation as 
an owner, and provide sufficient 
resources to ensure its effectiveness on 
behalf of future generations. 
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There is the possibility that the development will be delayed due to market forces, with the house continuing to 
deteriorate to the point of óDemolition by Neglectô. 

The reality is that there are sufficient powers within the Act and the Regulations to protect our valuable heritage, 
but only to the extent that the Government adopts and supports it in its entirety. 

If Minister Harwin has the political strength to persuade Cabinet to ómoderniseô (his terminology) the heritage 
legislation so that our óheritage lives on in all its gloryô ï again his words ï then the Government and its Agencies 
MUST abide by their own legislation as an owner and provide sufficient resources to ensure its effectiveness 
on behalf of future generations. 

In short, the Government needs to do its job, and stop supporting our disappearing heritage via ódemolition by 
neglectô. 

 

 

 

The remand centre in the curtilage of Bidura (photo: 
Phil Vergison) 

Bidura ï demolition by neglect (photo: V. Simpson-
Young) 

Application for spot rezoning 17-31 Cowper St and 2A-2D Wentworth 
Park Rd, Glebe 

By Ian Stephenson, Planning Subcommittee Convenor 

The Society has lodged an objection to the planning application by the NSW Government to amend the Sydney 
Local Environmental Plan 2012 to remove the above sites from the St Phillips Heritage Conservation Area 
(HCA), increase the maximum building height from 9 metres to RL 36 (the equivalent of eight storeys) and 
increase the floor space ration. 

The application can be read in full on the Societyôs website: https://www.glebesociety.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/TGSI-Cowper-St-objection-7-Dec-2020.pdf. The grounds for objection include that the 
application is not justified because: 

I. It will have a serious impact on the heritage values of the St Phillips HCA 
II. If implemented, it will further undermine the controls protecting the heritage values of the St Phillips 

HCA and adjoining conservation zones leading to further loss of heritage values 
III. It will lead to the demolition of two buildings included as being of heritage significance to the St 

Phillipôs HCA and included on LAHCôs sec 170 register 

https://www.glebesociety.org.au/wp-content/uploads/TGSI-Cowper-St-objection-7-Dec-2020.pdf
https://www.glebesociety.org.au/wp-content/uploads/TGSI-Cowper-St-objection-7-Dec-2020.pdf
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IV. It is based on a flawed Heritage Impact Assessment, the serious shortcomings of which make the 
justification for the planning proposal invalid 

V. Contrary to the claims in the proposal the removal of the two buildings from the HCA and their 
replacement by two eight-storey buildings is not an acceptable heritage outcome 

VI. It reduces the liveability and amenity of social housing in Glebe 
VII. It does not explore other options for introducing additional accommodation into an HCA as 

recommended in Housing for All, City of Sydney local housing strategy, June 2020 
VIII. Is incorrect to assert that there are no alternatives to achieve the intent of this planning proposal 

IX. It compromises the cultural and landscape values of Glebe 
X. It does not provide, as claimed, the sensitive introduction of mid-rise development into an established 

inner city environment 
XI. It undermines the viability of the Glebe Point Rd high street. 
XII. 2A-D Wentworth Park Rd and 17-31 Cowper St are well built masonry structures, shaded by verandas 

and have a relatively small ratio of glass to wall mass. Their demolition and replacement wastes 

embedded energy and does not contribute to reducing carbon emissions 

XIII. It is contrary to the NSW Governmentôs Future Directions for Social Housing 
XIV. It is contrary to Housing for All, City of Sydney local housing strategy, June 2020 
XV. It is contrary to A Metropolis of Three Cities, the Greater Sydney Region Plan, Eastern City District 

Plan 

The importance of retaining the low rise of 
the scale of the area as well as the heritage 
significance of 17-31 Cowper St in particular 
are addressed. Two experts assisted the 
Society. 

Dr Clive Lucas, OBE, a distinguished 
conservation architect who was 
commissioned in the 1970s by the Federal 
Government to conserve the houses in the 
church estates advised that: 17 to 31 Cowper 
St ticks all the boxes, scale, character and 
materials. It is what all infill development in 
historic areas should exactly do. It is an 
exemplar. While Dr James Broadbent, AM, 
who has written and lectured widely on 19th-
century houses and gardens and 
conservation philosophy and practice advised that: 

Just as the Glebe planning scheme as a whole is an important example of mid to late 20th century heritage 
conservation in urban areas, so the individual houses are fine and considered responses to the design and 
heritage significances of the 19th century houses. The respect and appreciation shown in the design of the infill 
houses to the scale, materials, colours, textures and forms of the old houses is masterful: sophisticated, 
romantic yet practical. 

The 1980s houses have achieved heritage value themselves, and the whole ï old houses and new ï is an 
homogenous collection of items of heritage significance. In this area of the Glebe Estate the proposed 
development will destroy this homogeneity.  

The planning proposal and the associated development are an undesirable erosion of the Glebe planning 
scheme. They show minimal respect, aesthetically, for its context of scale, materials, finishes, textures and 
colours, and minimal respect for the heritage significances of the original 19th century housing or the 20th 
century infill housing. 

It should not be approved. 

Follow-up from last monthôs Bulletin ï response from City of Sydney 

By Virginia Simpson-Young 

The Society wrote to the Lord Mayor with our objections on 26 October (see last Bulletin) and we received a 
reply on 17 November from Andrew Thomas, Acting Director City Planning, Development & Transport. The 
letter can be seen on our website here: https://www.glebesociety.org.au/wp-content/uploads/TfNSW-Cowper-
St-response-17-Nov-2020.pdf. 

 

https://www.glebesociety.org.au/wp-content/uploads/TfNSW-Cowper-St-response-17-Nov-2020.pdf
https://www.glebesociety.org.au/wp-content/uploads/TfNSW-Cowper-St-response-17-Nov-2020.pdf
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Mr Thomas writes: óI note your objection to this proposal, and your concern it will erode the historical character 
of Glebe for a small increase in social housing residences.ô The letter goes on to state that the NSW government 
commissioned a heritage assessment which found that ódemolishing the existing buildings will have a negligible 
impact on the significance of the heritage conservation area, and that the proposal to remove the subject site 
from the conservation area would be an acceptable heritage outcome.ô  

The Society does not agree with this assessment of the heritage impact of the development. The letter goes on 
to say: óthe site is at the outer edges of the conservation area where its qualities and architectural values are 
not as obvious as at the centreô ï a clear red flag that this is a óthin end of the wedgeô situation.  

 

Letter: Wentworth Park Rd and Cowper St development óPhillistinianô 

Dear Janet, 

Living and working in Cairns as currently I do, I have been reading with some 
disquiet about the ring of proposed developments around Glebe where I intend 
to reside in 2021. 

Blackwattle Bay and the destruction and re-location of the Fish Markets, and 
high-rise developments planned for that area é and now the demolition of the 
Wentworth Park Rd and Cowper St buildings which were so thoughtfully and 
so sympathetically designed to blend in with the character of Glebe. 

How Phillistinian to replace them with eight-storey towers which, the article 
reminds us, adds little to the existing public housing stock. 

I will be re-locating to my house in Munro Terrace in mid-2021 when I cease 
full-time work. 

We need to find another Jack Mundey, who like myself is ï or was ï a North Queenslander. 

I would add my voice to any submissions to City of Sydney Council, who, I am beginning to suspect, are 
reverting to the form which led (fortunately) to the green bans of the 70s. 

The newsletter is a must read for me. 

Yours sincerely, 

Les Griffiths 
Palm Cove 
 

The Franklyn St Redevelopment Proposal 

by Ian Stephenson, Planning Convenor 

In November the NSW Government released the Franklyn St, Glebe, redevelopment proposal. This is described 
as a preliminary concept which is being circulated for community feedback. The scheme is to demolish the 
existing 108 social housing units and replace them with 425 units of which 130 will be for social housing.  

Context 

The Franklyn St estate is located between Franklyn, Glebe and Bay Sts. It is over 1.3 hectares in area, with 
one-third of a kilometre of street frontage on Franklyn, Glebe and Bay Sts. All the current street frontages 
address heritage conservation areas in which there are a number of individually listed heritage buildings. It is 
situated within the Mountain Street Heritage Conservation Area [HCA] and adjoins the St Phillips HCA. Its size 
and location make it a key site linking the low rise Victorian residential character of Glebe with the historic 
warehouses which define Ultimo. This gives it great strategic importance in contributing to and defining the 
character of the area and its streets. 

Franklyn St 

The estate was designed by Philip Cox and John Richardson of Cox Richardson architects in the late 1980s. It 
comprises a series of stepped forms interspersed amidst gardens. Approximately 40% of the site is soft 
landscape.  
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Figure 1 The Franklyn St estate viewed from Bay St and Glebe St intersection (source google maps streetview) 
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Figure 2 The privately owned Greek St apartments are in the foreground with the estate behind (source Ian 
Stephenson) 

 

 

Figure 3 The estate from the air (source Six Maps) 

The Redevelopment Proposal  

The scheme involves increasing the number of dwellings from 108 to 325, a 350% increment. In order to 
accommodate this the current height limits will be increased from 15 metres to 42 metres, a factor of 280%, the 
Floor Space Ratio [FSR] will be increased to 2.5:1 and the open space at ground level will be reduced by nearly 
half. The existing gardens will be used for new roads which, in an exercise in Orwellian double speak, are called 
óliving streetsô.  
 
Its form, scale and impact can be understood from Figures 9-13 below. 
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Figure 4 LAHC Franklyn St redevelopment community consultation pack 

 

 

Figure 5 LAHC Franklyn St redevelopment community consultation pack 
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Figure 6 LAHC Franklyn St redevelopment community consultation pack. 

 

 

Figure 7 LAHC Franklyn St redevelopment community consultation pack. 

 

Article continues next page é 

 

 

 

Read LAHCôs Franklyn St proposal, and make comments at: 
https://www.communitiesplus.com.au/other-projects/franklyn-street. 

Closing date for comments has been extended to 5 pm, Wednesday 
23 December 2020 

 

 

https://www.communitiesplus.com.au/other-projects/franklyn-street
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Figure 8 LAHC Franklyn St redevelopment community consultation pack 

 

A new benchmark 

 
 

 
 

LAHC envisage that the 
architecture of the Glebe affordable 
housing project which occupies the 
area bounded by Wentworth Park 
Rd, Bay St, Elger St and Cowper St 
(Figs 13 and 14) will spread east 
across Cowper St (there is a 
planning proposal currently before 
Council to remove two sites from 
the St Phillips heritage conservation 
area to allow the construction of two 
eight-storey buildings) and south to 
the 1.3-hectare Franklyn St estate 
where two 14-storey buildings are 
envisaged.  
Will a rezoning of the Broadway 
carparks follow at an even higher 
density? 

Figure 9 Aerial view of the 
precinct 

Figure 10 Elger St, Glebe  

The Societyôs Response 

The Society has provided a detailed response to the community consultation. It can be read in full on our website 
here:https://www.glebesociety.org.au/wp-content/uploads/Franklyn-St-Submission-to-LAHC-11-Dec-2020.pdf. 
Key points are that the concept is not acceptable because it: 

 
ü Reduces the existing open space and destroys the gardens. The existing open space should be 

retained. 
ü Demolishes a well-designed complex of social housing by the eminent architect Philip Cox working 

with John Richardson. It is profligate to demolish the Cox-Richardson complex. The units should be 
refurbished, ideally with advice from the original architects. 

https://www.glebesociety.org.au/wp-content/uploads/Franklyn-St-Submission-to-LAHC-11-Dec-2020.pdf

