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WBGS submission re Draft NSW Heritage Strategy 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Draft NSW Heritage Strategy. 
 
The Walter Burley Griffin Society is a heritage advocacy and non-profit association of volunteers 
established in 1988 that commemorates and promotes a better understanding of the lives, ideals, 
vision and works of Walter Burley Griffin and Marion Mahony Griffin1. 
 
The Draft NSW Heritage Strategy (the Strategy) has a good high-level introductory statement: 

“Heritage is not just about the past. It is also about the future. Each decision we make about 
what we conserve and protect and the way we use these things will be felt by future 
generations. Heritage is part of our everyday lives and contributes to the creation of unique 
neighbourhoods and precincts” 

 
Our heritage is not just our past; it is the essence of who we are. It is what gives Sydney and NSW its 
character, distinguishing them from any other city or regional centre nationally and internationally 
and it is a significant tourism asset. We agree with the Draft Strategy statement that NSW heritage 
faces many challenges nowadays. 
 
In established urban areas there is a need to balance heritage protection with the need to provide 
more new housing where most of our built heritage items are located as well. In rural and 
environmental areas, mostly the expansion of industrial activities needs to be balanced against the 
protection of Aboriginal heritage.  
 
Unfortunately, the Government has released the draft of the first ever NSW Heritage Strategy for 
public consultation without providing any clear mechanisms (tools), including the statutory ones, on 

 
1 https://www.griffinsociety.org/ 
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how the vision and listed objectives are to be achieved. Too many actions relate to ‘outputs’ 
(develop guidance, reshape the program, host an annual forum, investigate ways, etc.) rather than to 
feasible ‘outcomes’. This is a simplistic and irresponsible Draft Strategy that does not provide clear 
pathways on how it is going to be implemented.  
 
For example, the actions to achieve Objective 2: Empower owners to conserve heritage are too 
broad and general. One of the actions is to ‘improve the experiences of owners and managers of 
private heritage items through better support and funding’. There are no further details, and   as to 
whether it means additional State investment in heritage protection, tax relief for heritage owners or 
a new subsidy scheme for owner/residents of heritage buildings.   
 
NSW Housing Reforms 
 
The Draft Strategy has not revealed what exactly would be its links (or legislative relationship) with 
other NSW Government programs and priorities, including the housing reforms, Climate Change 
Adaptation Strategy or Creative Communities policy and Vibrancy Reforms.   
 

“The NSW Government has committed to a 5-year target of delivering 377,000 new dwellings 
across the state by 2029 as part of its commitment to the National Housing Accord.” (page 6, 
the Draft Strategy) 

 
There is no argument against the intention to build more homes in the right places, but this 
statement in the Draft Strategy may imply that the NSW Government’s way to provide these 
dwellings is to sacrifice the state’s heritage to the construction of new dwellings.  
 
The actions listed to achieve Objective 3.2 are vague, feel-good statements, without providing any 
substance or specific commitments. For example how can the action to ‘better support local 
councils to protect the character of their areas while allowing for growth and change’ be 
implemented when the latest Government housing reform aims to remove or limit the planning 
authority role of local government for large urban renewal that includes housing?   
 
Developers see heritage as an obstacle, so there needs to be a merit assessment that considers the 
context of both heritage and environment.  
 
A heritage strategy with vision is needed, not a strategy that merely sacrifices heritage for housing. In 
the 1960s, The Rocks in Sydney came very close to being demolished for high rise development. 
Fortunately, The Rocks and all its heritage was saved from destruction and today is one of Australia’s 
most popular tourist destinations. 
 
Aboriginal heritage 
 
The statement on page 2 of the Draft Strategy “Aboriginal cultural heritage is the foundation of the 
state’s heritage. … and continue to enrich our understanding of the land and its people. … the 
strategy aims to elevate Aboriginal perspectives …” is fully supported. However, the statement 
seems like mere tokenism given that more than 35,000 Aboriginal land claims in NSW, under the 
Aboriginal Land Rights Act 1983 have not been processed in 25 years. 
 
Heritage items and conservation areas 
 

“State Heritage Register listed items will continue to be protected by the Heritage Act 1977, 
while individual local heritage items will continue to be protected under the Environmental 
Planning and Assessment Act 1979”. (page 6, Draft Strategy) 
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While it is commendable that state and local heritage items will continue to be protected, in order to 
create appropriate protection the neighbouring properties of the heritage items need to be zoned to 
prevent medium and high-rise development, so that there is an appropriate and sympathetic buffer 
around the heritage items. 
 
Individual state and local heritage items need to be understood within their original precincts that 
provide important context. They should not be isolated and dwarfed by high rise or medium density 
at their boundaries.  
 
For example, the single storey Cameron House at 33 Marian Street, Killara designed by Walter Burley 
Griffin2  would be unacceptably impacted if a development of three storeys or more was allowed to 
be built on any of its boundaries.  
 
Also, it is of great concern that existing Heritage Conservation Areas (HCA) are not specifically 
addressed  in the Draft  Strategy. The list of actions to achieve Objective 3.2 (Improve the alignment 
between heritage and the planning system to increase community confidence in decisions affecting 
state and local heritage) is ambiguous and open to conflicting interpretations. In particular, the 
action to ’support implementation of housing reforms to achieve a positive benefit for heritage’ or the 
other one which aims ’to better support local councils to protect the character of their areas while 
allowing for growth and change’. Given the recent controversy regarding the initial Government 
proposal to override protection of HCA when residential development proposal is assessed, it would 
have been reasonable to expect that the Draft Strategy would clearly confirm the status and 
importance of HCA in the NSW planning system.  
 
HCAs have been created in previous decades with significant council resources, extensive 
independent and professional expertise and thorough community engagement. They are discreet 
parts of Sydney’s urban development and have been created for the broad community (not just 
those living in them) and importantly for future generations.  
 
The Griffin Conservation Area at Castlecrag is an absolutely essential tool to protect the Griffin 
heritage at Castlecrag that includes the Griffins’ extensive and unique architecture, landscape 
architecture, urban design and urban planning. The Griffin Conservation Area protects the Griffins’ 
early 20th century vision for urban development in harmony with nature, that exemplifies and 
demonstrates their environmental ideals and their planning for cohesive communities.  
 
Planned over a century ago in 1921 it remains as contemporary as ever. The Griffin Conservation 
Area at Castlecrag is of great significance and international renown, attracting visitors from around 
the world, and must be retained for the current and future generations to appreciate and learn from. 
It would be irresponsible for the NSW Heritage Strategy not to protect The Griffin Conservation Area 
and other significant conservation areas. 
 
The State Heritage Register 
 

“Establish a more robust State Heritage Register to improve the protection of state-significant 
heritage in New South Wales” (Objective 4.1, page 24 Draft Strategy) 

 
This is an excellent general objective that the Society supports. However, the three actions proposed 
to achieve it are already currently part of NSW’s Heritage’s remit. 
 
The most important action necessary for establishing a more robust State Heritage Register to 
improve the protection, is greater funding but that is not even listed as an action. 

 
2 Visionaries in Suburbia: Griffin houses in the Sydney landscape, Edited by Anne Watson, 2015, pp 
124 –131. 
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As stated in Objective 4: Improve the state heritage system (pg.22) “the register has nearly 1,800 
entries, … We need to take stock and consider what the register should look like into the future”.  We 
believe 1,800 entries is just a fraction of what should be listed. Resources in the last decade have 
slowed to such an extent that now just a handful of buildings are assessed for heritage listing per 
year. The Griffin designed Cheong House and Moon House3 were listed on the National Heritage 
Estate in the mid-1990s and when privately owned properties were disqualified by the Howard 
government in the late 1990s it was promised that they would be transferred to the state heritage 
registers but even after 25 years that still has not happened. All of the 19 Griffin designed houses in 
Sydney should be on the State Heritage Register but currently only 5 are listed. 
 
It is essential that this lack of funding is rectified in order that the register can be appropriately 
diverse and comprehensive. 
 
This draft strategy, if implemented, also puts at risk the hundreds of heritage properties not yet listed 
due to the huge backlog in the assessment processing at the NSW Heritage Office.  
 
Conclusion 
 
We object to the Draft NSW Heritage Strategy in its current form, as its simplistic approach poses a 
threat to NSW’s heritage with its too generalised goals. It also appears that there is a mooted excuse 
for achieving housing reform goals by relaxing/removing some of the existing heritage protection 
mechanisms at the cost of community wellbeing, built and cultural heritage and our environment.  
 
The NSW Government’s Heritage Strategy is an opportunity to define what is most significant and, 
after exploring options, define a responsible and visionary strategy to ensure that both heritage and 
housing supply objectives can be met.  
 
The Government must deliver a more strategic approach and protection for our heritage with 
practical, feasible and well-funded actions. The people of NSW deserve and need smart heritage 
protection to protect significant and contributory heritage.        
        
A heritage strategy for NSW needs to inform the urban renewal policy to ensure that new housing will 
be located in “the right places”. The right places should under no circumstances be all conservation 
areas as implied by this Draft Strategy. 
 
The Draft Strategy provides an opportunity to enhance the State’s built form and environment, and to 
ensure that the decisions made today provides a sound legacy for future generations. The NSW 
government needs to invest in this. It needs to budget for a best practice approach that does justice 
to heritage, the state and its people.  Given that $14 billion is spent by cultural and heritage visitors in 
NSW (page 3 of Draft Strategy) this should not be difficult to achieve. 
 
It is thus of great concern that the draft strategy lacks tools for implementation of its vision and is a 
long way short of best practice. It is incomplete. It compromises all heritage items by not requiring a 
buffer zone around heritage items, and it threatens all conservation areas by opening them up to 
unsympathetic development.  
 
As stated on page 19 of the Draft Strategy “heritage contributes to culture, wellbeing, sustainability, 
the economy and tourism” but despite this statement the draft strategy falls short of protecting the 
state’s heritage. The important architectural and urban heritage across Sydney Region must be 
preserved, including not only free-standing buildings but also key heritage conservation areas. This is 
essential to achieve liveable and humane high residential density. 

 
3 Ibid. pp 52 –61. 
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The Society is hopeful that the Draft Strategy will be further developed and refined with clear tools to 
achieve the aim of protecting NSW heritage as a result of this welcome process of community 
consultation.   
 
 
Yours sincerely 

 
Akky van Ogtrop 
President 

 
 

 


