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Time to Put Heritage on the Agenda? 
 
 
For nearly a decade, your committee has been participating in the planning process to protect 
heritage. But heritage is losing out. It’s time to put heritage on the political agenda. As members of 
local historical societies, let’s demand that candidates and elected representatives address the 
structural issues in the planning system that cause increasing loss of heritage. 
 
Heritage is primarily a state issue. The Victorian elections will offer a chance to demand 
improvements. We thought that the Legislative Council Inquiry into Planning and Heritage would 
offer a chance to bring heritage issues to wider attention. The Inquiry received 285 submissions, 
most very substantial (https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/epc-lc/inquiries/article/4652). But, as I 
reported in my last column, the major parties managed to mothball the Inquiry by deciding not to 
hold hearings. We are disappointed. No, we’re more than disappointed. We are outraged. 
 
This Inquiry was initiated by Mr Clifford Hayes (Sustainable Australia) and Dr Samantha Ratnam 
(Greens). Fortunately, they have not given up. They have set up two days of mini-hearings in lieu of 
the full committee. Ian Wight and I will be presenting these demands to them on Friday 6 May, 
after this column is put to bed, long before you will read it. And we will discuss these issues with 
David Davis, MP (Liberal) on Friday 20 May. 
 
We’re focusing on four steps candidates could support that would make a big start in improving the 
system:  
 
1) Restore the integrity of the Heritage Overlay 
 
In recent years, the Planning Department has been putting Design and Development Overlays 
(DDOs) on areas to encourage intensive development. But they have imposed these DDOs without 
regard to Heritage Overlays (HOs). The John Curtin Hotel is only the latest example of this 
problem. It is covered by the Heritage Overlay but also by a Design and Development Overlay 
calling for an eight-storey building on the site! The Corkman Hotel was subject to an Overlay 
calling for a twelve-storey building! Thus state planning controls invite developers’ greed. As a first 
step, we demand that DDOs be amended to preserve sites covered by the Heritage Overlay. 
 

 
The John Curtin Hotel is subject to a Design and Development Overlay calling for an eight-storey 
building, contradicting the Heritage Overlay. 
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2) Eliminate the designation ‘contributory’ and properly protect precincts in the Heritage 
Overlay 
 
All too often, sites labelled ‘contributory’ are fair game for developers. If they’re ‘only 
contributory’, we hear at VCAT, they aren’t really important. But take away the contributory sites 
and there’s nothing left to protect! The planning system should fully protect heritage precincts by 
protecting each and every site that forms part of the precinct. 
 
3) Restore the local heritage unit of Heritage Victoria and provide financial support for local 
heritage studies 
 
Until a decade ago, Heritage Victoria had a local heritage unit that helped councils with heritage 
issues and allocated financial support for local heritage. Without the unit and without support, 
councils are left to deal with these matters on their own, with often unfortunate results for heritage. 
Regional councils in particular have difficulty funding heritage studies although they are 
responsible for a great deal of Victoria’s heritage. Restore the unit and restore the financial support. 
 
4) Replace VCAT with a Planning Appeals Tribunal composed of planners and heritage 
experts 
 
VCAT gives too much power to one or two members who are often untrained and unsympathetic to 
heritage issues. We believe that all planning appeals should be decided before a new tribunal 
composed of town planners, architects, historians and heritage experts. 
 
Heritage is also a national issue. The EPBC Act (Environment Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act 1999) was put in place to weaken heritage protection. Threats to heritage are 
considered only if developers refer themselves! From Juukun Gorge to the Royal Exhibition 
Building World Heritage Site, the EPBC Act has given developers free rein. In 2020, the Minister 
(Sussan Ley) commissioned Professor Graeme Samuel, AC, to conduct an Independent Review. He 
found that the Act was ‘ineffective’, ‘not fit to address current or future environmental challenges’. 
The government refused to consider his key recommendation, an ‘independent compliance and 
enforcement regulator’.  
 
The Australian Heritage Advocacy Alliance (AHAA) has been set up to demand that the next 
government address this challenge. Check their web site and then ask your local member to commit 
to reform. 
 
PS: An update on the Portable Buildings Taskforce. Readers will recall that the RHSV joined 
the taskforce aiming to obtain World Heritage status for Australia’s unique collection of extant 19th-
century portable buildings (we would consider them pre-fab). If you’re in an historical society near 
a portable, we will be writing to you for help in getting more information on it!  
 

Charles Sowerwine 
Monday, 2 May 2022 


