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However, adaptive reuse does result in some aspects of significance being diminished or lost due to a 
change in use and resultant physical changes to accommodate any new use; and in decisions regarding 
adaptively reusing an historic place or property, a careful balance needs to be sought that minimises loss 
of significance.  An example of this can be found in changing the use of what once was a vibrant, 
bustling, productive industrial site, with strong social connections amongst workers and the surrounding 
local community into a quiet, enclosed residential or commercial precinct.  Although the general 
configuration and appearance of the industrial buildings may be retained, preserved and protected, those 
social connections and intangible associations with the way the place was historically used will be lost 
and thus the heritage values of the place are somewhat diminished.  

Adaptive reuse should always be led by the significance of the place, guided by considered conservation 
policies and implemented sensitively, and preferably in a way that does not prevent future adaptation and/
or restoration.   

I also note that the term “adaptive reuse” places emphasis on the idea of “adaptation”, i.e., change, rather 
than focusing on conservation.  The Burra Charter instead talks of compatible use, which means a use 
which respects the cultural significance of a place and involves no, or minimal, impact on cultural 
significance.  In relation to heritage, compatible use is a more appropriate and useful term. In my opinion, 
it is the “use” part of the term “adaptive reuse” that should be adapted, rather than the heritage item.  A 
suitable, appropriate and sensitive use should be found and adjusted to fit sympathetically with the form, 
configuration and fabric of the heritage item; acknowledging that some physical changes will be 
necessary and market forces most often drive proposals for reuse. 

Some good examples of adaptive reuse are: 
• The Sydney GPO, which continues to be an active, vibrant place of mixed uses and invites

visitation due to its heritage values.

• The Woolloomooloo Finger Wharf, which contains an active and interested community of residents
that strive to protect and preserve the heritage values inherent at the place.
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