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Executive Summary

The NSW Heritage Act (1977) is of fundamental importance 
to the identification, protection, promotion and conservation 
of heritage in NSW. Any proposed amendments must result 
in better heritage outcomes, rather than a weakening of 
heritage protection.

The National Trust of Australia is the oldest and largest 
independent conservation organisation in Australia. Our 
Register formed the basis of the current State Heritage 
Register and the majority of Local Environmental Plan 
listings in NSW, and since 1945 the New South Wales 
National Trust has been the leading advocate for the 
protection of the built and natural heritage in this State.

The Minister has asked the Standing Committee  
on Social Issues to undertake a review of the NSW  
Heritage Act, 1977, focussing on the effectiveness  
of this legislation within today’s context – a context  
that is dominated by massive infrastructure projects 
focussed on economic development and job creation,  
a growing population, greater concern for the impacts  
of climate change, and threats to the cultural heritage  
of NSW on a scale that has never been seen before.

Our heritage is a very precious thing. Whether it be a 
building or an ecosystem, once it has been destroyed  
it cannot be re-created. To prevent this irretrievable 
loss, our heritage must be identified and protected  
– the very aims of those who wrote the Heritage Act.

In many cases the Heritage Act has been very 
successful since it was gazetted in 1977, and has aided 
in the protection of numerous places in NSW from 
inappropriate development, through either listing 
processes or the advice of the NSW Heritage Council. 
A perverse, and unintended, outcome of these effective 
conservation measures however, has been that it is 
precisely those large areas of land with significant 
buildings and landscapes, often in Government 
ownership, that are now routinely promoted as 
opportunity sites for redevelopment. 

The Heritage Act may have identified and protected 
Sydney’s Central Railway Station as a place of great 
cultural and historic value for the people of NSW, 
but it has been powerless to stop the procession 
of “Unsolicited Proposals” and “State Significant 

Developments” that simply bypass that key piece of 
heritage legislation in NSW, and which are poised to 
wreak havoc on this precinct, forever destroying many 
of the heritage values that led to it being protected in 
the first instance.

This submission is the result of extensive community 
and professional feedback, including the outcomes of  
a well-attended Heritage Forum hosted by the National 
Trust on 9 June 2021, which specifically focussed on 
the Heritage Act Review. The overwhelming response 
was that the objectives and principles of the Heritage 
Act, 1977 remain appropriate and relevant, yet that 
our cultural heritage is at immense risk from State 
Significant Developments which effectively turn off and 
override the provisions of the Heritage Act in situations 
where it is needed the most. There was also consensus 
that the long-promised contemporary legislation to 
protect and conserve Aboriginal Cultural Heritage must 
remain a priority over amending this heritage legislation.

The actual application of its requirements, combined 
with strong leadership and adequate resourcing to 
facilitate its administration, are the keys to ensuring  
the ongoing effectiveness of the Heritage Act. 

Our built and natural heritage needs more protection 
now than ever before. The National Trust will continue 
to identify and advocate for the protection of the 
unique heritage of NSW, but it is the Heritage Act, 1977 
which must ultimately preserve and protect that which 
has been passed down to us. Those undertaking this 
review need only ask one question of each suggested 
change: will this maintain or decrease the values of 
that which we will pass on? The answer must be clear, 
because once it’s gone, it’s gone.

Debbie Mills, Executive Director
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THE NATIONAL TRUST’S REACH AND IMPACT 
With over 22,000 members across NSW, our 2,000 
volunteers provided 104,800 hours of service to  
assist us in welcoming over 139,000 visitors to our 
properties (in 2018–2019).

The National Trust is the custodian of 35 heritage 
properties, including the World Heritage Listed Old 
Government House, Parramatta, worth more than 
$43million. We also care for and conserve natural  
areas, gardens and more than 60,000 collection items. 

Of our 35 heritage properties:

•  29 are listed under the Heritage Act, 1977  
on the State Heritage Register;

•  33 are listed under the Environmental Protection  
& Assessment Act on Local Environmental Plan 
Heritage Schedules; 

•  1 is listed under the EPBC Act on the National 
Heritage List; and 

•  1 is listed under the World Heritage Convention  
as an inscription on the World Heritage List.

IN 2019–2020, THE NATIONAL TRUST:
•  Made over 60 submissions to Government  

to safeguard and protect the built, natural  
and cultural heritage of New South Wales.

•  Has 12 Board-appointed taskforces and 
technical committees, which provide 
professional expertise, technical and specialist 
advice on matters of advocacy, collection 
management, curatorial direction, finance, 
property and cemeteries conservation.

•  Was supported by 29 regional branches and 
committees, which provide advocacy and 
fundraising support for the organisation  
in regional areas.

•  Undertook conservation and restoration of  
203 natural areas throughout greater Sydney.

•  Generated immense community support  
with more than $8 million of donations  
through trusts, bequests, foundations and 
individual giving.

•  Supported 40 community-owned heritage 
places with tax-deductible Heritage Appeals, 
facilitating $2.98 million in tax deductible 
donations for the conservation and restoration 
of these important community heritage places.

As a united organisation of loyal 
members, dedicated volunteers, 
staff, Branches and Committees, 
we advocate for the protection of 
New South Wales’ built, natural 
and cultural heritage to ensure its 
preservation for future generations. 
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DEVELOPMENT PRESSURE
Since 2012, NSW has experienced a dramatic  
upsurge in building activity. The heritage of NSW has 
never been under such pressure.

HERITAGE LISTINGS IN NSW 
There are numerous heritage lists, all of which have  
the ultimate goal of preserving the heritage of NSW.

Why Heritage Matters

New South Wales has a rich, vibrant heritage represented 
by places, landscapes, stories and people that make a vital 
contribution to our community and our economy. 

Our heritage places make a significant contribution  
to our identity, creating a sense of place and 
representing the State’s story, its people and its  
shared connections. From buildings to landscapes, 
songlines to character areas, trees to shipwrecks –  
the heritage of NSW is important.
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Of 3.5 million land parcels  
in New South Wales, less than  
1% are listed heritage items,  
including less than 30,000  
total heritage items.  
(NSW Heritage Council, 2010). 





National Trust Independent  
Forum on the Heritage Act Review 

On the 9 June 2021, the National Trust convened  
an Independent Forum in response to the Parliamentary  
Review of the NSW Heritage Act, 1977. 

An independent forum of 277 experts, professional 
heritage organisations, community groups, individuals, 
and National Trust members was hosted by the 
National Trust of Australia (NSW) in response to the 
Parliamentary Review of the NSW Heritage Act, 1977.

The Forum was supported by:

• Australia ICOMOS

• Australasian Society for Historical Archaeology

• Australian Archaeological Association

• Historic Houses Association

• Engineering Heritage Australia

The Forum AFFIRMED the fundamental importance 
of the role of the Heritage Act to identify, protect, 
promote and conserve cultural heritage places in NSW 
and identified a number of issues as critical to the 
success of the Review

By far and away, the most common feedback was that 
while the Heritage Act and its regulations may benefit 
from small updates and amendments, its objectives and 
principles remain appropriate and relevant. The forum 
agreed that any proposed amendments should result  
in better heritage outcomes, rather than a weakening  
of heritage protection.

The Forum also agreed that greater resourcing 
to enable the Act’s effective implementation is 
fundamental, and that the NSW Heritage Council 
should be an independent public champion of heritage 
comprised largely of recognised heritage experts and 
organisational representatives.

Q: Are you a member of any of the  
following type of organisations? 

Q: What are you hoping to get out of the Forum? 
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Response to Terms of Reference

(a) The need for legislative change to deliver  
a heritage system that is modern, effective and  
reflects best practice heritage conservation,  
activation and celebration

Much has been made in this review process and 
Discussion Paper that the Heritage Act, 1977 is  
perceived to be old and out of date, and that by its  
very nature this existing legislation does not permit 
best-practice heritage conservation, activation  
of historic spaces, and celebration of our historic  
places and stories.

The National Trust are of the view 
that the current provisions of the 
Heritage Act are generally well-
resolved and could, if they were 
administered effectively and in a 
timely fashion, be very workable. 

All of those who are involved in the NSW Planning 
System want a level of certainty that will enable  
them to progress with, or no longer invest further 
resources in, any given project. Projects with a  
heritage component are no different in this regard.

From a community perspective however, there appears 
to be great inconsistency in the way heritage is dealt 
with and protected in NSW. While the owner of  
a terrace house in Millers Point may wait for years  
to gain approval for a relatively modest extension  
or alteration on the basis that it may affect the State 
Heritage Listed Millers Point Conservation Area, at the 
same time the Crown Casino Tower has been approved 
and built directly on the axis of Lower Fort Street.  
The same issue has occurred at the Parramatta North 
Historic Site, where efforts to repair and conserve the 
government-owned buildings (that have been for many 
years neglected by NSW Health) have been hampered 
by heritage approval processes, while at the same time 
the highly destructive route of the new Parramatta Light 
Rail which cuts straight through the site and demolishes 
significant buildings and trees was fast-tracked. 

The last example is highly applicable to this review.  
The very works that were completely acceptable under 

the existing Heritage Act legislation, and which would 
have resulted in the “conservation, activation and 
celebration” of numerous highly significant buildings, 
were seemingly hampered through a lack of resources  
in implementing the relevant provisions of the Act, while 
the project that resulted in destructive, unnecessary,  
and detrimental heritage outcomes for the site (all  
noted by Heritage NSW) was permitted because the 
Parramatta Light Rail project was classified as State 
Significant Infrastructure and the Heritage Council  
of NSW were only able “to comment and provide 
recommended conditions of approval.” 

Every year, the National Trust Heritage Awards 
recognise numerous projects that conserve, activate 
and celebrate heritage in NSW, from new extensions  
to the Anzac Memorial and Australian Museum, through  
to private home renovations and very successful 
adaptive re-use projects in regional NSW – all achieved 
under the existing legislation. There is no doubt that 
some small refinements could be made to existing 
legislation, but it is the overwhelming opinion that  
a “modern and effective” heritage system can only  
come about through an appropriately empowered  
and enforced, properly trained, and adequately 
resourced administration of the Heritage Act. 

We build and staff our hospitals based on the number of 
patients they expect. It is only through proper application 
and administration of the existing Heritage Act that its 
effectiveness can be judged. This must be the first step 
in any moves towards heritage reform in NSW.

THE NATIONAL TRUST RECOMMENDS: 
•  Best practice heritage conservation,  

activation and celebration is possible  
under the existing Act.

•  The existing Act must be properly resourced 
and its provisions implemented to ensure  
its effectiveness. 
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Response to Terms of Reference

(c) How the Act could more effectively intersect  
with related legislation, such as heritage elements of  
the Environmental Planning and Assessment Act, 1979  
and the National Parks and Wildlife Act, 1974.

Intersections with other Acts, in particular the EP&A 
Act, are critical to the effectiveness of the Heritage  
Act and the planning system more broadly. This must  
be addressed.

There are considerable overlaps between the 
Environmental Planning and Assessment Act, 1979  
(EP&A Act) the Act and some areas of inconsistency 
between the two. The EP&A Act outlines when  
other legislation does not apply (ie: other legislation  
is effectively turned off). Under this section of the  
EP&A Act, the Heritage Act does not apply for  
State Significant Development and Infrastructure (as 
discussed in many other areas of this submission). This 
is fundamentally incompatible with the Objects of the 
Heritage Act and the expectations of the community. 
For context, in 2018 there were 268 SSD and SSI 
applications affecting state heritage listed places  
that did not require approval under the Heritage Act. 

The ‘turning off’ of the Heritage 
Act is having disastrous outcomes 
for heritage places and is causing 
immense levels of community 
distrust in government, in the 
planning system and in the processes 
that are supposed to protect places 
the community values. 

The National Trust strongly urges the removal of this 
provision in the EP&A Act. This situation is mirrored 
by the EP&A Act also turning off the requirement 
for Aboriginal Heritage Impact Permits (a permit to 
destroy or remove an Aboriginal site or object) for State 
Significant Development and Infrastructure projects.  
It has always been a failure of the planning system that 
these provisions are in place; and in the post-Juukan 
Gorge era, it is a disgrace that they are still in place. 

The EP&A Act does not set minimum requirements 
for Environmental Impact Statements and other such 
documents, but rather it requires the Planning Secretary 
to set these out on a project-by-project basis. These 
project requirements (known as SEARs) are often in 
conflict with the Heritage Act and with expectations of 
the community. For example, they often fail to require 
appropriate assessment of a development on the setting 
and context of nearby heritage places, they often fail 
to require a broad scale, in depth study of potential 
heritage places within an area (at times even accepting 
“preliminary” assessments as the basis for approvals) 
and generally only require an EIS to assess its impact 
on already listed heritage places and placing an over 
reliance on incomplete statutory registers. This could 
be solved by the EP&A Act requiring rigorous EIS’s 
that considered heritage in more holistic terms as a 
valued and scarce resource rather than simply being a 
box ticking exercise relying on incomplete studies and 
incomplete heritage registers. Incorporating a strategic 
evaluation of potential heritage assets in a project area 
would align with the way other environmental factors 
– such as geology, biology or contamination – are 
researched, documented and evaluated.

THE NATIONAL TRUST RECOMMENDS: 
•  The National Trust strongly urges that the 

EP&A be amended so that it ensures that 
SSDs and SSIs require approval under the 
Heritage Act, and under the NPW Act.
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Response to Terms of Reference

(d) The issues raised and focus questions posed in  
the Government's Discussion Paper, in particular:

i. A category approach to heritage listing to  
allow for more nuanced and targeted recognition 
and protection of the diversity of State 
significant heritage items.
Categorisation 

When the National Trust prepared its first list of Places 
Worthy of Preservation in July 1946, it in fact created 
two lists, with “List A being more important places 
than List B”. The Trust has long since abandoned such 
distinctions and now has a single Register with all 
entries given the same weighting.

The Discussion Paper has put forward a Reform 
Proposal that NSW adopts a “more nuanced set of 
four heritage listing categories” that would “allow for 
more tailored heritage protections to be applied to 
items to suit their individual circumstances.” Surely an 
item in the proposed “Category 1” which is already 
covered by World or National heritage listing would 
already have heightened regulatory controls, whilst the 
urban precinct listings proposed in “Category 2” could 
readily be achieved by the listing of additional Heritage 
Conservation Areas on the State Heritage Register 
(there are currently only six, including two in Millers 
Point and Thompson Square in Windsor which has been 
subject to great change and permanently disfigured by 
a new bridge) to augment that more than 400 that are 
listed in Local Environmental Plans.

It has been well established during this review process 
that Heritage NSW, as currently resourced, struggles to 
meet the demands placed upon it with just State and 
Local heritage categories. 

The establishment, let alone the 
administration and management,  
of numerous additional categories 
with tailored regulations, asset 
classes and exemptions, is not 
supported by the National Trust. 

The whole proposal is fraught with complexity and 
will lead to decreased, rather than increased, heritage 
protection. For example, to what category would a 
significant church building be allocated – depending 
on whether it is consecrated, in use for worship, 
deconsecrated, used as a hall, is part of a school, 
converted to a residence, or maintained as  
a stabilised ruin? 

In place of categorisation, nuances are available within 
the existing listing system that could facilitate improved 
outcomes – and which do not require amending the 
legislation. Standardised exemptions, prepared for 
various types of heritage, could be developed which 
may improve the application and approval process for 
owners and managers of heritage places. 

THE NATIONAL TRUST RECOMMENDS: 
•  Other established examples would be 

assist Heritage NSW in its decision making 
processes, such as developing an “Operational 
Guideline” for the Heritage Act similar to the 
World Heritage Convention’s Operational 
Guidelines, which set out the background, 
rationale and process for the consistent 
application of the Convention. Alternatively, 
Scotland Heritage approach of developing 
detailed “Managing Change” guidelines for 
different heritage places assists heritage 
owners to make reasoned decisions specific 
to the type (not class) of heritage place they 
own, be it a landscape, industrial site, house 
or ruin – importantly applying the use of type 
only to management decisions and not to the 
spate listing process which is purely based on 
significance assessment. 
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THE NATIONAL TRUST RECOMMENDS: 
•  The proposed set of four listing “categories” 

should not be proceeded with.

•  Improved processes should be developed  
to allow for an increased number of listings  
 on the State Heritage Register.

Response to Terms of Reference

Diversity 

In 2017 the National Trust participated in a “State 
Heritage Register Listings Framework” briefing with 
Heritage NSW, at which the under-representation of 
certain types of heritage was noted. It is a problem 
shared by the National Trust Register, and something 
we are continually seeking to address.

Of the 1750 listings currently on the State 
Heritage Register:

• 1037 (59%) are for buildings

• 244 (14%) are for landscapes

• 37 (2%) are moveable heritage or collections

• Two boats are on the State Heritage Register, and

•  One listing for an individual tree  
(a Port Hacking Fig in Rose Bay). 

Even in terms of built heritage the State Heritage 
Register cannot be considered representative. Of the 
1037 built items listed, 364 (35%) were within the  
City of Sydney Local Government Area, while the 
historic towns of Forbes and Parkes have just two each 
(their Post offices and Railway Stations). Just 26 (2%) 
were constructed after 1950. (All of the above figures 
have been obtained using the State Heritage Inventory 
advanced search function). 

There is only one way to address the 
issue of diversity on the State Heritage 
Register, and that is to resource 
targeted heritage surveys to identify 
places of value and then add them  
to the Register in a timely fashion.

In its 2017 correspondence with the Heritage Office, 
the National Trust suggested such deficiencies can 
sometimes be easily remedied without declaring 
priorities and turning back nominations. For example, 
the process had already been put in place for National 
Parks and Nature Reserves to be listed on the State 
Heritage Register, in bulk, with standard exemptions 
for the day to day National Parks management and 
construction processes. In this way, it would be possible 
to greatly increase the number of listings annually from 

the current average of 22 listings. This current listing 
rate will take decades for the State Heritage Register 
to become a comprehensive and representative list of 
the State’s important heritage places. With the actual 
status of a listing now a very important factor in historic 
preservation, thousands of places will be demolished  
if this pace continues.

The Discussion Paper suggests a reform proposal to 
“introduce a community driven nomination process” 
involving “early-round nominations” that could be 
submitted to the Heritage Council for consideration. 
This reform proposal has nothing to do with the 
Heritage Act (which deals only with procedures for 
recommendation for listing, not the way nominations 
are obtained) and as such this reform proposal should 
be ignored. 

Indeed, there is nothing, aside from an obvious lack  
of resources, that is currently stopping Heritage NSW 
from asking the community for nominations for 
Heritage Council consideration, and streamlining the 
lengthy and detailed nomination form for this purpose. 

As a community organisation, the National Trust did  
in fact submit a list of 54 State Heritage Register listing 
suggestions to Heritage NSW in 2017 following our 
State Heritage Register Listings Framework briefing, 
only to be informed that the usual, lengthy process 
must be followed. Happily, some of these (including  
St John’s Church at Camden, and the Mudgee Regent 
Theatre) have since been added to the register, while 
others (despite the obvious State Significance of the  
Art Gallery of New South Wales, and the c.1820 
Macquarie Watchtower at La Perouse) have not.
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ii. Consideration of new supports to incentivise 
heritage ownership, conservation, adaptive 
reuse, activation and investment
The Discussion Paper states that “private conservation 
efforts are critical to maintaining and conserving the 
heritage of NSW” and argues that a “lack of financial 
and other supports, coupled with the perceived expense 
and complexity of heritage conservation, contributes to 
a public view that heritage ownership and development 
is difficult, time consuming and cost prohibitive.” 

The National Trust, as a registered 
charity and the custodian of a large 
number of historic buildings and 
sites, including 29 which are listed 
on the State Heritage Register, 
knows only too well what is involved 
in maintaining and caring for the 
heritage of NSW.

The long-term cost savings associated with regular 
maintenance have been well established, and indeed 
have formed the basis of much of our conservation 
efforts over 75 years it is these aspects of looking 
after heritage places that need to be supported and 
promoted to other heritage owners.

Incentives

Much has been made in the Discussion Paper about 
tax-incentives for heritage. It is important to note 
that through our the National Trust’s highly successful 
tax-deductible Conservation Appeal Program (which 
allows for tax deductible donations to community 
organisations for the conservation of their heritage 
item), we have directly facilitated over $40m worth of 
conservation and repair work to countless churches, 
community buildings and cemeteries across NSW. 

Other tax concessions and funding could and should be 
possible for heritage, but it is unclear how the Heritage 
Act itself could facilitate such change. Numerous 
schemes, from the expansion of the NSW Historic 
Houses Trust’s “Endangered Houses Fund”, through to 
the UK’s “Heritage Lottery” scheme could all be readily 

implemented without legislative change. Indeed, these 
programs have long been advocated for over two 
decades, and the Heritage Office itself has undertaken 
many research programs into their feasibility – it is not 
so much about “what could we do” but “will we actually 
do it?” It would appear that, as far as the Heritage Act 
is concerned, the granting of concessions or assistance 
hinges on one key fact: whether an item is eligible – 
that is, whether it is listed or not.

A parallel consideration worth noting is also the 
environmental benefits that heritage brings, and  
the ways that this can provide beneficial economic  
as well as conservation outcomes. A recent report, 
“Growing back better: putting nature and net zero at the 
heart of the economic recovery”, by the UK House of 
Commons Environmental Audit Committee, noted  
the considerable benefits of adaptive reuse in terms  
of construction emissions, and that existing UK tax  
law often incentivises new build over repair. 

In evidence to the committee, Geraldine Dening, Senior 
Lecturer at De Montfort University, suggested that 
“there was so much embodied carbon in buildings that 
even if a highly efficient new building were constructed 
after the demolition of an old one, it could take up to 
30 years to redress the carbon balance.” Tax benefits for 
the conservation of heritage properties could thus be 
linked to carbon emission reductions, and vice-versa. 
This consideration could be considerable to the owners  
of large commercial buildings with heritage values.

In general terms, before a building can be “activated” 
it must be “adapted” for reuse, and before it can be 
“adapted” it must first be in good repair - which begins 
with regular maintenance. This is where investment, on 
a relatively modest scale, is most effective, and should 
be directed.

THE NATIONAL TRUST RECOMMENDS: 
•  Increased funding, appropriately directed, to 

help conserve, re-use, and activate heritage in 
NSW is welcomed.

•  Such funding must have as its aim actual 
conservation outcomes for the heritage item. 

Response to Terms of Reference
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dollars in rectification and repair due to water damage, 
while NSW Health proposes extensive demolition due 
to the poor condition of buildings at the Garrawarra 
Hospital despite Wollongong Council releasing a report 
concluding the site should be on the State Heritage 
Register. There are countless other examples. 

There is nothing in the current heritage legislation 
that is preventing repair and conservation works being 
carried out, and allowing these buildings to have new 
uses. Indeed, one of the seven main objectives of the 
current Heritage Act is “to encourage the adaptive 
reuse of items of State heritage significance.” The 
recent adaptive reuse of the (partly derelict) former 
Kings School in Parramatta to become Bayanami Public 
School shows what can be achieved when the existing 
heritage process is combined with adequate funding, 
and Government leads by example.

The National Trust consider this must be the key 
discussion point in relation to enforcement of the 
Heritage Act. We recommend in the strongest 
possible terms that the requirement for government 
departments to maintain Heritage and Conservation 
(s.170) Registers be maintained. We recommend in 
the strongest possible terms that the requirement 
for government departments to maintain Heritage 
and Conservation (s.170) Registers be prepared and 
maintained, as should the items on those registers.: 

•  Prepared, for those government agencies that have not 
yet fulfilled this obligation that came into force in 2005;

•  Updated for all government departments;

•  Regularly reviewed; and

•  Made publicly available on the State Heritage 
Inventory.

As per Section 170A, each government instrumentality 
must be held responsible for ensuring that the items 
entered on its register under section 170 and items and 
land to which a listing on the State Heritage Register 
applies that are under its care, control or management 
are maintained with due diligence to the minimum 
required standard. 

The NSW government is the 
custodian of these public assets 
and the public expects that the 
government will not only fulfill its 
statutory obligations relating to 
them, but will properly care,  
maintain and conserve them.

iv. Streamlining heritage processes

The National Trust regularly update and amend listings 
within our own Register, to reflect physical changes to 
the item or to include more detailed information that 
may have become available. It is also acknowledged 
that the significance of a place may change over time 
and that heritage listings should acknowledge this. 

The need for the State Heritage Register to be kept  
up to date is an important consideration, and the Trust 
acknowledge that in certain situations, such as when  
a building has been burnt down in a bushfire, the 
enforcement of Heritage Act provisions will no longer 
be required and would add further unnecessary 
hardship to an affected owner. 

Streamlined processes to thus update listings and an 
abridged delisting process are cautiously supported, with 
the following considerations to be taken into account:

•  Provisions for an abridged delisting process must 
only be permitted within strictly defined 
circumstances, such as emergency demolition.

•  Streamlined updating of existing State Heritage 
Register listings should only be in order to provide 
updated information such as recent photography 
and/or new information to an existing listing, not to 
remove previously identified heritage values.

•  State Heritage Register listings must not be readily 
changed nor statements of significance amended  
to facilitate new development. This already happens 
regularly with Conservation Management Plan updates 
and generally results in poor heritage outcomes.

All other considerations, such as boundary 
adjustments (usually to accommodate development) 
must be subject to the usual processes for amending a 
heritage listing. This is to ensure that community 
expectations of consistent, accurate, defined, and 
legally enforceable heritage listings continue to be 
maintained. If heritage listings can simply be amended 
to suit changing circumstances or development 
proposals, then all faith in the existing robust system 
will instantly be lost.
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Response to Terms of Reference

(e) Any other related matter 

i. Composition and Role of the Heritage Council 
The NSW Heritage Council plays a very important role 
in making decisions about the care and protection of 
heritage in NSW. 

The Heritage Council must be independent and its 
members must have relevant knowledge, skills and 
experience, because the provision of expert heritage 
advice is its core function.

There is general consensus that the current Heritage 
Council lacks heritage expertise. The Heritage Act should 
be amended to ensure the NSW Heritage Council at all 
times has a majority of members with extensive heritage 
experience and knowledge to help it perform its function.

Composition of the Heritage Council

The Heritage Council must at all times contain 
recognised experts in NSW’s heritage and in NSW 
heritage practice – without recognised and respected 
heritage experts, the Council will not be able to serve 
the people of NSW in protecting the state’s heritage. 
Equally important, it will not be able to provide certainty 
and guidance to those who seek its advice, be they 
local councils, community members, property owners, 
government agencies, or developers. 

Professional heritage architects, historical archaeologists, 
indigenous heritage specialists, built heritage specialists, 
landscape heritage specialists, natural heritage  
specialists, rural heritage specialists, heritage engineers 
and historians can all bring this specialist knowledge to 
the Council, and the skill sets listed in Section 8(3) of  
the Act remain appropriate. It is recommended that the 
Heritage Act be amended to ensure that heritage and 
conservation professionals and experts always constitute 
the majority of members of the Heritage Council. 

Since the establishment of the Heritage Act, the 
National Trust of Australia (NSW) has had a nominee on 
the Heritage Council. As the state’s largest and oldest 
heritage organisation, representing 22,000 members 
across the state and bringing expert heritage knowledge 
and experience, this requirement must remain. 

THE NATIONAL TRUST RECOMMENDS: 
•  The Heritage Council of NSW must be 

independent of Government. 

•  The Heritage Council must always have a majority 
of members with heritage skills and experience.

•  The National Trust must continue to have a 
nominee on the Heritage Council of NSW.

•  The Heritage Council should be heritage 
leaders and should play a clear and leading role 
in the setting of standards, guidelines and best 
practice heritage programs.

The current membership may need to be increased to 
ensure the required range of relevant heritage expertise 
is maintained on the Council at all times. 

Role of the Heritage Council

The Heritage Council advises the Minister responsible 
for administering the Heritage Act on heritage matters 
in NSW. It is for this reason that it must be an expert 
body providing expert, independent, advice. 

The Heritage Council must not arrive at decisions 
based on predetermined Government outcomes, 
as has occurred where it noted that the Atlassian 
Tower proposal “is central to the NSW Government’s 
transformational vision for the broader Central  
Precinct and part of the Government’s ambitions  
for a technology precinct at the Western Gateway  
sub-precinct of Central Railway Station.”

To effectively fulfil its functions as described in the 
Act, and in line with community expectations, the 
Heritage Council of NSW must be an independent 
body comprised of recognised experts and those 
with a concern for the conservation and retention of 
significance of heritage places, that bases its decisions 
on best heritage practice, rigorous research and a deep 
understanding of the issues presented to it. 
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ii. Aboriginal Cultural Heritage Reforms 
NSW is the only state in Australia that does not have 
stand-alone Aboriginal cultural heritage legislation, 
despite a bipartisan commitment in 2010 to review  
our state’s Aboriginal protection laws. 

The current Aboriginal cultural heritage laws in NSW 
(contained within the National Parks and Wildlife Act, 
1974) are recognised as failing to protect Aboriginal 
cultural heritage and being archaic for not providing  
a role for Aboriginal people in the self-determination  
of their heritage. 

These Aboriginal heritage laws are underwhelming 
and flawed; worse still, their meagre protections can 
be ‘turned off’ for any development classified by the 
government as “State Significant” - an issue shared with 
the Heritage Act – with State Significant Development 
and Infrastructure overriding existing environmental 
and heritage laws and operating outside their remit. 

The failure of legislation to effectively protect 
Aboriginal heritage has driven a reform process to 
provide better protection for Indigenous heritage, 
however the reform process, started in 2011, has  
been excruciatingly slow with little progress since  
the Draft Bill was released for consultation in 2018. 

In 2021, eleven years after the 
bipartisan commitment to Aboriginal 
Cultural Heritage Reform, there 
has been no further progress on 
this issue, and the destruction of 
Aboriginal sites continues.

Data released in the NSW Senates Committee  
(25 February 2021) shows that in the last 5 years, every 
single Aboriginal Heritage Impact Permit (AHIP – an 
application for a permit to destroy Aboriginal heritage) 
in NSW was approved. In the last year alone, there 
were 84 approved permits to destroy Aboriginal sites. 

The permits may come with “mitigation methods”  
to “minimise harm,” however the cumulative impact 
on the state’s collective indigenous heritage continues 
to grow. The prioritisation of this NSW Heritage 
Act Review over Aboriginal Cultural Heritage reform 
indicates to community that once again, the need for 
adequate Aboriginal cultural heritage protection has 
been sidelined.

 

THE NATIONAL TRUST RECOMMENDS: 
•  The NSW Government urgently prioritise 

Aboriginal Cultural Heritage Reform.

•  The NSW Government ensures that any stand-
alone Aboriginal heritage legislation encompass 
an inclusive ‘rights-based’ approach to ensure 
Aboriginal people play a determinative role  
in decisions that affect their heritage.

•  Aboriginal Cultural Heritage includes in its remit 
a wide definition of “heritage” encompassing 
Country, beliefs, the meaning of places, 
intangible values, storylines and connections  
as well as objects, places and landscapes. 

•  It is vital that the Heritage Act continues  
to apply to Aboriginal Heritage, especially  
as it relates to shared heritage places and 
places of Aboriginal significance that involve  
post-contact history. The two Acts will need 
to ensure consistency in their approach to 
shared heritage places. 
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iii. Local Government Heritage
Local councils are responsible for the protection and 
conservation heritage places through obligations arising 
from the Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 
(EP&A Act). It is estimated that there are more than 
40,000 local heritage items in NSW, largely managed  
by local councils. 

Local Councils also have specific obligations  
under the Heritage Act, including:

•  Referral of local development applications that impact 
on state-heritage items (under section 60 of the Act);

•  Determination of development applications affecting 
state heritage items, where standard exemptions 
apply, under section 61 of the Act;

•  Issuing and managing interim heritage orders  
(where delegated this power by the responsible 
minister1), under section 25 of the Act;

•  Issuing stop work orders (where delegated this  
power by the responsible minister) under section  
79C of the Act;

•  Formally recommending items for inclusion on the State 
Heritage Register, under section 166 of the Act, and 

•  Identifying, assessing and managing heritage matters 
for Aboriginal cultural heritage in relation to planning 
decisions made at both a local and state level.

As stated by Local Government NSW (2021): 
Local government plays a significant role in promoting, 
incentivising and regulating the retention of locally 
significant heritage items, and in doing so, often bears 
significant financial and resourcing costs to run grant 
assistance programs, provide local heritage advice, 
undertake strategic planning and conservation, promote 
local and state heritage to a broader audience, as well as 
ensure compliance with heritage controls at a local level.

The issues here stem not from the Heritage Act itself, 
which has reasonable requirements, but in applying 
its obligations and effectively resourcing them. It is 
imperative that Heritage NSW adequately resource and 
support local governments in their obligations under the 
Heritage Act, however this support has been declining 
over the last 15 years. 

Some local governments have additional obligations to 
those noted above, due to the delegation of Heritage 

THE NATIONAL TRUST RECOMMENDS: 
•  NSW Government increases the pool of grant 

funding available to support local government 
heritage advisor schemes, conservation 
schemes, and reviews of local government 
area heritage studies. 

•  All Councils employ a local heritage advisor one 
day per week, with scaling up of funds from that 
point to allow for greater expenses that regional 
Council have (in relation to increased travel costs), 
for those Councils with more than 150 items on 
their local register, and for those Councils with 
greater delegated authority under the Heritage Act. 

•  NSW Heritage reinstate a dedicated local 
government support team to facilitate 
smoother Integrated Development Applications 
and provide expert support to Councils 
operating their delegated responsibilities. 

•  There should be financial and practical 
assistance to ensure local heritage studies 
accurately identify heritage places with 
thorough significance assessments. 

Act responsibilities to local government bodies.  
For example, the recent (December 2020) delegation 
of Heritage Act responsibilities to the City of Sydney 
effectively confers all applications (bar archaeological 
permits) under the Heritage Act from Heritage NSW 
to Sydney City Council. This is a significant passing 
of responsibility and duties from state to local 
government, and means that Sydney City Council is  
now responsible for managing a massive 24% of items 
listed on the State Heritage Register. Adequate funding 
and resourcing is thus critical to ensure the City of 
Sydney can adequately carry out this responsibility.

The National Trust acknowledges the identifying, 
protecting and conserving heritage places is a shared 
responsibility between all levels of government and 
community. Adequate resourcing is a clear priority 
to ensure better outcomes for heritage places and to 
ensure that both listing and management of heritage 
places can be effective, efficient and robust. 
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iv. Adequate Resourcing 

The Discussion Paper for the Heritage Act is based on 
the assumption that it is the Act itself that is causing 
the issues it is seeking to address. These assumptions 
include that “…the Act is now considered out of step with 
trends in heritage conservation and land use planning… (is) 
generally considered onerous, procedurally complex and 
adversarial” and that “heritage owners, developers and 
administrators face uncertainty, expense, duplication and 
delays in relation to heritage listing and approvals” 

The National Trust strongly argues 
that it is not the Act causing these 
complications, rather it is the lack  
of resourcing for the implementation 
of the Act that is at the core of 
these issues. The Objects of the 
Heritage Act are still relevant and 
their core role in the identification, 
conservation and promotion of the 
State’s heritage are just as applicable 
as they were 45 years ago.

The National Trust maintain that the lack of resources 
allocated to Heritage NSW has severely limited its 
ability to pro-actively research and list places of heritage 
significance, to process applications quickly and 
thoughtfully, and to provide useful and timely advice, 
support and assistance to owners of heritage places. 

Heritage NSW needs the resources to establish and 
maintain a highly skilled team, to research and develop 
useful and current guidelines for making changes to 
heritage properties, and need to be empowered to give 
advice and make decisions. Initial investment in areas 
such as helpful guidelines and advice will provide greater 
certainty to customers and reduce staff pressures. 
This will then allow Heritage NSW to properly and 
adequately administer the NSW Heritage Act.

It is essential for owners of heritage places and 
proponents of changes to those places to have access 
to up-to-date, relevant and useful guidelines that assist 
and guide their work within the framework of legislative 
and best practice requirements. This role, previously 
an essential function of the state government, has now 
deteriorated and owners are left with conflicting advice 
and outdated guidelines. 

Numerous key guidelines available to assist heritage 
owners are now out of date, and confusingly refer  
to legislative requirements that are no longer in force, 
and approvals processes that are no longer in place. 
These include:

•  Local Government Guidelines (19 years old)

•  Archaeological Assessments (25 years old)

•  Assessing Heritage Significance (20 years old)

•  Guide to the Heritage System (16 years old)

•  Heritage Council Approvals Process (20 years old)

•  Statements of Heritage Impact (19 years old)

•  Planning and Heritage (25 years old)

•  How to carry out work on Heritage Buildings and 
Sites (23 years old)

THE NATIONAL TRUST RECOMMENDS: 
•  Heritage NSW must be adequately resourced 

(both financially and in terms of staff 
knowledge and experience) to properly 
administer and implement the requirements  
of the NSW Heritage Act.

•  Local Government must be adequately 
resourced to care for the over 40,000 items  
on Local Heritage Lists.

•  Government agencies must be appropriately 
resourced to manage their own heritage assets.
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Compliance and Enforcement 

•  The National Trust would support the proposal to 
introduce what the paper refers to as “intermediate 
options” for compliance if this would assist Heritage 
NSW in delivering the objectives of the Act.

•  Enforcements should address demolition by neglect.

•  Minimum standards of maintenance and repair  
should be enforced.

State Government Heritage & Conservation Registers

•  State government agency Section 170 registers,  
as required under the Act, are an immediate priority.

•  All government departments should update  
their registers as a priority within 12 months.

•  All registers, once established, must be regularly reviewed.

•  All registers should be publicly available on the  
State Heritage Inventory, as required under the Act.

Streamlined Heritage Processes 

Streamlined processes to thus update listings and an 
abridged delisting process are cautiously supported, with 
the following considerations to be taken into account:

•  Provisions for an abridged delisting process  
must only be permitted within strictly defined 
circumstances, such as emergency demolition.

•  Streamlined updating of existing State Heritage 
Register listings should only be in order to provide 
updated information such as recent photography  
and/or new information to an existing listing, not  
to remove previously identified heritage values that 
are still applicable.

•  State Heritage Register listings must not be readily 
changed to amend Statements of Significance to 
facilitate new development. This already happens 
regularly with Conservation Management Plan updates 
and generally results in poor heritage outcomes.

•  All other considerations, such as boundary 
adjustments (usually to accommodate development) 
must be subject to the usual processes for amending  
a heritage listing.

NSW Heritage Council 

•  The Heritage Council must be independent and  
its members must have relevant knowledge,  
skills and experience.

•  A majority of the Heritage Council members  
must be recognised heritage experts.

•  Heritage Council must continue to have a  
National Trust nomination on its membership.

Aboriginal Cultural Heritage Reform

•  The NSW Government must urgently prioritise  
the Aboriginal Cultural Heritage Reform.

•  The NSW Government must ensure that any  
stand-alone Aboriginal heritage legislation 
encompasses an inclusive ‘rights-based’ approach  
to ensure Aboriginal people play a determinative  
role in decisions that affect their heritage.

•  Any new Act must ensure that Aboriginal Cultural 
Heritage includes in its remit a wide definition 
of “heritage” encompassing Country, beliefs, the 
meaning of places, intangible values, storylines and 
connections as well as objects, places and landscapes. 

•  Notwithstanding the need for separate legislation, 
it is vital that the Heritage Act continues to apply 
to Aboriginal (and natural) heritage, especially as 
it relates to shared heritage places and places of 
Aboriginal significance that involve post-invasion 
history. The two Acts will need to ensure consistency 
in their approach to shared heritage places. 

Local Government Heritage 

•  Local listings form the bulk of heritage listings in NSW.

•  There should be an increased pool of grant funding 
available to support local government heritage advisor 
schemes, conservation schemes, and reviews of local 
government area heritage studies.

•  All Councils should be supported by grants  
to employ a local heritage advisor.

•  NSW Heritage should reinstate a dedicated local 
government support team to facilitate smoother 
Integrated Development Applications and provide 
expert support to Councils operating their  
delegated responsibilities.

Resourcing

•  The provisions of the Heritage Act must be properly 
resourced and its provisions implemented to ensure 
its effectiveness.

•  Heritage NSW must be adequately resourced  
(both financially and in terms of staff knowledge  
and experience) to properly administer and  
implement the requirements of the NSW Heritage 
Act, including updating the State Heritage Register.

•  State government agencies and local government 
must be appropriately resourced to manage their  
own heritage assets.
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