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Grace Cochrane AM 

BEd, BFA, MFA, PhD, D.Litt 

Curator, writer, consultant 

 

 

13 November, 2025 

 

Submission to: 

Legislative Council Portfolio Committee No. 6 – Transport and the Arts, and its Terms of 

Reference 
https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/committees/inquiries/Pages/inquiry-details.aspx?pk=3150   

 

I commend the NSW government for agreeing to provide another Inquiry into funding for and 

management of the arts, within the proposal to ‘inquire into and report on the structure and funding 

of the arts, music, night-time economy, and transport portfolios, and in particular…’ the specific 

terms of reference provided. 

 

I have local, national and international connections with museum and gallery professionals, tertiary 

education people and craftspeople, designers and artists and their organisations. I am an author of a 

number of publications in this area, and was a former senior curator at the Powerhouse Museum in 

Ultimo, Sydney, as well as having involvement in many subsequent exhibitions, examinations, 

conferences and committees. 

For 10 years I have been part of the Powerhouse Museum Alliance advocacy group, and have 

managed its website here: https://powerhousemuseumalliance.com/ with most recent news for 

2025 here: https://powerhousemuseumalliance.com/news-chronology-2025/   

We maintain close contact and correspondence with a vast number of former staff and related 

professional organisations, including the Save the Powerhouse campaign group, PSA Union and many 

others.  

Our website archive reports on all issues from 2014 concerning government recommendations and 

decisions, and our campaigns to save the Powerhouse Museum in Ultimo from the physical, 

contextual and management destruction that has been evident during this time, alongside the 

evolution of a new (entertainment?) site in Parramatta, in Western Sydney, and the government’s 

involvement in the serious changes.  

 

Continuing and recent issues: 

Many of our members and colleagues have submitted information and observations to this Inquiry 

(and previous ones).  

I will not duplicate, here, all their findings submitted to the Inquiry and to be documented on our 

web, but the details will be available soon in both locations. 

https://powerhousemuseumalliance.com/news-chronology-2025/   

 

As part of my response, of considerable concern to me at this date, in November 2025, are:  

1) the recent reports of serious reductions of funding to well-established museums, galleries and 

crafts, art and design organisations across NSW 

2) questions about the changing commitments of the government and Create NSW to: 

3) the rationale for redirection of funding that detracts from former necessary support 

https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/committees/inquiries/Pages/inquiry-details.aspx?pk=3150
https://powerhousemuseumalliance.com/
https://powerhousemuseumalliance.com/news-chronology-2025/
https://powerhousemuseumalliance.com/news-chronology-2025/
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4) what appears to be the related extravagant funding to the Parramatta version of the Powerhouse 

Museum   

5) the costs of destruction to the Ultimo HERITAGE  site, with limited information of its future 

6) management and staffing issues regarding relevant professional involvement 

 

The well-selected Terms of Reference for Portfolio Committee No. 6 are very relevant to concerns 

the Powerhouse Museum Alliance and related professional groups have been expressing for over 10 

years, since the former government announced the unique state Museum of Applied Arts and 

Sciences, later known as the Powerhouse Museum because of its impressive relocation in Ultimo, 

would move to Parramatta, with the collection in the relatively inaccessible location at Castle Hill; 

while the Ultimo site, applauded after re-opening in 1988 following its founding in 1879, would be 

sold for money in the city and votes in the West!  

 

And at one stage, the then Liberal arts minister, Don Harwin, expressed personal preferences for 

replacing it as a Lyric Theatre and Fashion Hub! That is not a reasonable replacement for an 

internationally-respected major state museum of this broad and historically significant cross-subject 

areas of transport and engineering, science, decorative arts, crafts and design, and related social 

history. There is also recent concern about the (vastly staff and course reduced) UTS University of 

Technology Sydney, will take over some aspects of the site, and another Fashion hub for Ultimo is 

mentioned. 

 

The change of government in 2023 led to Labor promises, through arts minister John Graham, to 

‘save’ the Museum from those proposals, but this has proved to lead to a mass of broken promises 

regarding demolition, poor programming information, destruction of award winning ‘adaptive reuse’, 

and destructive management regarding staffing, programming and recognition of background 

histories of the Museum’s collection, and its presentation. 

 

NOW: OPPORTUNITY TO RESPOND 

Funding the arts in NSW: Powerhouse Museum and other sites 

 

Recent reports and news items have opened up questions about New South Wales government 

funding for museums, galleries and related organisations, in regional and central city locations. (see 

our PMA website)  

Alongside serious concerns about demolition of key aspects of the well-established Ultimo museum 

site, and vague ideas of future programs in both sites, are questions of loss of professional staff, costs 

of outside contracts, and possible overspending by government, at the expense of limiting or closing 

the continuing existence and programs of other institutions, such as the Art Gallery of NSW, and the 

long-established and effective Australian Design Centre in Sydney, which reports it may close in 2026: 

https://australiandesigncentre.com/latestnews/ADC-announcement/. 

 

As an example, in his regular newsletter on November 1, John McDonald reminded us that: ‘As you 

may recall, in June, 18 regional galleries had their 4-year recurrent funding applications rejected by 

the NSW Ministry of the Arts for no apparent reason. In April, the Australian Design Centre had its 

$300,000 allocation chopped by Create NSW, following the removal of a $200,000 annual grant from 

the Federal Ministry of the Arts in January. In August, the Art Gallery of NSW announced drastic staff 

cuts after it saw $7.2 million sliced from its budget.’ See also our news pages for June, July 2025: 

https://powerhousemuseumalliance.com/news-chronology-2025/   

 

https://australiandesigncentre.com/latestnews/ADC-announcement/
https://powerhousemuseumalliance.com/news-chronology-2025/
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MY RESPONSES TO TERMS OF REFERENCE (extracted from Govt web): 

As mentioned, I will not duplicate here, all the findings submitted by our members and related 

organisations, but will summarise my conclusions. I agree with everything they identify and comment 

on. Powerhouse Alliance colleagues Kylie Winkworth, Andrew Grant, Jennifer Sanders, and Lindsay 

Sharp, along with Save the Powerhouse, are among those who will be identified on the submission 

list. 

 

COMMENTS: TERMS OF REFERENCE 

(a) the processes, rationale and governance structures underpinning budget, resource allocation 

and organisational restructure decisions within these portfolios: 

- The internal management of the Powerhouse Museum demonstrates a lack of real interest in 

documenting the underlying significance of the collection, and providing the background stories that 

exist, providing historical information and also inspiration for the present and future. Emphasis has 

shifted to ‘art experiences’, even though engagement for audiences was previously exceptional.  

- Experienced staff have been vastly reduced and have been replaced by less knowledgeable people, 

both employed and temporarily contracted. 

- The external management of government offices appears to follow this introverted direction in 

their planning and approvals, for the PHM and other organisations, including not following the needs 

of regional and other state institutions, and they appear not to have insisted on relevant professional 

involvement.  

 

(b) the role of central agencies and ministers in determining allocations and approving 

organisational changes: 

- It is necessary for agencies and ministers to have informed and experienced advice about purposes, 

roles and appropriate outcomes of arts organisations, for whom they make funding decisions. 

- In relation to funding museums and galleries it appears they have had poor and inexperienced 

advice, resulting in great cutbacks for many, in staff, venue management and project funding, and 

changes to the overall purposes of some institutions (eg the Powerhouse moving from being an 

engaging past/present history museum, to an entertainment hub with ‘art experiences’ and ‘creative 

industry’.) 

- Significant for the Powerhouse Museum, has been the continuing dilemma regarding identifying 

heritage aspects, and committing to maintaining them. This includes the shocking demolition of the 

1988 award-winning Wran and Galleria buildings for questionable replacement. No-one in the 

professional public arena accepts this. 

- Loss of adequate base funding for the Sydney Design Centre (founded as Crafts Council of NSW in 

1964; first state multi-crafts body), is seriously problematic. They cannot carry out ‘projects’ without 

base funding. This would be a great national and state loss, if they do close as feared in 2026. 

- similar needs are experienced with eg. AGNSW and regional museums and galleries. 

 

(c) the transparency, timing and communication of decisions to affected agencies, employees and 

stakeholders: 

- submissions from our PMA members and colleagues identify the secrecy of business plans, the 

inadequacy of informing about potential programming for the collection, and the largely bypassed 

advice sought from, and offered by experienced people, despite the ‘invitations’ to meet and 

contribute. There are no clear results from these occasions.  

- our website news pages identify various ‘meetings’ and the issues raised. 
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(d) the operational, staffing and program impacts of budget and restructuring decisions on:  

(vi) the Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences (Powerhouse Museum)  

- the Museum has experienced a serious loss of professional staff (see PMA submission from Grant, 

Winkworth, Sanders, Sharp) including curators, educators, designers, registrars and conservators.  

- very concerning, is the alternative of contracting people from outside, who are not familiar with 

aspects of the collection, to invent themes and displays that suit their personal views. These have 

been contracted, at considerable expense, as ‘Artistic Associates’. 

- also, the many highly informed affiliated societies, crossing all aspects of the collection, no longer 

have a place in the Museum. These had been influential as collectors, news writers, events organisers 

and collaborators. 

- the very considerable reduction of museum exhibition space in Ultimo definitely ensures that the 

broad range of content in the collection, will not be able to be represented in the way it had been 

from 1988. This crossed science, technology, engineering, transport, social history and many aspects 

of decorative arts and design, many of which were established as ‘permanent changing exhibitions’, 

to allow audience access. The exhibition program from 1988 to 2018 is listed here: 

https://powerhousemuseumalliance.com/about-the-powerhouse-museum/powerhouse-museum-

an-exhibition-archive/  There were permanent and permanent changing exhibitions, as well as short-

term thematic exhibitions, and incoming examples. 

- read the submission made by Save the Powerhouse regarding alterations to Heritage agreements, 

changes to exhibition spaces in size and quantity, and their fitness for purpose, following changes 

made recently. 

- as an example, it took us seven years to prepare Inspired: Design across Time, crossing decorative 

arts and design across all media over more than a century. This lasted four years, and it was meant to 

be a ‘permanent changing exhibition’! We want more of these, as they were in transport and 

engineering. But the five new ‘exhibitions’ in Parramatta will be open for only two years, and how 

much will they represent the collection? And there are no clear or believable plans for the very much 

reduced exhibition space in Ultimo!  

- how well represented will the significant air and steam histories be represented? 

- critical also, is the removal of the huge collection to storage in Castle Hill (and a few other risky 

places) making it no longer easily accessible for staff working in Ultimo, and subject to dangerous 

transport. Also, Castle Hill is providing ‘display storage’, which is not what the Museum set out to do 

when it reopened in 1988; it had changed to providing display stories with contextual information. 

 

(e) the retention of professional expertise and institutional knowledge, including the adequacy of 

processes for knowledge transfer, mentoring and succession planning  

- This is relevant to (d) above, and equally applies to all other institutions.  

Loss of informed professional people leads to very much reduced planning for exhibitions and related 

events, and for passing on necessary information, within and between these places. 

 

(f) the extent to which restructures and workforce reductions have affected technical capacity, 

project delivery and service quality. 

- (See (d) and (e)  above. 

- the collection is distantly relocated from the places where exhibitions will/may be developed; the 

staff is less-informed; the management clearly appears to have changed its (her?) commitment to 

the collection and its display and engagement. 

- and it is not a location for wider audiences, despite events for local people. 

 

 

https://powerhousemuseumalliance.com/about-the-powerhouse-museum/powerhouse-museum-an-exhibition-archive/
https://powerhousemuseumalliance.com/about-the-powerhouse-museum/powerhouse-museum-an-exhibition-archive/
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(g) the reliance on external contractors and private consultants within the relevant agencies  

- See (d ) above: 

 - very concerning, is the alternative of contracting people from outside. These have been recently  

contracted, at considerable expense, as ‘Artistic Associates’ and it is evident they are not deeply 

familiar enough with aspects of the collection, in their invention of themes and displays that suit 

their personal views..(and that of the CEO?) 

(h) the adequacy of consultation with employees, unions and other stakeholders during periods of 

change: See (d ) above: 

 

(i) the impact of budget and organisational decisions on services and programs across 

metropolitan and regional New South Wales  - See (a) and (b) above. 

- What appears to be a vast over-expenditure of  

a) the unnecessary demolition of aspects of the Museum in Ultimo and, for example,  

b) the exorbitant cost of $18 million, for one of the 5 exhibitions (all to open for only 2 years) leads to 

many questions about the background for cutting funding from other institutions (eg. regional 

galleries and museums, Australian Design Centre, and AGNSW). 

 

(j) the alignment of government decisions with stated policy objectives in cultural development, 

creative industries, and the safe and sustainable operation of the transport system. 

- despite the government’s apparent vision of Parramatta becoming a second CBD, the city of Sydney  

is regarded by audiences in NSW, Australia and internationally, as the state capital.  

The CBD includes AGNSW, Australian Museum, ANZAC memorial and others, and this is where the 

Powerhouse Museum should remain in a centrally accessible national site. Its content and original 

purpose remains unique in Australia, and across most of the international community. 

 

SUMMARY STATEMENT: 

As well as expressing great concern for reconsidering the reduced funding of other state and 

regional museums, galleries and organisations, I agree with my colleagues in their submitted 

statement here: 

‘The impact of the loss of the Museum’s specialist expertise has been felt across the Museum: in its 

development, care and conservation of the collection, in the collection’s documentation and 

accessibility and, in the Museum’s lack of meaningful engagement with its core and diverse 

audiences.  

Instead, the current management has prioritised the employment of artists and ‘creatives’ who are 

invited to use the collection and the Museum’s resources and facilities for often arcane purposes that 

are not related to the Museum’s education mission and core audiences, but are for the ‘creative 

enjoyment’ of an extremely limited audience.  

This current CEO-driven fundamental change to the Museum’s purpose, structure and programs has 

resulted in ‘exhibitions’ which are indulgent forays into the thoughts and reveries of contemporary 

artists, with little or no relevance to the Powerhouse Museum’s longstanding audiences and, at odds 

with the Museum’s Act, notably its education remit. The current CEO has retreated into her comfort 

zone of contemporary art and artists. 

The Powerhouse Museum Alliance calls on The Minister, The Hon John Graham, to replace the 

Powerhouse Museum’s Board of Trustees and senior management with people who have experience 

and knowledge of museums and their important role in society, as described in the International 

Council of Museum’s statement of purpose quoted at the beginning of this submission.’ 




