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Power House Museum Projects (PHM) current issues and risks to the Minns Government and the 
cultural and fiscal reputation of NSW: 

 

INQUIRY INTO THE STRUCTURE/ FUNDING OF THE ARTS, MUSIC, NIGHT-TIME ECONOMY AND 
TRANDSPORT PORTFOLIOS 

ADDRESSING TERMS OF REFERENCE: 

 

1. That Portfolio Committee No. 6 – Transport and the Arts inquire into and report on the structure 
and funding of the arts, music, night-time economy, and transport portfolios, and in particular: (a) 
the processes, rationale and governance structures underpinning budget, resource allocation and 
organisational restructure decisions within these portfolios (b) the role of central agencies and 
ministers in determining allocations and approving organisational changes (c) the transparency, 
timing and communication of decisions to affected agencies, employees and stakeholders (d) the 
operational, staffing and program impacts of budget and restructuring decisions on: (i) Create NSW 
(iii) the Office of the 24-Hour Economy Commissioner (iv) the Art Gallery of New South Wales (vi) the 
Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences (Powerhouse Museum) (e) the retention of professional 
expertise and institutional knowledge, including the adequacy of processes for knowledge transfer, 
mentoring and succession planning (f) the extent to which restructures and workforce reductions 
have affected technical capacity, project delivery and service quality (g) the reliance on external 
contractors and private consultants within the relevant agencies (h) the adequacy of consultation 
with employees, unions and other stakeholders during periods of change (i) the impact of budget 
and organisational decisions on services and programs across metropolitan and regional New South 
Wales (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, 
and 

 

As of today trouble is again brewing about these massive projects- costing more than the new Grand 
Egyptian Museum which is 470,000 m2 and houses over 95,000 objects, with many high tech, Gen Z 
immersive experiences (estimated cost, in A $, is between $1.4 billion [BBC] and $ 1.8 billion 
[various])... 

 

There is a new Upper House Inquiry into to Music and the Night Time Economy* (MNTE, plus other 
matters), the Powerhouse Museum 

(PHM) and Art Gallery of NSW (AGNSW). The terms of reference will permit searching questions 
which, while different than in earlier Inquiries, are still construed so as to support expanding critical 
issues. It has Coalition, Greens, SFF cross Party support and a groundswell of anger across the arts, 
creative and cultural sectors, especially defunded Regional and significant institutional elements. 

 

The Committee members are not all Government's friends and Minister Graham will be in the cross-
hairs. Expert possible questions will be sought behind the scenes, no doubt. Although the normal 
response will be to deflect, defer, deconstruct and deceive the panel, it is highly unlikely 
Government, Ministers and several Departments will avoid being holed under the waterline. Kiama 
and the South Coast will almost certainly feature, as will other regions. In that light Members of the 
Lower Chamber might also consider what best strategy and tactics to adopt. 
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They will probably be told 'nothing to see here; it's all above board; all rules and regs followed'; the 
normal routine. There's also allegations by a whistleblower of wrongdoing inside PHM/MAAS which 
might prove embarrassing- although the Ministry is investigating itself in secret. But dirty laundry is 
bound to appear since there seems so much despoiled underwear to go around. Watch these 
spaces? 

 

What action, if any, might thoughtful Lower Chamber MPs consider taking? 

 

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

Submissions close on 14 Nov 
https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/committees/inquiries/Pages/inquiry-details.aspx?pk=3150 click 
on "timeline" 

 

Various matters: 

 

* The AGNSW financial, planning and fiscal disaster- preceding the Powerhouse debacles: 

 

The director- Dr. Michael Brand- of AGNSW at the time of decision to proceed by Government 
(November 20, 2018)- said that for the new building (Sydney Modern) there was no need to increase 
recurrent funding for the Gallery after the development was completed. 

 

No wonder they kept the Business Case secret. 

 

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2025-10-16/curators-among-45-jobs-to-be-axed-at-art-gallery-of-
nsw/105892942?utm_source=abc_news_web&utm_medium=content_shared&utm_campaign=abc_
news_web 

 

The suboptimal result is the approximately $45 million cuts at the AGNSW which are targeted at 
curators and conservators who are central to the gallery's core role. No doubt they will need to re-jig 
the staff structure to employ more commercial people to help raise the $36.576m from the sale of 
goods and services anticipated in the budget papers for 2025-26. This target will prove elusive and 
probably impossible. 

 

Understandably, the PSA Union are up in arms and support many aspects of the Inquiry after years 
demonstrating maladministration at the PHM and AGNSW. 

 

At the same time funding for Regional arts institutions, programmes and initiatives have been 
reduced by up to 100% and money is being lavished on pet western Sydney projects and favoured 
'Creatives' (see the Inquiry's terms and long section below). 
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Leading institutions like MOCA and the Design Centre are either scarcely funded or completely 
defunded in the interests of Minister Graham's music and 'night-time' economy (MNTE)- while Gen X 
and Gen Z tastes have changed and these domains are contracting, Whatever happens, Mr. Graham 
is outdated, as was Dr. Brand and as is Ms. Havilah. 

 

The Design Centre has just announced closure in 2026, after servicing many thousands of 'Creatives' 
since 1964. 

 

https://www.smh.com.au/culture/art-and-design/feels-like-my-heart-s-been-ripped-out-centre-
latest-casualty-of-arts-funding-crunch-20251028-p5n5xp.html 

 

Festivals, like Kiama's KISS Arts, Folk by The Sea and Changing Tides, are being cancelled due to lack 
of guest and visitor support. Councilor Browne and the Mayor are also out of date- the audience has 
pivoted and migrated. Many other Festivals across the State have also been cancelled for similar 
circumstances. The fundamental reasons here are that the generational change in entertainment 
(screen-based) has pivoted to at home, big screen, low cost options; friends often live stream festival 
gigs to friends with big screens, sales of alcohol have markedly declined (a major profit centre); and 
Festival costs have markedly increased- especially insurance and tickets. 

 

The Byron Blues Festival was going to be cancelled, but now it's back. Has Minister Graham secretly 
helped fund it to shore up his misguided plans for MNTE? 

Details, please. 

 

As an example of misguided and misdirected funding the provision of a $200,000 grant to Kiama LGA 
just prior to the Special Election, after initial Ministerial rejection, seems suboptimal in that there 
appeared to be no preliminary Business Case to justify this investigation of Kiama's Night Time 
economy and a central MNTE space. If the Opposition does not focus on this one might be surprised. 
Local media would probably enjoy this aspect, especially the Bugle, ABC Radio and Win TV. 

 

To spend $200,000 to see if there is merit in creating an MNTE central town venue- with other 
related issues- without a preliminary BC taking this into account, plus no surveying of operators and 
actual and potential participants is most likely money wasted. Just like Kiama Council wasted 
hundreds of thousands of $s on a new Arts Centre in the old Fire Shed site, with architects and 
consultants fees, but no preliminary BC. 

 

For Government to hand $200,000 over immediately prior to a Special Election without the potential 
events zone fitting a transparent Regional Strategic Plan, after rejecting the proposal in the first 
place, raises serious questions of probity. Minister Graham has to answer those questions- especially 
when the Australian Design Centre would stand a fighting chance with an additional amount of that 
scale. 

 

Recently, at a private meeting in Kiama, an insider's explanation for the cancellation of Changing 
Tides was that its duration was first at three days, then at two, then it was down to one day and the 
line up of artists was poor- causing a lack of ticket sales. This is specious and anyone who has worked 
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in the entertainment industry will report- if the ticket sales aren't sufficient, costs are going up and 
tastes are changing during a financially challenging period - that it is progressively more difficult to 
promote an event. Folks who do this are passionate but they count very well. A poor lineup means 
previous ticket sales were unsustainable. So this 'explanation' is a poor excuse probably gaslighting 
the audience by a person without experience of audience surveys and with a predetermined agenda. 

Just like Minister Graham appears to possess. 

 

* PHM Ultimo, PHM Parramatta, fiscal and financial black holes: 

 

(Acknowledging material from Ms. Jennifer Sanders and Ms. Kylie Winkworth) 

 

Turning to the Powerhouse Museums (PHM U and PHM P)- at Ultimo and Parramatta- there is no 
updated Business Case (BC) for the second- which was already profoundly faulted in 2018- and the 
BC for Ultimo has been hidden for public planning/comment purposes, breaking a core Government 
requirement, with only a summary of the 2018 Parramatta BC supplied in EIS planning 
'documentation'- which is now completely irrelevant and deliberately misleading. 

 

Meanwhile the Powerhouse is spending around $1.655m per day* when you add the operating and 
capital funding together. And this is only the money we know about. SMH keeps quoting the cost of 
PHM P as $915m. It is already estimated as at least $1.3bn by shared professional calculations. Part 
of the daily spend of around $1.655m is for effective demolition of the Powerhouse Museum so it 
can be converted into a fake facsimile, with three empty venue hire, performance and 'creative' 
spaces (MNTE) while the CEO’s demonstrably suboptimal concept for PHM P can’t sustain even one 
museum let alone two. Which is why so much space at PHM P is devoted to retail, accommodation, 
events, fashion, food and beverage and other revenue boosting activities. 

 

Like Sydney Modern was- which has failed. If PHM P is depending on raves, music extravaganza and 
commercial events, current evidence would suggest that -with any reliance on the profoundly flawed 
and now outdated 2018 'Business Case'- its BC is widely off the mark. 

A potential black hole for Treasury to face? 

 

We’re told the cost of just the ground floor science fiction exhibition ('Space') at Parramatta is $18 
million for an exhibition lasting only two years. Two years! When the MAAS Board and CEO promised 
to raise the exhibition funds (c. $75 million in 2019 $s) it now seems as if some of the cost of this 
display is being met from Consolidated Revenue, despite the MAAS claim that they have actually 
raised around $71 million from donors. Details, please. 

 

The operating budget for Powerhouse for 2025-26 appears to be around $319.396 million. The real 
PHM U- closed since February, 2024- has effectively been defunded and is being demolished. Not a 
single part of the Sulman award winning Powerhouse Museum adaptation, that Labor promised to 
save, will be retained. The defunding is to permit operational funds for PHM P as was repeatedly 
suggested by expert commentators over the years. 
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After ex-Premier Perrottet promised it would be restored and updated in 2021, yet told a well-
informed MLC a year later the project had been dragged away from that stated intent but it was too 
late to change the planning. It seems INSW and MAAS is out of control. 

 

Where is the Minister and Treasury in all of this? The puff pieces on ABC, Channel 7 and other outlets 
on 29 October denotes a kind of pre-emptive panic prior to the Inquiry sitting and other bad news. 

 

By the time the CEO is finished, with Ms. Havilah's self-described mission of ‘breaking the museum’, 
reasonable estimates suggest it will cost taxpayers $2 billion for all three projects and what’s left of 
the real PHM U, that opened to such acclaim only 37 years ago, will be buried at Castle Hill. No real 
museum will open at either Parramatta or Ultimo just events spaces and commercial facilities in the 
main. This suggests that there is epic waste on a Snowy Hydro scale and future funding black holes in 
the MAAS Operational Budget. 

 

Treasury- where are the two principal Business Cases, one updated, one new? 

 

If Egypt can deliver a 470,000 m2 museum with over 50,000 artifacts (possibly up to 95,000) and 
modern immersive experiences- where is the value for money of PHM P, PHM U and Castle Hill? 

 

What about an honest, factual cost benefit analysis? 

 

(* If Government challenges these figures, let it release the BC for PHM U and -updated- for PHM P 
with detailed calculations and a real 'Total Project Cost' for each including land purchase costs, 
consultant fees, related Consolidated Revenue costs, Castle Hill costs [including collection 
movement], the effects of Building Price Indexation, the exclusions noted by the cost calculating 
consultant Slatterys, in the EIS of 2024, plus a number of other core headings such as fit-out and 
exhibits. More detail can be supplied by this writer. In addition, what are the builder's contractual 
claims for unforseens, overages and non-disclosed items?). 

 

Where is Treasurer Mookhey? 

 

*There has been a reprehensible failure in Government following its own protocols in planning terms 
including by: 

 

Department of Planning 

Department of Heritage 

Infrastructure NSW (INSW) 

Create NSW 

Treasury 

MAAS/PHM 
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The Department of Planning is oversighting the complete destruction of the 1988 Wran project- 
visited by at least 29 million since opening and much loved- and its completely unnecessary 
replacement with a squat, faux, replica (Wran Building, Galleria) covered in brick, a carbuncle of bad 
taste, at great cost and in a failure to follow its own rules such as a required BC- its summary should 
have published with the EIS in 2024- and updated for the recent 'Modifications' plan by INSW. 

 

There should also have been a required calculation published of embodied carbon through 
unnecessary demolition, rebuild and operation. A repeated evasion of points publicly raised in 
answer to various EISs and the latest 'Modification' has occurred as has the rejection of the 
'Modifications' by Sydney City Council and the National Trust. 

 

Proper details, answers to all objections and calculations, please. 

 

Department of Heritage- the NABRS report* is Orwellian and counters the core requirements of 
agreed ICOMOS heritage reinterpretation and restoration. It's a document to enable destruction of 
the 1988 Wran Building and Galleria, ignoring facts, making broad assertions without evidence and 
selectively quoting. The structural engineer consultants for the project are let off lightly for apparent 
ineptitude (page 3). Black is white, up is down. 

 

It completely contradicts the country's leading authority on restoration architectural works, 
especially historic power stations- Alan Croker of Design 5. 

A copy of his report can be supplied-'Powerhouse Museum-Design Principles'. 

 

(* 
https://majorprojects.planningportal.nsw.gov.au/prweb/PRRestService/mp/01/getContent?AttachRe
f=EXH-87869456%2120250924T094423.108%20GMT) 

 

MAAS/PHM: As of 27 October, the SMH reported that a whistleblower had prompted an 
investigation into 'Allegations' of wrong doing at PHM - which the parent Department is 
'investigating' via hired consultants. It is a well-known truism that any bureaucratic institution which 
'investigates' itself seldom finds significant fault. It is suggested that a true and proper investigation 
might find examples of rampant cronyism, favouritism and that, possibly, corruption has occurred? 
(Please see- SMH article quoted above and further comments below). 

 

'Never hold a Commission of Inquiry to which you don't know the answer'? 

 

* Further background: PHM P, PHM U and Castle Hill storage facility expansion: 

 

(With acknowledgment to Mr. Tom Lockley) 

 

These are projects with entirely flawed planning, bureaucratic, consultative and professional failings. 
Their history is laden with split-cost accounting to hide real blow outs; misdirection; lack of effective 
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public consultation and rejection of overwhelming public outrage; and almost every kind of 
conceivable planning fault. Two Upper House Inquiries established this- Governments simply took no 
notice. 

 

( NB. As a starting point the new Inquiry might like to ask Parliamentary Staff to summarise the 
contents of the two previous Inquiries and correlate the conclusions and recommendations with the 
answers from Government as they pertain to this third Inquiry). 

 

Below are a summary of some of some salient issues: 

 

Infrastructure New South Wales: In 2015 the then Government, or more accurately, a small 
dictatorial group within that Government, decided to change the Museum of Applied Arts and 
Sciences, the first plan being to ‘relocate the Powerhouse Museum to Parramatta’[i]. Established 
procedures, as set out in Treasury guidelines, notably Office of Financial Management Policy and 
Guidance Paper, pp 08-5, were ignored. INSW did not fulfil its role of "providing rigorous and 
independent advice to prioritise 'infrastructure investment’ ". This state of affairs has continued: 
INSW is simply in charge of building operations, following instructions from remiss politicians 
without correctly influencing the final product. 

 

It is agreed by the Government and by INSW that no person with significant museum qualifications 
and experience has been involved in any basic decision for the projects. There is clear evidence that 
there is negligible support for the project among people with significant museum qualifications and 
experience. 

 

Create New South Wales, as far as can be seen, has only two senior employees with any significant 
experience of museums. These have been mainly involved with the Qtopia Museum of queer history 
and culture and have not made any relevant suggestions to enhance the new museums' experience. 
Further, Create NSW is obviously also bound by the government’s determination that the project will 
go ahead despite all objections. For example, a key ‘consultation’ exercise was held in 2022 on the 
Powerhouse ‘renewal’. 88% of submissions, including many from very highly qualified people and 
major organisations, did not want the project to proceed, but that fact was barely mentioned. This is 
typical of all ‘consultation’ reports since at least 2017. 

 

Heritage. The Powerhouse Museum housed magnificent technological and artistic exhibits in a 
wonderful building: the beautifully constructed original structures were enhanced by the award-
winning 1988 additions. This view was clearly propounded by many people with international 
Museum qualifications and experience, General experts in the arts field, and indeed by the general 
public. However, the heritage ministry took no notice of this synergy. 

 

No heritage protection had been sought by the museum because no responsible person had 
considered that these wonderful adaptive buildings and core exhibits could ever be destroyed. 

 

· A delayed original heritage assessment determined that only the original buildings deserve 
preservation despite a leading expert (Design 5) stating the opposite. 
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· Public outcry eventually led to a new determination that recognised the museum and its exhibits as 
an entity. 

 

Nevertheless, a rider that ‘modifications’ could be made to facilitate ‘revitalisation’ has led to the 
inevitable destruction of a world class museum experience. 

 

Other agencies have been useless in professional attempts to get the development process properly 
assessed. The original proposal was based on the idea that the development would be cost-neutral, 
i.e. that the proceeds of the sale of the bare Ultimo site would finance the new museum at 
Parramatta, but Treasury did not criticise this absurd underestimation. The Ombudsman would not 
act on the irregularities of process because the basic decision was Government policy and once this 
was determined it was to be carried out without consideration of its effectiveness. ICAC would not 
act because there was no evidence of individual or group corruption. The wisdom of these decisions 
was not comprehensively considered. In the Legislative Council Inquiries owing to limits of time and 
resources, there were some instances of Government officers giving wrong information under oath 
to the Inquiries, but when these were pointed out no corrections were made. The Audit Office would 
not intervene until the project was completed, when a retrospective examination may be conducted. 

 

Democracy has not been well served throughout. 

 

The total development costs of the MAAS museum organization as conducted by the Government 
from 2014 until its final completion date will surely be over $AUD1.6 billion, more like $2 billion, 
making it the largest museum development of this millennium, much more costly than even the 
Grand Egyptian Museum (see above) and a fraction of its size. 

 

Collections: 

 

A great deal might be written about this- as submissions to the previous two Inquiries demonstrate. 
Questions such as: 

 

* What damage has occurred due to their movement to Castle Hill? 

*What will be displayed at PHM P on a permanent basis in Museum Quality HVAC controlled spaces; 
and in PHM U? 

* How can a national Treasure such as the Catalina Frigate Bird II be stored in a wooden frame at 
HARS museum in Albion Park Rail, where Avgas is regularly introduced in adjacent internal spaces 
and a fiery crash recently occurred outside, about 15 m distant from the main hangar? 

* Why is digital access to the (very expensively created) online records now so sub optimal? 

* How many visitors are planned for annually at the Castle Hill storage facility? 

* Has a full report on the dismantled, transported Boulton and Watt been undertaken as to current 
condition- and if so why is it not published? 

Might be considered. 

*What was the total cost of all the collections removal to various locations? 
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It is the considered opinion of an overwhelming majority of stakeholders that the present trajectory 
will result in the unnecessary expenditure of hundreds of millions of dollars without corresponding 
improvement in the manner in which the Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences fulfils its statutory 
role. In fact, the fear is that the statutory role of MAAS will continue to be degraded. 

(All assertions made in this document are backed by clear evidence: these details are not given in 
this brief statement, but are available on request. The assertions have been constantly conveyed to 
the Government but no appropriate response or refutation has ever been received. 

 

* 1 [i] This was explained in the April 2018 Business Case Summary for the Powerhouse Museum 
relocation). 

 

Detailed financial, fiscal and related issues: forensic and discursive: 

 

(With acknowledgement to Mr. John McDonald, Ms. Linda Morris and Ms. Kylie Winkworth) 

 

Linda Morris in the Sydney Morning Herald wrote an article full of damaging accusations regarding 
the Powerhouse Museum debacle. 

Ms. Morris relates how a whistleblower has made accusations of “serious wrongdoing” in connection 
with “hiring and procurement practices”. 

She also mentions complaints from the Public Service Association addressed to Arts Minister, John 
Graham: 

“The union cited a 56 per cent increase in contract expenses at the Powerhouse from $6.069 million 
in 2022-23 to $9.485 million in 2023-24 as a reason for concern. Professional fees were separately 
amounted [sic] to $4.509 million in 2022-23', it said. 

 

'The museum had moved to a privatised model for programming content, which largely ignores the 
museum’s founding act, its collection and the skills and knowledge of long-serving staff,' it said. 

 

‘This model is excessively and needlessly expensive,’ the Union wrote to the minister. ‘And deeply 
insulting to our members.’” 

 

After five or six years, and many millions of dollars, the bill for contractors has finally qualified as 
news. 

 

Looking at the most recent Budget Estimates hearing, in which Minister Graham and Powerhouse 
CEO, Lisa Havilah, were questioned, Ms. Morris noted: 

 

'The museum was also asked about specific hires, including a private contractor who was allegedly 
employed at $2,100 a day to help it meet its $75 million fundraising targets. The museum confirmed 
the total contract value was $175,649 and had been to “assist with identifying prospects and 
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securing donations” for the Powerhouse Parramatta Capital Campaign. The Powerhouse had reached 
95.9 per cent of its target, with 14 major donations totaling $71.9 million secured, it said. In response 
to claims that it had engaged a culinary archive advisor on a fee of $1,000 a day, the Powerhouse 
replied that it had conducted an open and competitive process for the July appointment and the 
$162,400 role'. 

 

Here are two external contractors being paid significant sums for tasks that would normally be 
undertaken by staff. Most cultural institutions have dedicated fund-raisers on the payroll, along with 
curators and librarians to deal with archives. A “culinary archive” might be a slightly different matter, 
because it’s another of those 'new ideas' with which Ms. Havilah is seeking to refashion the museum 
into something that is no longer a museum. 

 

Ms. Morris ended by reminding readers of the infamous “live tuna performance” at the 
Powerhouse’s end-of-year celebrations, and its $500-per-head VIP dinner. 

 

This article leads into an inquiry into the Budget Estimate hearings of 29 August, and the 
supplementary questions that ensued. The following is forensic. 

 

Who's doing what and who gets paid for it? 

 

Perhaps the most revealing section concerned the so-called “Artistic Associates”, who have been 
employed at the Powerhouse on a regular basis since 2021-22. It is worth looking at the full picture: 
who was employed and at what level of remuneration. 

 

• In 2021-22, Artistic Associates were Brook Garru Andrew, Susannah Wimberley, Julie Gibbs and 
Lleah Smith. Total expenditure: $142,100 (an average of $35,524 per person) 

 

• In 2022-23, Artistic Associates were Brook Garru Andrew, Agatha Gothe-Snape, Susannah 
Wimberley, Julie Gibbs, Lleah Smith and Izabela Pluta. Total expenditure: $638,881 (an average of 
$106,480 per person) 

 

• In 2023-24, Artistic Associates were Brook Garru Andrew, Agatha Gothe-Snape, Susannah 
Wimberley, and Julie Gibbs. Total expenditure: $614,727 (an average of $136,204 per person) 

 

•In 2024-25, Associates were Agatha Gothe-Snape, Susannah Wimberley, Julie Gibbs, Ceridwen 
Dovey, Kylie Kwong, and Ainslie Murray. Total expenditure: $817,226 (an average of $153,681 per 
person) 

 

For the period 1 July 2025 – 30 August 2025, Associates are Ceridwen Dovey and Kylie Kwong. Total 
Expenditure to date: $63,803. If this continues at the same rate until June 30 2026, total expenditure 
will be $765,636 (an average of $382,818 per person). 
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The Associates form an elite group. Although the most recent figure sounds excessive, it appears that 
no detailed record has been provided of the actual amounts paid to individual Associates, or the way 
payments might fluctuate in the course of a year. 

 

It’s also worth noting that the Powerhouse paid the Associates extra artist fees of $33,950 in 2023-
24, and $11,400 in 2024-25. This allegedly brings the total cost of the program over four years to 
$2,376,087, although an independent addition showed the total to be $2,385,039. A mere $8,952 in 
the bigger quanta of millions One can already add $63,803 to whichever total is preferred, which 
does not include what has been spent over the past three months. 

 

The relevant question for any inquiry is: “What have these Associates done to earn their 
emoluments?” 

 

The Powerhouse website is not detailed when it comes to the Artistic Associates, providing no more 
than 3-5 lines on what they are supposedly doing. Those descriptions are vague and self-reflexive, 
focused on the museum’s own programs. Once again, it might be reasonable to ask why staff 
couldn’t have handled these tasks. When searching the site using the names of individual Associates, 
there’s nothing much to be found. Does an interview between Julie Gibbs and Kylie Kwong, reprinted 
from a November 2024 edition of The Saturday Paper count as a paid service? 

 

CEO Havilah would probably argue the Associates are taking the museum in new directions, such as 
contemporary art, and the culinary and literary arts. Her critics counter that most of this has no place 
in a museum of applied arts and sciences, being well catered for by other kinds of institutions. Yet 
this argument is of secondary relevance alongside the very significant salaries that have been handed 
to the Associates for work that is virtually invisible. 

 

It indicates, perhaps, a willingness to view these Associates – most of whom seem (coincidentally) to 
be long term acquaintances of the CEO – as highly skilled consultants who need to be paid a top 
professional rate for their services, whatever those services may be. It also suggests a distrust of 
existing staff, especially the curators, who might not be fully on board with the gleaming new vision 
of the museum the CEO is putting forward – even if it often seems Ms. Havilah has no stated 
Strategic Plan within which their roles, objectives, outputs, measured outcomes and costs fit. 

 

Where is the MAAS Board and the Minister in all this?. 

 

Another question worth asking is whether any Associates have continued to receive payments as 
“artist fees” or other handouts after they have finished their terms? And if so, how much and in 
relation to what projects, within what part of the Strategic Plan? 

 

Furthermore there is the $9,485 million paid to consultants in 2023-24. Has there ever been a 
museum director in Australia with such fondness for outside consultants, except possibly one at 
AGNSW of revered memory? It’s a 'management' trend which runs contrary to the Labor 
government’s own stated objective of cutting back on the expensive consultancies favoured by its 
predecessors. As usual, the Powerhouse appears the most obvious exception to the rule. 
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Essential, but possibly toothless Inquiries? 

 

This is part of the reason that a multitude of individuals, organisations, cultural bodies and experts 
have supported the new investigation by an Upper House Committee in “examining the operational, 
staffing and program impacts of budget and recent restructures,” not to mention “reliance on 
external contractors and private consultants”. We can only hope it comes to grips with the problem 
and manages to do something about it. To this point, parliamentary committees have been largely 
disregarded by governments that prefer to keep making the same mistakes at huge, unnecessary, 
public expense rather than admit their planning has been profoundly flawed. 

 

As for the other Inquiry being sponsored by the Department of Creative Industries, Tourism and 
Hospitality, when we learn “the Department has engaged an independent firm” to investigate the 
whistleblower’s complaint, one can only feel sceptical about the prospects of a result. We’ve seen a 
procession of these “independent” inquiries which never seem to find that anyone is to blame for 
anything. For example there is this year’s “independent” inquiry into Creative Australia and its 
processes [2025], following the Khaled Sabsabi debacle. It seems that nobody was to blame, and CA 
could go on to claim what a good year it had been. When asked about those 'processes' the CA it was 
claimed they are “robust” – although fundamentally they are the same as they were before the 
inquiry. 

 

A process and CEO out of control- with a lap-dog 'in control'? 

 

One might speculate there are two motivating factors behind Labor’s historic betrayal of the 
Powerhouse, the first being the politicians’ belief they can buy votes in the western suburbs by. 
backing Powerhouse Paramatta to the hilt. Especially since the CEO has said on the record not to take 
notice of public opinion. A kind of Cargo Cult overlord position The second is the conviction that 
processes were already so far advanced when they assumed power, it was impossible to wind them 
back. This has led to an implicit endorsement of the CEO's patronising vision for the western suburbs, 
and the frankly bizarre and ignorant ideas about what constitutes a new kind of museum. 

 

Apparently empowered and invincible, the CEO has acted on partly covert convictions and appears to 
have splashed out freely on expensive consultants and the pet Artistic Associates program. This has 
led to excessive, inappropriate expenses that can only be a fiscal embarrassment to a government 
that is busy shredding other cultural institutions. 

 

Even if Minister Graham is committed to see the Powerhouse circus through to the finish line, there’s 
no reason why he needs to accept the multi-million-dollar wastage of funds on frivolous handouts to 
'Associates' and 'Creatives' the CEO deems worthy of the museum's /our munificence. Indeed, the 
CEO's tone deaf hubris seems to have reached new heights when announcing that the opening 
exhibit at Powerhouse Parramatta will be about space and cost a mere $18 million. This, at a time 
when every other institution is virtually begging in the streets. Perhaps the Inquiry might remind 
Minister Graham, that he is the CEO's direct report, not vice versa. It might also ask who is giving and 
who is obeying orders? 
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Space exhibition for 2027- loss of related expertise: 

 

A strange quality of this space extravaganza is that , Astronomy and Space curator 
at the Powerhouse for almost twelve years, resigned in May and took a job at the Bureau of 
Meteorology. Surely any curator in this specialised field would see a space exhibition as an incredible 
opportunity? The problem may have been that , who has a PhD in Astronomy, could not come 
to terms with the kind of show the CEO and her 'Associates' and consultants envisage. But then it is 
apparent that the CEO doesn’t draw much distinction between science and science fiction. 

 

It’s reported that the curator who has replaced  on the project is  an artist who 
makes makes objects from glass. This is in keeping with the typical CEO's approach to curatorship, 
where she seems to favour those without specialised knowledge or expertise. It is reported that the 
role of curator of Health and Medicine is now being filled by , a sound artist. Indeed, 
it would be worth looking at the number of artists employed in roles that formerly required 
experience in the field. In the new version of the museum, the CEO appears to value creativity over 
know-how. This may sound a la mode but as the Public Service Association notes, it’s an insult to 
those who have spent their lives studying a particular subject. It also confers an absurd prestige on 
artists, whose funky ideas are considered more important than any in-depth understanding of the 
collection or the subject matter. As to the educational content? Ah well. 

 

The result obviates any pretense of scholarship, which it seems is felt to be too boring or difficult for 
audiences today. Items in the collection, drained of context, become a series of theatrical props. 

 

Educational value? 

 

Museological, communications and educational expertise, on the other hand, suggests that any 
Director who underestimates the public’s desire to learn from a visit to their museum, rather than 
simply be entertained, is engaged in a tragic folly. Education should not be so easily dismissed. It is, 
after all, an historical raison d’être for the museum. Look at Egypt? Look at so many other great 
international museums all of which are addressing Generations Y and Z in their exhibit narratives and 
design technologies while still utilising core collections. 

 

The new V and A Museum in East London as another example? 

 

Left in droves. Loss of core expertise: 

 

Any parliamentary inquiry should look at the people who have left the Powerhouse, and those that 
have been hired, as long-standing curators have been replaced with utterly unqualified people from 
many different walks of life, with no museum experience. It appears that many newly created 
positions are fanciful in the extreme. Towards the end of 2023, the Powerhouse Museum Alliance 
published a long list of curatorial positions that have been lost. If there’s a list of current curators and 
their titles, it is very difficult to locate. 
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An inquiry might look at the brain drain that has taken place under the current regime, and its 
preferred, hierarchical form of management, whereby the CEO is surrounded with loyalists who owe 
their employment to apparent whims- eerily similar to Donald Trump’s style of leadership. 

 

What strategic plan, or plans? 

 

One of the problems encountered when examining the Budget Estimates, is deciding whether 
Minister Graham is suffering from willful self-delusions, or whether he and his comms staff have 
internalised their spin doctoring to the point where he is encouraged to simply expostulate whatever 
happens to be the most convenient answer, even to a parliamentary committee. 

 

Recently, 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 (ADC) 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 (see above). In August, the Art Gallery of NSW announced 
drastic staff cuts after it saw $7.2 million sliced from its budget.(see above) 

 

In the same month the Ministry made the magnanimous gesture of restoring partial funding to some 
of the applicants they had dumped in the first round. This allowed the Arts Minister and his minions 
to trumpet their own generosity, when the overall effect remained a disastrous, unjustified cut for 
most institutions. 

 

One of the organisations given a discounted grant was the ADC, which received $150,000, leaving it 
to make up a shortfall of $350,000. This week, after months of canvassing for private support, the 
ADC bowed to reality and announced it would be closing by June next year, pending some 
miraculous rescue (see above). 

 

This is what Minister Graham told Budget Estimates when quizzed about the cut in ADC funding: 

 

'I can understand why they were concerned. I’m certainly sympathetic to them and the views of the 
galleries. They’re doing fantastic work. The good news is the two-year funding round has funded 
many of those regional museums and galleries. It has also funded the Australian Design Centre. 
They’ve had their funding now confirmed for two years. They’ve got that certainty, and that’s good 
news'. 

 

Sympathetic indeed. So much good news, but still closing! Perhaps Minister. Graham would consider 
working for less than a third of his current salary, just to demonstrate how easy it is do “fantastic 
work” with so little money. 

 

To the Minister’s chronicle of good news we must add the near-death of Sculpture by the Sea; the 
financial agony of the Museum of Contemporary Art, which is now charging entrance fees; the 
scaling back of staff numbers and exhibitions at the AGNSW (see above); and the complete 



15 

 

defunding of Broken Hill City Art Gallery – the oldest regional gallery in the state; not to mention the 
uncertain prospects of many other regional galleries. 

 

These are all direct consequences of a disastrous, unjustified and unfair approach to cultural funding 
under Minister Graham. 

 

Where is Cabinet, the Treasurer and Premier in all of this? Or the Economic Review Committee of 
Cabinet? 

 

Just as interesting is the effort to claim that the money lavished on the Powerhouse bears no relation 
to the money pulled from other cultural organisations. When Mr. Graham was asked by Greens MP, 
Cate Faehrmann, to account for spending on the Powerhouse that reveals “a 275 per cent increase 
from last year to this year. That is 98.8 million to 279 million,” his answer was evasive. 

 

“I don’t want to waste your time,” he replied… “I’d encourage you to go through it in more detail 
with the agencies. There has not been a change of the percentage order that you’re suggesting. It’s 
really about how this is reflected in the accounts.” 

 

Neither was Mr. Graham forthcoming when asked about an additional $67.6 million in funding 
handed to the Powerhouse for the financial year 2023-24. That question was taken on notice. He did 
explain, however, that a $10 million increase in PHM staffing costs was because the museum was 
preparing five major exhibitions - which might leave the AGNSW wondering why it has had to 
drastically reduce staff numbers while preparing its own major exhibitions. 

 

And weren't all PHM P exhibit costs to be covered by sponsorship? 

 

The figure of $95 million in $2019 $s should have been updated after years of severe inflation. 

 

Finally, there is a great deal of confusion as to what expenses are being assigned to the Powerhouse, 
to Create NSW, and to “major works”. Is it an unworthy thought that by distributing costs under 
different headings the Department is able to conceal the total amount involved? It’s equally unclear 
how much has been raised from private sources that will eventually- in theory- be refunded to the 
government. 

 

The MAAS CEO was asked about figures that show “the capital expenditure for the museum is 
increasing an enormous amount. Last year the revised budget for capital expenditure was $17 
million, and then this year it’s $154 million.” She replied: “The total government allocation towards 
the revitalisation of the Powerhouse Museum in Ultimo is $250 million. Of that, the Powerhouse is 
raising $50 million through a philanthropic campaign.” 

 

Is that an accurate answer? 
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Will private contributions really cover exhibit costs? 

 

After reading the Budget Estimates transcripts, anybody would be confused about how much 
government money is actually being spent on the Powerhouse. $279 million? $154 million? An 
additional $67.6 million? $10 million on staffing? This is not even counting the Create NSW grant 
recipients whose names have been kept “private”, who may be preparing Powerhouse-related 
projects. 

 

Former PHM curator, Kylie Winkworth, has calculated that between now and 30 June 2026, the 
government is set to spend $1,655,000 per day destroying the old Powerhouse and propping up the 
new model, which isn’t a museum at all. These figures should be put into perspective: 

 

The ADC’s entire yearly budget could be met with less than 8 hours’ worth of the funds being 
lavished on the Powerhouse. The AGNSW’s budget cuts could be restored by about six days of 
Powerhouse largesse, while one or two days would be enough to restore complete funding to the 
regional galleries. 

 

Is Treasurer, Daniel Mookhey, asleep at the wheel? This is not a squabble among a group of ‘arty’ 
types, it’s a catastrophe in terms of infrastructure; jobs; the ability of arts organisations to service 
audiences and raise revenue; and the ultimate, ongoing costs of running three Powerhouse venues in 
separate parts of the city, none of them remotely capable of paying their way. 

 

If it is claimed that they can- where are the full, updated Business Cases? 

 

Or even updated accurate summaries? 

 

If Treasury decided to dispense with people with economic expertise and replace them with artists 
who had interesting ideas about capitalism, questions would be asked. 

 

The way the Powerhouse is evolving (or devolving) is not an arts problem it’s a financial sinkhole of 
unprecedented proportions in the arts and cultural fields, that the Ministry will not be able to spin 
away disingenuous press releases. To achieve this catastrophic result the Minns government will 
have destroyed cherished state heritage; crippled successful, productive arts organisations; wasted a 
gargantuan amount of taxpayers’ money; and turned an important museum into a tacky sideshow 
devoid of an identity. In the eyes of the world it will be an irretrievable embarrassment. 

 

In a bigger picture, if government had spent only $250 million on a facelift for the Powerhouse at 
Ultimo after 2014, and supported the proposals for the Heritage Zone and Museum of History at 
Parramatta, there would have been an extra $1.65 billion for a host of other projects. 

 

Both projects would have been completed by now on budget and on time. 
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Currently PHM P and PHM U exhibit every kind of planning fiasco. 

 

Recommendations: 

 

* That Parliamentary staff provide the Committee Members with a digest of the key data, 
recommendations and conclusions of the two related Inquiries and the Governmental 'response'- or 
lack thereof (supported by a majority in the Upper House) and correlate the conclusions and 
recommendations with the answers from Government as they pertain to this third Inquiry. 

 

* That the Committee seeks to have the Government provide the Business Cases for AGNSW (in 
2019), PHM P (updated), PHM U and Castle Hill (supported by a majority in the Upper House if 
Government refuses) 

 

* That the Committee requires Government (supported by a majority in the Upper House) to provide 
a detailed statement of all the staff appointments both permanent and consultative at the MAAS 
with their objectives, work outputs, work outcomes and projects assessments 

 

* That the Committee (supported by a majority in the Upper House) require Government to provide 
a full assessment by Slatterys (consultants) of the carbon load created in demolition, construction, 
operation and current/future transport for PHM P, PHMU and Castle Hill 

 

* That Government is required to have the NABRS report assessed by Mr. Alan Croker, of Design 5, 
the leading Australian authority in this field; and of the 'Modification' and previous EIS- with 
objections- as a matter of urgency, most particularly in regards to the heritage destruction and 
unnecessary architectural, demolition and construction costs (supported by a majority in the Upper 
House) 

 

* That the Committee seek suggestions as to whom might be appropriate witnesses. For example, 
with the AGNSW, Ms. Judith White is an expert (senior ex employee at AGNSW) and has published a 
significant book on the management morass at that institution. Then there are the senior PSA 
representative there and perhaps Dr Michael Brand. For a Regional perspective perhaps the Director 
of the Broken Hill Gallery. For another perspective perhaps the most recent past chair of ADC. For 
Festival input perhaps the organisers of the three cancelled festivals in Kiama mentioned above and 
the Byron Blues Festival recently resuscitated. On Business Cases perhaps the appropriate officer in 
Treasury- or the Treasurer himself. Ministerially, Ministers Graham, Sharpe and Scully with public 
servants would be core subjects. For MAAS and PHM P/U/Castle Hill maybe Ms. Jennifer Sanders, 
Ms. Kylie Winkworth, Mr Andrew Grant and Mr. John McDonald. The immediate past President of 
MAAS, Mr. Peter Collins, would be a fount of information. Representatives of Sydney City Council and 
The National Trust have powerful insight into heritage issues- as does the leading expert Mr. Allan 
Croker of Design 5.The CEO of the PSA Union and Damian McDonald (ex MAAS senior curator, now 
PSA Officer) might also be helpful witnesses. Canvassing participants now , prior to first hearing on 
10 December, is probably an appropriate idea. 

 

CONCLUSION: 
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The flurry of activity on 29 October, 2025 in Parramatta at the PHM P building site (Premier, Minister, 
lackeys), with full- court media corps attention surely denotes deep Government concern about 
current circumstances in Arts policy, payments, practices, projects, problems and judgement at 
Regional, Sydney and at State levels. 

 

At the least MPs in both Chambers might want to think about the massive sums being spent on the 
two major MAAS projects, the Regional and Institutional damage caused by questionable resource 
allocation (e.g. Kiama's MNTE $200,000?) and, more locally, on the Wollongong, Shellharbour and 
South Coast arts disbursements- or lack thereof. Overall there are major questions to be answered 
on Regional, institutional and Sydney arts expenditures which, in reality, appear to be at the whim of 
the Minister notwithstanding his fragile and flakey 'policies' 

which over indulge MNTE and Western Sydney pet projects and 'creatives' at the expense of so many 
other proven institutions. Usually without a Business Case in support and almost entirely hidden or 
non-transparent. 

 

If the Upper House is carrying out such an open-ended Inquiry, what perhaps would a wise group of 
Lower Chamber MPs consider to be prudent action? 

 

The author of this submission lives in Kiama and is the Founding Director of the Powerhouse 
Museum 

 

Dr. Lindsay Sharp. 




