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     22 December 2019

Sydney Harbour Federation Trust (Harbour Trust) Review

I wish to submit the following comments on behalf of the Hunters Hill Trust.  
It is our view that the Sydney Harbour Federation Trust has been fulfilling its role in rehabilitating and managing the sites under its care in a satisfactory manner since its formation in 2001.  While we understand the concern that significant resources are now required for the next stage of extensive capital works, and the Commonwealth government is also seeking feedback on potential alternative means of governance and funding into the future, we believe that the current arrangements should remain in place in perpetuity.  

We would wish to see the Commonwealth continue to fund and support the Harbour Trust as custodians of these sites, fully protecting, interpreting and respecting their cultural and environmental values, beyond 2033 and under the existing legislation.
Future funding:  

While ongoing funding will be required to improve and maintain the various sites and the Harbour Trust is keen to seek partnerships to provide longer term viability, this will need careful management.  It is not realistic to expect the SHFT to become self-funding.  Future engagement with commercial interests must continue to reflect the inherent values of the specific sites within the context of their historical purpose and their national as well as international significance.   

In this regard, we believe that a lease initially of 20 years is appropriate to encourage investment and sustain approved and suitable projects which respect heritage while providing visitor enjoyment and amenity.  

Future governance:  

There would be clear benefits in establishing a single manager across Sydney Harbour to encompass all built and natural heritage lands.  However, as it stands, we do not believe in handing over some or all the SHFT sites to the NSW government. We consider that both heritage protection and environmental conservation have not rated highly in terms of the State government's priorities for some time. We would be concerned that the strategies and key objectives within the current SHFT management model would not be maintained or fully implemented and the Harbour Trust’s assets would become at risk through privatisation.  

While ideally it would be preferable for the NSW National Parks & Wildlife Service to have responsibility for sites where there is important native biodiversity to be enhanced and managed as well as fauna to be protected, such as at North Head Sanctuary and Headland Park, their lack of resources will limit capacity. Unless and until the former NPWS funding, expertise and staffing levels are fully restored to allow the required management long term, we would not be in favour of a handover to NSW government.   

The sites:  

The Trust has most immediate connection and knowledge of Cockatoo Island and the Woolwich Dock and Parklands.  The latter appears to be managed appropriately with a viable meeting place, restaurant and function space that has great appeal and is popular with a range of visitors.  

The National and World Heritage listed Cockatoo Island with its indigenous and convict history, as well as later industrial significance, is being shown to good effect but clearly much more can and needs to be done.  Its use for the Biennale has been successful as a showcase for contemporary arts and installations.  It now has good access for visitors via ferry services but there are some safety/disability issues to be managed across the site.  

Conclusions:  

The Hunters Hill Trust believes strongly that the portfolio of Harbour Trust sites should remain permanently in public hands governed by a Federal agency and protected by its own Act as well as the Environment Protection & Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (currently also under review, hopefully to be strengthened).  

The sites are an extraordinary asset for Sydney’s residents and its many visitors and for Australia as a whole.  Funding from the Commonwealth government via the taxpayer is fully justified, supplemented by revenue from appropriate commercial and business investment that adheres to established values under the Sydney Harbour Federation Trust Act 2001.  

Given its importance and the considerable expense of running the Review, it is disappointing how few seem to know it is occurring, from the community level to local government, including my own Council.  An extension to the consultation period and greater awareness of the process are warranted.  

On behalf of the Hunters Hill Trust, I attended the first of three public forums which were held in November.  I was only aware belatedly of this consultation process occurring and there was little time to seek background material concerning the intent of the Review.  I feel the forum would have been more productive had this been possible.  Additionally, the venue for those attending the Cockatoo Island meeting had poor acoustics and limited space making it difficult to hear presentations and the contributions of others on the matters raised, which was unfortunate.  
This submission is of necessity brief, but the Hunters Hill Trust would be interested in participating in any ongoing consultation relating to this Review. 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment.  

Brigid Dowsett, Vice-President, Hunters Hill Trust

