It's just reclaimed land, isn't it?

Like Venice, much of Boston, and parts of Sydney Harbour, the Perth foreshore from Crawley to the Causeway and around to Canning Bridge is reclaimed land.  The Perth Esplanade was the first site to be reclaimed, with work commencing in 1868, and is a State registered site for its contribution to our understanding of the history and heritage of Perth.  

Last Thursday the History Council of Western Australia, the peak body for history in the State, held a forum as a precursor to Heritage Week to look at the history and heritage of the site.  The forum looked at the history of development of the foreshore, the archaeological potential of the site and its relationship with union and labour history.  In the course of the forum, a number of issues were identified which will need to be considered during the demolition of this important historical site.  

As Sue Graham-Taylor identified in her Opinion piece in May this year, the site was transferred to the City of Perth as a “Crown Grant in Trust for the purposes of recreation forever” in 1880.  (Hyde Park and Harold Boas Gardens are now held under similar grants by the City of Perth and City of Vincent). The State government may revoke these grants if the Council fails to keep to the purpose of the trust, and the land will return to the Crown. In the past, this has been considered as equivalent to an A-class reserve status, with the Department of Land showing the Esplanade (Reserve 423) as an A-class reserve in plans of the area around 1902, while the City of Perth dismissed its use as a civic centre in 1936 because of its A-class status.  More recently, in 2005, the City raised questions about parking on the Esplanade due to its A-class reserve status.  It appears that the Council, in this instance, is agreeing to give up the land for the project but is requesting some form of compensation.  Under the Metropolitan Region Scheme amendment for the project, which is currently being considered by Parliament, the land will be reserved as a special purposes reserve.  How the land will move from public reserve to private ownership has not yet been revealed.

As a registered heritage site, best practice would be to include the Esplanade into the development and it is a pity that heritage considerations appear to have been included at the end of the project, rather than in the original brief for the site. Adaptive re-use , such as  the development of additional public recreation facilities, such as a new gym or re-instatement of elements such as the tennis courts, perhaps with volleyball courts and skateboarding facilities, another cafe and an interpretation centre or City museum, would also have been appropriate.  Only when all other alternatives have been considered should a heritage site be demolished.  While the fate of the associated kiosk is being discussed, little attention appears to have been paid to the documenting the whole site as it is dug up.  

Historical archaeologist, Gaye Nayton, has identified that the site, if properly excavated, has the potential to tell us much about the early history of commerce and transportation of the colony.  A prehistory archaeology investigation is in place, but no historical archaeologist has been employed, meaning that understandings of the site as an archaeological site is currently limited to its Aboriginal connection. The site of the Esplanade was situated between two of the City's major jetties, at Barrack St and William St.  The archaeological evidence of these two jetties exists under the Esplanade, as they were probably used as retaining walls for the fill.  Not only can we expect to find the jetties, but we can also expect to find items lost overboard from the barges coming up the river, or dropped from the jetties.  Similarly, there will be an archaeological footprint from the Perth Bathing pavilion, built in 1885, which extended from the Esplanade into the river. There may even be remnants of the 1920s 'White City' site at the end of William St, where charities ran 'spinning jenny' lotteries, and aboriginal and European boxers and rodeo riders competed.  However, because no site plan is readily available, it has not been possible to identify how much of the site will be demolished, nor if any further reclamation is required for the island, cable car and Indigenous cultural centre sites which may further affect archaeological research.  

The Perth Esplanade is a major historical site.  It is also reclaimed land. This does not negate its importance, but contributes to it.  A lack of transparency and accountability may seriously affect our ability to document it and interpret it properly.

