Sunset Hospital – past present and future

Introduction

This paper is based on information provided by the Sunset Heritage Association.  The objectives of the Association are:

1. To promote and support the heritage and historical significance of the Sunset site (reserve 1667) as a whole precinct in perpetuity for the benefit of all citizens.

2. To promote access to the whole site for public recreation in a manner that respects the open setting of the site.

3. To promote conservation and improvement of all indigenous bushland and mature landscaping on the site as well as heritage listed buildings.

4. To promote uses for the site that are consistent with a heritage precinct and to identify and promote use of the heritage listed buildings.

The Past
1831 INSTRUCTIONS TO THE SURVEYOR GENERAL.

“What particular lands it may be proper to reserve... as places fit to be set apart for recreation and amusement of the Inhabitants of any Town or  Village or for promoting the health of such Inhabitants..”

The key words are “recreation.. amusement…health of such Inhabitants.”

SITE GAZETTING:

1890 Gazetted as a recreation reserve No 1667 in John Forrest’s first year as premier

1899 Imperial Permanant Reserves Act

1900 Gazetted as A class reserve dedicated to recreation

1904 Gazetted as Old Men’s Home

1963 MRS divides site into two thirds special reservation – public purpose – hospital and one third parks and recreation

2000 Land Administration Act changes site dedication to  “Retirement Village, Parks and Recreation, Community and ancillary commercial purposes”.  

HOSPITAL CLOSED, HERITAGE VALUE ACKNOWLEDGED

1995 Last inmate leaves.  Conservation surveys and plans prepared  (Hocking)

1997  Permanent entry with WA Heritage Council.

2000 Sunset Retirement Village Concept, MRS Amendment 1024/33, motion of disallowance from Giz Watson of the Greens

PUBLIC MEETING 2000

Public meeting held on Sunday 20 August, 2000 which was attended by over 100 people.

Representation at the meeting

The meeting was advertised in the local media and 2500 leaflets were delivered to local residents inviting all to attend and speak.

Of the one hundred of those who signed the register 78% were from Nedlands City Council suburbs, 8% from adjacent suburbs, 6% from other Western suburbs, 4% not determined, and 3% from further afield.

Results

81% recorded yes to being for public open space, and no for selling off A class reserve. 77% recorded no to urban rezoning.  The figures for those from Nedlands City Council suburbs were similar being 79%, 79% and 76% respectively.  Two Dalkeith residents recorded no for retention of public open space, yes for selling off private blocks, and yes for urban rezoning.  The balance did not indicate their position.

The following motions were put:

1. This meeting supports the continuation of the A class reserve in its entirety for public use.  (If you agree that implies that no part of the Crown Reserve be transferred to private use.)

2. This meeting opposes the transfer of any part of Crown reserve 1667/9547 to urban zone. (This is to protect the heritage buildings area from over development.) 

3. That the reserve be dedicated to recreation and heritage and to this end we call upon the Government to prepare a new plan reflecting the will of this meeting. 

Results

The meeting overwhelmingly supported these motions.  There were 7 to 8 against each of the motions, and 4 abstentions for motion no. 3.

FURTHER DEVELOPMENTS

Oct 2000  WAPC report compares Sunset site with King’s Park

2000  Palassis report (conservation)

2002 Sunset Steering Committee – terms of reference including $15 million profit to government found unworkable.

2005 Syme Marion report  - flawed –  did not include all the set objectives in tabulated analysis.

September 2005 Sunset Community Master Plan – strong community reaction – did not respect heritage statement and Burra Charta.

PLANS FOR SITE

Buildings poorly maintained.  Public access limited. Legislation planned to excise part of the reserve and convert to urban zone.

Public Opposition: - to urban zone, to subdivision and selling off part of the site, to loss of open space, to loss of parks and recreation area.

Problems:  

Commonwealth bed licensing requirements in conflict with community expectation of aged care being within existing buildings or building envelope. Residential aged care probably not possible within heritage restraints.

Heritage listing of buildings creates limitations in reuse and financial load the government is unwilling to support.

Solutions: 

Change in concept – heritage requires financial support to be retained. (NB: WA News 6 December 2005, The State Government is to give $95,300 to assist roof restoration of the Mundaring Weir Hotel.) The site should not bear a financial cost for either government general revenue or private profit. 

Community assets must not be regarded as simply surplus assets by government departments.

Aged care support services rather than residential services on site may resolve some of the community’s expectations.  Education of local community regarding distribution of Commonwealth licensed beds may help.

Since the release of the Sunset Master Plan in September 2005, local residents set up petition tables and campaigned vigorously with several petitions being sent to various community representatives.

A concept for development that was very favourably received by the community was that promoted by Cottesloe resident Malcolm Hay, which used the heritage buildings and surrounding parklands for an arts and cultural centre, based on what has been achieved at “Louisiana”, outside Copenhagen, somewhat along the lines of Heathcote, adjoining the Swan River within the City of Melville. 

On Tuesday 13 December, 2005 Councillor Ian Argyle put the following motion to Nedlands City Council:

"That, with regard to the A Class Reserve known as the Sunset Site, the Council advises the Premier of Western Australia that the Nedlands City Council's position is that the site be retained for the sole use of recreation, as it was created for that purpose in 1890, for the benefit of all citizens of Western Australia." 

Council passed the motion resoundingly, which then received an ovation from both council and the gallery.   The motion put Nedlands City Council firmly against the position put by Fran Logan of the Department of Housing and Works, which Councillor Argyle described as "a straight up and down subdivision plan”.
The Present
On Tuesday 28 August 2012 Councillor Nigel Shaw put the following motion to Nedlands City Council:

 “That the Council advises the Premier of Western Australia at a meeting with him by deputation of the Council that the City of Nedlands wishes to have the following matters considered in any future use or development of the former Sunset Hospital site.

1. Integrity of the Site:

The whole of the site should be retained as an A Class Reserve in one lot in public ownership, with no subdivision permitted. This will not preclude some parts of the site being leased;

2. Public Access:

It is important that public access is maintained within and through the site including to the reserve adjoining the Swan River. This would not preclude some parts of the site being closed to the public;

3. Land Use:

It is acknowledged that some form of alternative land use is likely to occur in order to allow the site to be available for public access Any alternate land use should pay due regard to the amenity of the site and its surroundings.

4. Heritage:

Any buildings that have significant heritage values either in their own right or in combination with other buildings on the site should be retained for interpretive purposes, or adapted for reuse;

5. Site Coverage and Built Form:

Any new buildings incorporated for new uses, or to enhance existing buildings, should give due regard to the amenity of the site such that site coverage, height and built form preserve the spatial qualities of the site and its surrounds;

6. Traffic:

Any renewed access to the site will increase traffic in the vicinity. Consideration should be given to the means by which traffic flow can be minimised in areas immediately surrounding the site; and

7. Public Consultation:

State Government expedites Community Consultation on their vision for this site.”

The motion was put in anticipation that the Government may make an announcement in relation to the Sunset Hospital site in the lead-up to the State Election in 2013.

The motion was passed unanimously 11/-.  The Premier refused to meet a delegation from the City.

 

On Thursday 10 January 2013 the Hon. Colin Barnett, Premier, issued the following media statement (abridged):

“The site of the former Sunset Hospital in Dalkeith will be opened to the Community under a State Government plan to transform the disused heritage-listed site into an asset for all West Australians.

Premier Colin Barnett today announced the State Government had committed $275,000 in 2013-14 to develop a master plan for a staged restoration of the 8.5ha site, which has essentially been vacant since decommissioning in 1995.

Under the restoration plan, the A-Class reserve status and all heritage buildings would be retained, with the area transformed into a public place for use by the WA community.

Options to be considered would include parklands with playgrounds, barbecue facilities, with existing buildings to house attractions that might include an art gallery, cafe, function centre and other amenities.

Both the City of Nedlands and the University of Western Australia would each be offered the use of a building on site on the condition they assisted with restoration of the buildings to an appropriate heritage standard.

To do this, Mr Barnett said the Government would sell a small parcel of land (1,500sqm) at the edge of the site on Iris Avenue, which contained a non-heritage listed residence and was zoned for hospital use.

The proceeds from the sale of the land, which comprised less than two per cent of the entire site but is estimated to raise up to $10 million, would be used exclusively to restore sewerage, power and water, re-roof the heritage buildings and restore their external facades to a secure, lock-up standard.

“This will allow the Government to protect the buildings from falling further into disrepair.  The buildings could then be progressively restored to heritage standard throughout and leased to community organisations on the condition they contribute to the buildings’ conservation,” the Premier said.

A steering committee will be established to oversee development of the master plan and there will be consultation with stakeholders, such as the City of Nedlands”

The Premier’s announcement was dismissed by the Mayor of the City of Nedlands, Max Hipkins, who said there was no firm commitment to do anything other than sell part of the site for essential maintenance.  Plans had been prepared previously and gone no-where.  Both the City and UWA had been offered the site in the past but had declined to become involved because of the high restoration costs required.
The Future
The proposal to use of the Sunset Hospital site for recreation and cultural purposes, while protecting the heritage buildings, has been enthusiastically embraced by the local community.   A café and function centre were less well-received, after the City of Nedlands has experienced many complaints from residents near the Naked Fig Café in Swanbourne.  There was also scepticism about charitable offices, which are seen to offer nothing to the local community, other than a stop-gap measure to have parts of the buildings occupied, which is preferable to them being vacant.
There is widespread opposition to selling any part of the site.  While the sale of 1,500sqm (less than two per cent of the site) for essential maintenance appears innocuous at first sight, it establishes the precedent of “selling off the farm” for maintenance purposes without any funding source being identified for restoration of the ultimate use.  The UWA and City of Nedlands cannot be relied upon to take up any part of the site and contribute to maintenance.
After almost 20 years, the State Government has not been able to identify end uses and sources of funding to restore the heritage values at the Sunset Hospital site that are acceptable to the local community.  It is time to get the site off the Government’s books, establish a Trust comprised of local stakeholders and give it the opportunity to realise the project.  
Max Hipkins

January 2013

