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West End: 49 Phillimore Street Fini Plans -
Submissions Close Friday 5pm
Submission on 49 Phillimore Street, Fremantle by John Dowson, The
Fremantle Society
 
The subject property is the landmark 1920s Robert Harper building curving
elegantly from Phillimore into Pakenham Street. Its corner position opposite the
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quay and Pioneer Park make it an especially visible and sensitive site of high
significance.
 
While this application has many high quality features, and while it is presented
by eminent architects and owners, it fails spectacularly in two key areas -  by
seeking to build 4 highly visible apartments on top of a heritage building, and
removing masonry façade and replacing it with glass panels.
 
When the West End area of Fremantle, though only half the area the experts
wanted, was heritage listed, it signalled a line in the sand, that this precinct, one
of the most important of its kind in Australia, would be protected from
inappropriate development – especially important as such a precinct would
grow in significance over time, given the high rise infill push elsewhere, and
plans to house 60,000 people just 400 metres away in North Fremantle.
 
In simplest terms the fundamental objective from all the policies put in place
and reports done, was to preserve the integrity of the area, allowing new
development of heritage properties if it couldn’t be seen from the street.
 
The proposal for 49 Phillimore Street blatantly breaks that understanding by
seeking to have 4 apartments soaring high up above the existing Robert Harper
building, a building listed in its own right as having “exceptional significance.” 
 
Just a couple of years ago another set of plans for the same building of similar
scale rooftop apartments was presented and dismissed, so why is this shocking
idea back again?
 
Even before the listing of the West End, council was strictly enforcing rules
about new additions to heritage buildings, and Notre Dame University managed
to move into 46 buildings with 7,000 students and rarely built anything new or
damaging that broke heritage rules. When they did try later to get a 5 storey
building approved for the corner of High and Cliff Streets, they quickly withdrew
the plans after backlash.
 
It is of great concern that at prelodgement stage there was not greater push
back from officers or DAC. The DAC told the applicants to get a heritage impact
assessment done and to  reassess replacement of brickwork with glass panels.
 
Applicant’s Heritage Assessment: An examination of Laura Gray’s heritage
report (Heritage Intelligence) sees highly questionable justifications for
approval:
 
“Apartments offer a unique residential opportunity of views over the harbour” –
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providing million dollar views to developers at the expense of those who have
slavishly been following the rules for decades, is not a heritage justification.
 
Further, the apartments apparently provide: “aesthetic contributions to the West
End.” The aesthetic contribution is provided by the existing building listed as
being of “exceptional significance”, not new highly visible apartments to
leverage more profit.
 
The roof top apartments apparently will have: “significant positive impact on the
cultural significance, integrity, long term conservation.” It is inconceivable that
by diminishing the “exceptional” significance of a heritage property, that
somehow has a “positive impact on cultural significance.”
 
The report is correct in noting that “the only perceived adverse effect could be
the height of the apartments.” They not only are visible from the street, but are
20% higher at 16.79 metres than the maximum height allowed for the West End
of 14 metres.
 
Applicants’ comments: The new works on top of the building are required to
be assessed under various criteria, including:
 

a. Impact on West End.
b. Impact on the level 1a heritage building, itself of “exceptional

significance.”

 
At 6.1 the applicants state that “the roof top apartments will enhance the
building’s integrity”. Integrity includes completeness and originality. The building
has “exceptional” status currently because it has its integrity there in full view
for all to see from a myriad of angles. The apartments will result in a significant
loss of integrity.
 
Regarding the height issue, the applicants argue that the extra height sought
(16.79m) is only a minor deviation from the maximum allowed of 14m. In fact a
major increase in height of 20% is being sought, purely so millions more dollars
profit can be made.
 
The Quest Hotel across the road was highly controversial when proposed by
council’s bedfellow Sirona, as it broke many rules, resulted in one DAC
member resigning in protest saying it was “technically illegal.” That is now being
used as a precedent, but it should not be seen by council as such, rather as an
aberration not to be repeated.
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The application also fails at satisfy policy 9.4.1. because it can clearly be seen
that the new apartments are “detrimental” to the existing heritage and do not
conserve its present cultural heritage values.
 
At 5.2 Landscape Policy  there is intended to be a “verdant green terrace to
wrap around the building and generate visual green amenity visible from the
street”. Not just visible from the street as a link between the old and new, but a
“highly visible green space from the street below.” If there wasn’t going to be a
strikingly contrasting new development on top of an already “exceptional”
building, there would be no need for a green belt in the sky, totally alien to any
historic West End precedent.
 
Interior including staircase: It is hoped the applicants will respect and restore
interior heritage elements as well as external ones, including if possible
restoration of the original staircase.
 
The applicants seek not to make a Percent for Art contribution because “the
building is a significant landmark that should be celebrated in its purest form.”
That sums up the case for the Robert Harper building – let’s celebrate it in its
purest form without overheight highly visible apartments soaring above it.
 
John Dowson 22 November, 2023.    John.dowson@yahoo.com    0409 22
3622
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