
 

 
Australia ICOMOS Secretariat 
Faculty of Arts & Education 
Deakin University 
221 Burwood Highway 
Burwood VIC 3125 
ph: +61 3 9251 7131 
e: austicomos@deakin.edu.au 
w: www.icomos.org/australia 

 
 

Australia ICOMOS Position Paper on the 
Adelaide Park Lands and City Layout National Heritage Place 

including comments on the Riverbank Precinct Code Amendment 2021 
 

12 October 2021 
 
About Australia ICOMOS 
 
ICOMOS – the International Council on Monuments and Sites – is a non-government professional 
organisation that promotes expertise in the conservation of cultural heritage.  ICOMOS is also an 
official Advisory Body to the World Heritage Committee under the World Heritage Convention.  
Australia ICOMOS, formed in 1976, is one of over 100 national committees throughout the world.  
Australia ICOMOS has over 750 members in a range of heritage professions.  We have expert 
members on a large number of ICOMOS International Scientific Committees, as well as on expert 
committees and boards in Australia, which provides us with an exceptional opportunity to see best-
practice internationally.  We have a particular interest in Australia’s World and National Heritage 
places. 
 
Background to the Adelaide Park Lands and City Layout National Heritage Place, and the 
Riverbank Precinct Code Amendment 2021 
 
This paper has been prepared to address a range of long-term issues with the effective protection and 
management of the Adelaide Park Lands and City Layout National Heritage place.  It also provides a 
response to the current Riverbank Precinct Code Amendment (2021). 
 
In 2008 the Adelaide Park Lands and City Layout was entered in the National Heritage List 
maintained under the Commonwealth Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 
(EPBC Act).  Its National Heritage values include, 
 

The Adelaide Park Lands and City Layout is a significant example of early colonial planning which has retained key 
elements of its historical layout for over one hundred and seventy years… 
 
The Adelaide Plan… reflected new town planning conventions and contemporary ideas about the provision of common 
or reserved land for its aesthetic qualities, public health and recreation… 
 
The key elements of the Plan remain substantially intact, including the layout of the two major city areas, separated by 
the meandering Torrens River, the encircling Park Lands, the six town squares, the gardens and the grid pattern of 
major and minor roads. 
 
The Park Lands, in particular, are significant for the longevity of protection and conservation and have high social value 
to South Australians who regard them as fundamental to the character and ambience of the city of Adelaide. 
 
The national significance of the Adelaide Park Lands and City Layout lies in its design excellence.  The Adelaide Plan 
is regarded as a masterwork of urban design, a grand example of colonial urban planning… Features within the Park 
Lands area included a hospital, Government House, a school, barracks, a store house, a market and a botanic garden 
and roads. 
 
The tree planting designed and implemented since the 1850s and the living plant collection of the Park Lands, 
particularly within the Adelaide Botanic Gardens are outstanding features.  The encircling Park Lands provide for health 
and recreation for the inhabitants while setting the city limits and preventing speculative land sales on the perimeter. 
 
The emphasis on public health, amenity and aesthetic qualities through civic design and provision of public spaces 
were to have an influence on the Garden City Movement, one of the most significant urban planning initiatives of the 
twentieth century…  (Adelaide Park Lands and City Layout, National Heritage place record 105758) 
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A copy of the full official values and boundary plan are provided at Appendix A. 
 
Many National Heritage places have a conservation or heritage management plan prepared to guide 
the management and conservation of the place.  The 2013-2018 review of the National Heritage List 
(Department of the Environment and Energy 2019) noted that the management arrangements in 
place for the National Heritage listing for the park lands were the “2009 Management Strategy and 
development plans”.  However, neither the current “Adelaide Park Lands Management Strategy 2015-
2025”, nor the current Planning and Design Code (based on the former Adelaide City Development 
Plan) appear to be consistent with National Heritage management principles.  These documents were 
never prepared to specifically address the management of the park lands’ diverse National Heritage 
values. 
 
The Planning and Design Code (the Code) came into effect in Adelaide in 2021, replacing all 
Development Plans.  The Code has several overlays that provide policy for heritage and historic 
places and areas, including for State Heritage Places, State Heritage Areas, Local Heritage Places 
and Historic Areas.  There is no overlay for National Heritage places to help achieve an integrated 
approach, and no provisions in the SA planning system to identify if works are within the boundary of 
a National Heritage place, or to consider potential impacts on National Heritage places. 
 
In September 2019 the South Australian Heritage Council considered the potential listing of the 
“Adelaide Park Lands, Squares and City Layout” as a State Heritage Area (SHA).  It is understood 
that Heritage Standards will be prepared under the Planning and Design Code for the proposed SHA. 
 
The history of the original area of park lands is complex, especially along North Terrace, where a 
series of developments have taken place over time.  These have included railway facilities, a 
university and institute of technology, and a hospital from the 19th and early 20th centuries.  Later 
commercial, entertainment and sporting facilities have also been developed or re-developed, and 
more recently a new hospital constructed.  A major high-rise building is to be built behind the Adelaide 
Festival Centre.  It is noted that many of these facilities are outside of the National Heritage place, 
although within the Adelaide Park Lands Plan as defined under the Adelaide Park Lands Act 2005, 
and within the setting of the National Heritage place. 
 
Overview of the Riverbank Precinct Code Amendment 
 
This amendment is proposed for the following reasons, 
 

The State Government is progressing initiatives of State significance in the Riverbank precinct including the 
development of the proposed new Women’s and Children’s Hospital (nWCH).  These initiatives are part of the State 
Government’s wider vision for the Riverbank precinct as a premier health, sporting, entertainment, education, and 
cultural boulevard and have been the subject of ongoing strategic consideration.  (Plan SA, Riverbank Precinct Code, 
Amendment, draft for consultation, 2021, p. 6). 

 
The amendment partly relates to the National Heritage listed area, as well as other areas which are 
part of the Adelaide Park Lands Plan as defined under the Adelaide Park Lands Act 2005.  The total 
area of park lands impacted by the amendment is approximately 70 hectares.  The amendment will 
apparently enable several substantial developments within the National Heritage listed park lands 
boundary, including: 
• a multi-storey carpark and access road for the proposed Women’s and Children’s Hospital; 
• a major entertainment building; 
• expansion of a commercial innovation precinct;  and 
• a range of community, cultural, tourism, shop and licensed premises located ‘on-water and off-

water’ on the northern banks of the Karrawirra Parri/River Torrens. 
 
These are the current proposals, and it seems likely additional future developments may arise which 
will be facilitated by the Code amendment, as new land uses include: 
• arena; 
• community centre; 
• consulting room; 
• convention centre; 
• educational establishment; 
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• entertainment venue; 
• helicopter landing facility; 
• hospital; 
• hotel; 
• licensed premises; 
• land division; 
• light industry; 
• office; 
• pre-school; 
• shop; 
• serviced apartments;  and 
• tourist accommodation. 

 
In terms of built form, the Code amendment will allow 15-20 storey buildings and 53-71 metre building 
heights. 
 
The Code amendment will also allow for land subdivisions within the National Heritage place and 
public notification will no longer be required for any development application except the demolition of 
a State or Local Heritage Place. 
 
Additionally, a number of current uses that support the National Heritage values will be removed by 
the proposed Code amendment.  These include a range of open space, recreation and sporting 
activities, as well as special events. 
 
Key General Overarching Issues for the Adelaide Park Lands and City Layout 
 
The key issues affecting the park lands include: 
• incremental and substantial development pressure within and adjacent to the National Heritage 

place, involving major developments in the past, current proposals and possible future 
developments that may have a cumulative adverse impact on the National Heritage values; 

• the development of major buildings and roadways which erode the open and landscape 
qualities of the park lands, including the meaningful connectivity of the encircling park lands in 
the vicinity of Bonython Park, preclude the restoration of the park lands, impact on the grid 
layout, or which are unsympathetic in the setting of the park lands, any of which may adversely 
impact on the National Heritage values, including its social values;  and 

• the inclusion of uses which are not consistent with the general character of the park lands, or 
create an imbalance of uses which may affect the overall landscape character and the National 
Heritage values. 

 
Of great concern is that the proposed Code amendment is only the latest example of development 
pressure on the park lands.  There is no established carrying capacity for the park lands that defines 
the extent and character of sympathetic development, and such pressure will continue to arise over 
time. 
 
It is understood that the proposed Code amendment may not be a matter (an action) that can be 
considered under the EPBC Act, which is focused on specific projects.  In the latter case, the normal 
process involves undertaking a self-assessment (heritage impact assessment) of a particular action to 
determine if it is likely to have a “significant impact” on National Heritage values.  The proponent 
determines if a referral under the EPBC Act is required. 
 
An “action” is defined in the EPBC Act as: a project, a development, an undertaking, an activity or a 
series of activities, or an alteration of any of these things (section 523).  Actions include, but are not 
limited to: construction, expansion, alteration or demolition of buildings, structures, infrastructure or 
facilities, earthworks and vegetation clearing.  However, government authorisations for another 
person to take an action are not actions (section 524). 
 
Additional concerns include: 
• there is uncertainty in relation to the proposed approvals process following rezoning, noting the 

apparent overall lack of coherence between City planning, State planning legislation and policy, 
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and National Heritage considerations under the EPBC Act, and heritage impact assessment in 
relation to actions within the boundary of or impacting upon the setting of the National Heritage 
place and State Heritage Places; 

• there is no conservation management plan for the National Heritage place, consistent with the 
National Heritage management principles and other requirements under the EPBC Act; 

• there appear to be nine land managers for the park lands National Heritage place, it is unclear 
if they all have appropriate policies and processes to protect and manage the place, that they 
understand their obligations under the EPBC Act, and that these management systems provide 
for an integrated outcome;  and 

• heritage impact assessments for proposed works in or adjacent to the National Heritage place 
must be prepared by relevant heritage experts, they are not always publicly available, or 
available at an early stage to enable public scrutiny prior to development approval being 
granted. 

 
Specific Additional Issues with regard to the Sub-Zones in the Code Amendment 
 
Health Sub-Zone 
• Potential adverse impacts on National Heritage park lands, and State Heritage Places or 

potential places (eg. the olive grove). 
• Construction of multi-storey carpark on park lands/loss of or impacts on park lands landscape. 
• Permits new building heights up to 15 storeys or 53 metres which would impact on park lands 

landscape. 
• Proposed land uses are inconsistent with park lands landscape. 

 
Entertainment Sub-Zone 
• Construction of arena on park lands/loss of or impacts on park lands landscape. 
• Permits new building heights up to 20 storeys or 71 metres which would impact on park lands 

landscape. 
• Proposed land uses are inconsistent with park lands landscape. 
• Adverse impacts on Colonel Light’s grid layout, which is a key component of the National 

Heritage listing. 
 
Riverbank Sub-Zone 
• Potential impacts on Pinky Flat as a place of significance to the Kaurna community. 
• May lead to development on park lands/loss of or impacts on park lands landscape. 
• Proposed land and water uses are inconsistent with park lands landscape. 

 
Innovation Sub-Zone 
• No valid reason has been offered for the rezoning of this site from Adelaide Park Lands Zone to 

City Riverbank Zone (Innovation Subzone). 
• May lead to development on park lands/loss of or impacts on park lands landscape. 
• Proposed land uses are inconsistent with park lands landscape. 
• Frome Park/Nellie Raminyemmerin Park cannot be disturbed as it contains a fully authenticated 

and documented Kaurna Aboriginal burial site listed on the Register of Aboriginal Sites and 
Objects under the Aboriginal Heritage Act 1988.  It also contains contaminated material to a 
depth of 1.5 metres. 

 
Recommendations regarding the Future Protection and Management of the Adelaide Park 
Lands and City Layout 
 
Given all of this context, Australia ICOMOS is opposed to implementation of the Code amendment 
while more fundamental issues need to be addressed.  Accordingly, Australia ICOMOS makes the 
following recommendations. 
 
1. The Code amendment process is deferred until a range of fundamental issues are addressed 

regarding the future protection and management of the park lands. 
2. Kaurna consultation is undertaken as part of any future proposed Code amendment affecting 

the Adelaide Park Lands. 
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3. An analysis be undertaken to establish the carrying capacity for the park lands which defines 
the extent and character of sympathetic development consistent with the protection of National 
Heritage values. 

4. Consideration be given to undertaking a strategic assessment under the EPBC Act, as a higher 
level strategic planning process for the National Heritage place.  This might include the carrying 
capacity analysis recommended above. 

5. A review should be undertaken to establish how City, State and Commonwealth systems can 
achieve greater coherence in the protection and management of the National Heritage place, 
including with regard to heritage impact assessment.  This would assist in identifying owner and 
proponent obligations under the EPBC Act. 

6. Heritage impact assessments prepared by relevant heritage experts for proposed works in or 
adjacent to the National Heritage place should be prepared and made publicly available at an 
early stage to enable public scrutiny prior to development approval being granted. 

7. A conservation management plan for the National Heritage place should be prepared, 
consistent with the National Heritage management principles and other requirements under the 
EPBC Act. 

8. A system should be developed to ensure the integrated management of the National Heritage 
place amongst the various land managers within the area, and this should be documented in 
the conservation management plan. 
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Appendix A:  Adelaide Park Lands and City Layout – National Heritage values and Boundaries 
 
The Adelaide Park Lands and City Layout was included on the National Heritage List in 2008 and was 
found to meet six of the eight heritage criteria under the EPBC Regulations. 
 
National Heritage Values 
 
Criterion (a) the place has outstanding heritage value to the nation because of the place’s 
importance in the course, or pattern, of Australia’s natural or cultural history. 
 
The Adelaide Park Lands and City Layout is the physical expression of the 1837 Adelaide Plan 
designed and laid out by Colonel William Light. It has endured as a recognisable historical layout for 
over 170 years retaining the key elements of the plan; encompassing the layout of the two major city 
areas separated by the Torrens River, the encircling Park Lands, the six town squares, and the grid 
pattern of major and minor roads. It is substantially intact and reflects Light's design intentions with 
high integrity. 
 
The Adelaide Park Lands and City Layout is of outstanding importance because it signifies a turning 
point in the settlement of Australia. It was the first place in Australia to be planned and developed by 
free settlers, not as a penal settlement or military outpost.  The colony of South Australia was 
established by incorporation as a commercial venture supported by the British Government, based on 
Edward Wakefield's theory of systematic colonisation. To be commercially successful, there needed 
to be contained settlement to avoid speculative land sales and this settlement needed to be designed 
and planned to attract free settlers and to provide them with security of land tenure. The city layout 
with its grid plan expedited the process of land survey enabling both rapid settlement of land and 
certainty of title. The wide streets, public squares and generous open spaces provided amenity and 
the surrounding park lands ensured a defined town boundary while still allowing for public institutional 
domains. These elements are discernable [sic] today. 
 
The Adelaide Park Lands is also significant for the longevity of its protection and conservation. The 
Adelaide Municipal Corporation Act (1840) established the city council as the ‘conservators’ of the city 
and park lands. The establishment of the Park Lands Preservation Society in 1903, along with 
successive community organisations marks a continuing pattern in community support for 
safeguarding the significance of the Park Lands for the Adelaide community. 
 
The Adelaide Plan was highly influential as a model for planning other towns in Australia and 
overseas. It is acknowledged by town planners and historians as a major influence on the Garden City 
Planning movement, one of the most important urban planning initiatives. 
 
Criterion (b) the place has outstanding heritage value to the nation because of the place’s 
possession of uncommon, rare or endangered aspects of Australia’s natural or cultural 
history. 
 
The Adelaide Park Lands and City Layout is rare as the most complete example of nineteenth-century 
colonial planning where planning and survey were undertaken prior to settlement. The historical 
layout as conceived in the 1837 Adelaide Plan remains clearly legible today. The place is also the 
only Australian capital city to be completely enclosed by park lands and is the most extensive and 
substantially intact nineteenth-century park lands in Australia. 
 
Criterion (d) the place has outstanding heritage value to the nation because of the place’s 
importance in demonstrating the principal characteristics of: (i) a class of Australia’s natural 
or cultural places; or (ii) a class of Australia’s natural or cultural environments. 
 
The Adelaide Park Lands and City Layout is an exemplar of a nineteenth-century planned urban 
centre. It demonstrates the principal characteristics of a nineteenth century city including a defined 
boundary, streets in a grid pattern, wide streets, public squares, spacious rectangular blocks and 
expansive public open space for commons and public domains. The expression of these features with 
their generous open space reflects the early theories and ideas of the Garden City movement of an 
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urban area set in publicly accessible open space with plantings, gardens, designed areas and open 
bushland. 
 
Criterion (f) the place has outstanding heritage value to the nation because of the place’s 
importance in demonstrating a high degree of creative or technical achievement at a particular 
period. 
 
Adelaide Park Lands and City Layout is regarded throughout Australia and the world as a masterwork 
of urban design. Elements of the Adelaide Plan that contribute to the design excellence are the use of 
the encircling park lands to define the boundary of the development of the city and to provide for 
health, public access, sport, recreation and public institutional domains, thereby meeting both 
economic and social requirements. Designing the city layout to respond to the topography was highly 
innovative for its time with the northern sections of the city located and angled to take advantage of 
the rising ground while retaining the Torrens River as a feature within the Park Lands. The judicious 
siting and wide streets maximised views and vistas through the city and Park Lands and from some 
locations to the Adelaide Hills. The plan features a hierarchy of road widths with a wide dimension to 
principal routes and terraces and alternating narrow and wide streets in the east-west direction. 
Light's planning innovation is supported by substantial historical documentation. 
 
The formal organisation, delineation and dedication of the Park Lands space was a pioneering 
technical achievement of William Light in the Adelaide Plan. 
 
The overall landscape planting design implemented by several successive landscape 
designers/managers incorporated designed vistas, formal avenues, plantations, gardens, use of 
specimen trees, botanically important living plant collections particularly at the Adelaide Botanic 
Garden and the strategic placement of buildings and statuary in their settings. 
 
The creativity of the city and parkland design is clearly legible in the contemporary landscape viewed 
from the air or from the Adelaide Hills. The civic design of Adelaide was used as a model for founding 
many other towns in Australia and New Zealand and it is cited in later seminal Garden City planning 
texts including ‘Garden Cities of Tomorrow’ by Ebenezer Howard. 
 
Criterion G the place has outstanding heritage value to the nation because of the place's 
strong or special association with a particular community or cultural group for social, cultural 
or spiritual reasons. 
 
The Adelaide Park Lands has outstanding social value to South Australians who see it as 
fundamental to the character and ambience of the city. The Park Lands with their recreation areas, 
sports grounds, gardens and public facilities provide venues for individual and group activities and 
events, meetings and passive and active recreation. The Park Lands also have significant social 
value due to the range of important civic, public, and cultural assets and institutions within it.  
  
The present Adelaide Parklands Preservation Society is the latest in a long history of community 
groups dedicated to protecting the Adelaide Park Lands. These have included the Park Lands 
Defence Association (1869-87), the Park Lands Preservation League (1903, 1948) and the National 
Trust of South Australia. The longevity of the involvement of community groups in campaigning for the 
protection and safeguarding of the Park Lands is exceptional. 
 
Criterion H the place has outstanding heritage value to the nation because of the place's 
special association with the life or works of a person, or group of persons, of importance in 
Australia's natural or cultural history. 
 
Colonel William Light is most famously associated with the plan of Adelaide.  He bore the ultimate 
responsibility, as recorded in his surviving publications and letters.  
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Boundary Map 
 

 
 


