
PT: �ey weren’t at all equivalent. It’s import-
ant to distinguish between an open architec-
tural competition assessed on merit, and 
closed commercial bids based on a deal. 2009 
was a closed commercial tender, and not a 
very good one at that, because its huge size 
meant that very few development teams could 
even a�ord to bid. It was scarcely competitive.

As they are prone to do, entities like the 
NSW Treasury wanted as little upfront 
spending as possible. Rather than overall pro�t 
to government (and not just in �nancial terms), 
they want to just minimise expenditure. �e 
diseased word that government brings up 
repeatedly with projects like Barangaroo is: risk. 
As in, no risk to the government.

Like a number of such projects globally, 
Barangaroo has become a race to the 
bottom, but we haven’t got to the bottom of 
the cesspit yet. What will be done with the 
swathe of Central Barangaroo, the central 
third of the site, is still not resolved. �e 
Headland Park at the northern end is 
dislocated from the city, and is a phantasma-
goria of 18th century picturesque overlaid 
with a simulacrum of the original topogra-
phy. It is a falsehood, and as a contemporary 
park, fundamentally compromised. 

P: Is this is down to a lack of political will?

PT: Yes, a stark lack of political will, an 
intellectual and operational vacuum of 
government unable to conceive of the public 
interest, to act as the custodian of public 
space for present and future generations. 

Governments seem to have decidedly lost 
their sense of purpose and direction. With 
major urban projects like Barangaroo, there is 
a stunning inability to conceive of a city in 
the best interest of all, to demonstrate what I 
would call public imagination, leaving open 
the maximum future opportunities. We are in 
a deep ideological pit, the pit of an ideology 
that vaunts the gutting of government as the 
agent of public good, government as the 
instigator of enlightened intervention, with 
the capability to conceive and act, rather than 
just regulate, outsource or rubber stamp.

NSW being a parochial state, developers 
and other proponents of this ideology often 
go straight to the Premier, to whom they seem 
to have ready access. �is access is very 
powerful. For instance, in Barangaroo, Jamie 
Packer's casino proposal (which will sit within 
the Lend Lease enclave) exploited a new 
provision that the recently elected conserva-
tive state government introduced, termed 
Unsolicited Proposals. It’s a little- known policy 
brought in by former Premier O’Farrell [who 

resigned in 2014 following an investigation 
by the Australian corruption watchdog - 
eds.]. Basically, it allows private entities to 
make a play for public land, but if you read 
the terms, public bene�t does not rate. Its 
emphasis is on economic bene�t, i.e. pro�t, 
which in this case is wholly private bene�t.

Sydney has this nebulous aspiration, like 
many cities, to be a global city. But really, it 
still seems a bit like a company town. Look 
along the western �ank of the city: it’s Lend 
Lease from wall to wall. �ey seem to have 
co-opted the agenda of the NSW 
government, substituting their 
interests in place of long-term 
thinking. But the government 
is a far bigger economic and 
political entity than any 
private company. So why are 
our governments so inept?

�ere are lots of examples in 
the UK currently where spaces are 
masquerading as public, when really 
they’ve been appropriated as private space. 
An American term comes to mind, the 
oxymoron Privately Owned Public Space 
(POPS) - which is just naked commercial 
opportunity masquerading as a public good. 
�is is the antithesis of public space, as you 
are there on their terms, for their pro�t. 
When Packer walks the streets he has the 
same rights as others, yet at Barangaroo he 
seems to trump his fellow citizens, bigtime!

I think it’s a particular responsibility of all 
professionals to alert the public to this, like 
it’s doctors' responsibility to alert the public 
to matters of health, or lawyers' responsibili-
ty to advise us of attacks on our civil liberties, 
which they courageously do. But we, as a 
series of professions involved in city-making, 
need to be more forthright. It is absolutely in 
our interests to do so because the more we are 
seen as simply the mouthpieces, or as Jack 
Mundey, the leader of the 1970s’ Green Bans 
said, the doormats of developers, the worse 
our standing in society will become.

�e reason we continue to speak out about 
Barangaroo as we’ve done for years is not 
because we were robbed. We do it as citizens 
and professionals because it’s a disaster for 
Sydney, reversing 200 years of enlightened 
public policy. �at's worth saying, worth 
�ghting for. 

P: Historically the NSW Government 
Architect acted on behalf of the public. Why 
have they been so silent on this issue?

PT: �is great institution has served Sydney 
so well over the last 200 years, yet recently 

they have been emasculated, perhaps to their 
weakest point since the 1830s. �eir 
in�uence and prestige has been diminished, 
their workforce shrivelled from hundreds to 
3 currently, with the hope of nudging back 
to 15. �ey’ve been absolutely savaged.

Historically, they were protectors of the 
public interest, advocating for high-quality 
designs and schemes. �ey built most of the 
good public buildings in Sydney until the 
1980s. �ere were other public o�cials as 
well, such as state-employed engineer John 

Brad�eld in the early 20th century, 
who agitated for the construc-

tion of the Harbour Bridge,  
hectoring the politicians in 
the press for years to get on 
and build it. �ere’s an 
incredible story of public 

work and public imagination, 
of far-sightedly promoting the 

city's needs.
�e Bridge was decried by the 

Treasury, who frustrated its construction for 
decades. Even today, it’s unlikely it would 
survive any cost-bene�t analysis, that holy 
grail of the bean counters, but you couldn’t 
imagine Sydney without it. What would be 
the lost opportunity cost if it hadn’t been 
built? Similarly, the Opera House was 
enormously controversial, costing $103m 
when completed in 1973. How can we 
express the true value of this incredible piece 
of public architecture, unsurpassed in the 
20th century, unique to this city, an emblem 
of the country?

It’s our job to explain these things to the 
public, to debunk the spruikers, to engage 
the politicians. To actively promote architec-
ture and the public interest, not to be silent 
or disengaged, or to retreat into a world of 
imagery and aesthetics, or the design of the 
a�uent’s playthings. While fundamentally  
as architects we need to to produce good 
work, it’s equally important to articulate the 
public culture of city-making, and of 
architecture's central role in this.

Philip �alis is founding principal of Hill �alis 
Architecture + Urban Projects and a lecturer, and 
has served on many Government Boards, advisory 
committees and Design Review Panels. Public 
Sydney: Drawing the City (co-authored with 
Peter John Cantrill) was published in 2013.

Front: �e old shore line of Sydney (red), old 
town boundary (dashed), and Barangaroo 
(hatched). From Public Sydney. Insert: Woollar-
awarre Bennelong interlocutor between the British 
and the Eoro people, and husband of Barangaroo.
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harbour front and 22 has of public land were 
originally created as key national wharfage. 
Our original 2005/6 competition-winning 
scheme, with Paul Berkemeier Architect and 
Jane Irwin architect,  proposed a balance of 
public space and development quantums, 
su�cient to yield funds for public purposes. 
�e entire foreshore was to be inalienable 
public space, with continuous parkland, 
edge street and public buildings. However, 
the public space equation has subsequently 
been completely skewed towards private 
interest, and the economic equation 
obfuscated. Today we cannot even be sure if 

w e , 
t h e 

citizens of 
the state, are 

getting a cent 
from the develop-

ment proponents. �e 
deal has been shrouded in 

secrecy, with key contract 
clauses redacted under the bogus 

claim of being commercial in 
con�dence, when the only parties are the 

developers and the New South Wales 
Government (supposedly acting in our 
interests).

�ese sorts of deals and privatising practic-
es are becoming increasingly prevalent, 
particularly across Anglo-Saxon cultures, or 
when imposed on others under the guise of 
austerity measures. Several Australian compa-
nies seem to be at the vanguard of such 
practices in England, step forward West�eld 
and Lend Lease. Just go to London's Olympic 
Site to see the absolute pointy end of such 
tendencies (or read Ground Control by Anna 
Minton and the work of Guardian journalist 
Oliver Wainwright). 

P: Your team won the original Barangaroo 
competition bid in 2005/6. But in 2009, 
another competition was staged?

FOR the second part of our series on Sydney 
architecture, PNYX spoke with Philip �alis, 
whose practice along with Turpin+Crawford 
and others formed the team that originally 
won the international competition for the 
Barangaroo site in Sydney in 2005 (PNYX 
#16). We continue the conversation on 
Barangaroo, the failure of the state to serve its 
public, and what all urban design professions 
should have to say about it. (Eds.)

PNYX: How does Barangaroo �gure in a 
longer history of Sydney’s public projects?

PHILIP THALIS: Barangaroo today is a 
low point in the unending urban battle 
between public and private interests. In 
Sydney, two great areas of contest are the city 
centre itself and the harbour front, and there 
have been disputes along these lines since the 
city was founded by Europeans in 1788. 
�ere might have been earlier disputes 
between Aboriginals, we cannot know, but 
the Aboriginals themselves were dispossessed 
of their territory on the since-discredited 
legal basis of terra nullius.

Phillip, the �rst English governor, with a 
deal of foresight, proclaimed all the area 
within the town's boundary to be Crown 
land. However, as soon as he embarked for 
England in 1792 due to ill-health, this status 
was overturned by subsequent governors, who 
granted leases to their military and ex-convict 
mates. So a battle began to unfold between 
the forces of privatisation and progressives. 

In many ways this contest has paralleled 
the growth of democratic society itself. In 
our book Public Sydney (co-authored with 
Peter John Cantrill), we characterise the 
city's public space, the places and buildings, 
the streets, parks and foreshore promenades, 
as the physical representation of democratic 
society itself, imbued with meaning and 
cultural history. When these are alienated, 
we as a society are dispossessed, yet such 
issues barely register as fundamental 
planning questions today.

Barangaroo is a particularly sharp 
regression, because its 1.2 kms of city 
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