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Architects befriending heritage 

 

The Municipal Office Building and Civic Administration Building are candidates for demolition. (Image: Stuff) 

 
In the middle of May I attended a seminar on the future of Te Ngākau Civic Square. The thing that 
surprised me the most was hearing the renowned architect Gordon Moller call for the retention and 
adaptive reuse of the Municipal Office Building (MOB) and Civic Administration Building (CAB) 
rather than have them demolished – as seems likely. The reason I was so surprised is that New 
Zealand architects have more often promoted the rebuilding of cities rather than their preservation – 
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think former mayor Michael Fowler. Did Moller’s view signal a sea change within the profession, I 
wondered. That the profession now awards prizes for the restoration or adaptive re-use of old 
buildings suggests it is. Another factor driving change is the growing realisation that the key to 
reducing carbon emissions in the building industry is to repurpose old buildings, rather than 
constructing new ones. International research shows that the building industry produces nearly 40 
percent of all greenhouse gases. Most new buildings erected in the present are built for a 50-year 
lifespan, meaning they will not survive long enough to repay the amount they cost in carbon to 
construct. Conversely, preserving older buildings contributes to climate change solutions by storing 
energy (or embodied energy). As the American architect and sustainability expert Carl Elefante 
famously put it: ‘We cannot build our way to sustainability; we must conserve our way to it’. New 
Zealand architects are increasingly recognising this and some practices like Jasmax are beginning 
to specialise in the adaptive re-use of old buildings – here is an interesting interview on the issue. In 
light of this, every consideration should be given to Moller’s call to retain the MOB and CAB.       
 
 

Te Ngākau Civic Square: a centre of heritage – Ben Schrader 
 

On Saturday 15 May committee members Deb Cranko and Ben Schrader attended a Wellington 
Civic Trust seminar on Te Ngākau (‘the heart’ in Te Reo) Civic Square precinct. Held in the 
spectacularly restored Public Trust Hall, its purpose was to examine the precinct’s history, to 
understand current proposals for it, and to develop ideas to make it vital again. 
 
The event was chaired by former mayor Dame Kerry Prendergast and, following a powhiri by 
kaumatua Peter Jackson (Te Ātiawa, Taranaki iwi), was introduced by present mayor Andy Foster. 
He gave a brief history of the area that stressed its civic past. After the area was reclaimed from the 
sea during the 1880s, it became the site of the city’s first central library, then the Town Hall, followed 
by a new library (now City Art Galley), the Municipal Office Building (MOB) and the Michael Fowler 
Centre. He then gave an overview of the 1987 concept for the space that saw the construction of 
the present central library, the Civic Administration Building (CAB), and the square itself. Foster 
celebrated the strengthening of the Town Hall and the Library, but said that CAB and MOB were 
seismic risks and predicted they would be demolished, although not before the public consultation 
box had been ticked.     
  
 

 
 
The first Central Library in 1925, the site of the present CAB (Image: Wellington City Libraries)  

 

https://www.rnz.co.nz/national/programmes/ninetonoon/audio/2018797027/greening-the-construction-industry
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Peter gave a fascinating history of pre-colonial mana whenua settlement of Te Whanganui a Tara 
(also called Te Ūpoko o te Ika and Pōneke) and the alienation of their lands following colonisation. 
Roger Shand was the City Architect during the building of the Te Ngākau precinct. He explained the 
original vision for the space, how it’s been used, and why the closure of the Town Hall and Library 
contributed to its present forlorn state. He was followed by Gordon Moller, one of the precinct’s 
architects. He advocated for the retention or adaptive re-use of the existing buildings on social 
heritage grounds. This was unexpected coming from an architect who was not well-known for 
supporting built heritage. 
 
We next heard from two Council officials. Urban designer Vida Christeller spoke of the need to 
design mana whenua values into the space – without saying what these were – and making the 
edges of the precinct more socially active. The precinct’s project manager, Danny McComb, 
believed opening the space to neighbouring streets would make it more accessible and hence lively. 
He also said the precinct needed to be made resilient to hazards like earthquakes and sea level 
rise. He thought the basement below the square could become a flood zone. Sally Jane Norman 
from VUW’s Music School waxed lyrical about its impending relocation to the precinct, but failed to 
mention how the move would enhance the area.  
 
Other speakers talked about improving Te Ngākau as a community, recreational and performance 
space, after which attendees were split into topic groups. I joined the one looking at heritage. 
Following a wide-ranging discussion, we agreed the precinct’s heritage values should be better 
promoted. We were concerned that the fate of the MOB and CAB has been pre-determined and 
thought more consideration should be given to adaptively reusing the buildings.  
 
I found the seminar stimulating and it was pleasing to see how enthusiastic people were about the 
precinct and the shared commitment to making it work better. We were encouraged to make 
submissions on the draft framework vision and objectives for the precinct. These close on 16 June. 
HPW encourages our members to have their say too.   
  

Hutt Valley developments 

 

Petone Wharf in May 2021 (Image: Stuff)  

This week Hutt City Council announced it would fast track plans to repair the earthquake-damaged, 
and closed, Petone Wharf. It set aside $21 million to fix the century-old structure, which would 
include demolishing the head and refurbishing the rest. It’s a welcome outcome because the wharf 
has a long been a landmark and a favourite spot for local fishers. The Council also announced it 
would not refurbish the Modernist Naenae Pool, also a seismic hazard and closed, but would build a 
new and similar sized pool in its place. On the upside, it revealed it was intending to secure the 

https://wellington.govt.nz/news-and-events/news-and-information/our-wellington/2021/05/te-ngakau-civic-precinct-consultation
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former Naenae Post Office (Category 1 historic listed) building in Hillary Court so it can restore it 
and make it available for community use.  

 
Ewart Hospital Nurses Home (Former) – or Parkview Clinic – Vivienne 

Morrell 
 
On the edge of the Town Belt, at 2 Coromandel St, Newtown, is located the 1910 home for the 
nurses who worked in the nearby Ewart Fever Hospital, and later it became Wellington’s abortion 
clinic. It is currently in a very neglected state. The earthquake prone notice on the building says the 
deadline is 27 January 2022. We are hoping it's not going to be another Karitane Hospital – 
bulldozers at night and gone in a day! However, unlike Karitane Hospital, it is listed by Wellington 
City Council as a heritage building in the District Plan and would need resource consent for 
demolition. We recently enquired about it with a DHB Board Member, who forwarded the email to 
the Chief Executive, but so far without a reply. You can read more about the building here.  
 

 
 
Ewart Hospital Nurses Home / Parkview Clinic in March 2021 (Image: Vivienne Morrell) 

 
 

Spatial Plan update – Felicity Wong  

 
Wellington City Council has advised that the Final Spatial Plan, (outlining new height and zoning 
plans for Wellington), will be adopted by Council on 24 June. The Final Spatial Plan will be a policy 
document used to inform the preparation of Wellington’s new Draft District Plan. The Draft Plan will 
have more detailed planning rules and is due to be released in October 2021 for further public 
consultation. After that “non-statutory” stage, a second Draft will be put out early next year (in a 
“statutory process”). The Council aims to have its “Proposed District Plan” (a further statutory 
document) adopted in August next year. Consultation organised by Council earlier focused on 
online and social media which reached only a segment of the public. HPW was very active providing 
information and news about the Spatial Plan process. So it was good that many residents, who care 
about the inner/heritage suburbs (Thorndon, Mt Victoria, Mt Cook, Newtown & Berhampore) made 
submissions late last year.  
 
I understand that some changes are being made as a result, including to increase the areas of 
“Character” protection. At the same time, the Council staff propose to remove the Character design 
“overlay” currently in place for the whole of the inner/heritage suburbs. It is also planned to raise the 
height of buildings allowed in those suburbs to 4 or 6 stories. The Council calls that “medium 
density”.   
 

https://www.heritage.org.nz/the-list/details/9806
https://wellingtoncityheritage.org.nz/buildings/1-150/59-ewart-hospital-nurses-home-former
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HPW is worried about allowing destruction of old houses which are currently protected under the 
requirement to obtain a resource consent to demolish pre-1930 buildings in those areas. Removing 
the demolition rule protection is likely to lead to big changes and loss of character and heritage. It 
will significantly change the city. 
 
If the Council’s plan goes ahead, less than half the areas covered by the demolition rule now will 
remain protected by it. The Council calls those new areas “Character Precincts”. The other half 
could be demolished as of right, although the Chief Planner (Liam Hodgetts) is trying to reassure 
folk that there will still be general requirements for well-designed new builds. 
 
My view is the demolition rule should remain across the whole suburbs but some councillors are 
very much opposed to anything that will diminish the deregulation of height limits (“upzoning”). The 
demolition rule is a process protection which underpins good decision making. My underlying 
concern is heritage destruction without pause for thought and good process. We must make sure 
we ask to get listed any specific buildings, particularly where they are proposed to come out of 
character protection (Character Precincts) in inner suburbs, or elsewhere. 
 
If you would like to read our recent submissions on the Long Term Plan and the Wellington City 
Council’s draft Arts Policy see our website’s Advocacy page. I also gave an oral presentation to the 
council on the Long Term Plan. 
 
  

A tale of two US Marines Halls 
 
HPW was very disappointed by the recent decision of the Porirua City Council to demolish the US 
Marines Hall in Titahi Bay. The building had stood empty for almost a decade and locals and 
outsiders had keenly lobbied for its preservation – including HPW. Independent commissioners sat 
last December to review the council’s demolition application and agreed it should proceed. A 
commemorative park will be built in its place, which will feature a mural and fruit trees. Porirua 
Mayor Anita Baker hoped the park ‘will acknowledge the history of the site, and can be enjoyed by 
future generations.’   
 
While HPW views the decision as a significant loss we’ve been pleased to learn that there is a 
similar US Marines Hall in Masterton that is fully restored. Earlier this month Felicity Wong visited it 
with military historian Peter Cooke. She penned this report of her visit.   
 

      
 
Cnr Nixon, Sue Tytler, Cnr Holmes, Peter Cooke, Mark Pacey and Joseph Gillard (Heritage Wairarapa) 
outside the US Marines Hall at Solway and Peter Cooke in the interior of the building.(Images: Felicity Wong) 

 

https://historicplaceswellington.org/advocacy/
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Peter Cooke and I had an interesting visit to the (remaining) US Marines hall at Solway, Masterton. 
We met with District Councillors Nixon and Holmes who are on the Trust ownership body. The hall 
is in excellent condition (and available to rent etc). The Trust (Secretary Sue Tytler) is aiming to 
organise a large public event focussed on the US and NZ military presence, to take place on 
ANZAC day afternoon next year. Ron Mark (past MP/Minister) is aiming to liaise with US Embassy 
staff about the project. The proposed event will have a particular US focus. Local 
historian/Masterton archivist Mark Pacey is aiming to produce a book in time for the event. He’s got 
an outline already. I suggested HPW help by facilitating a “blue plaque” for the building. It was a 
pleasure to visit. 
 

Mana whenua heritage  
 
In an initial attempt to better recognise the mana whenua heritage of Te Whanganui a Tara our 
website now has a list of resources relating to the issue (scroll down the page). It includes this 
fascinating 1913 article: Pre-Pakeha Occupation of Wellington District. (We have reproduced the 
map from this article on the last page of this newsletter). This is work that HPW intends to broaden 
and seek further consultation on.  
 
 

Past Events 
 
Saturday 6 March, Ōtaki visit  
 
About 20 HPW members attended a very successful trip to Ōtaki in March. Led by local historian 
Anthony Dreaver we toured the former Children’s Health Camp in the morning, receiving a rich and 
entertaining history of the place from the President of the Friends of the Rotunda, Di Buchan. The 
buildings had seen better days and it was sad to see the derelict state of the Rotunda and the 
damage caused by needless vandalism, but it also was heartening to hear about the restoration 
plans for the place.  
 
After lunch we visited the Ōtaki Museum. It had a new exhibition on the history of the Ōtaki River 
and its role in the life of the district. We then went to the St Mary’s Catholic Church, where Father 
Cody gave us an overview of the church and its importance in the local Māori and wider community 
since its construction in 1858-59. Some of the stories continue to impact on the present and it made 
us realise the extent to which these stories are embedded in landscape. It was fascinating and 
sobering at the same time. 
 

   
 
Some of the group in the Children’s Health Camp former lounge (Image Vivienne Morrell). And the group at St 
Mary’s Church (Image: Janice Wilson)  

 
  

https://historicplaceswellington.org/resources/
https://wellington.recollect.co.nz/nodes/view/4058#idx6915
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Upcoming Events    
 

Wednesday 16 June, 7:30 – 9pm: Home Restorers Group: Seminar – Caring for 
interior wood finishes  

 
 
Venue: Room VS 125, Wellington Faculty of Architecture & Design Innovation, 139 Vivian Street, 
Wellington. In order to gain after-hours access, please meet at the front entrance doors at 7.30pm 
or text Christina (021 476 875)  
 
This seminar will be presented by John Kilby from RESENE. It will include information on the wood 
finishes used over the last 150 years and how they can be identified. Alternative approaches and 
products for maintaining or re-finishing wooden floors, trim and joinery will be discussed as well as 
issues of health, environment, durability and on-going care.  
 
Participants are invited to bring along current queries and questions on their properties.  
 
Should you have any queries, please contact Christina at christina.mackay@vuw.ac.nz  or 021 476 
875.  
 
If you would like to be notified of upcoming Home Restorers Group events, even if you can’t make 
the meetings, please email Christina and ask to go on her mailing list.  
  
 

Northland villas house visits 

 
Sunday 27 June, 2.45pm: meet at St Anne's Hall (corner Northland 
and Randwick Roads) for a tea of cup.  
 
At 3.00pm we will have a short presentation on the Platt family and 
their houses in Northland. From 3:30 to about 4:30 we will visit two 
heritage-listed houses in Farm Road, Northland. 
 
We plan to limit the numbers at this event to around 30 members, 
with groups of 15 visiting a house at one time. 
 
This event was originally scheduled for 29 March 2020 but had to be 
postponed due to the Covid lockdown. We already had a full list (25) 
of people who had registered to come, so Vivienne will contact those 
people shortly to see if they can still make it. However, we have five 
or so more spaces available so please RSVP to Vivienne 
(wgtn@historicplacesaotearoa.org.nz ) if you are interested. 
 

If any of you have a collection of Historic Places magazines, you can read an article about the Platt 
family in the September 1985 issue: ‘From an age of Adornment’ by Barbara Fill, pp. 20-21 (Ceiling 

rose image from that article). 
 
Next page: Excerpt (map) from the 1913 article referred to under the ‘Mana whenua heritage’ item. 

mailto:christina.mackay@vuw.ac.nz
mailto:wgtn@historicplacesaotearoa.org.nz
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