
Submission by: 

Cox Richardson Architects & Planners

Level 2, 204 Clarence Street

Sydney NSW 2000, Australia

10 May 2013

Sydney International Convention, 

Exhibition and Entertainment Precinct

Darling Harbour

10 May 2013

COX Submission 
to State Signifi cant 
Development Application



Note, Cox has been involved in the design of the following 

convention and exhibition facilities;

 – Brisbane Convention & Exhibition Centre

 – Brisbane Convention & Exhibition Centre Expansion

 – Cairns Convention Centre

 – Canberra National Convention Centre

 – International Convention Centre, Durban

 – International Convention & Exhibition Centre Arena Expansion

 – Hyderabad Exhibition and Convention Centre

 – Indonesian International Expo (under construction)

 – Kaohsiung Exhibition & Convention Centre (under construction)

 – Kuala Lumpur Convention Centre

 – Mackay Convention Centre

 – Melbourne Convention & Exhibition Centre reference design

 – Perth Convention & Exhibition Centre

 – Singapore Expo

 – Sydney Exhibition Centre

 – Sydney International Convention & Exhibition Centre feasibility



Executive Summary 4

1.0 Heritage 6

1.1  Heritage Impact Assessment compliance 

with Director General Requirements 6

1.2  Heritage assessment of Darling Harbour 7

1.3 The Sydney Exhibition Centre 8

2.0 Economic Benefi ts 10

2.1  Business Case Comparisons 10

2.2 Darling Harbour Dark  12

2.3 Quality 13

3.0 Facility Capacity & Function 14

3.1  Accommodation Capacity Comparisons  14

3.2  Existing Meeting Rooms Assessment 14

3.3 Column Free Space 15

3.4  Single & Multi-level Exhibition Facilities 15

3.5 Entertainment Facility Integration 15

3.6 Expansion Capacity 15

4.0 Public Benefi ts 16

5.0 Urban Design  17

5.1 Built Form & Design Excellence  17

6.0 Sustainability 28

7.0 Master Plan Options 29

8.0 Consultation Process 30

8.1  Cox Consultation & Information from December 2011 30

8.2  SICEEP Urban Design Guideline Consultation Process 30

9.0 Appendices 31

Appendix 1 Sydney Exhibition Centre, short form signifi cance report

Appendix 2 Report on the Signifi cance of Sydney Exhibition Centre, March 2012

Appendix 3 Sydney Exhibition Centre, National Trust Heritage Listing

Appendix 4 Cox Alternative Master Plan Option, March 2012

Appendix 5 Darling Harbour, Andrew Andersons. 2013

3

Contents

Cox Submission to State Signifi cance
Development Application

Sydney International Convention, 
Exhibition & Entertainment Precinct



Executive Summary

Cox Submission to State Signifi cance
Development Application

Sydney International Convention, 
Exhibition & Entertainment Precinct

Cox Richardson objects to the proposal to demolish and 

redevelop Daring Harbour. Outlined below is a summary 

of our submission and objections.

COX was the architect for the Sydney Exhibition Centre, the 

Australian National Maritime Museum and the Sydney Aquarium 

and clearly declares an interest in the future of Darling Harbour 

in general and the COX designed buildings in particular.

Objection 1

No proper Heritage Impact Assessment of Late 20th Century 

Darling Harbour has been undertaken as required by the 

Director General and the Heritage Council.

Objection 2

No proper Heritage Impact Assessment of the Sydney 

Exhibition Centre has been undertaken as requested 

by the Heritage Council.

Objection 3

No recognition has been provided of the Heritage Listings 

of the National Trust of Australia (NSW) and the Australian 

Institute of Architects.

Objection 4

The project should not proceed without a proper assessment 

of the importance of the people, the places, buildings and art 

works that are Darling Harbour.

Objection 5

No evidence based justifi cation for the demolition of Darling 

Harbour has been submitted. Every report has recommended 

expansion, not demolition.

Objection 6

The Sydney Exhibition Centre, Tumbalong Park and the 

Urban Stream can be saved and should be saved.

Objection 7

The economic benefi t of the new development declines 

from $400 million to $200 million per annum.

Objection 8

The construction cost may not deliver appropriate quality 

for Darling Harbour.

Objection 9

No cost per annum to NSW has been identifi ed.

Objection 10

Financial risks to NSW have not been identifi ed.

Objection 11

An alternative master plan would enable continuous operation 

of Darling Harbour. Darling Harbour does not have to go dark.

Objection 12

Darling Harbour loses 8,000 sqm of column free exhibition 

space.

Objection 13

Darling Harbour loses 12,000 sqm of column free space 

in one room.
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Objection 14

Darling Harbour loses 3,000 entertainment seats

Objection 15

Darling Harbour gains little more capacity over what exists 

today. The proposal does not seem to deliver the area required 

by the government brief. 

Objection 16

Darling Harbour entertainment and conferencing proposal is no 

more integrated than today.

Objection 17

Darling Harbour Entertainment is no longer a sports venue.

Objection 18

No expansion capacity is identifi ed in the proposal.

Objection 19

The scale of the proposed buildings on Tumbalong Park will 

dominate the park. They are well above the existing Exhibition 

Centre mast heights.

Objection 20

The scale of the buildings blocks the existing views of the City 

from William and Quarry Streets.

Objection  21

The public concourse to the new exhibition building is some 9 

metres above Tumbalong Park and the new event deck is some 

19 metres above Tumbalong Park without satisfactory public 

connection.

Objection 22

The scale of the new convention centre is twice as high as the 

existing Convention Centre on Sydney Harbour.

Objection 23

It is not sustainable to remove the existing purpose designed 

buildings and mature landscape from Darling Harbour.

Objection 24

The usable public space is reduced by 14,000m2

Objection 25

No master plan options have been exhibited for Darling Harbour.

Objection 26

The proposal offers reduced public benefi ts to NSW.



1.0 Heritage

Cox Submission to State Signifi cance
Development Application

Sydney International Convention, 
Exhibition & Entertainment Precinct

1.1  Heritage Impact Assessment 
compliance with Director 
General Requirements

“ Heritage

 – Address the impacts of the proposal on heritage 

signifi cance of the site and the adjacent area 

including any built and landscape heritage items 

including places, items or relics of signifi cance 

to Aboriginal people; and

 – Address opportunities for heritage interpretation 

within the public domain.”

By ignoring all National Trust and Australian Institute of 

Architects listings and ignoring any nominations to the 

Heritage Council and submitting a very short Bicentenary 

history the consultants have taken a very narrow view 

of these requirements.

Further when one examines the Heritage Council letter to the 

Department of Planning and Infrastructure of the 21/12/2012 

it states;

“ ..it is considered that the following should be 

included in the amended Director General’s 

Assessment Requirements.

1. The Applicant must undertake a highly detailed 

archaeological assessment which includes a 

consideration of Aboriginal, non-Aboriginal and 

Maritime heritage. This archaeological assessment 

should consider the proposal below ground impacts on 

any potential archaeology and in addition, consider what 

archaeological works have already been undertaken 

on this site which may provide information to aid in this 

assessment. The assessment should include overlay 

maps and assessments of signifi cance for the potential 

archaeological resource utilising appropriate Heritage 

Council Guidelines such as “Assessing the Signifi cance 

of Archaeological Sites and Relics”. It should also 

contain mitigation strategies to manage this potential 

archaeological resource which may include redesign to 

avoid signifi cant archaeological testing or salvage during 

project works.

2. A detailed Heritage Impact Assessment should be 

undertaken which documents and assesses the 

heritage signifi cance of the site and its associated 

landscape and any impacts the development may 

have on this signifi cance. This assessment should 

specifi cally include an assessment of the landscape 

features of the precinct and the current Exhibition 

Centre. It should also include a consideration of wider 

heritage impacts in the area surrounding the site. This 

assessment should also include detailed mitigation 

measures to offset the impacts this project may have 

on the precincts heritage values.

3. The Heritage Impact Statement should also have 

regard to any impacts on places, items or relics of 

signifi cance to Aboriginal people. Where it is likely 

that the project will impact on Aboriginal heritage, 

adequate community consultation should take place 

regarding the assessment of signifi cance, likely 

impacts and management/mitigation measures.

4. The Applicant must ensure that an outline of the 

on-site heritage interpretation plan is undertaken 

as part of the EIS.

5. The interpretation should include all aspects of 

the sites history and heritage and the Plan should 

identify avenues for appropriate and innovative public 

understanding and appreciation of this heritage as 

part of the completed development.”

Given that both these documents were available to the 

applicant it should be reasonable to expect the DGRs would 

be considered an abbreviated version of the Heritage Council 

considered view. Clearly the Heritage Council expect a broad 

assessment of the heritage of the place.

This is a critical issue for this application and as a precedent for 

the future.

The Heritage Impact Assessment ignores the late 20th Century 

history of Darling Harbour. 

A proper Heritage Impact Assessment should be undertaken.
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1.2  Heritage assessment 
of Darling Harbour

Good practise would address assessment and listings beyond 

the narrow frame of current State Heritage Listings. Indeed the 

DGR’s require the assessment to include the State listed items, not 

exclusively focus on those items. The Heritage Council is clearly 

seeking a broader assessment of the signifi cance of the place.

The Bicentenary celebrations at Darling Harbour constitute a 

signifi cant celebration in Australia’s history. Darling Harbour was 

specifi cally created as a “place for people”, retained in public 

ownership for the people of NSW.

Darling Harbour includes the work of a number of signifi cant 

architects and fi rms of architects;

 – John Andrews, AO, AIA Gold Medal, 

perhaps Australia’s fi rst and only international architect,

 – Edwards, Madigan, AO, AIA Gold Medal, 

Torzillo and Briggs, the architects for Australia’s National 

Gallery and High Court buildings,

 – McConnell Smith and Johnson, 

led at the time by Professor Peter Johnson, AC, 

AIA Gold Medal,

 – Ken Woolley, AM, AIA Gold Medal, 

leading Sydney architect,

 – Robert Woodward, 

AM, architect for the El Alamein Fountain, and;

 – Philip Cox, AO, AIA Gold Medal

Their works at Darling Harbour have been recognized by the 

AIA and the National Trust, yet no reference is made to this in 

the Heritage Impact Statement. These are signifi cant fi gures in 

the history of Australian architecture. Darling Harbour presents 

a unique assembly of their works. They demand proper 

assessment and respect.

The buildings also exhibit the work of the internationally 

renowned engineers Ove Arup.

The landscape of Darling Harbour, Tumbalong Park, the Urban 

Stream and associated linkages are a fi ne example of late 20th 

Century landscape architecture in Australia. They demand 

proper assessment.

The Convention Centre holds a signifi cant collection of 

Australian paintings. These should be retained in place.

Attached is an excellent Discussion Paper by Andrew Andersons 

AO on the history and signifi cance of Darling Harbour as created 

for Australia’s Bicentenary.  Andrew Andersons was involved 

in the design review process for Darling Harbour. He is also an 

important fi gure in the history of Australian architecture. This 

demands careful assessment and respect.

The late Neville Quarry, AIA Gold Medal, another important 

architect and educator was also part of the design review 

process at Darling Harbour.

The project should not proceed without a proper assessment of 

the importance of these all these people, places, buildings and 

works to Australia.

These places and buildings can be saved and should be saved.

Cities are not inert objects that can be dissected 
at will - they are the repositories of history of the 
ideals and aspirations of people who built them and 
the inheritance of those who follow.

The great cities of the world are enriched by the 
fruits of layers of history - Sydney can be a great 
city, but it will not be if it continues to be robbed 
of the building that tell its stories. The inner city 
cultural precinct of Darling Harbour was born 
of a time for Sydney of economic buoyancy and 
optimism and the major public buildings of the 
Exhibition Building and the Convention Centre are 
representational of that time and a part of the weave 
in the both the fabric and the story of the city. Public 
buildings speak for the collective, and the loss for the 
city of th unjustifi ed proposed demolition of two of 
Sydney’s most signifi cant public buildings of the end 
of twentieth century, must be realised and such a 
short-sighted and irresponsible act prevented.

Professor Jennifer Taylor



Cox Submission to State Signifi cance
Development Application

Sydney International Convention, 
Exhibition & Entertainment Precinct

1.3 The Sydney Exhibition Centre

1.3.1 Historical and Cultural Signifi cance

The Sydney Exhibition Centre was the fi rst major exhibition 

centre to be built in Sydney since the Garden Palace. The 

Garden Palace was built in 1879 in the Royal Botanical Gardens 

to commemorate Australia’s Centenary. It was destroyed by fi re 

less than three years after completion, leaving Sydney without 

an international standard exhibition facility for over a century.

It was also one of the key developments in establishing the 

redeveloped Darling Harbour Precinct in Sydney and anchoring 

Darling Harbour South.

The Centre was constructed to celebrate Australia’s 1988 

Bicentenary. Key events were hosted in the Centre including an 

offi cial State Bicentenary Dinner and the Bicentenary Exhibition.

Since then the Centre has been used as the NSW principal 

venue for international events and conferences. A highlight 

being the venue’s prime role for the Sydney 2000 Olympic 

Games, bringing the Games to the CBD. It was the venue for 

boxing, wrestling, weightlifting, fencing and judo with a total 

seating capacity for over 30,000 spectators.

1.3.2 Technological Signifi cance

The structural system for the Centre established new 

benchmarks in long span building design. Apart from its 

structural applicability, the mast and rod formation is intended 

to have an abstract nautical metaphor, thematically continued 

in its outriggers, bridges and panelled steel cladding.

A highly effi cient structure, the building was erected in a short 

period of time. The integrated roof structure and cladding 

system allowed for easy and safe erection with minimal 

scaffolding.

In designing the facility, new standards were also established for 

fi re engineering and fi re safety. Research into crowd behaviour 

and fi re loads helped established rational and economic 

approaches that have benefi ted many projects since and led 

to the alternative solution principles of the current codes.

This has been recognised internationally with the Centre being 

selected as a Finalist in the 1988 World Quaternario Awards 

and various national and state engineering awards such as the 

Commendation Building and Civil Design, National Engineering 

Excellence Awards 1988.

1.3.3 Architectural Signifi cance

The Centre has been recognised nationally and internationally 

as being of considerable merit. It has been covered by journals 

around the world.

It has been recognised by the Australia Institute of Architects 

for its excellence. In 1989, it was awarded the Sir John Sulman 

Medal RAIA (NSW Chapter) by a committee chaired by Harry 

Seidler. In the same year it was a fi nalist for the Sir Zelman 

Cowan Award.

Internationally it is mentioned in Bannister Fletcher, the 

authoritative book on world architecture, as an important 

contribution to World and Australian Architecture.

It is also mentioned as an example by excellence by Scharpe 

as an outstanding example of Twentieth Century Architecture. 

In 2010, the Centre took out the title of Australasia’s Leading 

Meetings and Conference Centres in the World Travel Awards 

for the fi fth consecutive year.

Thousands of industry travel professionals voted in the awards 

with the venue winning over a number of other regional venues.

The Centre continues to win awards for venue excellence 

and, in 2012, the Centre won Best Venue in the Australian 

Event Awards.

1.3.4 Heritage Listings

The Sydney Exhibition Centre has been listed as an item 

of heritage by the Australian Institute of Architects and 

the National Trust.

It is listed by the AIA under the NSW Signifi cant 20th Century 

Architecture category, item number 4700327 on the NSW 

Institute Register.

In the National Trust’s Statement of Signifi cance in its Listing 

Report, it is noted that the “Sydney Exhibition Centre is an 

exemplar of collaboration between architect and engineer” 

and “is acknowledged as an aesthetically distinctive design” 

and “established new benchmarks in building design for the 

construction industry”.

A nomination to the State’s Heritage Register is currently 

being considered by the NSW Heritage Council.
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1.3.5 Design Awards

1989 Sir John Sulman Medal – RAIA (NSW Chapter)

1989 Sir Zelman Cowan Award Finalist – RAIA

1988  Commendation Building and Civil Design 

– National Engineering Awards

1988 ACEA Special Merit Award

1988 Finalist World Quaterario Awards

1987  IE Australia Sydney Division Winner 

– Building and Civil Design (Roof Structure)

1987  IE Australia – Highly Commended

– Building and Civil Design (Roof Structure)

1.3.6 Industry Awards

2012 Australian Event Awards: Best Venue

2003 – 11  World Travel Awards - Australasia’s

Leading Meeting and Conference Centre

2008 – 11  Events Industry Association of Australasia 

– Best Green Initiative Award 

2011 Green Globe Silver Certifi cation

2011 EarthCheck – Silver Certifi cation 

2010  Meetings and Events Australia  National Awards 

– Best Meeting Venue for 500+ delegates

2009 Green Globe Silver Certifi cation

2001  World Travel Awards - Australasia’s

Leading Meeting and Conference Centre

Summary

We submit that the information outlined above demands a full 

heritage impact assessment of the Sydney Exhibition Centre.

This position is supported by DOCOMOMO, ICOMOS, The 

National Trust of Australia and the Australian Institute of 

Architects

Exhibition Centre 
Masterpiece

 – Of all of the buildings in Darling Harbour, 
the most outstanding is the Exhibition Centre.

 – It is arguably Cox’s best building.

 – It is an icon in its own right and contributes 
signifi cantly to the status of Darling Harbour 
as an important visitor destination.

 – It contributes massively to the NSW economy 
hosting hundreds of events over its short life 
of 25 years.

 – As the 1989 Sulman Award winning building 
it is the fundamental 20th century architectural 
cornerstone contributing immeasurably to 
Sydney’s cultural capital.

 – The decision to demolish this building is a 
clear admission of the failure to conceive 
it as the centrepiece of a renewed do/
convention centre complex.

 – The people of NSW are being short-changed by 
the unnecessary and wrongful removal of this 
architectural and engineering masterpiece.

Darryl Conybeare



2.0 Economic Benefi ts

Cox Submission to State Signifi cance
Development Application

Sydney International Convention, 
Exhibition & Entertainment Precinct

2.1  Business Case comparisons 
between the existing Entertainment, 
Exhibition and Convention facilities 
and the proposed facilities

2.1.1 Current Situation

The current facilities are heavily booked with an occupancy of 

approximately 70% and trade profi tably.

Current Turnover and Profi t

According to the SHFA Annual Report 2011 – 2012 the Sydney 

Convention and Exhibition Centres performed as follows:

 – Income  $68,186,000

 – Expenses  $58,116,000

 – Operating Profi t $10,070,000

As the Entertainment is grouped into “Other Major Assets” its 

individual performance is not transparent in the report. Other 

Major Assets performance was:

 – Income  $12,248,000

 – Expenses  $8,935,000

 – Operating Profi t $3,313,000

Current Value

Note: According to the PWC Report September, 2010 the 

current facility cost $287 million (or $630 million in 2010’s 

dollars), with a $57 million extension opened in 1999

($85 million in 2010’s dollars). Total - $715 million in 2010’s 

dollars.

Current Economic Benefi t to NSW

According to the SHFA Annual Report 2011 – 2012 the Sydney 

Convention and Exhibition Centres are estimated to contribute 

$431.48 million for the year.

2.1.2 The Case for Expansion

Lost Business for NSW and the Need for Expanded 

Facilities

The 2007 HVS Report “Revitalising the Convention and 

Exhibition Industry in Sydney” prepared for the Property Council 

of Australia and Tourism and Tourism Forum noted that an 

estimated 554 events between were lost to NSW due to the 

lack of facilities at peak periods. Whilst it concluded that not 

all of these events could be won with expanded facilities, it 

estimated that approximately $160 million in additional benefi ts 

per annum could be achieved through expanded facilities.

The reported recommended the following increases:

 – 10,000 sq metres min of (indoor) exhibition space to bring 

the total to 37,200 sq metres

 – 5,000 sq metres min of meeting and ballroom space to 

bring the total to 14,736 sq metres

 – 1,000 seat theatre to bring the total to 5,500 seats

It also noted that the preferred increase in area of exhibition 

space would be in the order of 20,000 sq metres.

The NSW Joint Ministerial Taskforce on Tourism, Planning and 

Investment reached a similar conclusion in its recommendation 

in 2010 to the NSW Government. The Taskforce included 

members from the Tourism Industry of NSW, Tourism and 

Transport Forum, Property Council of Australia and Sydney City 

Council.

PWC Report “A World Class Convention and Exhibition 

Centre for Sydney: Prefeasibility Study” September, 2010

The Report was prepared for the Australian Tourism Export 

Council, Infrastructure Partnerships Australia, the Property 

Council of Australia, Sydney Business Chamber and Tourism 

and Transport Forum. It was addressed to the then Leader of 

the Opposition.
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The Report states the following:

“As discussed, the expansion of the SCEC has the potential 

to increase economic benefi ts received by NSW (currently 

$466 million per annum) by $160 million each year for 

expansion into the SEC car park, and up to $270 million 

each year for expansion into the SEC car park and SEC site, 

as described above.

The annual net cost to government for an expanded SCEC 

procured through a service payment PPP is estimated at 

$40 to $60 million.

The estimated cost assumes a 30 year PPP project term with 

an initial capital cost of $500 million, which is offset by the 

realisation of commercial revenue opportunities. The quantum of 

commercial revenue offset refl ects indicative proposals received 

from the private sector for an expanded SCEC.”

The Report states that the cost to redevelop the SEC Car Park 

would be approx. $500 million for an additional 10,000 sq 

metres of exhibition space. For the SEC site and SEC Car Park, 

for $500-$750 million a total of 20,000 sq metres of meeting 

and exhibition space could be achieved.

The Report notes that a benefi t of expansion is that the existing 

facilities can continue to trade.

The SICEEP Brief

When the NSW Government issued the brief for the new 

SICEEP, the Premier  announced that the facility would have as 

a minimum:

 – Exhibition Space of 40,000 sq metres

 – Plenary spaces to host a total of 10,000 delegates

 – A Sports/Entertainment space with a minimum capacity of 

12,000 seats

 – Banqueting Facilities for 4,000 persons

The brief was consistent with the previous professional and 

industry advice.

2.1.3 Current Proposal

The Application lodged states that the estimated cost of the 

works is $997,200,000. This includes:

 – The ICC , GFA 73,000 m2

 – The ICC Exhibition Centre, GFA 56,000 m2

 – The Theatre, GFA 51,500 m2

 – Associated Retail and Car Parking facilities

 – Demolition

 – Site preparation

 – Infrastructure and Upgrades

 – amendment to Sydney Metro Light Rail offi ce/maintenance 

facilities and stations.

Note: Does not mention realignment of Darling Drive 

Estimated Economic Contribution to the NSW economy for the 

new facility is $200 million per annum.

The scheme represents signifi cant shortfalls in relation to the 

brief requirements and no indication of how the facility can be 

expanded. The shortfalls include:

 – 5,000 sq metres of indoor exhibition space

 – 2,000 seats in the banquet room

 – 4,000 seats in the sports/entertainment facility

2.1.4 Issues

The proposal raises signifi cant concerns over whether there will 

be any nett benefi t to the economy of NSW from this proposal. 

It defi es professional and industry recommendations and would 

seem to be an economic impost to the people of NSW over the 

current situation. Questions that need to be addressed are:

 – Why does the estimated economic benefi t to the State decline 

by over $200 million per year under the new proposal? 

 – What is the cost to the State of a $1 billion PPP per annum?

 – What is the quality of the facilities to be delivered?

 – What fi nancial risk does the NSW Government undertake in 

this proposal?

 – What additional commitments will the NSW Government 

undertake in relation to this proposal?
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2.1.5 Alternative assessment of the Order of Cost

Rates

Using fi gures from recent completed facilities and schemes 

as a benchmark for quality, the expected cost of the facility  

would be as outlined below.

Convention and Entertainment Centre Rates –  Brisbane and 

Melbourne Convention Centres were approx. $6,500 per metre 

square in today’s rates

Exhibition Centre Rates – the 2008 Sydney Showground 

expansion proposal was around $3,500 per metre square 

in today’s rates

So say

The ICC – 73,000 x $6,500/m2 = $474,500,000

The ICC Exhibition – 56,000 x $3,500/m2 = $196,000,000

The Theatre – 51,500 x $6,500/m2 = $334,750,000

Total Building Works = $1,005,000

Excluding demolition, infrastructure, Darling Drive, public 

domain, etc. say another $200 – 300 million.

Total - $1.2 – 1.3 million minimum or 25% more than the 

estimated cost of the current scheme.

2.1.6 Summary

 – Why does the economic benefi t to NSW decline from over 

$400 million to $200 million

 – Will the construction cost offered deliver the appropriate 

level of quality to NSW

 – What is the cost to NSW per annum

 – What fi nancial risk is taken by NSW

2.2 Darling Harbour Dark 

Sydney leads the Australian Exhibition and Convention market. 

This position will be lost and have to be re-established.

The Proposal will require a complete close down of the 

exhibition, entertainment and convention facilities for some 

years. This is quite unnecessary. Darling Harbour can be 

progressively upgraded, particularly if government takes 

advantage of the purchase of Harbourside.

Harbourside creates a splendid opportunity to create new 

facilities on the waterfront. 

The precedent for this can be seen in Brisbane where new 

meeting facilities have been created to refresh the offer. 

Similarly in Melbourne facilities are being progressively rolled 

out to improve the Melbourne offer.

The impact of the closure on surrounding activity and business 

will be devastating, all for the minor expansion of facilities 

contemplated by the new proposal. This makes no sense.

2.0 Economic Benefi ts
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2.3 Quality

As outlined above the construction costs identifi ed for the new 

facilities suggest that the quality required cannot be realized.

There are no detailed specifi cations established to achieve a 

high quality product. Consequently it will be very diffi cult for 

government to control the fi nal construction and fi nishes quality 

demanded for Sydney



3.0 Facility Capacity & Function

Cox Submission to State Signifi cance
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Exhibition & Entertainment Precinct

3.1  Accommodation Capacity 
Comparisons 

1. Exhibition space

 – Existing dedicated exhibition space 27,200 sqm

 – Proposed dedicated exhibition space 32,961 sqm

5,760 m2 more dedicated exhibition space

2. Column free exhibition space

 – Existing column free exhibition space 25,000 sqm

 – Proposed column free exhibition space 13,000 sqm

8,000 m2 less column free exhibition space

3. Entertainment Capacity

 – Existing entertainment /

sports seating

10,000 – 12,000 seats

 – Proposed entertainment seating 8,000 – 9,000 seats

3,000 fewer entertainment seats

4. Meeting Room Space

 – Existing meeting room space 7,077 sqm*

 – Proposed meeting room space 8,000 sqm

900 m2 more meeting room space

*  Note applicant claims that 4,336 sq metres of meeting 

rooms exist, see below

3.2  Existing Meeting Rooms 
Assessment

Figures checked from the SCEC website.

The total area of rooms that are listed for potential meetings 

(excluding the Bayside Gallery which is generally F&B and 

some minor offi ces) are:

Convention Bayside

Convention Centre Bayside, Ground Floor 2,500 sqm

Convention Centre Bayside, Level 1 1,271 sqm

Convention Centre Bayside, Level 2 965 sqm

Convention Centre Bayside, Sub total 4,736 sqm

Convention Parkside

Convention Centre Parkside, Ground Floor 660 sqm

Convention Centre Parkside, Level 1 1,681 sqm

Convention Centre Parkside, Sub total 2,341 sqm

TOTAL 7,077 sqm

In summary the new proposal delivers less column free 

exhibition space, less entertainment capacity, slightly more 

meeting room space and less than 20% more exhibition space 

in total.

It is very diffi cult to understand how this capacity will increase 

business for Sydney.
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3.3 Column Free Space

World class exhibition space should be column free. The new 

proposal has some 8,000 sqm less column free space. It is hard 

to see how this will increase Sydney’s competitive position in 

the international exhibition market.

3.4  Single & Multi-level Exhibition 
Facilities

World best practice demands single level exhibition space 

capable of being one room.

The existing centre provides 25,000 sqm of column free 

exhibition space on one level in one room. Competitor venues 

we have designed have over 60,000 sqm column free on one 

level, in one room.

This enables maximum fl exibility for the venue, ease of bump in 

bump out with column free space.

There are international examples of multi-level exhibition fl oors 

with columns in the space. They are all a compromise, forced 

by site constraints at each place. Sydney does not have to 

make these compromises.

3.5 Entertainment Facility Integration

The new entertainment centre does not appear to be integrated 

with the new exhibition and convention facilities. It is a separate 

building. It seems to have no more integration than exists today.

3.6 Expansion Capacity

From the day it was completed there has been discussion 

about the expansion of the existing convention and exhibition 

facilities, with signifi cant expansion undertaken for the Parkside 

Convention Centre.

The new proposal appears to have no expansion capacity. 

This cannot serve Sydney well in the future.
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We submit that the public benefi ts do not meet a threshold that 

would justify such signifi cant changes and costs to the people 

of NSW.

Signifi cant Sydney heritage such as the Exhibition, Convention 

and Entertainment centres is lost.

Tumbalong Park is effectively reduced in area

The Urban Stream is destroyed 

Sydney gets less column free exhibition space

Sydney gets less space in on one exhibition fl oor

The entertainment centre is smaller

The entertainment centre would not accommodate sports

The new facility cannot be expanded. 

The usable park area is reduced by 14,000 sqm

Views down William Henry & Quarry streets are obstructed

Darling Harbour goes dark for several years

The construction costs may not deliver the quality required

The economic benefi t to NSW seems to be reduced from $400 

million to $200 million per annum

4.0 Public Benefi ts
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5.0 Urban Design 

5.1 Built Form & Design Excellence 

The proposed SICEEP lies on, and beyond the site of the 

existing Sydney Exhibition Centre and Convention Centre. 

South of Pier Street, the site includes the Sydney Entertainment 

Centre and multi storey carpark.

The project site not only encompasses existing buildings but 

includes public open space at Tumbalong Park, Cockle Bay, 

Pier Street and around the Sydney Entertainment Centre. 

Darling Drive and the south forecourt to the Harbourside 

complex are also included.

The Department of Infrastructure and Planning issued Director 

General’s Requirements for the site. The Proposal identifi es its 

response to these Requirements.

Director General’s Requirements 

 – Address the height, bulk and scale of the proposed 

development within the context of the locality;

 – Address visual impact when viewed from the public 

domain and key vantage points surrounding the site;

 – Address design quality, with specifi c consideration of 

the overall site layout, siting and design, axis, vistas and 

connectivity, street activation, open spaces and edges, 

facades, massing, setbacks and building articulation;

 – Outline the strategy to ensure design excellence is 

achieved for the development which should include 

documentary evidence that the independent Design 

Review Panel appointed by Infrastructure NSW to 

oversee the design of the SICEEP project has reviewed 

the detailed design and their recommendations have 

been addressed; and

 – Address the Urban Design and Public Realm Guidelines, 

prepared by Infrastructure NSW for the SICEEP.

In response to the Requirements, the proposal focuses on its 

relationship to the surrounding city but not the existing public 

domain and the long held principle of a low, human scaled 

waterfront and open space to the city’s edge.

InfrastructureNSW’s Urban Design and Public Realm Guidelines 

(April 2012) is the only “planning” document relating to the site. 

As a control document, is concerned largely with broadbrush 

principles about safety, access and materials and clearly fails to 

identify any specifi c building height and massing controls within 

the precinct. The only height controls refer to city streets rather 

than the park setting of the project.

As a reference document to help guide InfrastructureNSW’s 

Design Review Panel, it offers no guidance, no fi rm 

requirements and no framework for the assessment of built form 

and urban design outcomes. 

The outcome of this process where Government has resisted 

detailed planning controls to maximise the return on the site has 

resulted in a planning process where the public’s amenity and 

the City’s public domain has been compromised. The process 

has been driven by InfrastructureNSW to meet perceived 

commercial outcomes rather than a thorough and coordinated 

planning and urban policy The lack of public involvement 

and scrutiny during formulation of the development brief and 

guidelines has resulted in a proposal that is geared towards 

private commercial return on what is a public asset.

Scale

North of Pier Street, the proposal includes an exhibition centre, 

convention facilities and a theatre. At up to 45m in height (12-15 

storeys), these multi-storey elements are double the height of 

the existing exhibition halls and more than double the height of 

the existing convention centre.

South of Pier Street 1,360 units and 32,600m2 of commercial 

space is proposed in towers close to the scale of the existing 

Peak building (RL 153m).

Appendix H makes extensive reference to the overall city 

context and the scale of buildings on the Pyrmont/Ultimo ridge 

and within the CBD. Matching these heights with development 

that is in the valley fl oor both ignores the impact of 12-15 storey 

buildings on the public domain and the stepped massing of the 

CBD long promoted by Sydney City.

Within the Tumbalong Park precinct, the most immediate 

neighbour - the Darling Quarter development - is referenced 

in diagrammes and the relationship to the built form is not 

fully addressed.. Built to guidelines developed by SHFA (and a 

competition process based on an agreed outcome) this building 

is six storeys (24m) at the park edge stepping up to 8 storeys 

on Harbour Street. The public domain frontage is half that of the 

proposal.

Appendix H makes extensive reference to the overall city 

context and the scale of buildings on the Pyrmont/Ultimo ridge 

and within the CBD. Matching these heights with development 

that is in the valley fl oor both ignores the impact of 12-15 storey 

buildings on the public domain and the stepped massing of the 

CBD long promoted by Sydney City.

Within the Tumbalong Park precinct, the most immediate 

neighbour - the Darling Quarter development - is referenced 

in diagrammes and the relationship to the built form is not 

fully addressed.. Built to guidelines developed by SHFA (and a 

competition process based on an agreed outcome) this building 

is six storeys (24m) at the park edge stepping up to 8 storeys 

on Harbour Street. The public domain frontage is half that of the 

proposal.
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5.0 Urban Design

Figure 1: Comparative site elevations

Figure 2: Comparative site section
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SLIDESLIDE

SYDNEY CONVENTION CENTRE

Sydney Convention Centre - Darling harbour

ENTRY
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Visual Impact

A complex of this scale will have a signifi cant impact on part of 

Sydney that was conceived and delivered as a public place for 

the people of Sydney.

Modelling has carefully avoided contentious views and has 

sought to mask impacts through the addition of landscape 

elements that, in reality, are unlikely to hide the scale and 

mitigate the impact of these high rise buildings.

Tumbalong Park

While not illustrated in the Visual assessment document, the 

impact of a 12-15 storey building within the park will have 

signifi cant impact on the scale and quality of the public domain.

Views selected for the Visual assessment study carefully avoid 

the bulk of the main buildings, instead focusing on the lower 

zone (the scale of the existing Exhibition Centre halls)  between 

the theatre and the proposed exhibition facility. 

At 42m in height, this zone is equivalent to a 12 storey 

commercial or 15 storey residential building.

Landscaped terraces have been introduced to screen the 

building towards Tumbalong Park however these will be only be 

9 metres in height.

A pedestrian link (approximately 25m in width) between Darling 

Drive and Tumbalong Park will run between the sheer wall of the 

Theatre (the equivalent of approximately 12-15 stoerys in height) 

and the lower level of the convention facility (the equivalent of 

5-6 Storeys in height).

Impacts from development to the south where new high rise will 

overlook the park is not adequately described.

Darling Harbour

The height of the proposed convention facilities is at AHD RL 

48 -  more than double the height of the existing Convention 

Centre. The immediate impact will be felt along the Cockle Bay 

foreshore where the building is the equivalent of a shear 12-15 

storey wall.

The fountain will be overwhelmed by the scale of the building 

located only 4-6m from its edge.

Pier Street

The scale of the proposed complex will be immediately 

apparent from the roads crossing from the city to Ultimo. Pier 

Street is a major route from the Harbour Bridge and the City, 

west into Ultimo and Glebe.

Ultimo

From Ultimo, the proposal will block views to the city from both 

the public and private domain. 

Darling Drive

Darling Drive will become an address point for the complex and 

be effectively privatised.  Buildings up to 48m in height (12-15 

storeys) are located immediately on the street edgewhere the 

scale of the complex will overwhelm the street.

At Harbourside, the potential hotel (30+ storeys) will further 

impact the public domain 

Hotel

A hotel option on a site adjacent to Harbourside is included in 

the proposal. This 30+ storey element (shown in a reassuring 

translucent blue in the visual assessment) will have a signifi cant 

impact on both the waterfront environment and on properties 

behind the site in Ultimo.

The footprint as proposed is constrained and unlikely to 

accommodate the lower level functions required for a hotel 

(foyer, kitchens, back of house, etc)

5.0 Urban Design
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TUMBALONG PARK

SICEEP Ground View Corridor 12a Existing

TUMBALONG PARK

SICEEP Ground View Corridor 12b Existing

TUMBALONG PARK

SICEEP Ground View Corridor 12c Existing

TUMBALONG PARK

SICEEP Ground View Corridor 12a

TUMBALONG PARK

SICEEP Ground View Corridor 12b

TUMBALONG PARK

SICEEP Ground View Corridor 12c
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Darling Harbour

The height of the proposed convention facilities is at AHD RL 

48 -  more than double the height of the existing Convention 

Centre. The immediate impact will be felt along the Cockle Bay 

foreshore where the building is the equivalent of a shear 12-15 

storey wall.

The fountain will be overwhelmed by the scale of the building 

located only 4-6m from its edge.

Pier Street

The scale of the proposed complex will be immediately 

apparent from the roads crossing from the city to Ultimo. Pier 

Street is a major route from the Harbour Bridge and the City, 

west into Ultimo and Glebe.

Ultimo

From Ultimo, the proposal will block views to the city from both 

the public and private domain. 

5.0 Urban Design
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WILLIAM HENRY CORRIDOR

SICEEP Ground View Corridor 15 Existing

QUARRY CORRIDORS

SICEEP Ground View Corridor 11 Existing

WILLIAM HENRY CORRIDOR

SICEEP Ground View Corridor 15

QUARRY CORRIDOR

SICEEP Ground View Corridor 11

DARLING HARBOUR EAST

SICEEP Ground View Corridor 06 Existing

DARLING HARBOUR EAST

SICEEP Ground View Corridor 06
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Darling Drive

Darling Drive will become an address point for the complex and 

be effectively privatised.  Buildings up to 48m in height (12-15 

storeys) are located immediately on the street edgewhere the 

scale of the complex will overwhelm the street.

At Harbourside, the potential hotel (30+ storeys) will further 

impact the public domain 

Hotel

A hotel option on a site adjacent to Harbourside is included in 

the proposal. This 30+ storey element (shown in a reassuring 

translucent blue in the visual assessment) will have a signifi cant 

impact on both the waterfront environment and on properties 

behind the site in Ultimo.

The footprint as proposed is constrained and unlikely to 

accommodate the lower level functions required for a hotel 

(foyer, kitchens, back of house, etc)

5.0 Urban Design
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DARLING DRIVE

SICEEP Ground View Corridor 03 Existing

BULLECOURT

SICEEP Bullecourt 805 N Existing

DARLING HARBOUR EAST

SICEEP Ground View Corridor 02 Existing

DARLING DRIVE

SICEEP Ground View Corridor 03

BULLECOURT

SICEEP Bullecourt 805 N

DARLING HARBOUR EAST

SICEEP Ground View Corridor 02
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Public Domain and Urban Design

The open space response for the SICEEP proposal compares 

the design to Olmsted’s Chicago Lakefront and the process 

to “re-conceived degraded industrial riverfronts in New York 

City”. The suggestion that this design is of the scale, nature 

and quality of these 19th Century works and that the existing 

precinct is degraded is both inappropriate and illusory. 

The analysis of nett open space gain as demonstrated in 

Appendix H claims that there will be a nett increase of 3,000m2 

in green open space.  While there may be additional planted 

areas (verges, median strips and residential courtyards), the 

overall area of usable public open space is clearly reduced. 

Around the most important and most highly used and traffi cked 

spaces around Tumbalong Park and Cockle Bay, there is a 

signifi cant reduction of useable open space.

Existing area of publicly accessible open space  

49,300m2

Proposed area of publicly accessible open space 

35,600m2

Director General’s Requirements 

 – Address all aspects of the public domain such as open 

spaces within the precinct and footpath, road paving, 

cycleways, tree planting, footway dining, public art and 

lighting;

 – Identify and analyse key pedestrian desire lines to 

the surrounding area and critical links to the Central 

Business District;

 – Address Water Sensitive Urban Design opportunities 

within the public domain and landscaping;

 – Address the CPTED for the design of the public domain;

 – Demonstrate the pedestrian circulation, accessibility 

and connections on site and to surrounding streets and 

lanes in a schematic form;

 – Identify important sight lines and visual connectivity to 

and through the site; and

 – Address the Urban Design and Public Realm Guidelines, 

prepared by Infrastructure NSW for the SICEEP.

The Event Deck

Located almost 20m above Tumbalong Park and the accessible 

public domain, the 5,500m2 Event Deck is perched some 6 

storeys above ground level at RL21.5. It can expected to be for 

the exclusive use of the Pre-function space and not the general 

public.

Large areas of “open space” on the eastern façade will be 

terraced and inaccessible.

Darling Drive

Under the proposal, Darling Drive will be converted to one lane 

in each direction. Additional median planting is proposed. The 

northern section south of the Western Distributor however will 

be overhung by a loading dock at RL 21.5 which will be close to 

the level of the Western Distributor. Trucks and service vehicles 

may be in full view in this area.

Ultimo Pedestrian Network

The extension of the UPN north beyond the Powerhouse 

Museum has been suggested in the proposal but it is not 

funded and will not be delivered by the proponents. 

While Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority has commissioned 

landscape architects Aspect to deliver the zone south of Hay 

Street to Ultimo Road the corridor north of Hay Street is used 

by the Sydney Light Rail and there is no pedestrian access.

The proposed grade access between Ultimo and Tumbalong 

Park needs to negotiate the level change at Pyrmont Street and 

is blocked by the Light Rail corridor.

5.0 Urban Design
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DARLING HARBOUR BEFORE

OPEN SPACE COMPARISON

DARLING HARBOUR AFTER
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A fundamental of current sustainability practice is the adaption, 

retention and reuse of existing buildings. Demolition can only be 

sustainable when the existing building has no further use.

The existing buildings at Darling Harbour are designed to be 

and remain fi t for purpose.

In fact the existing Exhibition Centre provides more column free 

space in one room than the replacement proposal.

The existing Entertainment Centre has a much higher capacity 

than the replacement proposal.

The existing landscape has mature trees, perfectly suitable for 

their location.

There can be no sustainability justifi cation for the removal of 

these trees or the demolition of these buildings.

6.0 Sustainability
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7.0 Master Plan Options

Good practice would explore options for the site to identify the 

best master plan structure for the site and for Sydney.

No options are offered for consultation in the application.

The application does not address the previous master plan 

work done by JPW.

We understand that Government is in negotiation for the 

purchase of the Harbourside lease. This option has not been 

and should be examined. In fact this option was submitted by 

COX to INSW in March 2012.

Harbourside offers great exhibition and exhibition opportunity on 

Sydney Harbour.

We have included this option within the submission.

Key advantages are:

 – It protects signifi cant NSW heritage including Sydney 

Exhibition and Convention Centre, Tumbalong Park 

and the Urban Stream. 

 – It celebrates Australia’s Bicentenary

 – It also enables choice about the future 

the Entertainment Centre

 – It creates world class facilities in a world class location

 – It enables additional meeting, banqueting 

and exhibition space

 – It retains 25,000 sqm exhibition space, column free, 

on one level

 – It enable continuous operation of the facility

 – It provides better value for money

 – It retains Darling Harbour South in public ownership.
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8.1  Cox Consultation & Information 
from December 2011

In December 2011 COX advised INSW that we considered that 

The Sir John Sulman Award winning Sydney Exhibition Centre 

designed by COX for the 1988 Australian Bicentenary was a 

building of signifi cance, including supporting information to 

support the claim.

In April 2012 COX submitted a more detailed report to INSW 

on the signifi cance of the building, copied to Sam Haddad, 

Director General of the Department of Planning, Peter Poulet, 

NSW Government Architect and Dick Persson, Chairman of 

the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority. (This document 

dated March 2012 forms part of our submission)

Throughout the process our position has been very clear 

to all parties.

It came as a great surprise to COX that there was no 

assessment of the signifi cance of the Exhibition Building 

in the application.

The consultation process appears to be quite fl awed. 

8.2  SICEEP Urban Design Guideline 
Consultation Process

INFSW has prepared Urban Design Guidelines for the precinct. 

These guidelines appear to have been through no public 

consultation process.

The guidelines are without clear controls. Darling Harbour 

as it exists today would seem to comply.

8.0 Consultation Process
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9.0 Appendices

Appendix 1  Sydney Exhibition Centre, Short Form Signifi cance Report

Appendix 2  Report on the Signifi cance of Sydney Exhibition Centre, March 2012

Appendix 3  Sydney Exhibition Centre, National Trust Heritage Listing

Appendix 4  Sydney Exhibition Centre, AIA Listing

Appendix 5  Cox Alternative Master Plan Option, March 2012

Appendix 6  Darling Harbour, Andrew Andersons. 2013
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Sydney Exhibition Centre, 
Short Form Signifi cance Report



SYDNEY EXHIBITION CENTRE



The Sydney Exhibition Centre is a 
signifi cant building for Sydney, recognised 
internationally as an outstanding architectural 
building of the twentieth century.

Comprising fi ve interconnected halls, each of 
5,000 square metres, an underground 1,000 
space car park; it is one of three public buildings 
undertaken by the practice in the Darling Harbour 
Redevelopment Area, adjacent to Sydney’s CBD.

The concept for the centre principally arose from four 
objectives. The fi rst was to continue the tradition of 
structurally innovative exhibition centres dating back 
to Joseph Paxton’s steel, wood and glass Crystal 
Palace in London. The second was to establish an 
integral relationship with a new park stretched along 
one frontage. Thirdly, it sought to convey a distinctive 
maritime theme conducive to a historic harbour 
port and fi nally, it needed to achieve 100 metre 
spans without creating a massively scaled edifi ce.

01 Overview

Introduction

These objectives were met by a continuous 
mast and rod structure, proving to be both 
economical and to allow a low horizontal scale 
to be developed. From concept design, the 
entire project took 32 months to complete.

Since completion it has been acclaimed by the local 
MICE industry as an outstanding success. It remains 
today part of the leading convention and exhibition 
centre in Australia despite growing competition 
interstate. It continues to meet the functional and 
operational requirements of convenors and exhibitors.



02 Historic and Cultural Signifi cance

The Sydney Exhibition Centre was the fi rst major 
exhibition centre to be built in Australia since 
the Garden Palace. The Garden Palace was 
built in 1879 in the Royal Botanical Gardens 
to commemorate Australia’s Centenary. It was 
destroyed by fi re less than three years after 
completion, leaving Sydney without an international 
standard exhibition facility for over a century.

It was also one of the key developments in establishing 
the redeveloped Darling Harbour Precinct in 
Sydney and anchoring Darling Harbour South.

Historical Signifi cance

The Centre was constructed to celebrate Australia’s 
1988 Bicentenary. Key events were hosted in 
the Centre including an offi cial State Bicentenary 
Dinner and the Bicentenary Exhibition.

Since then the Centre has been used as the 
NSW principle venue for international events and 
conferences. A highlight being the venue’s prime 
role for the Sydney 2000 Olympic Games, bringing 
the Games to the CBD. It was the venue for boxing, 
wrestling, weightlifting, fencing and judo with a 
total seating capacity for over 30,000 spectators.

Cultural Signifi cance

Crystal Palace, London Garden Palace, Sydney

Darling Harbour Railyards, Sydney

1988 Bicentenary Darling Harbour, Sydney



The structural system for the Centre established new 
benchmarks in long span building design. Apart from its 
structural applicability, the mast and rod formation is intended 
to have an abstract nautical metaphor, thematically continued 
in its outriggers, bridges and panelled steel cladding.

A highly effi cient structure, the building was erected 
in a short period of time. The integrated roof 
structure and cladding system allowed for easy 
and safe erection with minimal scaffolding.

In designing the facility, new standards were also 
established for fi re engineering and fi re safety. 
Research into crowd behaviour and fi re loads helped 
established rational and economic approaches that 
have benefi ted many projects since and led to the 
alternative solution principles of the current codes.

This has been recognised internationally with the Centre 
being selected as a Finalist in the 1988 World Quaternario 
Awards and various national and state engineering 
awards such as the Commendation Building and Civil 
Design, National Engineering Excellence Awards 1988.

03 Technological Signifi cance

Technological Signifi cance



Urban Design Signifi cance

04 Urban Design Signifi cance

The Centre is a major component of South Darling 
Harbour, framing Tumbalong Park along its west edge. 
It is raised to overlook the park and articulated so that 
it is possible to view the park from within as well as to 
obtain views to the inside of the Centre from the park. 

It recognises both immediate and distant context, 
and it produces abstract metaphor for a number 
of themes related to its place. It is stretched in 
staggered formation along the western edge 
of the Darling Harbour Park from freeway to 
freeway. Virtually its entire park face is glazed, 
broken only by the set backs which identify 
each of its fi ve 5,000 square metre halls.

Despite the immediate relationship to the garden 
context, the horizontality of the building repeats the 
form of the woolstores and warehouses of Ultimo 
behind, reinforced by the silhouette of the vertical 
masts. In order to preserve the garden elevation 
as a public interface between park and exhibition, 
the rear elevation is entirely devoted to docking 
and service facilities and these appropriately 
face the historic warehouse district of Ultimo.



Architectural Signifi cance

05 Architectural Signifi cance

The Centre has been recognised nationally and 
internationally as being of considerable merit. It 
has been covered by journals around the world.

It has been recognised by the Australia Institute of 
Architects for its excellence. In 1989, it was awarded 
the Sir John Sulman Medal RAIA (NSW Chapter) by a 
committee chaired by Harry Seidler. In the same year 
it was a fi nalist for the Sir Zelman Cowan Award.

Internationally it is mentioned in Bannister 
Fletcher, the authoritative book on world 
architecture, as an important contribution 
to World and Australian Architecture.

It is also mentioned as an example by 
excellence by Scharpe as an outstanding 
example of Twentieth Century Architecture. 

In 2010, the Centre took out the title of Australasia’s 
Leading Meetings and Conference Centres in the 
World Travel Awards for the fi fth consecutive year.

Thousands of industry travel professionals 
voted in the awards with the venue winning 
over a number of other regional venues.

The Centre continues to win awards for venue 
excellence and, in 2012, the Centre won Best 
Venue in the Australian Event Awards.



Heritage

06 Heritage

The Sydney Exhibition Centre has been listed 
as an item of heritage by the Australian Institute 
of Architects and the National Trust.

It is listed by the AIA under the NSW Signifi cant 
20th Century Architecture category, item number 
4700327 on the NSW Institute Register.

In the National Trust’s Statement of Signifi cance 
in its Listing Report, it is noted that the “Sydney 
Exhibition Centre is an exemplar of collaboration 
between architect and engineer” and “is 
acknowledged as an aesthetically distinctive 
design” and “established new benchmarks in 
building design for the construction industry”.

A nomination to the State’s Heritage 
Register is currently being considered 
by the NSW Heritage Council.



Fact Sheet

07 Fact Sheet

Location Darling Harbour, Sydney within 0.5 km of the CBD. It is 

located to the south of the adjoining Convention Centre. 

Convention Centre South was designed by Anchor Mortlock 

Woolley and completed in 1998. Convention Centre 

North was designed by John Andrews International and 

completed in 1988.

Commenced 1985

Completed 1988

Capital Cost $80 million

Ownership Sydney Foreshore Authority is responsible for the entire 

Darling Harbour precinct on behalf of NSW Government. 

The Convention Centre operation is managed by Darling 

Harbour Convention and Exhibition (DHCE) Pty Ltd, a 

company owned by CCM (Convention Centre Management 

Pty Ltd), which is in turn owned by Accor Asia Pacifi c (60%) 

and Compass Group (Australia) (40%). Accor Asia Pacifi c 

is wholly owned by its parent company, French-based 

Accor SA, the world’s largest hotel and tourism corporation. 

Compass Group (Australia) Pty Ltd is a subsidiary of the 

global Compass PLC food services organisation.

Design Team Architects – Cox, Richardson, Taylor and Partners

Structural Engineer – Ove Arup and Partners

Civil Engineer – Ove Arup

Mechanical – W E Bassett

Electrical – Addicoat, Hogarth and Wilson

Communications – Addicoat, Hogarth and Wilson

Hydraulic – Creasey Murray

Acoustic – Peter Knowland

Contractor Leighton Contractors

Exhibition Space 27,200 square metres Grade A space, including 5 halls of 

5,000 square each with 12+ metres clear height

Parking 900 undercover car spaces

Economic Impact The estimated delegate/visitor expenditure in FY 2010 for 

domestic and international business for exhibitions only was 

$79 mil. The total with conventions, etc. was over $500 mil.



Major Events 1988 – Australian Bicentennial 

2000 – Sydney 2000 Olympic Games

Major Industry Awards 2012 Australian Event Awards: Best Venue

2001,2003 to 2011 World Travel Awards - Australasia’s 

Leading Meeting and Conference Centre

2008 to 2011 Events Industry Association of Australasia  – 

Best Green Initiative Award – 

2009 and 2011 – Green Globe Silver Certifi cation

2011 EarthCheck – Silver Certifi cation 

2010 Meetings and Events Australia  National Awards – Best 

Meeting Venue for 500+ delegates 

Design Awards 1989 – Sir John Sulman Medal – RAIA (NSW Chapter)

1989 – Sir Zelman Cowan Award Finalist – RAIA

1988 – Commendation Building and Civil Design – National 

Engineering Awards

1988 – ACEA Special Merit Award

1988 – Finalist World Quaterario Awards

1987 – IE Australia Sydney Division Winner – Building and 

Civil Design (Roof Structure)

1987 – IE Australia – Highly Commended - Building and Civil 

Design (Roof Structure)

Heritage Listings New South Wales Signifi cant 20th Century Architecture – 

AIA

National Trust

Nominated to the NSW Heritage Offi ce for the NSW State 

Heritage Register
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Report on the Signifi cance 
of Sydney Exhibition Centre 
March 2012



Sydney 
exhibition 
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Report on Significance

Prepared by Cox Richardson
March 2012



2 3Sydney Exhibition Centre Report on Significance

The Sydney Exhibition Centre was built in 1988 
by the Darling Harbour Authority, on behalf of 
the New South Wales State Government. 

In 2001 the Darling Harbour Authority, along 
with Sydney Cove Authority and City West 
Development Corporation was incorporated 
into Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority. 

In conjunction with the Convention North and South 
Buildings, the Exhibition Centre is a key component 
of the Sydney Convention and Exhibition Centre.

The Exhibition Centre is a significant building for 
Sydney, recognised internationally as an outstanding 
architectural building of the twentieth century.

Comprising five interconnected halls, each of 
5,000 square metres and an underground 1,000 
space car park; it is one of three public buildings 
undertaken by the practice in the Darling Harbour 
Redevelopment Area, adjacent to Sydney’s CBD.

Introduction

The concept for the centre principally arose from four 
objectives. The first was to continue the tradition of 
structurally innovative exhibition centres dating back 
to Joseph Paxton’s steel, wood and glass Crystal 
Palace in London. The second was to establish an 
integral relationship with a new park stretched along 
one frontage. Thirdly, it sought to convey a distinctive 
maritime theme conducive to a historic harbour 
port and finally, it needed to achieve 100 metre 
spans without creating a massively scaled edifice.

These objectives were met by a continuous 
mast and cable structure, proving to be both 
economical and to allow a low horizontal scale 
to be developed. From concept design, the 
entire project took 32 months to complete.

Since completion it has been acclaimed by the local 
MICE industry as an outstanding success. It remains 
today the leading convention and exhibition centre 
in Australia despite growing competition interstate. 
It continues to meet the functional and operational 
requirements of convenors and exhibitors.

Overview

Industry Significance

The Sydney Convention and Exhibition Centre was 
the first modern facility built in Australia post World 
War 2. On completion it established Sydney as a 
leading Convention and Exhibition destination. 

It continues to be recognised as a leading facility in the 
Asia Pacific region and an environmentally sustainable 
venue. Recent acknowledgements include:

2001, 2003 - 11   Australasia’s Leading Meetings and Conference Centre by the World Travel Awards

2008 – 2011 Best Green Initiative Award Events Industry Association of Australasia

2009 and 2011 Green Globe Silver Certification

2010 Australian Event Awards Spice Magazine Best Venue

2011 Silver Certification by EarthCheck

2011 National Award for the Best Meeting Venue for 500 delegates 
plus by the Meetings and Events Australia

Industry  
Significance
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The Sydney Exhibition Centre’s social significance 
is primarily derived from its continued use as the 
principle NSW venue for events, exhibitions and 
conferences attracting a large audience from 
far and wide. It is the premier exhibition centre 
in Australia and has been a major contributor to 
commercial development in New South Wales. 

The Bicentennial projects brought international 
focus on Australia and Australian architecture. 

Social Significance

1988 Bicentenary Darling Harbour, Sydney

Since then the Centre has continued as NSW’s 
principle venue for international events and 
conferences. A highlight being the venue’s prime 
role for the Sydney 2000 Olympic Games, bringing 
the Games to the CBD. It was the venue for boxing, 
wrestling, weightlifting, fencing and judo with a total 
seating capacity for over 30,000 spectators.

Historic & Social  
Significance

The Sydney Exhibition Centre was the first major 
exhibition centre to be built in Australia since the Garden 
Palace. The Garden Palace was built in 1879 in the 
Royal Botanical Gardens to commemorate Australia’s 
Centenary. It was destroyed by fire less than three years 
after completion, leaving Sydney without an international 
standard exhibition facility for over a century.

It was also one of the key developments in establishing 
the redeveloped Darling Harbour Precinct in 
Sydney and anchoring Darling Harbour South.

Historical Significance

Garden Palace, Sydney
Photography by Messrs Richards and Company 
Collection: Powerhouse Museum, Sydney
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Urban Design Significance

The Centre is a major component of South Darling 
Harbour, framing Tumbalong Park along its west edge. 
It is raised to overlook the park and articulated so that 
it is possible to view the park from within as well as to 
obtain views to the inside of the Centre from the park. 

It recognises both immediate and distant context, 
and it produces abstract metaphor for a number 
of themes related to its place. It is stretched in 
staggered formation along the western edge 
of the Darling Harbour Park from freeway to 
freeway. Virtually its entire park face is glazed, 
broken only by the set backs which identify 
each of its five 5,000 square metre halls.

Despite the immediate relationship to the garden 
context, the horizontality of the building repeats 
the form of the wool stores and warehouses of 
Ultimo behind, reinforced by the silhouette of the 
vertical masts. In order to preserve the garden 
elevation as a public interface between park and 
exhibition, the rear elevation is entirely devoted to 
docking and service facilities and these appropriately 
face the historic warehouse district of Ultimo.

Urban Design  
Significance

The Exhibition Centre is acknowledged as one of 
exemplary architectural design for its period and 
was a significant technical achievement. The use 
of a long-span masted tension structural system 
established new benchmarks in building design for 
the construction industry; after 1988 the practice’s 
‘white stadia expressionism’ was adopted globally 
by other architects influencing the design of 
international sports and exhibition facilities.

The structural system for the Centre established 
new benchmarks in long span building design. 
Apart from its structural applicability, the mast and 
cable formation is intended to have an abstract 
nautical metaphor, thematically continued in its 
outriggers, bridges and panelled steel cladding.

A highly efficient structure, the building was erected 
in a short period of time. The integrated roof 
structure and cladding system allowed for easy 
and safe erection with minimal scaffolding.

Technological Significance

Technological  
Significance

In designing the facility, new standards were 
also established for fire engineering and fire 
safety. Research into crowd behaviour and 
fire loads helped established rational and 
economic approaches that have benefited 
many projects since and led to the alternative 
solution principles of the current codes.

This has been recognised internationally with the 
Centre being selected as a Finalist in the 1988 
World Quaternario Awards and various national 
and state engineering awards such as the Building 
and Civil Design for the Roof Structure in 1987, 
the Commendation Building and Civil Design 
1988, National Engineering Excellence Awards, 
plus the ACEA Special Merit Award 1988.
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The Sydney Convention and Exhibition Centre is referenced  
in the following documents. A selection of these documents  
is attached:

“Architecture in Transition The Sulman Award 1932 - 1996,” 
Andrew Metcalf, HHT 1997, pp. 16, 42, 44, 45, 95, 98, 122

Research notes and photographs from the “Architecture in 
Transition: The Sulman Award 1932-1997 Exhibition” Museum 
of Sydney 1997 Mitchell PXE 846 Box 10 & AIA Archives 
‘Tusculum’

“Australian Architecture Since 1960”, Jennifer Taylor, RAIA 1990; 
Aquarium, Darling Harbour, 234, 235, 236
Darling Harbour Exhibition Building, 233, 234, 235, 235 
National Maritime Museum, 231, 234, 235, c.p.
National Tennis Centre, 235, 235,237, 244
Sydney Football Stadium, 235, 236, 237, c.p.

“Encyclopedia of Twentieth Century Architecture”, Fitzroy 
Dearborn (Taylor & Francis Publishers) 2003, Essay: Steel 
Construction, Johathan Ochshorn www.essential-architecture.
com/TYPE/TYPE-steel.htm

“Sir Bannister Fletcher’s A History of Architecture”, Sir Banister 
Fletch and Dan Cruickshank, The Architectural Press, 1996

Denis Sharp. “Twentieth Century Architecture: a Visual History.” 
New York: Revised 1991 Edition p.398-9. 

Mark Aarons, “A Place for People. The transformation of 
Sydney’s Darling Harbour”, SHFA 2009

Alan Blanc, Michael McEvoy, Roger Plank, “Architecture and 
construction in steel” Part 6, Outstanding Contemporary Steel 
Architecture, pp.118, 541, 544-5

The Architectural Review, February 1984, Neville Quarry, “ 
Darling Harbour”

The Architectural Review, October 1988 Vol. CLXXXIV No.11000, 
Jennifer Taylor, “Philip Cox’s Bicentennial Buildings for Sydney”, 
pp.66 - 72

Architecture Australia, Philip Cox: RAIA Gold Medal 1984, 
September 1985; Sydney Exhibition Centre, pp.72-76; Philip Cox 
1984 AS Hook Address pp.77- 81

Architecture Australia, December 1989 p.43 Sydney Exhibition 
Centre Finalist Sir Zelman Cowen Award & p.59 NSW Awards

Architecture Australia, July 1990 pp.37- 39,‘Public Institutions 
and the City’, Paul Fox

Architecture Australia, September/October 2000, “Identity  
and the Olympics,” Harry Margalit

Architecture Australia, Special Edition, “The Royal Australian 
Institute of Architects Gold Medal 1960-2006”

Architecture Australia, vol.96 no.4, July /August 2007

Architecture Australia, Special Edition, 2007, “MSJ The First 
Forty Years”, pp.23 – 25

Architecture Bulletin, vol.41 (1984) no.6, p.18 Darling Harbour, 
bicentennial project announcement Architecture Bulletin, vol.41 
(1984) no.7, p.3-5 Darling Harbour, James Rouse, visit, text of 
address,

Architecture Bulletin, February 1985, The Resurrection of Darling 
Harbour, Darling Harbour joins the rush to ’88!

Architecture Bulletin, July 1989, Maximising Returns from 
Darling Harbour, Peter Tonkin, pp.7-8

Architecture Bulletin, August 1989, pp.4 – 8, Sir John Sulman 
Award 

Architecture Bulletin, 1989, pp.2-8, Darling Harbour “It’s a pity 
that such purposefulness is all too rare”

Architecture Bulletin, September 1991, pp.37, 39, President’s 
Award

Architecture Bulletin, March/April 2012 “Darling Bicentennial 
Redevelopment Project,” Noni Boyd

Architectural Record, June 1991, Vol 179, No.6. p.74, Graham 
Jahn. “Stretched Muscles”, drawing of site plan p.78 drawing  
of section, p.78

Sydney Morning Herald, Spectrum, Saturday February 27, 1988 
p.65 “Philip Cox’s vision splendid”, Janet Hawley

Architectural Significance

The Sydney Exhibition Centre is critically acclaimed 
nationally and internationally as a significant example 
of Twentieth Century architecture demonstrating a 
high level of creativity in its concept, and a high level 
of integrity in the execution of the original design 
concept. The Centre has been recognised nationally 
and internationally as being of considerable merit. 
It has been covered by journals around the world.

It has been recognised by the Australian Institute of 
Architects for its excellence. In 1989, it was awarded 
the Sir John Sulman Medal RAIA (NSW Chapter) by a 
committee chaired by Harry Seidler. In the same year 
it was a finalist for the Sir Zelman Cowan Award.

The Exhibition Centre is an excellent example 
of 1980s steel architecture, which was adopted 
by Australian architects and referred to in 
Apperly’s “Identifying Australian Architecture” 
as late twentieth century Structuralist.

Architectural  
Significance

Reference

Internationally it is mentioned as an example 
of excellence by Scharpe as outstanding 
Twentieth Century Architecture. 

Bibliography



10 11Sydney Exhibition Centre Report on Significance

Steel Profile, No 17 September 1986, pp.2-7, ‘The Mirror of  
the Sea’

Tubeline Design, no. 7, pp. 4-7, ‘Darling Harbour Exhibition 
Centre’

O’Hea, B. “The roof of the Darling Harbour Exhibition Centre.” 
In: Ass.Consulting Structural Engineers  NSW. Seminar. Steel  
in Structures, 1987, paper 6

Metal Building News, Vol.2 No.8 August 1987, ‘The Darling 
Harbour’s Exhibition Centre is Allco’s Centrepiece,’ pp.1, 22-23

State Library of New South Wales; PXD 790, Cox Richardson 
Architects and Planners, Architectural and Technical Drawings

The Architecture Show, February 1988, Cox interviewed by 
Frank Lowe

“The Design of Sydney,” Professor Peter Webber (Law Book 
Company, 1988) 11. Darling Harbour: A New City Precinct, Barry 
Young, pp.190-213

“Australian Architects: Philip Cox, Richardson and Taylor,” (RAIA, 
Canberra, 1988)

P. Cox, “Cox Architects,” 1993

“Cox Architects: selected and current works.” P. Cox 1997

“Cox Architects”, Philip Cox, Images Publishing Group, Victoria, 
2000

“Cox Architects, Millennium” Edited Renée, Images Publishing 
Group, Victoria, 2000, pp. 15, 41- 45

“Cox Architects and Planners 1960 – 2010”, P. Cox, S.Harrison, 
S. Kaji-O’Grady and A. Johnson, Images Publishing Group, 2008, 
pp. 16-20, 23-27,56-61, 224-237, 240-279, 224-338 including 
pp.28-33 “White Steel. The sports building works of Philip Cox, 
from 1977 and their global influence” Stuart Harrison
Architectural aspects of lightweight and membrane structures 
in sport and recreation : a paper presented at 1983 convention 
‘Membrane Structures in Sport & Recreation’ ... / Philip Cox

“Philip Cox Portrait of an Australian Architect.” Jennifer 
Towndrow, Viking , ISBN 0 67083470, 1991, pp. 179, 225, 233, 
255-7, 258-60, 261, 263-4

A Pictorial Guide to Identifying Australian Architecture, Styles 
and Terms from 1788 to the Present, Robert Apperly Robert 
Irving Peter Reynolds, Angus & Robertson, 1989, Late 
Twentieth-Century Structuralist, (Bruce Stadium ACT, Sydney 
Exhibition Centre and Sydney Football Stadium) pp. 256-259

The Encyclopedia of Australian Architecture, Edited Philip Goad 
and Julie Willis, Cambridge 2011, Philip Cox, pp. 180, 181

Darling Harbour Exhibition Centre / Darling Harbour Authority, 
Leighton Contractors Pty. Ltd., Philip Cox and Partners Pty. Ltd., 
Architects. [Sydney] 1985. Mitchell Library Q725.9109944/3  

Telling the Stories of Darling Harbour, Land & Property 
Management Authority; Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority, 
July 2010

“A History of Sydney’s Darling Harbour”, Wayne Johnson and 
Roger Paris Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority

SHFA Heritage and Conservation Register:  Exhibition Centre 
Precinct – Archaeological Remains – Iron Wharf

Philip Cox Lecture at Rose Seidler House, 30 June 2002, 
Docomomo/HHT

Contemporary Architects. Muriel Emmanuel, New York: St. 
Martin’s Press, 1980. ISBN 0-312-16635-4. NA 680-C625.  
pp.203-205

Australian Institute of Architects (NSW Chapter) Archives

“Leighton: 50 years of achievement 1949-1999”, 1999. 

“Sydney Biography of a City”, Lucy Hughes Turnbull, Random 
House Australia,1999, Darling Harbour, pp.108, 201, 288, 311, 
312-19, Sydney Aquarium, pp.316, 319 Sydney Football Stadium, 
pp.95, 396, Neville Wran pp.199-200

Award Winning Australian Architecture, Neville Quarry, 1997 
Craftsman House, pp.18-19, 28-29

Architecture Australia, vol.77 no.6, September 1988
Darling Harbour Exhibition Centre, p. 66-71

“A Place for People”, Mark Aarons, Sydney Harbour Foreshore 
Authority, 2009

Patrick Bingham-Hall: Cover; pp.3, 7, 8, 153, 154, 155, 156, 
158, 159

David Moore: pp.6 (2), 8, 135, 136, 137, 138, 139, 140, 141, 
142, 143, 152, 157

Copyright Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority: p.2

Messrs Richards and Company (Collection: Powerhouse 
Museum, Sydney): p.4

Dar Mlodziezy (1981), Peter F. Williams Collection: p.5

Reference

Bibliography Photograph Credits
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“ Twentieth Century Architecture: a Visual History.”  
by Dennis Sharp, Revised Edition 1991
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“ The Architectural Review”  
October 1988
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CATEGORY | ENDURING ARCHITECTURE

SYDNEY CONVENTION EXHIBITION CENTRE
Location Darling Harbour, Sydney NSW
Architects Cox Richardson
Contractor Leighton Contractors

Consultants 
Civil Engineer Ove Arup
Structural Ove Arup  
Mechanical AECOM
Electrical Addicoat, Hogarth and Wilson
Communications Addicoat, Hogarth and Wilson
Acoustic Peter Knowland
Quantity Surveyor WT Partnership 
Interior Cox Interiors 
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Cox Submission to State Signifi cance
Development Application

Sydney International Convention, 
Exhibition & Entertainment Precinct

Appendix 3

Sydney Exhibition Centre, 
National Trust Heritage Listing



 

NATIONAL TRUST REGISTER 
LISTING REPORT 

 
 

CITY/SUBURB/TOWN 
 
Darling Harbour 
 
 
 

NAME OR IDENTIFICATION  
 

Sydney Exhibition Centre 
 

ADDRESS OR LOCATION 
 
Darling Drive 
 

 
LGA: 
 

Sydney ABORIGINAL 
NATION: 

The Eora People of the 
Cadigal Band 

POSTCODE: 
 

2000 LOT/DP: 
 Lot 900 DP 1132344 

COMMITTEE: 
   

Built Heritage Conservation 
Committee 

GRID: 
 

Lat:     -33.875 
Long: 151.200 

 AUTHOR: Anne Higham LISTING DATE: 

 
STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE: 
 

The Sydney Exhibition Centre, Darling Harbour, is of high heritage significance as an exemplar of Late 
Twentieth Century Structuralist architecture. It is an important work in the career of the prominent Australian 
architect Philip Cox, who continues to play a significant role in Australian architectural history. The Sydney 
Exhibition Centre is critically acclaimed nationally and internationally as a significant example of Twentieth 
Century architecture, demonstrating substantial conceptual creativity.  
 
The Sydney Exhibition Centre building was designed in 1985 by the notable architectural firm Philip Cox 
Richardson Taylor and Partners Pty. Ltd, in close collaboration with internationally renowned engineers Ove 
Arup and Partners. It was opened in January 1988 as part of the Australian Bicentennial celebrations.  
The close design relationship between the Sydney Exhibition Centre, the National Maritime Museum and 
Sydney Aquarium (all similar structures designed by the same firms) create a coherent civic presence. The 
development of the precinct was the pre-eminent Australian Bicentennial project and the urban design of the 
Darling Harbour precinct and brought international focus on Australia and Australian architecture.  
 
The Sydney Exhibition Centre is acknowledged as an aesthetically distinctive design echoing the maritime 
history of Darling Harbour and was lauded for its innovative use of a long-span masted tension structure. The 
integrated roof structure and cladding system facilitated minimal use of construction scaffolding and 
subsequently influenced the design of sports and exhibition facilities worldwide.  
 
The Sydney Exhibition Centre was a finalist in the 1988 World Quaternario Awards and won various national 
and state engineering awards, such as the National Engineering Excellence Awards in the same year. It was 
awarded the NSW Institute of Architects Sir John Sulman Medal in 1989 and was a finalist for the Institute’s 
national Sir Zelman Cowen Award. It was extensively published nationally and internationally. 
 
Historical Significance 
 
The Sydney Exhibition Centre, opened on 16 January 1988 by NSW Premier Barry Unsworth, is one of a group 
of historically significant celebratory buildings associated with the 1988 Bicentennial Celebrations. The building 
is sited on government land with a maritime history extending back to the First Fleet.  
 
Since 1988 key events were hosted in the Convention & Exhibition Centre including an official State 
Bicentenary Dinner and the Bicentenary Exhibition. Since then the Centre has been used as the NSW principal 
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venue for international events and conferences1. A highlight being the venue’s prime role for the Sydney 2000 
Olympic Games, bringing the games to the CBD. It was the venue for boxing, wrestling, weightlifting, fencing 
and judo with a total seating capacity for over 30,000 spectators.  

 
The Sydney Exhibition Centre is an important work in the career of one of the most prominent Australian 
architects Philip Cox who is recognised nationally & internationally for his innovative designs.  In 1988 Philip 
Cox, Richardson, Taylor and Partners Pty Ltd produced five major steel structures2 in close association with 
engineers Ove Arup and Partners. Three were sited at the Darling Harbour Development, Sydney’s major 
Bicentennial project. The kinship of Cox’s three buildings creates a coherent civic presence making a 
distinguished contribution to the urban design of Darling Harbour. Darling Harbour Redevelopment is one of a 
group of memorable Bicentennial projects of the New South Wales government of Neville Wran that are 
historically significant. 

 
Aesthetic Significance 
 
The Exhibition Centre is acknowledged as an aesthetically distinctive design and was a significant technical 
innovation. Its use of a long-span masted tension structural system established new benchmarks in building 
design for the construction industry; after 1988 the Cox practice’s ‘white stadia expressionism’ was adopted 
globally by other architects and influenced the design of international sports and exhibition facilities. 
 

Apart from its structural applicability, the mast and rod formation was intended to have an abstract nautical 
metaphor, thematically continued in its outriggers, bridges and paneled steel cladding which relates it to 
original settlement as Darling Harbour was one of the earliest maritime centres in Australia. 

 
It is part of the enduring image of the celebratory function of the Bicentennial and of exhibition. Along with 
the National Maritime Museum and Sydney Aquarium the Exhibition Centre creates a civic presence and 
makes a distinguished contribution to the design of Darling Harbour.  
 
In 1989 the Sir John Sulman Medal acknowledged the building’s exemplary design for its period. In the 
same year it was a finalist for the Institute’s national Sir Zelman Cowen Award. It was selected as a finalist 
in the 1988 World Quaternario Awards and various national and state engineering awards, such as the 
National Engineering Excellence Awards in the same year.  
 
The Sydney Exhibition Centre’s importance in the course of NSW’s cultural history is primarily derived from 
its continued use for nearly a quarter of a century as the principal NSW venue for events, exhibitions and 
conferences. In this role it has been a major contributor to commercial development in New South Wales.  
 
The Exhibition Centre is one of a suite of Bicentennial and Olympic projects that brought an international 
focus to Australia and Australian architecture.  
 
Internationally it is recognised by the architectural and engineering professions as an important 
contributor to Australian and international architecture. The concentration of attention on Australia and 
Australian national identity in the late 1980s was driven by the Bicentennial and was a major opportunity 
for Cox’s work to be seen on a large scale, both through television coverage and in publications, 
including.  
 

• three COX projects are featured in the revised edition of Dennis Sharp’s book Twentieth Century 
Architecture: a Visual History - this European text assisted in making COX’s ‘white steel’ work 
influential around the world. Sir Bannister Fletcher’s A History of Architecture featured the Bruce 
Stadium, the Sydney Football Stadium and Cox’s three Darling Harbour buildings in its 20th 
Edition (1996), bringing the works into one of the most well-known contemporary architectural 
texts;  

• the Bicentennial also brought cultural attention to Australia - the October 1988 edition of the 
London-based Architectural Review was an ‘Australian special’ which included an article on Cox;  

• Jennifer Taylor’s Architectural Review article ‘Philip Cox’s Bicentennial Buildings for Sydney’ 
features the Sydney Exhibition Centre, the Sydney Football Stadium and National Tennis Centre 
extensively, but also both key buildings at Bruce, completed up to 10 years earlier; 

                                                            
1 For example Sydney Convention and Exhibition Centre was a key meeting venue of APEC Australia 2007 when the 
political leaders of the 21 member states of the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation met. 
2 The Sydney Football Stadium, the National Tennis Centre Melbourne (with Peddle Thorp & Learmonth), and the 
Exhibition Centre, the National Maritime Museum and the Sydney Aquarium. 
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• the Sydney Exhibition Centre has been recognised by Jonathan Ochshorn in his essay on the 
history of technical innovation in steel construction in Encyclopedia of Twentieth Century 
Architecture, ed. Fitzroy Dearborn, 2003; 

• Alan Blanc, Michael McEvoy & Roger Plank’s Architecture and construction in steel Part 6 includes 
Cox’s Sydney Exhibition Centre and Sydney Football Stadium as examples of ‘outstanding 
contemporary steel architecture’. 

 
 

The design for the Centre was developed in close collaboration with internationally renowned engineers 
Ove Arup and Partners, who provided structural and life safety engineering services. 

 
A highly efficient structure, the building was erected in a very short period of time. The integrated roof 
structure and cladding system allowed for easy and safe erection with minimal scaffolding and the building 
established new standards for fire engineering and fire safety minimising materials and energy 
requirements.   
 
Research into crowd behavior and fire loads helped establish rational and economic approaches that have 
benefited many projects since and led to the alternative solution principles of the current codes. 
 
The project delivered a low cost solution using advanced engineering. Construction cost was on budget 
and was less than $1,500 per square metre. 
 
The innovative light weight structural and life safety solutions minimised materials and energy requirements 
for the project. Conventional building regulations in force at the time prescribed a heavy weight, highly 
serviced building to meet load and life safety requirements. 
 
The structural steel design set new benchmarks for the industry. Estimated steel tonnage savings for the 
stayed solution were in the order 25%. 
 
Social Significance 
 
The Bicentennial projects brought major international focus on Australia and Australian architecture and 
contributed to the architectural profession’s sense of identity. The Sydney Exhibition Centre is valued by 
both engineers and architects because of the esteem in which the Sulman Award and National Engineering 
Awards are held. The SEC is a notable development in the design of long-span masted steel structures 
recognised internationally by the architectural and engineering communities as an important contributor to 
world and Australian architecture. 
 
Technical/Creative Significance 
 
The structural system for the Exhibition Centre established new benchmarks in long span building design, 
the Cox practice’s ‘white stadia expressionism’ after 1988 was adopted by other architects and became 
influential in the design of  international sports and exhibition facilities.3 
 
Rarity/Representativeness Significance 
 
The design of the Sydney Exhibition Centre demonstrates technical innovation in the design of long-span 
masted tension structures. It provides evidence of the enduring image of the celebratory function of the 
Australian Bicentennial and of exhibition. The kinship of the three Cox buildings, the Exhibition Centre, the 
National Maritime Museum and Sydney Aquarium created a coherent civic presence and makes a 
distinguished contribution to the urban design of the Darling Harbour, rare evidence of the creation of a 

                                                            
3 Many of the new Olympic venues relied substantially on the techniques of steel construction which in 1980s had an 
aesthetic appeal associated with an emerging Australian architecture. “Steel elements can be fabricated off-site, 
reducing construction time and effort and allowing precise tolerances. The tensile qualities of steel make it suitable for 
covering large areas with suspended or stayed structures, and steel trusses and space frames also permit large 
spans with few points of support. These practical advantages have asserted themselves across the Homebush site, 
and follow the tenacious arguments mounted by Philip Cox in the 1980s that, first and foremost, the obvious should 
be addressed. Cox refigured many Olympic buildings in the first major venue to be completed, the Sydney Aquatic 
Centre, and in his earlier Sydney Exhibition Centre at Darling Harbour. Steel-stayed, trussed or bowed – has 
emerged not as the preferred method of large-scale construction but as the only method of construction” Harry 
Margalit, “Identity and the Olympics” 
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place of celebration valued by the community. (Refer to comparative long-span masted tension structures 
attachment) 

 
If I’m looking at Sydney as an artist, I cry over the lost opportunities. The Harbour really is the thing that 
recovers Sydney’s past bad developments. Darling Harbour is one of those wonderful opportunities which has 
been given to the people of Sydney – three kilometers of waterfront which people can enjoy and relax in. It’s 
the first time that restaurants and museums, places of entertainment and buildings of a civic nature are being 
placed on the water so they can respond on a human scale, whereas the major buildings in the Central 
Business District perhaps lack that human intrigue that we cherish. 

 
Philip Cox, architect, 1988 

 
The Sydney Exhibition Centre is an excellent example of 1980s steel architecture outstanding because of 
the esteem in which it is held; it was a significant variation in the design of long-span masted tension 
structural systems which was subsequently adopted by Australian architects and has had global influence. 
It is part of a group of buildings referred to in Apperly’s "Identifying Australian Architecture" as illustrating 
late twentieth century Structuralist architecture. (Refer to Comparative late twentieth century Structuralist 
Steel buildings attachment). 
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DESCRIPTION: 
 
The Sydney Exhibition Centre comprising five interconnected halls, each of 5,000 square metres, with an 
underground 1,000 space car park is one of three public buildings undertaken by Cox Architecture in the 
Darling Harbour Redevelopment Area, adjacent to Sydney’s CBD. 

 
The Exhibition Centre is a major component of South Darling Harbour, framing Tumbalong Park along its 
west edge. It is raised on a podium to overlook the park and articulated so that it is possible to view the 
park from within as well as to obtain views to the inside of the Centre from the park.  

 
The Exhibition Centre is stretched in staggered formation along the western edge of the Darling Harbour 
Park from freeway to freeway. Virtually its entire park face is glazed, broken only by the set backs which 
identify each of its five 5,000 square metre halls. Each hall can be closed off from its neighbour by 
mechanically operated sliding walls. 

 
Despite its close relationship to the garden context, the horizontality of the building repeats the form of the 
wool stores and warehouses of Ultimo behind, reinforced by the silhouette of the vertical masts. In order to 
preserve the garden elevation as a public interface between park and exhibition, the rear elevation is 
entirely devoted to docking and service facilities and these appropriately face the historic warehouse district 
of Ultimo.  

 
The concept for the centre arose from four objectives.  

• the first was to continue the tradition of structurally innovative exhibition centres dating back to 
Joseph Paxton’s steel, wood and glass Crystal Palace in London.  

• the second was to establish an integral relationship with a new park stretched along one frontage.  
• thirdly, it sought to convey a distinctive maritime theme conducive to a historic harbour port.  
• finally it needed to achieve 100 metre spans without creating a massively scaled edifice. 

 
These objectives were met by a continuous mast and cable structure, proving to be both economical and to 
allow a low horizontal scale to be developed. The mast and cable structure is anchored within the service 
zones between each hall and supported by trussed outriggers cantilevered off each main mast. The 
division of the vast footprint into five distinct sections allowed the building to be operated effectively, as well 
as mediating its great mass. 

 
It also met the political objective of completion in time for it’s for opening in January, 1988 as a key part of 
the Bicentennial celebrations. From concept design, the entire project took 32 months to complete under a 
“Fast Track” contract. 
 
HISTORY: 
According to SHFA it is difficult to judge whether the Sydney Exhibition Centre site would have had any 
Aboriginal occupation. European development of the Darling Harbour occurred by the mid-19th century, 
when maps and plans indicate buildings on the George Street. The 1853 plan indicates a stream or creek 
running from George Street across the Darling Harbour railway site some 20 metres north of the street 
frontage.4 Such watercourses were often the source of food and water for the Aboriginal people of Sydney. 
The former swampy areas directly to the north of George Street (now Central Railway yards, Carlton 
Brewery) drained via creeks such as that indicated in the 1853 plan into Darling Harbour. In the traditional 
Cadigal language of the Aboriginal people who lived around inner Sydney, Darling Harbour was called 
Tumbalong (after which the modern park was named.) Darling Harbour itself was known before the 1830s 
as Cockle Bay due to the extensive Aboriginal shell middens on its shores. It is therefore more than likely 
that the vicinity of the Exhibition Centre site was at least intermittently visited or occupied by Aboriginal 
people in the course of gathering food or making camps.  
 
European occupation of the study area occurs by the 1790s, when much of the land in the Pyrmont/ Ultimo 
peninsula was granted to members of the military. By 1804 John Harris had consolidated much of these 
holdings into the Ultimo Estate, (Governor King had granted this part of the Ultimo Estate to Harris in 
December 1803.) In 1830-31 a strip of land along the north side of George Street was sold as town 
allotments, with buildings indicated to the east of the subject site by 1836. This strip had been built out by 
1843, shown on the map of that year. John Harris died in 1838, leaving the Ultimo Estate divided between 

                                                            
4 Since 1985 the creek runs in a massive triple cell culvert 10 metres by 3 metres. 
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his brothers, and eventually their families. The complexities of the wills and land transfers meant that the 
property remained jointly owned by the family until late in the 1850s, although small parcels were often 
leased. Unlike other areas on the outskirts of the city, including adjoining Pyrmont, Ultimo remained largely 
undeveloped up to the mid-19th century. The Sydney Railway Company, formed in 1849, approached the 
Harris family with the prospect of purchasing a strip of seven acres of land for the construction of one mile 
of railway line joining the Sydney railway terminus near what is now Central Station, with proposed 
wharfage facilities at Darling Harbour. The proposal was accepted by the Harris family who saw the 
economic advantages of industrial and port development on the western side of the Harbour. The land was 
sold in 1853, however, like most international private railway companies, the Sydney Railway Company fell 
into financial difficulties and was taken over by the NSW Government in 1854. The railway, ultimately 
connecting Darling Harbour and Parramatta, was opened in 1855. The railway reserve of 1853 follows the 
current corridor and extended almost to Pyrmont Bridge. A series of cuttings and embankments carried the 
railway from the Redfern terminus (near Central). At George Street (Broadway) a sandstone bridge, still in 
existence, carried the street over the railway cutting. The railway cutting here obliterated evidence of any 
structures that had fronted George Street. At Ultimo Road a bridge carried the railway over the road. Little 
development occurred in the period of almost 20 years following the opening of the railway. The line divided 
the peninsula, largely alienating the Darling Harbour shoreline strip of land from Harris Street, a factor 
which was to influence the development of Ultimo and is still strongly evident today.  
 
Pyrmont Bridge opened in 1857, and it was intended that there should be a rail and bridge interchange or 
terminus, so that goods could be brought across the Bridge from Sydney (and indeed the Darling Harbour 
wharves) and thence transported by rail, and vice-versa. By 1870 the NSW rail network had connected to 
Goulburn and was crossing the Blue Mountains. Disputes between the Harris family and the Pyrmont 
Bridge Company, along with a decreased demand for wool stores and export from Darling Harbour stymied 
the proposed development. The railway was rarely used apart from the landing and transport of coal and 
ballast at Darling Harbour for the railways. The Harris family demanded compensation for the stagnated 
development and in the 1860s the NSW Government awarded them reclaimed land to the east of the 
railway in the vicinity of what is now Haymarket, between Ultimo Road and Hay Street. The Government’s 
reclamation of the southern end of Darling Harbour led to the construction, in 1874, of the Iron Wharf. This 
was the first substantial wharfage on the western side of the Harbour and was conveniently located close to 
the railway to enable its use.  
 
By 1882 Sydney was linked by rail to Albury, Hay and Dubbo, and after the completion of the Hawkesbury 
River Bridge in 1889 with the Queensland border. By that time all the major primary production regions of 
New South Wales had been connected with Sydney, and therefore with the Darling Harbour goods line. 
Industrial developments from the 1870s onward saw Darling Harbour emerge as an important inter-colonial 
and international transport and manufacturing centre. Thomas Mort established his NSW Fresh Frozen 
Food and Ice Company on what is now the site of the Chinese Gardens in 1875, experimenting with 
refrigeration of meat. Mort also had slaughter yards located over the Blue Mountains at Bowenfels, from 
where frozen meat was transported by rail to Sydney. In 1879 the first refrigerated shipment of meat left 
Darling Harbour for England. In 1889 the first refrigerated rail cars were bringing produce from all over 
NSW to Darling Harbour for Sydney’s consumption as well as international export.  
 
The Atlas Engineering Works at Pyrmont was building railway engines and passenger and goods rolling 
stock from 1878 on land adjacent to the Darling Harbour line. On the city side of the Harbour, engineers 
Peter Nicol Russell & Co. had been making rolling stock since 1869 in a purpose built factory only 
demolished in 1985. Livestock was also brought to Darling Harbour by rail for export. An 1888 map of the 
site indicates animal pens located within and adjacent to the study area south of Thomas Street, still 
indicated in the 1897 map of the site. The 1888 map also shows a number of buildings concentrated on 
either side of the railway line at the Broadway end of the site. The three buildings on the western side are 
gone by 1897 which could suggest they were timber, more or less temporary structures. In the 1880s 
Goldsborough & Co built a wool store near the railway on the corner of Fig & Pyrmont Streets, accessible 
not only to the rail but also Harris Street. Other wool stores followed in the ensuing decades, all 
conveniently located close by the railway. Around this time the railway pushed further into Pyrmont. The 
Ultimo Power House was built in 1898-99 on the railway line by which it was supplied with coal, as was the 
Pyrmont Power Station some ten years later. Following the Government resumptions after 1901 and 
subsequent wharfage developments at Jones Bay and Darling Island, the railway expanded and fostered 
the industrial boom first predicted in the 1850s.  
 
By the 1910s Darling Harbour south of Pyrmont Bridge was becoming too shallow for large vessels and 
was largely reclaimed in the late 1920s using fill from Sydney’s underground railway excavation. Before this 
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land reclamation, the harbour extended as far south as Pier Street, which runs between the Chinese 
Garden and the Entertainment Centre. The Iron Wharf was demolished and operations concentrated further 
to the north. By this time the subject site had become simply the location of rail lines with no need for 
buildings associated with the loading or unloading of goods. Thus it was to remain for the rest of the active 
life of the goods line. Darling Harbour was the major rail-sea goods interchange in New South Wales for 
nearly a century. By the 1960s many of the wool stores and other port functions were moving out of 
Sydney. The number of ships using the inner harbour declined – ships were getting bigger, so there were 
fewer of them. And trains and trucks soon replaced most of the coastal shipping trade. Road transport was 
often a less expensive medium than rail for transhipment of goods. The functions of the railway decreased 
significantly.  
 
In 1971 the first assessment of the potential for redevelopment of Darling Harbour was published by the 
Sydney City Council. It proposed that a park, markets and residential development be built. Studies of the 
area continued throughout that decade. Finally in the 1980s the Darling Harbour Redevelopment spelt out 
the final chapter of the Darling Harbour goods yards, which were demolished and redeveloped in 1985-
1988.The old wharfs by then too small to accommodate the large new ships-closed down. Port Botany, with 
its custom-built container terminal became Sydney’s major port. 
 
The redevelopment of Darling Harbour, the first maritime centre in Australia, was the centerpiece of the 
NSW Wran Government’s programme for the 1988 Bicentenary. At the time Philip Cox called it “the most 
important piece of real estate that’s been put together in Sydney in 100 years”.5 
 
On 1 May 1984 Premier Neville Wran announced a highly ambitious plan to rejuvenate Sydney’s Darling 
Harbour. The redevelopment Darling Harbour along the western edge of the city was to be a government 
backed, transformation of the derelict 54 hectare harbour front site into an inner city entertainment area - a 
new “place for people.” Neville Wran’s vision for Darling Harbour was part of his wider philosophy of making 
Sydney accessible to ordinary people, enhancing the culture and general quality of life in New South 
Wales. The government put in place a massive capital works program for the Bicentenary. It included 
turning the abandoned Pyrmont Power House into a museum, extending the Australian Museum, the Art 
Gallery and Mitchell Library, building a better connection between the Opera House and Circular Quay, 
upgrading the Macquarie Street and Circular Quay precinct, renovating Hyde Park Barracks and the Mint, 
the establishing the Bicentennial Stonework Programme6, adapting the Maritime Services Board building to 
create the Museum of Contemporary Art, creating Bicentennial Park, the first major new park since the 
centenary in 1888. The government also embarked on the biggest road construction program in the state’s 
history.  
 
Darling Harbour was the centrepiece that captured the community’s attention. Wran’s vision was to create a 
permanent part of Sydney’s cultural identity. He stated that it was ‘absolutely essential’ for Sydney to have 
exhibition and convention centres as part of the redevelopment. The significant change Darling Harbour 
urban renewal brought to the city was public access to the water. It changed the whole pattern of recreation 
and the way the population used the city. The phenomenon of urban revival and renewal has continued 
since 1988 and a network of waterfront promenades and parks has continued to make the harbour 
foreshore accessible.7 
 
Bob Pentecost credits Wran with the vision of what these institutions would contribute to economic 
prosperity and employment. Darling Harbour was not to become an essentially transitory and ephemeral 
place like World Expo88, Brisbane’s contribution to Australia’s Bicentenary. Darling Harbour redevelopment 
was in 1988, ‘the largest urban renewal project in the history of Australia’. It had an immediate effect on the 
surrounding area. Many new privately funded hotels were built and car parks and office buildings were 
driven by the success of Darling Harbour in providing a new focus for Sydney. There is no doubt that 

                                                            
5 ‘Steel Profile’ No.17 September 1986 
6 “For the first time, issues of preserving the past, as well as planning for the future, were addressed seriously by the 
state government. . . . The government adopted the fight to preserve historically significant architecture; the Heritage 
Act was passed ... the Heritage Council created, as was the Historic Houses Trust.” Lucy Hughes Turnbull, ‘Sydney 
Biography of a City.’ 
7 To the west six km harbour front promenade and open space network stretches from Tumbalong Park and 
Exhibition Centre in Darling Harbour to Wentworth Park. Along the eastern side of Darling Harbour Cox’s lively King 
Street Wharf  extended the 1988 harbour front promenade and the Barangaroo development will potentially link it to 
the Walsh Bay urban renewal.  Excluding the Barangaroo site this represents an almost 50% increase in accessible 
waterfront between Glebe and Woolloomooloo Bay. 
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Darling Harbour is a major economic driver for Sydney, New South Wales and Australia. Sydney found 
popularity as a tourist destination. 
 
The men chosen to oversee the Bicentenary Program, Public Works Minister Laurie Brereton, Gerry 
Gleeson, head of the Premier’s Department and Bob Pentecost, Director of Capital Works, all played a key 
part in implementing the projects. 
 
A development Strategy, produced by the Public Works Department, was exhibited in December 1984. In 
1985, the Darling Harbour Authority (which could bypass City Council controls) was established. The 
Authority was run for much of its development phase by Chair Alex Carmichael, and Chief Executive 
Officer, Bob Pentecost. The decision to suspend all planning powers and give the Darling Harbour Authority 
the sole responsibility for the redevelopment was hugely controversial, fuelling media and community 
criticism. In addition a Quality Review Committee set up, the MSJ Group was appointed as the “Project 
Design Directorate”, and, unusually for a government funded scheme, Leighton Constructions Pty Ltd, a 
private firm of contractors, was appointed on 18 December 1984 to provide services in project 
management, financial and construction programming, administration and supervision. It was a daunting 
fast track process to enable Darling Harbour to be ready for opening on Australia Day January 1988.  The 
role of the managing contractor, Leighton Contractors, was crucial in bringing the many disparate parts 
together. They managed 60 firms of consultants. Designing and constructing such a large scale project in 
just over three-and-a-half years was extraordinarily ambitious. 
 
Architect Richard Dinham, Design Manager for Leighton Contractors interviewed four architectural firms for 
the design of the Exhibition Centre and the Convention Centre. The design of the Convention Centre 
design was awarded to John Andrews International Pty. Ltd. Philip Cox and Partners were awarded the 
contract for the Exhibition Centre; their final Design Proposal was presented in May 1985. The Exhibition 
Centre was the largest physical component of the Darling Harbour redevelopment and forms an enclosure 
along the western edge, with the park dominating the outlook from the centre. 
 
The Darling Harbour redevelopment was to become the site of three of Cox’s 1988 steel structures. They 
are integral to the definition of the place creating a public precinct with a maritime feel. 
 
The Sydney Exhibition Centre was the first major exhibition centre to be built in Australia since the Garden 
Palace, built in 1879 in the Royal Botanic Gardens to commemorate Australia’s Centenary. It was 
destroyed by fire less than 3 years after it was completed leaving Sydney without an international standard 
exhibition facility for over a century. 
 
The design of the Sydney Exhibition Centre followed a progression of innovative projects out of the Cox 
Office - buildings of clearly expressed engineering producing an architecture proud and strong - the two 
stadiums in Bruce ACT, predating (Lord) Richard Rogers first tensile building, and then the township of 
Yulara, NT, a wonderful mix of traditional and “new” residential design and construction. The Australian 
predecessors of this structural expression remain the Melbourne Olympic Pool (McIntyre and Borland 
1956) and the Myer Music Bowl (Yuncken Freeman 1959), and the Sydney Harbour Bridge. 
 
Key factors contributing to the success of the Exhibition Centre include a clear vision and set of objectives 
for the total outcome, implementation and ongoing operation, supported by political enthusiasm and 
funding, a management structure with authority, an unambiguous organisational structure, decisive 
management and a team working in cooperation. Most importantly, there was a clear recognition of the 
milestone fact that the opening day of the celebration - 26 January 1988 – could not be moved. 
 
The designers of the Exhibition Centre building responded to that imperative.The structural solution allowed 
an ‘industrialised’ approach to the manufacture of the building elements, early construction of the roof 
allowing work under cover and a systematic approach to the design and commissioning of  the essential 
building services.  
 
The Sydney Exhibition Centre has always been recognised as a proud face of the south sector of Darling 
Harbour. The north sector is fronted by the Conference Centre, but more overtly by the Retail Pavilion of 
dubious parentage. The Exhibition Centre building, has stood strong as a western face for the space for the 
24 years since its construction. 
 
The Sydney Exhibition Centre was opened on 16 January 1988 by Wran’s successor Premier Barry 
Unsworth. On Australia Day, 26 January 1988 Darling Harbour played host to a fleet of international Tall 
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Ships, most of which participated in the First Fleet re-enactment. In the following six weeks over two million 
visitors flocked to the precinct and Darling Harbour rapidly ‘assumed its pace among the city’s other 
waterfront icons, the Opera House and Harbour Bridge and became part of the city’s culture, establishing 
itself as a significant Sydney landmark.’  
 
Unsworth was defeated in a landslide at the March 1988 election. Gerry Gleeson recalls: ‘So when Darling 
Harbour was eventually officially opened by the Queen on 4 May 1988, it was done by Greiner as Premier, 
which is rather ironical.’  
 
Since 1988 a new building linking the Exhibition Building and Convention Centre was added for the 2000 
Olympics. During the Sydney Games the Exhibition Building and Convention Centre was the biggest 
Olympic venue outside Homebush. It was used to host the boxing, fencing, judo, weightlifting and wrestling 
competitions.  
 
In the late 1990s, more visitors came to Sydney because of conventions held at the Exhibition and 
Convention Centre than any other city in the world. The Exhibition Centre houses the largest column-free 
exhibition space in Australia, with an open area equivalent to about five football fields. Since Darling 
Harbour opened, over 300 million visitors have enjoyed it, an average of over 14 million a year. In 2008 
electronic monitoring equipment recorded 28 million people movements into Darling Harbour, and it has 
been above 25 million for several years. On weekends, Sydneysiders come to Darling Harbour to have fun 
or simply stroll around – along with Circular Quay the Sydney equivalent of Barcelona’s famous promenade 
La Rambla. 
 
Modification Dates: 
In 1999 a new building by the architects Ancher, Mortlock and Woolley linking the Exhibition Centre and 
Convention Centre was added to provide sporting venues for the 2000 Sydney Olympics. Cox Architects 
also undertook alterations to the Convention Centre in consultation with John Andrews, original architect for 
the building. 
 
Further Comments 

 
Sydney Exhibition Centre received the following awards: 

 
1987  IE Australia – Highly Commended - Building and Civil Design (Roof Structure) 
 
1987  IE Australia Sydney Division Winner - Building and Civil Design (Roof Structure) 
 
1988   Finalist World Quaterario Award 
 
1988  ACEA Special Merit Award  
 
1988  Commendation Building and Civil Design, National Engineering Awards 
 
1989  Sir John Sulman Medal RAIA (NSW Chapter) 
 
1989   Sir Zelman Cowan Award Finalist RAIA 
 
2001, 2003 - 11 Australasia’s Leading Meetings and Conference Centre by the World Travel Awards 
  
2008 – 2011  Best Green Initiative Award Events Industry Association of Australasia 
 
2009 and 2011 Green Globe Silver Certification 
 
2010  Australian Event Awards Spice Magazine Best Venue 
 
2011  Silver Certification by EarthCheck 
 
2011   National Award  for the Best Meeting Venue for 500 delegates plus by the Meetings  

and Events Australia 
 



National Trust Register Listing Report 
The National Trust of Australia (New South Wales) 

10 
 

The contribution to Australian architecture of the COX Group has been widely recognised nationally and 
internationally since its beginnings in 1964 when the practice first received the RAIA Sir John Sulman 
Medal. In the 1980s the firm was known as Philip Cox Richardson Taylor and Partners Pty. Ltd. 

 
The Sydney Exhibition Centre Design Director was Professor Philip Cox AO B.Arch (Hon 1), Dip T and CP, 
University of Sydney, LFRAIA, Hon FAIA, FAHA, MRAPI. He was born 1 October 1939 and is one of 
Australia’s most widely recognised and celebrated architects. He commenced practice with Ian McKay in 
1963 and formed his own firm Philip Cox and Associates in 1964. The firm has grown to become the Cox 
Group with around 400 staff. Cox’s work appears throughout Australia also in South-East Asia, China, the 
Middle East, South Africa and Europe. 
 
Philip Cox graduated from the University of Sydney with honours in architecture in 1962. He was a Royal 
Australian Institute of Architects (RAIA) silver medallist and was awarded the NSW Board of Architects 
Travelling Scholarship. He graduated from the University of Sydney with a diploma in Town and Country 
Planning in 1972. He is a Professor of Architecture at the University of NSW and in 2000 received an 
Honorary Doctorate of Science from that University. 
 
He has received numerous awards in recognition of his contribution to architecture, including the RAIA 
Gold Medal in 1984, Life Fellowship of the RAIA in 1987 and Honorary Fellowship of the American Institute 
of Architects in the same year. In 1988 he was awarded the Order of Australia for services to architecture. 
In 1993 he received the inaugural award for Sport and Architecture from the International Olympic 
Committee, and was elected a Fellow of the Royal College of Humanities. He is the author of fifteen 
publications on the history of Australia’s towns, housing and architecture. 
 
The Sydney Exhibition Centre Project Director was Peter John Richardson B.Arch., A.R.A.I.A. John 
Richardson joined Philip Cox on leaving the University of Sydney in 1969 and has been a Director of the 
practice since 1972. He has been actively involved as a committee member and councilor of the Royal 
Australian Institute of Architects (RAIA NSW Chapter) and in 1993 was President of the RAIA NSW 
Chapter. 
 
He has served on the Board of the Sydney Cove Authority (1994-1998), the Australian Services 
Roundtable (2002) and the Australian Institute of Steel Construction and was a member of the Sydney 
Harbour Design Review Panel (1998 – 2008) He has served as a councilor of the National Trust of 
Australia (NSW) and has been a Board member since 2010. He was chairman of the National Executive 
Committee of the Cox Group from 1995 to 1997.  
 
He has been Project Director for many of the practice’s major projects, both in Australia and internationally. 
These have received over 30 awards. Important projects include Ayers Rock Tourist Resort, Sydney 
Football Stadium, Sydney Exhibition Centre and Master Plans for Royal North Shore Hospital, University of 
Sydney and Macquarie University. 

 
The Sydney Exhibition Centre project architects were Trevor Armitage and Russell Lee, who is a director of 
COX Architects 
 
The Structural and Civil Engineers were Ove Arup and Partners, who had established a close relationship 
with the Philip Cox Richardson and Taylor office. In 1986 they jointly bought a central city building in easy 
walking distance of Darling Harbour, facilitating collaboration at all stages of the design of the project. 

The Engineering Project Director was Peter J. Thompson DIC, CEng, MIStructE, MIEAust. He practices as 
a consultant with particular expertise in structural analysis and design, reinforced and pre-stressed 
concrete design, structural steelwork design, project management, planning and evaluation. Peter gained a 
Diploma in Structural Engineering from the Brixton School of Building followed by postgraduate studies in 
concrete technology at the Imperial College of Science and Technology. He is a Past Fellow of the UK 
Institution of Structural Engineers and Past Member of the Association of Consulting Engineers, Australia. 
Peter joined the engineering consulting firm Ove Arup & Partners in 1950, beginning work in the London 
Office before transferring to Perth in 1968 and to Sydney in 1973. He established a specialization in early 
phase structural engineering for buildings, having led many ARUP building projects throughout the 
Australia Pacific region. In 1991 Peter was awarded the Royal Australian Institute of Architects NSW 
Chapter President’s Award for outstanding contribution to the architectural profession and in 1994 he was 
appointed an Adjunct-Professor at the University of NSW in the Faculty of the Built Environment. Major 
projects in association with Philip Cox’s office include Sydney Football Stadium, Sydney Exhibition Centre 
& the National Maritime Museum. The Project Engineer was Bob O’Hea. 
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aim...
• an entertainment precinct on the world stage

• continual operations during development & expansion

• three simple stages

• enhance connectivity around and through the Darling Harbour Precinct

• optimise Public Domain

• unified Convention, Exhibition and Entertainment facilities befitting  
 sustainable global cities
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Strategy 1 | Retain Convention      Centre
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new hotel 
Rooms 300

Existing Exhibition hall
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Existing Parking
Bays 900
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INTRODUCTION

It is difficult to find the logic in the NSW 

Government’s proposals to demolish 

three public buildings, less than thirty 

years old, designed by three of Australia’s 

best architects and to use their sites for 

replacement buildings. To do this, temporary 

buildings will need to be procured. To 

subsidise the cost of this, over a thousand 

apartments, a high-rise hotel and thousands 

of metres of commercial space will be built 

in a manner that puts pressure on some 

of Sydney’s best parkland and foreshore 

promenade space.

Development proposals were invited by the 

Government without any apparent regard 

to assessment of the cultural, social and 

architectural significance of these sites. There 

has been no involvement of the general public 

to participate in a momentous decision of this 

kind. No criticism is implied of Lend Lease 

Corporation which has simply responded 

to the Government’s brief in a competitive 

bidding process.

Darling Harbour is the NSW Government’s 

finest achievement in the 1980s and 90s and 

was the focal point of the 1988 Bicentennial 

Celebrations. The development is hugely 

popular with the general public, overseas 

visitors and organisers of convention and 

exhibition activities. However it has been 

somewhat reviled by the “design community” 

and the City of Sydney.

There are a number of reasons for this 

including the following:

•	 The unpopularity of Darling Harbour 

Authority Act of 1984 which gave the 

Authority and Minister unprecedented 

powers (This Act was repealed in 1994). 

The Act streamlined approvals to effect 

early completion but was strongly criticised 

by the “planning community” and City of 

Sydney.

•	 The unpopularity of the monorail which 

was approved under the Act despite 

sizeable public protest rallies.

•	 The snobbery of Sydney’s “opinion 

leaders” because of the perception of a 

low-class demographic of many of the 

Above

Bob Pentecost briefs NSW Cabinet on 

Darling Harbour Construction c.1985
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visitors (“Westies”) – yet this is the visitor 

category the Wran Government particularly 

wanted to attract.

•	 The perceived lack of “connectivity” 

of Darling Harbour with the CBD and 

Pyrmont. This is an aspect of Darling 

Harbour that could be improved especially 

towards the South to Quay Street. However 

these criticisms are largely ideological and 

representative of conventional solutions 

which do not bear scrutiny when examining 

the detailed conditions imposed by level 

changes, freeways and pedestrian desire 

lines.

•	 The desire by the City of Sydney to replace 

Darling Harbour by a low-rise “urban grid” 

of housing as illustrated in its “2030 Vision” 

and to build convention and exhibition 

facilities over railroad tracks to the south of 

Central Railway Station.

•	 Objections to the Darling Harbour scheme 

by conservation groups for its disregard 

for the industrial heritage of the site. All the 

old sheds were demolished however the 

extensive restoration of Pyrmont Bridge 

was and item of major expenditure.

For all the above reasons, there have been 

negative opinions expressed in the past. 

However, any objective analysis demonstrates 

that the development is highly utilised and 

appreciated by the general Sydney public and 

visitors alike. The pedestrianized public realm 

with its excellent landscaping, water features 

and public buildings provides an attractive, 

refreshing counterpoint to the heavily trafficked 

street grid of the City of Sydney. The quality of 

the place has been enhanced by the recently 

completed “Darling Quarter” development.
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SYDNEY ENTERTAINMENT CENTRE

The Sydney Entertainment Centre was 

procured by the Wran Government and 

completed in the early 1980’s, prior to the 

commencement of the Darling Harbour 

Development. It is a well designed and 

conveniently located arena structure with a 

100 metre clear-span and a maximum seating 

capability of 12,000.

This facility was located in the city after 

extensive consultation with promoters of 

popular entertainments. The Government’s 

original intention was to build the building in 

Parramatta but the promoters had the strongly 

held opinion that a suburban location was not 

financially viable. The building was built under 

a “turn-key” design and construct contract 

by John Holland Constructions following an 

extensive competitive bidding process.

The architect for the building was the late Jack 

Torzillo of Edwards Madigan Torzillo. Jack was 

a Sulman Prize winner for the “Boots” factory 

in Roseville (now demolished). Edwards 

Madigan Torzillo are best known for the High 

Court and National Gallery in Canberra.

The building has been the target of criticism 

which appears to originate with persons 

associated with the “Superdome” a larger but 

under performing facility at Sydney Olympic 

Park, with the view sometimes expressed that 

Sydney can only support one arena structure 

of this type.

With its robust structure, excellent sight-lines 

and generous space standards, the Sydney 

Entertainment Centre could easily be stylishly 

refurbished to create an outstanding venue. 

The work recently carried out at Hamer 

Hall in Melbourne is an exemplar of what 

can be achieved. In any refurbishment and 

redevelopment of the Entertainment Centre 

carpark site, connection with the Exhibition/

Convention facilities could easily be improved.

SEC at time of opening early 1980s
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THE DARLING HARBOUR DEVELOPMENT

Darling Harbour was the site of a major 

goods yard inter-connecting the NSW rail 

network with the port of Sydney and the 

NSW Farm Produce Markets. By the 1970s 

the containerisation of shipping and the 

construction of the new Flemmington markets 

had rendered this facility obsolete.

The Wran Government’s original intention was 

to make the site the location of “Expo 88”, 

a “World Exposition”. This was to be a joint 

venture between the NSW and Commonwealth 

Governments. However relationships between 

the two Governments and the Chairman of the 

Bicentennial Authority, John Reid broke down 

to the point at which the Wran Government 

decided to proceed independently with a 

development to be the centre-piece for 1988. 

In the early 1980s the Premier’s Department 

called for development proposals from 

private enterprise. These unfortunately proved 

desultory. In 1983 the Institute of Architects 

presented an excellent talk by the late Mort 

Hoppenfeld, then of the Baltimore Inner 

Harbour Development Authority describing the 

highly-acclaimed recent project in Baltimore. 

This appeared an appropriate model of 

what could be done at Darling Harbour and 

Hoppenfeld was invited to advise the NSW 

Government. The intentions of his sketch 

were largely realised and embellished in the 

ultimate development. MSJ-Keys Young were 

appointed design managers, designers of 

public spaces and a selection process led to 

Philip Cox and John Andrews being appointed 

as architects for the two major buildings, 

the Exhibition and Convention Centres, 

respectively.

Mort Hoppenfeld’s sketch

Darling Harbour Development Plan
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THE SYDNEY EXHIBITION CENTRE

In the last decades of the 20th century the 

work of Philip Cox received increasing acclaim 

for a broad range of buildings. The Sydney 

Exhibition Centre is unquestionably one of 

his finest works and together with the refined 

geometry and landscaping of Tumbalong Park 

create an outstanding result.

The building has 25,000 sq metre contiguous 

exhibition space on one level with large 

scale roof spans and is connected to a 

continuous lobby overlooking Tumbalong 

Park to the city skyline. It can be expanded 

to the South, to the SEC carpark site, by a 

lobby passing under the Pier Street overpass. 

If refurbishment is required, this would be far 

cheaper than providing a totally new building 

as well as a temporary facility.

This building received the Sulman Award 

for architecture in 1989. This is a building of 

unquestionable architectural significance. Had 

another twenty years elapsed it would be on 

both State and National Heritage registers.
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THE SYDNEY CONVENTION CENTRE

The Convention Centre was designed by 

John Andrews, another Australian architect of 

international repute who came to prominence 

with his Scarborough College, near Toronto, 

Canada in the 1960s. One of the outstanding 

buildings of its decade. After several other 

major projects in the USA and Canada, 

Andrews returned to Australia and designed 

a number of other remarkable buildings in 

Sydney and Canberra.

The Convention Centre demonstrates the 

hallmarks of Andrew’s style: strong sculptural 

invention, clearly articulated service elements 

and a powerful sequence of spaces. The 

building contains a number of excellent 

auditoria and meeting spaces. Visitors to the 

building experience a strong “sense of place” 

with dramatic views over the harbour towards 

the city skyline.

The building is particularly successful in its 

visual relationship with the adjacent massive 

scale of the elevated freeway. The large sub-

divisible auditorium has been used for a wide 

variety of events including Olympic weight-

lifting.

This building could easily be expanded to the 

north to the Harbourside Shopping Centre site 

where it could complement a new “Landmark: 

Convention/Hotel development.
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OPTIONS FOR CHANGE AND GROWTH

Twenty years ago, Sydney’s exhibition 

facilities were the best in Australia, however 

subsequently Sydney has fallen behind the 

offerings of other cities in Australia, and more 

particularly overseas in this highly competitive 

market. Darling Harbour is an ideal location for 

these uses.

It is hard to understand why all three buildings 

need to be demolished and replaced when 

they could be added to and refurbished for 

far less cost than the current total demolition 

and rebuild proposal which requires costly 

temporary facilities during the construction 

period.

If the underperforming and architecturally 

undistinguished “Harbourside” shopping 

centre were to be made part of the 

redevelopment, there would be a broad 

range of alternative options. In principle, the 

Exhibition Centre could expand to the south 

on the site currently occupied by the above.

Cities grow and change and meet to remain 

imageful and competitive. There is better 

opportunity for a genuine landmark building, 

to create an unprecedented new image for 

Sydney on the Harbourside Shopping Centre 

site than in the current proposals.

Expand Convention Centre

Link

Expand 
Exhibition

Improve  
Linkage
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CULTURAL SIGNIFICANCE AND 

HERITAGE PROTECTION

Unfortunately it is a sorry fact of life that 

considerable time elapses before buildings 

are afforded the protection of listing under 

state or commonwealth heritage legislation. 

NSW introduced heritage legislation in the late 

1970s after the politicisation due to the “Green 

Bans” and demolition of many fine late 19th 

and early 20th century buildings.

In the case of Darling Harbour there is cultural, 

social, historical and architectural significance 

in abundance – the problem is that all this 

significance has been generated in the last 

thirty years. Any methodical assessment 

would demonstrate that the various venues 

and the place itself have been the settings of 

many of Sydney’s major events for the past 

thirty years and that the principal buildings 

and parklands are of a high standard and 

make a major contribution to the image of 

Sydney.
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CONSERVATION AND COLLECTIVE 

MEMORY

In the 1970s the “Green Ban” movement 

focused public attention at the irreversible 

losses being generated by the large scale 

redevelopment. Since that time Sydney has 

achieved a balance between conservation 

of the built and natural environment and the 

opportunity for economic growth and change.

Few “new world” cities have achieved the 

retention of so much historic fabric as has 

Sydney with its 19th century inner suburbs of 

terrace housing as well as the “Rocks” and 

“Walsh Bay” precincts. The completeness 

and character of these areas are an indelible 

aspect of the ethos of Sydney. So it should be 

with the principal elements of Darling Harbour. 

That is not to say that there should not be 

change – there is much scope for extension 

and enhancement.

The “Harbourside” shopping centre provides 

the opportunity for an outstanding extension 

of convention facilities and a superb site for 

a luxury hotel. The lessee of Harbourside 

could be assigned a lease of the ground and 

mezzanine levels of any new development 

as compensation. The Entertainment Centre 

carpark provides significant opportunities to 

expand the Exhibition Building. The service 

yard of the SEC could be eliminated to 

improve connection with the north – south 

desire line to Quay Street.

In such a scenario what is good about the 

legacy of the site would be maintained with 

exciting prospects for what would be new.
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COMMENTS ON THE PROPOSED 

DEVELOPMENT

The twin-tower, high-rise hotel seems to fit 

most uncomfortably on the tiny triangular site 

that is the current arrival and taxi rank to the 

convention centre. The need to cantilever the 

towers from the base is a demonstration of 

this difficult relationship.

The faceted planar forms of the Convention 

Centre have a poor relationship to the freeway 

compared with the carefully considered 

geometry of the existing John Andrews 

building. The building appears to “oversail” 

Bob Woodward’s masterpiece, his recessed, 

helical fountain. This would have a detrimental 

effect on this important work of art. 

The exhibition building appears split equally 

over several levels with a consequential lack 

of efficiency and amenity when compared 

with the current building (if expanded). 

This aspect has already received negative 

comments from the exhibition industry. Part 

of the building appears to have a turfed roof, 

well above street or park level. It is difficult to 

see how this would adequately compensate 

for significant loss of public open space at 

ground level. It is also hard to imagine that 

this could be considered “defensible space” 

outside daylight hours. The architectural 

expression of his building with its small-scaled 

cantilevered boxes and balconies appears to 

belie the reality of the building being a large 

floor-plate universal space. The building has 

a particularly uncomfortable relationship with 

the southern edge of the elevated freeway, 

which it appears to abut. The architectural 

expression of this building compares poorly 

with Philip Cox’s seamlessly integrated 

statements in the current, Sulman award 

winning Exhibition Building.

Tumbalong Park is possibly Australia’s 

finest landscape design of recent decades. 

Its gently disked lawn enables it use as an 

informal amphitheatre. Its continuous lawn 

enables its use for informal games such as 

“touch – football”. Its space is beautifully 

defined by the annular girdle of spotted gums 

and beautifully detailed stepped or recessed 

water feature. All of these qualities will be 
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destroyed in the proposed reconstruction: the 

amphitheatre is flattened, the integrity of the 

lawn is destroyed by five diagonal pathways, 

the spotted gums are chopped down, the 

water feature is demolished or largely filled in. 

What was distinctive and beautiful becomes 

commonplace.

The proposed Arena building with what 

appear to be 30 metre high clear glazed 

lobby walls facing east and north seems 

like model of great operational expense. 

The expressed functionalism of the current 

Sydney Entertainment Centre appears fresh 

and uncontrived in comparison. Negative 

comments have already been made by the 

popular entertainment industry about the 

negative impacts of 30% reduction in capacity 

when compared with the existing building.
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PROCESS

There appears to have been the failure of a 

proper process to effect a major development 

that has a multitude of impacts.

In the case of Barangaroo, over ten year pe-

riod there were:

•	 public forums as to what might happen

•	 a two-stage international design competi-

tion

•	 a master plan, based upon the competition 

and the jury’s comments

•	 a two stage bidding process

•	 an approval process to revised master 

plan and project applications.

At all stages there has been the opportunity 

for public comment.

In the case of Darling Harbour, the Govern-

ment has chosen to go straight to a private 

enterprise bidding process, leaving no room 

for the consideration of real alternative solu-

tions.

This report is not an argument that there 

should not be change. The city needs to 

evolve and facilities need to survive competi-

tion. The issue is given the vast expense of 

the proposal and the impact upon items of 

cultural significance that would be destroyed, 

there is the need for the Government to review 

its brief.
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