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0 1   I N T R O D U CT I O N

BACKGROUND 

HBMS Pty Ltd is proposing to redevelop The Mercantile Hotel 
at 25-27 George St, The Rocks. The hotel currently occupies 
the entire site at 25-27 George St, (Lot 10 Deposited Plan 
258607). The wedge-shaped site sits at the northern end 
of George Street, bounded by the pedestrian laneway of 
Gloucester Walk to the rear western side. To the south of the 
site is a row of two storey terraces along George Street known 
as Sergeant Majors Row. 

The proposed works include the construction of a new external 
steel and glazed lift structure; new ground floor amenities 
addition; new rooftop bar & restaurant addition; and internal 
modifications, including the relocation of the commercial 
kitchen fitout to the first floor. 

Figure 1.1 The Mercantile Hotel seen from George Street.

The main objective for the proposal is to refurbish the existing 
hotel to enhance its traditional pub character while sensitively 
adapting and adding elements to provide enhanced facilities 
for patrons and accommodation guests, all to facilitate the 
viable future operations of the hotel.

It should be noted that this assessment does not consider any 
alternative design options and is based on the design drawings 
prepared by Welsh + Major Architects dated April 2018. 

Alternative options were considered during the concept design 
development phase of the project and the proposed design has 
been identified as the most practical and sensitive solution with 
the least impacts to the heritage fabric.
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THE PROJECT 

Key features of the proposal include:  

• The construction of a new ground floor concrete 
amenities building to the rear with compliant toilet 
numbers

• A new glass and steel lift, located at the rear of the 
existing building fabric, connecting all four levels of the 
hotel

• The construction of a new steel and glass rooftop bar 
and restaurant structure with amenities, bar and kitchen 
servery

• A new fire egress stair connecting the rooftop level to the 
existing stair lobby on the second floor

• A new commercial kitchen fit-out to the first floor
• The construction of bathroom ‘pods’ to the 

accommodation rooms on the first and second floor
• Restoration and maintenance works
• Upgrade of building services, including, fire, electrical, 

mechanical and hydraulic
• Re-fitting of internal areas

Figures 1.2 and 1.3 illustrate the existing and proposed 
alterations. The drawings illustrated in figures 1.4 to 1.11 
show key aspects of the proposed design. 

The proposed ground floor amenities building has been 
designed to remove the detrimental impact of the current 
1980s era infill building, noted as intrusive to the original 
building and surrounding public domain. 

The new rear amenities structure will provide compliant 
washrooms for the hotel within an independent structure with 
green roof planting above. 

The views from the public domain and rear neighbouring 
buildings will be greatly improved from the removal of the 
intrusive ancillary structures and mechanical services and the 
introduction of green roof planting.

The new addition provides for a glass roof that visually 
separates the early sandstone retaining wall below Gloucester 
Walk, allows natural light and respects the heritage fabric of 
the site. 

A new steel and glass lift structure is proposed at the rear of 
the original building footprint, minimising the impact on the 
heritage fabric whilst providing compliant access to all four 
levels of the building. The lift structure has been designed to 
be visually separate from the existing building through glazed 
links, to allow the original form to be read and to provide 
transparency through to the original brickwork and detailing.

The existing intrusive rear outbuildings and cool rooms would 
be removed to provide a courtyard dining area. Access to 
the courtyard is proposed through a modified rear door and 
window assembly. 

The new rooftop addition is designed to be visually distinct 
from the main building, allowing the original heritage structure 
to read as the principal and dominant building form. The new 
rooftop sits within the footprint of the existing structure and 
would be setback from the parapet masonry walls to limit its 
visual presence from the streetscape. 

The enclosure of the new rooftop, is set-back from the George 
St frontage, aligned with the existing rooftop store structures, 
allowing an uninterrupted reading of the existing masonry 
façades.

For more information on the design development and options 
considered refer to the Architectural Design Statement 
prepared by Welsh + Major Architects dated April 2018.
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Figure 1.2 View of the existing situation from the Harbour Bridge walkway

Figure 1.3 Indicative photomontage prepared by Welsh + Major Architects illustrating the proposal.
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Figure 1.4 Proposed Site plan prepared by Welsh + Major Architects. NTS

Figure 1.5 Proposed Ground floor plan prepared by Welsh + Major Architects.
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Figure 1.6 Proposed First Floor plan prepared by Welsh + Major Architects.

Figure 1.7 Proposed Second floor plan prepared by Welsh + Major Architects.
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Figure 1.8 Proposed Roof Terrace plan prepared by Welsh + Major Architects.

Figure 1.9 Proposed Roof plan prepared by Welsh + Major Architects.
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Figure 1.10 Proposed East elevation prepared by Welsh + Major Architects.

Figure 1.11 Proposed West elevation prepared by Welsh + Major Architects.
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Environmental Impact 
Assessment Practice Note
Guideline for Landscape Character 
and Visual Impact Assessment

EIA-N04

Figure 1.12 RMS EIA Practice note. Guidelines for 
landscape character and visual impact assessment, 
EIA-N04, V 2.0, March 2013.

Figure 1.13 Guidelines for Landscape and Visual 
Impact Assessment, The Landscape Institute, 
Institute of Environmental Management & 
Assessment. Second edition 2008.
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PURPOSE OF THIS REPORT

KI Studio Pty Ltd has been commissioned by Welsh + Major 
Architects on behalf of HBMS Pty Ltd to undertake a visual 
impact assessment on the upgrade works of The Mercantile 
Hotel.

It should be noted that the assessment focuses on the external 
works to assess the likely impacts that the proposal would have 
on the surrounding project areas. Hence, it does not assess 
the interior works.

This report would inform the project approval authority and 
other agencies about the likely visual impact of the proposal.

METHODOLOGY

Preparation of this report has involved a desk-top analysis and 
a site visit. The assessment is based on Roads and Maritime 
Guidelines, specifically Guidelines for landscape character 
and visual impact assessment No. EIA-N04,”Version 2.0 Issue 
Date 28 March 2013. 

The assessment is based on both the landscape character 
and the visual impacts. The landscape character impact is 
based on the aggregate of an area’s built, natural and cultural 
character and sense of place. In this regard, it is measured 
by the combination of the area’s sensitivity and the magnitude 
(scale, character, number of viewers and distance).

For example, commercial properties are generally considered 
less sensitive than private residences, and heritage properties 
are generally considered more sensitive than residential 
properties. Transient type spaces are generally considered 
less sensitive compared to spaces that people spend more 
time in. 

The visual impact is based on specific viewpoints, taking into 
consideration the sensitivity of the viewer, as well as the visual 
effect or magnitude of the proposal based on scale, distance, 
contrast etc.

The methodology used to undertake the study is summarised 
as follows: 

• Background review of the proposal to gain an appreciation 
of the project 

• Detailed site visit to identify views, visual catchments, 
magnitude of change etc 

• Contextual analysis evaluating built and community context, 
connectivity and history of the site

• Landscape character analysis, evaluating the characteristics 
of the site including land uses, scenic values, character 
zones and landform

• Determination of sensitivity levels based on the analysis, 
articulated into character zones

• Evaluation of the proposal’s impact on the landscape 
character

• Determination of the proposal’s visual exposure

• Selection of viewpoints within the visual catchment that are 
representative of the varying site conditions surrounding 
the proposal

• Evaluation of the proposal’s visual impact by comparing 
the sensitivity of existing viewpoints and the magnitude of 
impact of the proposal upon them. 

Due to the scale of the project, the landscape character 
impact assessment has been kept succinct and provided in a 
tabular format.

The assessment also makes reference to Guidelines for 
Landscape and Visual Impact Assessment, The Landscape 
Institute, Institute of Environmental Management & 
Assessment. Second edition 2008.
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0 2   C O N T E X T U A L  A N A LY S I S

LANDSCAPE CONTEXT 

The building is located directly north of Sydney’s CBD in 
the historic precinct of the Rocks. The Rocks is a highly 
urbanised setting and a major tourist area that features 
a variety of multi-storey buildings housing retail shops, 
historic pubs, office spaces and residences, giving the 
area a vibrant character (see figure 2.4).

The area is of state significance, being established 
shortly after the colony’s formation in 1788 and retains 
a significant portion of its historic urban fabric that gives 
the district its charm and identity. 

The Rocks extends from the southern approach of 
the Harbour Bridge (Bradfield Highway) on the west 
to Sydney Cove to the east, and from Dawes Point to 
Grosvenor Street to the south.

The subject building, the Mercantile Hotel is a multi-
storey building situated at the corner of George Street 
and Gloucester Walk (see figure 2.1).  

The topography surrounding the site is complex with 
dramatic cuttings rising to the west and dropping to the 
east towards the harbour (Sydney Cove), whilst gently 
dropping  along George Street to the southeast.

Street trees flanking one side of George Street provide 
some greenery within this highly urbanised setting. This 
is complemented by a group of large trees marking the 
intersection of George Street and Gloucester Walk, 
directly adjacent to the building.

Partial views to Sydney’s CBD are attainable from 
George Street in front of the building. Also dramatic 
vistas towards the underside of the Harbour Bridge 
approach spans provide a strong context to the setting. 

A number of restaurants spill into George Street 
contributing to a vibrant streetscape, typical of the 
overall precinct and its proximity to the Sydney Harbour 
Bridge contributes to its sense of place (see figures 2.2 
and 2.3).

Figure 2.1 View of the Mercantile Hotel from George Street. The 
Federation Free Style facade contributes to the overall streetscape 
character.

Figure 2.2 Alfresco dining along George Street contributes to the 
vibrancy of the Rocks precinct.

Figure 2.3 View form Gloucester Walk, looking towards the Sydney 
Harbour Bridge approach spans.
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Figure 2.4 General location map
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BUILT FORM CHARACTER

The Mercantile Hotel is a important historic building that retains 
much of its original fabric and has been continuously in operation 
since it opened in 1914. It is on the National Register of Historic 
Places.

The building’s outer facade consists of face brick with concrete 
bands over window heads and sills. The main facade facing 
George Street incorporates a large, stepped corrugated iron 
awning that reinforces the horizontality of these bands. The three 
storey building steps down towards the west by  incorporating a 
roof terrace on the second level (refer figure 2.6).

Towards the back of the building and fronting Gloucester Walk, a 
number of detracting elements such as back of house facilities on 
the ground level and exhaust ducts have been incorporated into 
the building’s fabric.

Opposite of the Mercantile Hotel, is another historic building, 
the Metcalfe Bond Stores. This complex is of State heritage 
significance and houses commercial/office premises. The 
building’s facade complements the Mercantile Hotel in scale, 
materials and fenestration, reinforcing the historic sense of place 
of the area and providing a cohesive streetscape (refer figure 
2.7).

Adjacent to the hotel is a row of historic terraces, Sergeant Majors 
Row, most of them operating as restaurants and commercial 
premises. The terraces are of State and local heritage significance 
and are significant as examples of the “midrange” late Victorian 
residential buildings in the Rocks. The rear of these properties 
include a large courtyard used for alfresco dining, that faces a 
large sandstone cutting below Gloucester Walk. 

To the rear of the property, the Sirius building  extends along 
Gloucester Walk. Parts of this residential apartment complex 
directly front the Mercantile Hotel rear facade. The building is 
executed in a brutalist style of architecture and is a prominent 
landmark. Although the building is vacant, for the purpose of this 
report, a continual residential use has been assumed (refer figure 
2.8). 

Other buildings in the immediate vicinity include the former 
Mining Museum and Chemical Laboratory, which is of State 
heritage significance and contributes with its aesthetic appeal to 
the streetscape. Wedged between this building and the Metcalfe 
Bond Store is a contemporary four storey residential development. 

At the corner of Gloucester Walk and George Street is the Ajax 
Building, the surviving portion of a warehouse at No. 23 George 
Street North which is also of State heritage significance:

Figure 2.6 Front facade of the Mercantile Hotel fronting George 
Street. 

Figure 2.7 The Metcalfe Bond Stores are an important landmark 
along this section of the Rocks. The complex is made out of two 
similar buildings.

Figure 2.8 The Sirius Building fronts the rear of the property. 
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LAND USE

The land use of the immediate area is diverse and includes 
retail, restaurants, office spaces, commercial venues and 
residential uses. The predominant land use is office and retail 
spaces, yet a residential complex on George Street and a large 
residential apartment block (Sirius Building) facing Gloucester 
Walk are critical land uses surrounding the Mercantile Hotel. 

NETWORK CONTEXT 

George Street is a local thoroughfare with a limited amount 
of vehicular traffic, linking at this location, the Rocks precinct 
with Dawes Point and Millers Point to the west. On weekends, 
this section of George Street is closed for the popular Rocks 
Markets, with tourist and locals alike.

The Bradfield Highway is an elevated motorway well above 
George Street, that at this location, is part of the southern 
Sydney Harbour Bridge approach spans. The motorway 
includes a major thoroughfare for pedestrians along the 
eastern verge of the bridge, overlooking the site.

Wedged in between the elevated Bradfield Highway and 
George Street is  Cumberland Street, another local road 
within the Rocks precinct situated on the upper grounds of the 
precinct.

As previously mentioned, Gloucester Walkway, as the 
name infers, is a pedestrianised zone. This is important as 
the transient nature of the viewer tends to be slower and 
more observant in these types of environments compared 
to a local road. In addition, the spatial experience, with the 
dramatic cuttings create a visually interesting and engaging 
environment with a likely heightened visual experience/focus. 
This increases the visual awareness of the viewer.

The importance of the district as a key tourist precinct also 
contributes to the number of viewers and a large number of 
pedestrian traffic. All of these factors contribute to the overall 
sensitivity of the site. 

Figure 2.9 George Street in this location of the Rocks has limited 
traffic compared to other areas. This creates a more tranquil setting of 
the streetscape.

Figure 2.10 View looking north from Gloucester Walkway towards the 
Mercantile Hotel. Note Sydney Harbour Bridge in the background.

Figure 2.11 Cumberland Street is an elevated local road that runs 
adjacent to the Bradfield Highway.

“The warehouse is one of the earliest buildings to have 
been constructed of reinforced concrete where the concrete 
frame is exposed externally and internally and predates the 
introduction of building regulations in Sydney to permit this 
type of construction.1 

(1) Source: http: //www.shfa.nsw.gov.au/sydney-About_us-
Heritage_role-Heritage_and_Conservation_Register.
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HISTORY

The general area is on the traditional land of the Eora people. 
‘Eora’ means ‘here’ or ‘from this place’ and the Gadigal are a 
clan of the Eora Nation. 

Following the arrival of the First Fleet in 1788, this area 
was the site of the first convict encampment, military camp, 
bakehouse and hospital. Later, merchants established private 
wharf facilities, with High Street (later named George Street) 
becoming the centre of Sydney’s wharfside trading.2 

The Rocks owes its name to the rugged outcrops of rock 
around Dawes Point. The precinct is of national cultural 
significance reflecting more than two centuries of history from 
early settlement to present. The map in figure 2.14 illustrates 
the high number of heritage listed items in the area.  

The sandstone bedrock was quarried for building material 
which can still be seen today along Gloucester Walk. 

The Mercantile Hotel is Australia’s oldest Irish pub, established 
to replace the old Mercantile Rowing Club Hotel. The rowing 
club’s lease expired and as a result the club relocated to 
Mosman, becoming the Mosman Rowing Club.3

The new hotel has traded continuously since it opened in 1915 
and has strong relationship with the maritime history and trade 
in the Rocks due to its proximity to wharfs and warehouses. 
The building provided accommodation to tradesmen and local 
workers contributing to this strong relationship.

The figure opposite illustrates existing heritage listings in the 
Rocks including items listed on the State Heritage Register, 
on the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority’s Heritage and 
Conservation (Section 170) Register and items listed in Sydney 
Local Environmental Plan 2012.

Note that the only two properties not listed in the immediate 
vicinity of the proposal are the Sirius building and the 
contemporary residential block opposite to the Mercantile 
Hotel.

This underpins the high significance of the area and its cohesive 
presentation, contributing to its landscape character sensitivity.   

   

Figure 2.12 Photo of the old Mercantile Rowing Club Hotel c1875 
replaced by the Mercantile Hotel. Source: http://www.shfa.nsw.gov.au

Figure 2.13 Photo of the Mercantile Hotel, 1970. Source: http://www.
shfa.nsw.gov.au

2  The Rocks Heritage Management Plan - Volume 1, April 2010

3  http://www.themercantilehotel.com.au/history/
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Places listed on the State Heritage 

Items listed on the Sydney Harbour 
Foreshore Autority’s Section 170 
Register

Conservation Area - General

Item - General

Figure 2.14 Map of heritage listings in The Rocks. Source The Rocks 
Heritage Management Plan Volume 1 April 2010 - Appendix B & 
Sydney Local Environmental Plan 2012.

LEGEND

Heritage Management Plan Volume 1 April 2010 Items

Sydney Local Environmental Plan 2012 Items
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Figure 2.15 The Mercantile Hotel from the north in 1978-1981. Source: http://www.themercantilehotel.com.au/history/

Figure 2.16 The building today with its continuous operation as a pub.
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0 3   L A N D S CA P E  C H A R A CT E R  I M PA CT  A S S E S S M E N T

The landscape character impact is based on the aggregate 
of an area’s built, natural and cultural character and sense 
of place. In this regard, it is measured by the combination of 
the area’s sensitivity and the magnitude (scale, character and 
distance). 

Five landscape character zones have been identified, each 
with its unique characteristics and identity.

Zone 1: George Street Precinct

George Street developed from a rough track known as Sgt. 
Majors Row and later as High Street before its present name 
was established. 

This zone comprises the public domain areas and adjacent 
historic buildings such as the Metcalfe Bond Stores, Sergeant 
Majors Row Terraces and the former Mining Museum and 
Chemical Laboratory. 

The heritage brick facades and the relatively limited vehicular 
traffic strongly define the streetscape character.

Zone 2: Gloucester Walkway

This zone includes the pedestrian walkway which has a tranquil 
character, overlooking the precinct of the Rocks. The walkway 
is about three to four metres wide and this section runs directly 
along the edge of a large cutting, providing district views of the 
area.

Within this zone is also the residential complex of Sirius, 
situated above and to the west of Gloucester Walkway. The 
walkway is popular with local and tourists alike and forms part 
of a heritage trail around the Rocks.

Figure 3.1 Zone 1: The brick facades are a key feature of the built 
form fabric. Note the limited traffic on George Street.

Figure 3.2 Zone 2: Gloucester Walkway offers district views of the 
area, making it an engaging pedestrian route.
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Zone 3: Cumberland Street Precinct

The Cumberland Street precinct runs adjacent to and east 
of the Bradfield Highway which in this location is a viaduct 
structure elevated above street level. This zone interfaces with 
the Sirius building to the east and has a limited streetscape 
vibrancy due to the infrastructure elements interfacing with this 
zone. 

The viaduct structure is part of the southern approach to the 
Sydney Harbour Bridge and is a key feature that defines the  
character and identity of this zone.

The entrance to the Bridge Climb is located within the viaduct 
structure opposite to the Sirius Building, and as a point of 
interest, attracts some pedestrian traffic. Cumberland Street 
leads to Dawes point at its northern end where it meets with 
George Street and Lower Fort Street.

Zone 4: Dawes Point

West of the Bradfield Highway is the residential area of 
Dawes Point. It consists of numerous terrace buildings with a 
homogeneous scale and character, giving the area a strong 
historic identity. Terraces flanking Lower Fort Street, face the 
bridge approach and have filtered vistas towards George 
Street.

This zone is defined by the residential land use and its 
consistent historic streetscape character, creating a setting of 
high visual quality that defines its sense of place in the greater 
context of the area. The presence of the Sydney Harbour 
Bridge strongly contributes to this zone’s identity.

Zone 5: Bradfield Highway

This zone is defined by one of Australia’s most recognisable 
symbols, the Sydney Harbour Bridge. The southern approach 
is an intrinsic part of the overall structure that dominates the 
landscape in an engaging way.

The transient nature of this zone strongly contributes to its 
character as a transport link across the harbour. The eastern 
verge of this zone is occupied by a pedestrian walkway from 
which panoramic views across the harbour, Kirribilli, the opera 
house and the Rocks are enjoyed. It is a popular walk for locals 
and tourists alike.

Figure 3.3 Zone 3: The Sydney Harbour Bridge approach is a 
dominant feature within this zone.

Figure 3.4 Zone 4: View looking north from Lower Forth Street 
towards the terraces flanking the road. To the right the Sydney 
Harbour Bridge.

Figure 3.5 Zone 5: View looking north along the pedestrian walkway 
of the Sydney Harbour Bridge.
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High Moderate Low Negligible

High High impact High- moderate Moderate Negligible

Moderate High- moderate Moderate Moderate-low Negligible

Low Moderate Moderate-low Low Negligible

Negligible Negligible Negligible Negligible Negligible
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Table 3.1 Visual Impacts Rating Table, example illustrating the resulting impact as a combination of sensitivity and magnitude.

A sensitivity value and magnitude of change has been 
assigned to each character zone to identify the resulting 
impact. The table below illustrates how the level of sensitivity 
and magnitude are combined to achieve an overall level 
of impact for both the landscape character impact and the 
visual impact in accordance with the Roads and Maritime’s 
Environmental Impact Assessment Practice Note - Guidelines 
for Landscape Character and Visual Impact Assessment No. 
EIA-N04,”Version 2.0 Issue Date 28 March 2013.

It should be noted that the ratings are measured relative to 
each other rather then assigned through an absolute scale. 
Hence the resulting landscape character impact rating is 
project specific and identifies those areas with the highest and 
lowest impacts.



20 Landscape Character & Visual Impact Assessment
April 2018

LANDSCAPE CHARACTER 
ZONE

SENSITIVITY LEVEL MAGNITUDE OF IMPACT
LANDSCAPE CHARACTER 

IMPACT

ZONE 1 - GEORGE 
STREET PRECINCT

High: although the land use 
is of low sensitivity, its historic 
fabric and cultural importance 
are substantial and provide 
a key identity to Sydney and 
its history. This is further 
underpinned by the importance 
of this precinct as a tourist 
area.

Low: the proposal would have a 
limited impact to the character, 
identity and functioning of 
the area. It could be argued 
that the proposal provides a 
contribution to the attractiveness 
of the Rocks by contributing 
to its vibrancy and providing 
new spatial interfaces with the 
historical district. 

The proposal would also 
provide a link to the courtyard 
behind the Sergeant Major 
Row Terraces and improve the 
connectivity of the area.

Moderate: the proposal would 
have a limited impact on the 
overall sense of place. It is 
considered that the proposal 
would contribute to the 
vibrancy and vitality of the 
area. This is considered a 
positive impact for the overall 
precinct.

ZONE 2 - GLOUCESTER 
WALKWAY

High: the interface of 
residential land use and the 
popularity of the walkway 
makes this zone highly 
sensitive to change. Its general 
context within the district of the 
Rocks warrants such a rating. 

Moderate: the proposed 
development would have a 
limited effect on the overall 
character and sense of place of 
this zone. Most apartments in 
the Sirius Complex and along 
Gloucester Walkway would 
experience a limited effect of the 
proposal. However, there would 
be a few apartments within the 
Sirius complex, that would likely 
experience a high magnitude of 
change. In this particular case, 
the proposal would provide 
positive and negative effects. 
Apartments in close proximity 
to the Mercantile Hotel would 
see the partial transformation 
of a serene setting into a more 
active and vibrant setting, 
this is particularly the case for 
units directly opposite to the 
hotel. However, the proposal 
would positively enhance the 
appearance of the building and 
remove the utilitarian character 
that it currently has, positively 
impacting the character of the 
area.

Moderate to high: the proposal 
could have a positive impact to 
the vibrancy and attractiveness 
of the district. However, it is 
important to consider mitigation 
strategies to limit the impact to 
local residences in the Sirius 
complex.

Privacy issues and noise 
issues are important factors to 
address, whilst the resolution 
of the architectural design 
are considered beneficial and 
would contribute to the overall 
character of this zone.

Key mitigation measures 
include:
- Introduction of some 
screening element at the roof-
top terrace to ensure privacy 
and minimise noise impacts.
- introduction of a blade wall 
for the elevator shaft to ensure 
privacy and maintain a more 
serene character.
- use of sympathetic textures, 
materials and colours to 
minimise visual impacts that 
influence the historic character 
and sense of place of the rear 
facade.

Table 3.2 Landscape character impact assessment table - zone 1 and 2
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LANDSCAPE CHARACTER 
ZONE

SENSITIVITY LEVEL MAGNITUDE OF IMPACT
LANDSCAPE CHARACTER 

IMPACT

ZONE 3 - CUMBERLAND 
STREET PRECINCT

Moderate: Cumberland Street 
is considered of moderate 
sensitivity. Its interface with 
the Sydney Harbour Bridge 
approach is important, yet 
its significance within the 
Rocks district is somewhat 
subordinate to other areas 
such as George Street. This 
is further underpinned by the 
transient nature of the setting.

Low: the proposal would 
somewhat impact the livelihood 
of the area, cementing its 
vibrancy as a key destination 
with attractive venues. The 
spatial interface of the hotel and 
Cumberland Street contributes 
to this effect.

Low to moderate: the proposal 
is considered to positively 
contribute to the attractiveness 
of the Rocks. The roof bars 
would partially enhance the 
visual surveillance along 
Cumberland Street, in 
particular at the bend with 
George Street and add interest 
to the streetscape.

ZONE 4 - DAWES POINT High: the interface of 
residential land use and its 
historical significance makes 
this zone highly sensitive to 
change. Its general context 
in relation to the district of the 
Rocks warrants such a rating. 

Negligible: the overall identity, 
sense of place and functioning 
of the area would not be 
affected by the proposal.

Negligible: the proposal would 
have a minimal impact to 
this character zone. It could 
be argued, that the proposal 
would contribute to the identity 
and sense of place of the area 
by exposing new spaces within 
the district that reinforce its 
identity.

ZONE 5 - BRADFIELD 
HIGHWAY

Moderate: being part of the 
Sydney Harbour Bridge, 
this zone is highly sensitive, 
underpinned by it attraction to 
locals and tourists alike. Yet, 
its transient nature limits this 
sensitivity.

Low: the overall experience of 
crossing the Sydney Harbour 
Bridge would not be changed. 
The proposal would likely add 
interest by introducing a venue 
that is attractive to locals and 
tourists alike. In this regard, the 
proposal could enrich the overall 
experience.

Low to moderate: the proposal 
would have a limited impact to 
the overall sense of place and 
identity of the Sydney Harbour 
walkway.

       C h a ra c te r  z o n e s S e n s i t i v i t y M a g n i t u d e I m p a c t

1
GEORGE STREET 
PRECINCT

High Low Moderate

2
GLOUCESTER 
WALKWAY

High Moderate Moderate - High

3
CUMBERLAND 
STREET PRECINCT

Moderate Low Low - Moderate

4 DAWES POINT High Negligible Negligible

5
BRADFIELD HIGH-
WAY

Moderate Low Low - Moderate

From the adjacent table, it can be concluded that 
the overall proposal would have a limited effect on 
the general precinct. The highest impact has been 
identified within Zone 2, driven by the high sensitivity 
of the land use and the significance of the walkway.

A number of mitigation measures have been 
integrated into the design to limit the impact on this 
zone. It should be noted, that some of the impact is 
also considered a positive development for this zone, 
contributing to its identity and sense of place.

Table 3.3 Landscape character impact assessment table - zone 3, 4 and 5

Table 3.4 Landscape character impact summary table 
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0 4   V I S U A L  I M PA CT

VISUAL IMPACT ANALYSIS

In order to assess the visual impact, a Visual Envelope Map 
(the proposal’s visual catchment) has been prepared, as 
shown in figure 4.1. The visual catchment is defined either 
by topographical features, built form elements or screening 
vegetation. 

The proposal has a limited visual exposure due to a variety 
of factors including vegetative screening, built form elements 
and topographical features. In addition, the limited scale of the 
proposal limits its overall visual exposure within the overall 
context of the setting. 

Built form elements from the new and historic buildings 
surrounding the site provide an effective screen that limits 
the visual exposure beyond. In addition, vegetative screening 
along George Street limits the visual exposure of the proposal. 

In order to determine the visual impact, sensitivity values 
have been assigned to the various viewpoints. The selected 
viewpoints are representative of the surroundings within the 
visual catchment of the proposal. 

Table 4.1 Visual Impacts Rating Table, example illustrating the resulting impact as a combination of sensitivity and magnitude.

The viewpoints have been selected taking into consideration 
viewers from within buildings as well as within the public 
domain.

A rating is assigned to each viewpoint and refers to the quality 
of the existing view and how sensitive the viewer is to the 
proposed change. The sensitivity rating, combined with the 
visual magnitude of impact rating, determines the visual impact 
for each viewpoint and is based on the matrix below. 

It should be noted that even though the assessment may 
discuss high impacts, the nature of this project is limited in its 
scale and visual effect. 

It should also be noted that the ratings are measured relative 
to each other rather than being assigned through an absolute 
scale. Hence the resulting visual impact rating is project specific 
and identifies those areas with the highest and lowest impacts. 

Figure 4.1 illustrates the visual envelope map of the proposal. 
Note the limited visual exposure, predominantly confined to 
George Street and Gloucester Walkway.

High Moderate Low Negligible

High High impact High- moderate Moderate Negligible

Moderate High- moderate Moderate Moderate-low Negligible

Low Moderate Moderate-low Low Negligible

Negligible Negligible Negligible Negligible Negligible

M a g n i t u d e
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Figure 4.1 Visual envelope map
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VIEWPOINT 1

Description of the setting
Pedestrian zone along Gloucester Walkway, opposite to the Sirius Building 
looking towards the rear of the proposal. Panoramic views and the open 
character contribute to the visual quality of the setting

Element visible of the project
Roof terrace elements, including awnings, glazing and planting. Partial view of 
the lift tower

Category of viewer Pedestrians

Nature of impact
Adverse: the proposal influences the perceived massing in portions of the 
building

Visual sensitivity
Moderate: although the viewer is of a transient nature, it is recognised that 
the sensitivity of the viewer is higher due to the significance of the setting, its 
importance as a heritage trail and its contribution to the Rocks precinct.

Magnitude of impact
Moderate: the existing building would continue to be the dominant feature. The 
proposal would modify some of its existing built fabric, yet at the same time 
provide a restored facade of the heritage fabric. 

Overall rating of visual impact
Moderate. The visual character of the walkway would not dramatically change 
due to the limited intervention of the proposal.  

Comment / mitigation measures
The use of glazing materials would provide an unobtrusive character, limiting the 
effect of the proposal.

BEFORE AFTER
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VIEWPOINT 2

Description of the setting
View from the Harbour Bridge walkway looking east towards the Rocks district 
with the Mercantile Hotel in the foreground. 

Element visible of the project
Roof terrace, including glazed awning, stair access. Partial views of toilet and 
back of house area. 

Category of viewer Pedestrians using the harbour crossing.

Nature of impact
Adverse: the proposal would affect the viewscape, interfering with the historic 
fabric.

Visual sensitivity
Moderate: the transient nature of the viewer limits the sensitivity, yet the visually 
highly engaging setting with panoramic views is a key contributing factor that 
makes this zone more sensitive to change.

Magnitude of impact
Moderate. The proposal predominantly impacts what is now an empty roof 
terrace, without affecting the view to other buildings. Hence the magnitude of 
impact is contained, limiting the effect of the proposal.

Overall rating of visual impact
Moderate. Limited impact to the overall view due to the limited scale of the 
proposal and its contrast to the existing situation. 

Comment / mitigation measures

The built form massing articulates the scale which is sympathetic to the scale 
and texture of surrounding buildings. This helps to visually mitigate the overall 
effect of the proposal. The use of glass further contributes to reducing visual 
contrast and to providing a lighter looking structure. 

BEFORE AFTER
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VIEWPOINT 3

Description of the setting
View from George Street looking west towards Major Sergeant Row Terraces 
and the Mercantile Hotel. 

Element visible of the project Toilets and back of house area on the fourth level visible in the distance. 

Category of viewer Road users and pedestrians.

Nature of impact Adverse: the proposal would influence the historic fabric of the building.

Visual sensitivity
Moderate: transient viewer on local street within an area of high visual and 
cultural significance.

Magnitude of impact
Negligible. The scale of the proposal has a minimal effect on the streetscape 
view. 

Overall rating of visual impact Negligible. The proposal would barely change the existing situation

Comment / mitigation measures
The proposal uses high glazing and floating the roof would create a lighter 
appearance. The scale of the proposal and distance to the viewer, strongly limits 
its visual effect on the overall setting.

BEFORE AFTER
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VIEWPOINT 4

Description of the setting
View from George Street looking towards the Mercantile Hotel. High quality 
streetscape set within a historic setting. 

Element visible of the project Minor glimpses of the roof terrace development.

Category of viewer Road users and pedestrians.

Nature of impact
Adverse: the proposal would change the current setting and modify a historic 
building.

Visual sensitivity
Moderate: transient viewer on local street within an area of high visual and 
cultural significance.

Magnitude of impact
Negligible: the proposal would barely be visible from this viewpoint, partially due 
to the screening effect of streetscape vegetation and the fact that the proposal is 
well set back from the street facade. 

Overall rating of visual impact
Negligible: no highly noticeable effect identified. Filtered views towards the stair 
access possible. 

Comment / mitigation measures
The use of glazing for the awnings and the proposed setback from the street 
facade are key contributing factors in limiting the visual exposure and presence 
of the proposal.

BEFORE AFTER
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VIEWPOINT 5

Description of the setting
View from the balcony/courtyard of the Sirius Building looking towards the Harbour 
Bridge. The proposal would be seen in the mid-ground. Residential terrace with 
panoramic vistas across the historic district.

Element visible of the project The lift tower and roof terrace is visible in the distance. 

Category of viewer Residents (currently the building is vacant).

Nature of impact
Adverse: the proposal may impact the visual amenity of the district views and may 
impact privacy to some units.

Visual sensitivity
High: the nature of the land use and the context of the views make the visual 
sensitivity high.

Magnitude of impact
Moderate. The scale of the proposal is moderate within the context of these vistas. 
The proposal allows the retention of views to the bridge, only screening partial vistas 
of the roofscape along George Street. 

Overall rating of visual impact
Moderate to high: the proposal would introduce a contemporary structure within 
the  existing historic built fabric, affecting the overall composition of the facade. The 
limited contrast of the proposal contributes to mitigate the overall impact. 

Comment / mitigation measures
The sensitive use of materiality and mass articulation helps to integrate the proposal 
with the finer grain textures of the existing building and backdrop.

BEFORE AFTER
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VIEWPOINT 6

Description of the setting
Pedestrian zone and access driveway along Gloucester Walkway, adjacent to 
the Ajax Building. 

Element visible of the project Stair access at the fourth level and the lift tower towards the rear of the property. 

Category of viewer Pedestrians and visitors to the Ajax Building.

Nature of impact
Adverse: the proposed works would impact the heritage fabric of the building, 
affecting the streetscape setting.

Visual sensitivity
Moderate due to the transient nature of the viewer whilst acknowledging the 
visual quality of the setting.

Magnitude of impact
Low: the proposal would retain the overall integrity of the existing building, 
allowing it to be the dominant feature. The stair access would screen other 
components of the proposal limiting its visual exposure and effect.

Overall rating of visual impact
Low to moderate. Limited impact to the viewer. Visual character and sense of 
place of the streetscape would be retained. The heritage fabric is the dominant 
feature.

Comment / mitigation measures

The use of glazing materials for the lift tower, provide a lighter looking structure, 
limiting its visual dominance. The treatment of the stair access with highly 
textured finishes that are sympathetic to the brick facade is considered important 
and the set back of the stair access allows the existing building to be the 
dominant feature.

BEFORE AFTER
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VIEWPOINT 7

Description of the setting
View from the Harbour Bridge walkway looking towards the Rocks district with 
the CBD in the background. Mercantile Hotel in the mid-ground, centre-right of 
photograph. 

Element visible of the project
Roof terrace, including glazed awning. Partial views of toilet and back of house 
area, lift tower and stair access. 

Category of viewer Pedestrians using the harbour bridge.

Nature of impact
Adverse: the proposal would affect the viewscape, interfering with the historic 
fabric.

Visual sensitivity
Moderate: the transient nature of the viewer limits the sensitivity, yet the visual 
quality of the setting, including panoramic views that makes this zone more 
sensitive to change.

Magnitude of impact
Low: the proposal would have a limited contrast with the existing situation. The 
scale of the proposal in context to the setting with the backdrop of high-rise 
buildings limits the visual effect.

Overall rating of visual impact
Low to moderate. Limited impact to the overall view due to the limited scale of 
the proposal and its contrast to the existing situation. 

Comment / mitigation measures

The built form massing articulates the scale and helps to mitigate the presence 
of the proposal. The use of glass further contributes in achieving this effect 
and limiting the visual contrast of the structure. The set-back of the roof terrace 
canopies respects the original building fabric.
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VIEWPOINT 8

Description of the setting
View from the Metcalfe Bond Stores looking towards the Mercantile Hotel, 
situated across the street. 

Element visible of the project The toilet and back of house area, stair access and awnings.

Category of viewer Office workers and visitors.

Nature of impact Adverse: proposal would impact vistas towards the streetscape.

Visual sensitivity Low: the nature of the land use with its rather introverted character limits the 
visual sensitivity of this viewer group.

Magnitude of impact
Moderate: filtered views towards the proposal (deciduous trees) limit the visual 
exposure, particularly during the summer months. 

Overall rating of visual impact Low to moderate. limited impact to the existing outlook due to the proposal

Comment / mitigation measures
The set back of the proposal from the street facade helps to reduce its 
prominence and the articulation of the massing helps integrate the built form. 

BEFORE
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VIEWPOINT 9

Description of the setting Pedestrian path and motorcycle parking area at Cumberland Street. 

Element visible of the project Stair access at the fourth level and partial views of the glass awnings. 

Category of viewer Pedestrians and motorcycle riders.

Nature of impact Adverse: the proposed works would impact the heritage fabric of the building.

Visual sensitivity Low due to the transient nature of the viewer.

Magnitude of impact

Moderate: although only limited views are attainable of the overall proposal, it 
would be more dominant due to the viewing angle being from a similar height 
as the proposal (fourth level). This is underpinned by the limited exposure of the 
existing building, allowing the proposal to be more dominant.

Overall rating of visual impact
Low to moderate. Limited impact to the viewer. The vista is not significant and 
the proposal would have a limited impact on the overall streetscape.

Comment / mitigation measures
The treatment of the stair access with highly textured finishes that are 
sympathetic to the brick facade is important to help recede this element. The set 
back of the stair access respects the original built form.
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       V i e w p o i n t s S e n s i t i v i t y M a g n i t u d e I m p a c t

1
GLOUCESTER 
WALKWAY

Moderate Moderate Moderate

2
BRADFIELD HIGH-
WAY

Moderate Moderate Moderate

3 GEORGE STREET Moderate Negligible Negligible

4 GEORGE STREET Moderate Negligible Negligible

5 SIRIUS BUILDING High Moderate Moderate - High

6
GLOUCESTER 
WALKWAY

Moderate Low Low - Moderate

7
BRADFIELD HIGH-
WAY

Moderate Low Low - Moderate

8
METCALFE BOND 
STORES

Low Moderate Low - Moderate

9
CUMBERLAND 
STREET

Low Moderate Low - Moderate

From the table above, it can be concluded that the proposal would have 
a limited visual impact to the surroundings. The highest impact has 
been identified in viewpoint 5 (Sirius Building) and is consistent with 
the landscape character impact assessment. This is driven by the high 
sensitivity of the land use and its visual interface with the Mercantile 
Hotel.
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The renovation of the Mercantile Hotel based on the plans 
developed by Welsh + Major Architects is considered to have a 
limited landscape character and visual impacts.

The development contributes to safeguarding the future 
operation and viability of this unique landmark, which has 
operated for over a century.

The proposal is situated within a highly sensitive historic urban 
setting and conservation area that is highly sensitive to change. 
This makes the absorption capacity of the site low. 

The proposed design utilises materials to limit the overall 
visual impact of the proposed roof terrace, articulating its scale 
and  introducing textures that are sympathetic to the historic 
fabric. The setbacks of the awnings make these elements less 
obtrusive through allowing the structure to be subordinate to 
the main building fabric. 

From a landscape character point of view, the proposal would 
enhance the vibrancy to the area and provide a new perspective 
of the visual interface with the surrounding historic fabric. The 
proposal would also enhance the inter-connectivity with other 
historic elements such as the courtyard behind the Sergeant 
Major Row Terraces, expressing the sandstone cutting as part 
of the history of the site. 

All these factors are considered positive in the overall identity, 
functioning and sense of place of this historic pub, within the 
greater context of the Rocks.
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