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1 July 2016 
 
 
City of Melbourne 
City Planning and Infrastructure,  
PO Box 1603 
Melbourne  Vic  3001 
planning@melbourne.vic.gov.au 

 
Re: TP-2016-430- 261-271 Spring Street, Melbourne.   
 
Melbourne Heritage Action wishes to object strongly to his application. 
 
We are particularly concerned that the application documents (namely the letter from Urbis dated 1 
June) imply that the City of Melbourne is already happy with the design. We are also concerned that 
the Lord Mayor himself spoke in favour of the design being exempted from Amendment C262 in 
September last year, implying that the design was perhaps already considered acceptable.  
 
We sincerely hope that Council officers will be assessing this design along with public submissions 
like this one, and have not already indicated to the proponents that it is acceptable. 
 
Effect on the protected historic buildings 
 
Our immediate reaction is that the proposed office block is in no way sympathetic to the retained 
heritage buildings on the site.  
 
While the Mission building is almost fully retained, and the Elms Family Hotel is retained to the 
extent of the street facades (which should not be considered acceptable in itself) the proposed new 
building looms over them and indeed leans over them in a most unsympathetic manner. 
 
The way it is designed, literally leaning out over them from an approximate 8m setback to one of 
only 4m, supporting a 10 storey high square office block, demeans and trivialises the heritage 
buildings, instead of providing a sympathetic setting. This is exactly the sort of dreadful compromise 
that is being proposed more and more in Melbourne, where the building (or only its façade) is kept, 
but they are completely overwhelmed, and become footnotes to a larger development.  
 
The subsuming of the old Lonsdale Street Power station buildings is a similarly awful result, as is the 
proposed tower supported on legs above the retained facades of the 1885 bank at 696 Elizabeth 
Street, a proposal which VCAT said was unacceptable.  
 
Only a far greater setback, such that the taller development reads as being behind the retained 
buildings (and the carefully composed partly brick ‘podium’ walls) would improve this development 
to any acceptable extent. If a tower was to be built here, taller and further setback would be more 
acceptable than the current proposal. 
 
 
Draft Heritage Guidelines 
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We note that while the current guidelines are vague in relation to heritage buildings being 
dominated or overshadowed, they are clear about avoiding ‘facadism’.  
 
We also note that the draft heritage guidelines currently before Council provide far better guidance 
of what should be considered appropriate.  
 
Both buildings are to be graded as ‘significant’ and the guidelines state that “Partial demolition will 
not normally be permitted in the case of significant buildings”, hence the retention of only two 
facades of the Elms Family Hotel should not be considered appropriate. 
 

They also state that new buildings should not “Not dominate or visually disrupt the appreciation of 
the heritage place”, and “Not build over or extend into the air space above the front or principal part 
of an adjoining significant or contributory building” and in relation to lanes “Where abutting a lane, 
be respectful of the scale and form of historic elements of heritage places abutting the lane.” In 
relation to additions, which this proposal could be interpreted as being, they should “Not dominate 
or visually disrupt the appreciation of the building as it presents to the streetscape.” 
 
There is no doubt that this proposal detracts from and dominates what would be left of the heritage 
buildings, and the laneway. 
 
 
Effect on the precinct 
Melbourne Heritage Action believes that the precinct as a whole, from the Mission in Spring Street 
down to Oddfellows Hotel, is one that should obviously have been made a Heritage Precinct many 
years ago. This group of buildings not only creates an area and streetscape that hasn’t changed since 
the 1920s, but is the largest intact remnant of the notorious ‘Little Lon’ area. It includes one of 
Melbourne’s oldest hotel buildings, the only remaining laneway house, the stubs of three laneways, 
a Mission to the poor, a working man’s pub (only just closed), and light industrial buildings from the 
1880s to the 1920s. It is an area where many specific events associated with the ‘notorious’ nature 
of the precinct can be located, the result of the poverty and marginalisation of many of the residents 
or visitors to Melbourne’s red light district.  
 
We are submitting separately a report requesting Council to consider urgently assessing this small 
precinct as one that could become a heritage precinct.  
 
If this is considered appropriate, then this proposal would be seen as one that destroys much of the 
fabric, and dominates what would be left. 
 
We note that the heritage report in particular does not assess the significance of the area as a 
whole, but only assesses the effects on the listed buildings that are part of the development.   
 
It does not note for instance that the last part of Griffin Lane would disappear, or that Casselden 
Place would be composed on one side by historic buildings, and the other by what appears to be 
very much the ‘back’ of a new building – a wall that is bike parking and services in a kind of 
undercroft, at the base of a 16 storey building, and that the last remaining laneway cottage at 17 
Casselden Place would be facing this same unsympathetic design. The plans indicate some kind of 
interpretation display facing Casselden Place, but this unexplained, and while the images show an 
open space with glass wall trees and people in the space that is currently a part roofed smokers 
yard, it seems unlikely there would be much pedestrian activity here at all, in a kind of left over 
space between buildings. 
 
 



 
 

 

 
Kind regards, 
 
 
 
Tristan Davies 
President 
Melbourne Heritage Action 


