Darling Harbour is anchoring a citywide, large-scale redevelopment.
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host of the 2000 Olympic summer games, images of its Opera House
and its extensive waterfront endowment were beamed around the world. However, Sydney’s water-
front, until the latter part of the 20th century, was taken for granted and in some cases defiled.
One such case is Sydney’s Darling Harbour, a 133-acre (54-hectare) site that forms part of
Sydney Harbour, adjoining the Sydney central business district. Until the early 1980s, Darling
Harbour was used as a railway marshaling vard, dockland, warehouse, and industrial area. The
catalyst for its redevelopment was Sydney’s 1984 failed bid to be host of the World Expo in 1988.
(Brisbane successfully bid for the World Expo—see page 64.) At that time, the premier of New
South Wales, Neville Wran, was concerned that the national focus of Australia’s 1988 bicenten-
nial celebrations would move with the World Expo from Sydney—the birthplace of the nation—
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improvements intended to draw patronage from employees and visitors to Sydney’s central
business district—all in all, both an ambitious and controversial project that involved the con-
struction of a much-maligned monorail connection to the central business district. With less
than four years to take the project from conception to completion, Brereton took to heart
Wran’s words, “If you want to do something big, important, and lasting, then you get rid of the
bureaucratic red tape and you go for it.” And go for it he did, creating a storm of public protest
during which conservationist Milo Dunphy christened Brereton, “one of the great destroyers
of his age—the minister for public jerks, the monorail, and monuments.”

ALLISON/PHOTODISC

QGLEN

Urban Land November/December 2001 83




Notwithstanding, the project was completed in record
time and became a centerpiece of Australia’s 1988 bi-
centennial celebrations, a major venue for the Sydney
Olympics, and a significant driver of Sydney’s citywide
development plan. Some 150 million people have visited
Darling Harbour since 1988; it draws more than 15 mil-
lion people each year, 56 percent of whom are Sydney
residents who make, on average, five visits per year. More
than 3,800 people are employed at Darling Harbour’s ho-
tels, restaurants, museums, offices, gardens, and conven-
tion center. The initial $450 million (A$900 million) pub-
lic investment became the catalyst for major private real
estate investment projects within the redevelopment area. Almost
$290 million (A$570 million) in revenue is generated per year by
Darling Harbour.

Darling Harbour now contains an extensive range of uses—
hotels and casinos, markets and public areas—all stretching from
the horseshoe-shaped waterfront area south underneath a highway
averpass. Although commercial uses are necessary to make the proj-
ect financially viable and to create a desirable pedestrian environ-
ment, a number of public uses and parks also are included, such as
Tumbalong Park, which reflects the area’s Aboriginal heritage; an
interactive area at the center of Darling Harbour identified as Chil-
dren’s Playground A; and several outdoor theaters, including Palm
Grove and the waterside amphitheaters at Harbourside and Cockle
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Bay, the latter of which seats 3,000 people. Darling Harbour also
stages numerous annual festivals, from the Jazz Festival and Circus
and Street Theatre Festival to the Winter Music Program.

“One of the key elements in the continued success of Darling
Harbour is its broad appeal. By providing a variety of leisure and
entertainment facilities for Sydneysiders, it has avoided becoming
a tourist trap and has created an atmosphere tourists, convention
delegates, and others delight in,” says Di Talty, general manager of
Darling Harbour.

In all, Darling Harbour hosts more than 700 events per year. In
addition, it offers cultural facilities—Australia’s Northern Territory
& Outback Centre, which doubles as a tourist office for the North-
ern Territory, includes interactive exhibits and performances of in-



Sydney’s Darling Harbour, a 133-acre (54-hectare) site; contains an extensive

range of uses—hotels and casinos, markets and public areas—all located

around the horseshoe-shaped waterfront. A monorail service offers connections

to Darling Harbour from Sydney’s central business district.

digenous music, art, and culture; the Gavala
Aboriginal Art & Cultural Fducation Centre—
Sydney’s only Aboriginal-owned and -oper-
ated art and cultural education center
focuses on music, art, and culture; the Aus-
tralian National Maritime Museum, with var-
ious ships moored at its front door, reflects
Australia’s long-held bond with the sea; the
Sydney Aquarium, which replicates authen-
tically Australian exhibits, such as a Great Bar-
rier Reef exhibit and an underwater tunnel
that winds through a shark tank; and the
Powerhouse Museum, Australia’s largest and
most popular museum, which chronicles hu-
man achievement, from steam engines to
space exploration. Venues used for various
events in Darling Harbour include the Syd-
ney Convention and Exhibition Centre,
which recently underwent a $31 million
(A$63 million) expansion and renovation, and the Sydney Enter-
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tainment Centre, which is often used for concerts and can be con-
figured to hold 500 to 12,000 people. Both were used extensively in
hosting events during the 2000 Olympics.

The history of Darling Harbour is not unique; it echoes that of
other urban waterfronts transformed from once-thriving ports. In
1788, settlers gave the area now called Darling Harbour the name
Long Cove. Before settlers arrived, however, Australia’s native pop-
ulation, the Aboriginal people, named the area Tumbalong, mean-
ing “meeting place.” Darling Harbour, so named in 1826 in hon-
or of Sir Ralph Darling, governor of New South Wales, became the
country’s busiest port, with industry and steam mills lining the
shores. In the early 1940s, Australia’s role in World War 11 allowed

the port to become a loading and unloading point for munitions
and other combat supplies. As an immigration arrival point, Dar-
ling Harbour was the “Ellis Island” of Australia, being the first place
upon which refugees and immigrants set foot in Australia. Dur-
ing the 1960s, a period of rapid decline plagued Darling Harbour.
The old wharves were demolished and rebuilt in an effort to mod-
ernize, but nearby Botany Bay surpassed Darling Harbour as Syd-
ney’s busiest port and major container terminal. Both the accom-
panying industry and further trade shunned the area in favor of
Botany Bay’s larger capacity and more modern facilities, leaving
empty warehouses and abandoned rail yards along the shores of
Darling Harbour.

Within 12 months of the announcement of the 1980s redevel-
opment project, almost all of the existing development within the
133-acre (54-hectare) area had been demolished, making way for
construction to begin on the first major project—the Sydney Con-
vention and Exhibition Centre, Within three years, the government
had invested $450 million (A$900 million) in the redevelopment
project. By 1999, the ratio of private sector development to pub-
licly funded development had reached a three-to-one. Although
Darling Harbour had celebrated its 12th birthday as an urban water-
front destination, it was the 2000 Sydney Summer Olympics that
served as the precinct’s official coming-out party, showing that Aus-
tralia had set benchmark standards for the conversion of a brown-
field site into a world-class waterfront district.

Darling Harbour hosted six Olympic sports—boxing, fencing,
judo, volleyball, weightlifting, and wrestling—attracting mare than
a half million visitors daily and earning the distinction of being the
sixth-largest venue in Olympic history. “In addition to being a sport-
ing venue, Darling Harbour had free entertainment and giant
screens where people without tickets to Olympic events could watch
live broadcasts and share in the Olympic atmosphere,” notes Talty.
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Statutory authority over Darling Harbour now rests with the
Sydney Harbour Foreshores Authority (SHFA), which has brought
together a range of ad hoc state and city agencies, including the
Darling Harbour Authority, into a single authority that is re-
sponsible for protecting and preserving the natural and cultural
heritage along Sydney Harbour’s foreshores as part of one inte-
grated and interconnected public asset—amounting to 1,000 acres
(400 hectares) of waterfront property. As the second-largest
landowner in Sydney, the SHFA, according to its own reports, con-
trols about $1.8 billion (A$3.5 billion) worth of assets, with an
annual income of approximately $75 million (A$148 million)
from property sales and leasing. In all, the SHFA and the organi-
zations preceding it have sold approximately $100 million (A$200
million) worth of land in the past five years; over $3.2 million
(A$6.5 million) was contributed to affordable housing in resi-
dential areas surrounding Darling Harbour. In addition, accord-
ing to the SHFA, of the annual $15 million (A$30 million) in cap-
ital works expenditures, almost $10.5 million (A$21 million) is
being used for community-related facilities, including parks, light-
ing, public art, and historic preservation,

While the role of the public sector in creating and expanding
the public domain obviously is crucial, major commercial com-
ponents are considered the lifeblood of successful urban water-
fronts. Included at Darling Harbour is an IMAX theater, with an
eight-story-high screen; a motion-simulation theater, called Cin-
emagic; and Sega World, an indoor theme park intended for chil-
dren, offering attractions, entertainment, and rides, including
a roller coaster, an adventure playground, and a 360-degree the-
ater. However, the greatest revenue generators at Darling Harbour
are not entertainment based. While the entertainment uses un-
doubtedly contribute to the ability of Darling Harbour to attract
families and individuals of all ages, it is the retail and restaurant
uses that are considered the driving force behind the economic
progress of the area. The Harbourside Shopping Centre, which
links the maritime museum to the Sydney Entertainment Centre,
offers 150 shops on two levels and a food court with 40 vendors.
Retail uses range from everyday convenience needs to souvenir
shops, as well as fashion outlets.
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Cockle Bay Wharf includes
pedestrian promenades,
restaurants and cafés,
plus an IMAX theater.

Paddy’s Markets, both a
cultural and retail institution
in Sydney, has been present
for nearly 100 years at Dar-
ling Harbour and continues
to operate in a flea market—
type atmosphere. Market City,
built above Paddy’s Markets,
is a factory outlet center, rep-
resenting more than 30 name
brands. Built in 1997, Market
City also contains substantial residential development and connects
adjacent Chinatown to Darling Harbour. The recent completion of
Cockle Bay Wharf as a restaurant and café complex also has con-
tributed to the character and draw of Darling Harbour, with over
50 eating establishments and a number of bars and clubs.

Located only a ten-minute walk from the center of Sydney, Dar-
ling Harbour is easy to reach. Pedestrian bridges cross major arte-
rials bordering the site, and direct ferry and monorail services from
throughout the downtown serve to give visitors easy and conve-
nient access to the site. Regional light-rail and bus services bring
them within walking distance of the precinct. Once visitors are at
Darling Harbour, a people mover transports them from one at-
traction to the next at regular intervals. Ten pay parking lots and
garages can accommodate more than 7,500 vehicles. Two of the
biggest structures hold nearly 3,400 vehicles and are open 24 hours.

The proximity of the downtown and the presence of a major
convention center make Darling Harbour an attractive location for
hotel development. The Darling Harbour hotels offer, in aggregate,
2,700 rooms, and report occupancy rates of 85 percent, surpassing
those downtown. Included are Star City, a five-star hotel that also
houses a casino and several bars and restaurants; the Four Points
Darling Harbour, another five-star hotel and Sydney’s largest ho-
tel, with 649 rooms; and the 256-room Hotel [bis Darling Harbour,
with all-weather pedestrian access to the Sydney Convention and
Exhibition Centre.

“It’s all about creating a special place for people that combines
the natural beauty of Sydney Harbour with a critical mass and choice
of interconnected activity, all of which is made both accessible and
attractive to residents and visitors alike,” says New South Wales Pre-
mier Bob Carr. “A great deal of political and public capital has been
invested in returning Darling Harbour to the people, but no one
doubts the strength and value of the place-making dividend Dar-
ling Harbour now delivers to Sydney.” |

Howarp KOZIOFR, WHO LIVED IN SYDNEY WHILE STUDYING THE QTYMPIC PLANNING
PROCESS AS A FRANK KNOX TRAVELING FELLOW FROM HARVARD UNIVERSITY, IS WORK-
ING TOWARD A MASTER OF SCIENCE DEGREE IN REAL ESTATE DEVELOPMENT AT THE
Corumaia UNIVERSITY SCHOOL OF ARCHITFCTURE, PTANNING, AND PRESERVATION.
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