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West Basin and Acton Park, 1964 after the lake filled, image by R. Clough

Lake Burley Griffin, West Basin and the Guardians
Juliet Ramsay, convenor of Lake Burley Griffin Guardians
and cultural landscape expert, looks at threats to the
aesthetic and social values of Lake Burley Griffin in this
article particularly to the West Basin.
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From the Editors
Another Heritage Festival is over, and the articles
later in the magazine indicate that the National
Trust’s events were again enjoyed by many
people. In particular, Scott McAlister reports on
the very successful Urban Polaris cycling event
(see From the President) and Mary Johnston
reports on the Open Day at the Forestry Precinct.
We have three important dates for your diaries in
the second half of this year. On Saturday 23 July,
the ACT and Region Annual Heritage Symposium
will take place. This is always an informative day
of presentations about issues of local significance.
Slightly later in the year, the ACT National Trust’s
AGM is scheduled for the evening of Thursday 20
October, and our Christmas Party will take place
on Sunday 4 December. More details about all of
these events will be provided either in future
editions of Heritage in Trust or via E-News
Bulletins.
In the meantime, there are two events coming up
this month. See Travels and at Home with the
Trust for further information.
Your comments and contributions are always
welcome. Please email these to
info@nationaltrustact.org.au or write to the
editors at the ACT National Trust office.
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Background
From the time it filled in 1964, Canberrans have had a
love affair with Lake Burley Griffin, its waters and
lakeshores that provide beauty and abundant water
recreation opportunities. It has aesthetic qualities that
range from tranquil reflections, to ethereal mistiness. It
provides a planar space for experiencing vistas across
its waters to our iconic national buildings and to the
surrounding hills and mountains, and it has become a
home for numerous Australian waterbirds.
The Griffins' prize-winning plan that established the
design concept in 1911 reflects a desire by Australians
to have an outstanding national capital. The Canberra
plan with its lake was later refined in 1913 and 1918 by
Walter Burley Griffin but it took forty years before a
committed Prime Minister, Robert Menzies, had the
vision to insist that the lake be constructed. The design
team of the National Capital Development Commission
(NCDC) employed the best expertise in the nation to
develop the lake in five years, an achievement
recognised with an Award of Landscape Excellence in
1986 for a lake with a perimeter landscape of
parklands.
Now, the Canberra public in their thousands flock to all
manner of events around the Lake. However, although
the Lake's aesthetic and social qualities are appreciated
as public amenity, incremental adverse impacts
continue across the Lake's foreshore landscape.
Heritage nominations for the Lake and lakeshore
landscape have been proposed: initially in 1999 to the
Register of the National Estate, in 2011 to the
Commonwealth Heritage List and in 2011, 2014 and
2016 to the National Heritage List (NHL), all of which
attest to a concern for the protection of the values by
heritage legislation. The public good of Lake Burley
Griffin and its lakeshore landscape has now become
sought after as a real estate commercial commodity.
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Commercialisation of the Lake foreshore gathered
momentum when the Carnell ACT Government
secured the Kingston Foreshore in the 1990s in a land
exchange for the Canberra hospital site that was to
become the site of the National Museum of Australia.
The Kingston Foreshore was developed for private
commercialisation, inveigling extra snatches of
property such as the sites of the boat maintenance
complex and a rowing club that were relocated from
Kingston to the Black Mountain Peninsula Park and
Grevillea Park, respectively.
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West Basin and Acton Park
West Basin, a major component of the lake, is
consistent with the Griffins’ plans for spacious
foreshore parklands surrounding all of the lake. The
1913 plan drawn by Griffin as part of the Federal
Capital Plan1 (Figure 1) shows an adjusted delineation
from the 1911-1913 plans. The photo on the front
cover of the completed West Basin in 1964
demonstrates further adjustments from the Griffins’
more precise geometric shape to the extant horseshoe
shaped West Basin of today. Other changes were made
to the lake shape of the Central Basin, in part due to
topography and also to the prevailing modern
picturesque softer landscape style of the late 20 th
century.
West Basin's Acton Park was developed in the 1960s by
the NCDC, comprising 10.4 ha of foreshore. The ACT
Government's website describes it as a peaceful,
beautiful lakeside park with a historic grove of she-oak
trees that were planted in 19272.
1

The Federal Capital, Report Explanatory of the Preliminary
General Plan. Walter Burley Griffin, Federal Capital Director
of Design and Construction, 1913. Commonwealth of
Australia, the Department of Home Affairs.
2

Figure 1: Sections from the Griffins’ 1911 plan (top) and the WB
Griffin 1913 plan (bottom)
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http://www.tams.act.gov.au/parks-conservation/parksand-reserves/find-a-park/urban-parks/acton-park.

Page 3

Heritage In Trust

May 2016

The park was designed as a centre for cycling, rowing
and a ferry stop, and has always been popular due to
its protection from the prevailing westerly wind. Quickgrowing deciduous poplars were planted in the early
1960s (Clough and Gray 1964:43) and now willows and
eucalypts also exist in informal tree groups. The sandy
beach area has been used for launching paddle boats,
swimming and other community events such as the Art
not Apart festival.
West Basin and the City to the Lake proposal
Lake Burley Griffin Guardians (the Guardians) was
formed early in 2015 with the purpose of achieving
heritage protection and a master plan to manage all of
the Lake and its lakeshore landscape as an integrated
unit. Initially the Guardians’ concern was for Grevillea
Park that is now subdivided for four large boat shed
sites including the area fronting the lake beach. The
Guardians also prepared the latest National Heritage
List nomination for Lake Burley Griffin and the
lakeshore landscape. However, a troubling sleeping
proposal emerged under the Gallagher-Barr ACT
government in the form of the City to the Lake project
that included intensive development of West Basin.
This proposal had commenced in 2003 with the Griffin
Legacy4, that was, according to Jack Kershaw (2015) 5
“driven by a 2003 ‘Canberra Central Task Force’ set up
by out-of-town political heavies and development
lobbyists demanding that the ACT derive more revenue
from inner-city land sales after up-zoning”. The Griffin
Legacy displays a picturesque looking West Basin with
approximately 50% open space including a sizeable
viewing platform on the line of the water axis (see
Figure 2). It initiated a concept of a 'Griffin' foreshore
alignment, an anathema to Griffin's planning and the
NCDC extant lake that evolved from it. Griffin's
planning is used as a ploy to justify lake infill to
increase the land available for development.
Amendments 56, 59, 60 and 61 to the National Capital
Plan (NCP) locked West Basin development in place,
with policies and building footprints (as shown on
Figure 4).

Figure 2: The West Basin & City Hill development proposal as
presented in the Griffin Legacy (2004) (top) compared with the
image in the National Capital Plan (2015) that excludes the axis
viewing platform (bottom)

The Federal Government's advisory body, the Joint
Standing Committee on the National Capital and

3

Clough, R and Gray, J.E. 1964 Landscaping of Lake Burley
Griffin, lakeburleygriffinguardians.org.au/media/CloughGray-1964-red.pdf

5

Kershaw, J, Letters to the Editor, Time to put the plan right,
Canberra Times, 3 October 2015.

4

The Griffin Legacy, Canberra the National Capital in the 21st
Century, published by the National Capital Authority in 2014.
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External Territories, disallowed the amendments,
particularly for City Hill, and included a comment on
West Basin as follows:
“Evidence to the committee suggested that the
scale of development for West Basin should
configure more closely to the NCA’s 2004
proposal”6.
The four amendments that enable high-rise
development to City Hill and West Basin were,
according to Kershaw, subsequently approved by the
Federal Minister and hurried through both Houses of
Parliament late at night.
In 2013 the ACT Government undertook initial
community engagement on The City Plan and City to
the Lake7,6noting that the area is extremely well used
for recreation. Those who responded sought sufficient
grassed open space and natural landscape,
continuation of existing leisure-based businesses and
recreation concessions. They noted strong support for
the proposed infrastructure of the Parkes Way
alterations, and public areas, such as the boardwalks,
and the aquatic centre with an urban beach, to be
delivered as a first stage. They also indicated strongly
that they did not want another Kingston Foreshore.

public parking area is shown other than limited
kerbside; and there is no free space for large group
events such as Art not Apart. Gone are all the vistas
across the lake to the hills and ranges from
Commonwealth Avenue and City Hill.
Gone is a perimeter of public open space to the basin,
obliterated by proposed buildings on the eastern side
of the Basin. Open public space is limited to pocket
parks at each end of the promenade.

Figure 3: Image from the City to the Lake proposal showing the
proposed Building Estate and Foreshore with most of the open
space covered in buildings

Impact of proposed development
The design image for West Basin (Figure 3) provided in
the City to the Lake documentation shows little
evidence of respecting the community’s desires. In the
2015 consultation on the West Basin Foreshore
development, submissions voiced critical concerns
about the appropriation of public parkland and the
impact of this on heritage values. Those public
expressions were disregarded in favour of the
professional heritage impact study of the foreshore87
that did not include the impacts of the building estate
that will ensue. Yet part of that estate will be on
foreshore lake infill.
Gone is a decent landscape space to interpret and
enjoy the water axis vista with a viewing platform; no

Figure 4: The line of floats in West Basin water delineates the
extent of the proposed foreshore development and infill (image
by Alan Robertson)

Apart from the pavilions on the waterfront at two
storeys, the building heights are mostly six storeys but
the statement that “buildings above 25 metres in

6

Joint Standing Committee on the National Capital and
External Territories, Review of the Griffin Legacy
Amendments, 2006.
7

ACT Government, 2013 City Plan and City to the Lake.
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8

Heritage Impact Statement—West Basin Foreshore
Development by Lovell Chen 2015, prepared for the Land
Development Agency.
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height will be the subject of wind testing”98implies that
much higher buildings will also be allowed.
Plans to put Parkes Way underground seem to have
been put on hold and it is not clear how the traffic will
articulate with West Basin if the only access will be
from Commonwealth Avenue via Albert Street and the
adjacent Corkhill Street.
Green space for informal activities is becoming a
precious resource particularly at the lakeside, while
due to global warming, maintaining the green
infrastructure of urban parks to moderate heat buildup from urban building mass is critical.
There are many people who need to have car access
and parking. How will the on-foot and on-bike users
manage to transport barbeque clobber with little
children on a visit to West Basin? It appears that
although Canberra's public may get a couple of coffee
shops on its new publicly-funded foreshore, the parks
included in the development will be amenities for the
estate occupiers. The general public will have limited
access. Furthermore, the former parkland is set to
become a noisy, messy development site for decades,
with serious traffic congestion.
In contrast, Adelaide's Municipal Government along
with the South Australian Government have proudly
allowed the Adelaide Park Lands to be entered in the
National Heritage List and have added legislative
protection. The ACT Government, however, extends
urban development rather than safeguarding the
nation's most notable designed landscape heritage
feature, namely Lake Burley Griffin. The attitude to
heritage in the ACT is not surprising as the current
Minister for Heritage, Mick Gentleman, in reference to
the national heritage of Canberra noted that:
“While Canberra's special place as the nation's
capital is not disputed, there are a range of

9

National Capital Authority, the National Capital Plan
30/9/2015, p.142.
10

Mick Gentleman, letter to the convenor of Lake Burley
Griffin Guardians.
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concerns associated with the regulatory burden
such a listing could impose on the ACT. As such, no
management guidelines for the proposed listing
have been agreed”10.9
Conclusion
The West Basin open space belongs to the public. It is a
delightful informal park, albeit with innocuous but well
used car parking, that does enable vistas, provides
critical visitor parking for Floriade, has trees and is
used creatively as 'loose' space. The Guardians has
requested the NCA and Land Development Agency
chief executives to undertake a review of the West
Basin proposal and is waiting on a response to the
request. As stated by Jack Kershaw, “now is the time to
put the plan right”.
Juliet Ramsay
Juliet Ramsay is convenor of Lake Burley Griffin Guardians
and honorary member of the ICOMOS-IFLA1110International
Scientific Committee on Cultural Landscapes.
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ICOMOS is the acronym for International Council on
Monuments and Sites. IFLA is the acronym for International
Federation of Landscape Architects.
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