Works Approval application (WA102428) for the removal of the 38 Lombardy
Poplar (Populus nigra ‘Italica’) trees and replacement with 28 Quercus robur
‘Fastigiata’
WAconsultation@nca.gov.au
On various occasions, for more than a year, the heritage concerns of the Lake Burley Griffin
Guardians (the Guardians) related to the poplars within the cultural landscape setting of the
National Library of Australia, have been raised with the NCA, whether at the quarterly
meetings with the senior executive or by correspondence. Our first letter (on 30 June 2021)
on the topic, was in response to a letter from Ms Barnes dated the 27 May 21 which advised
that the NCA was liaising with the Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment on
the heritage values, a common pre-referral process for the NCA. This NCA letter was written
during the period of public consultation for the EPBC referral, beginning on the 24 May.
Issues arising from the NCA’s referral to DAWE:
•

The NCA stated it would inform organisations and ‘advise about the formal
consultation processes’. The EPBC public consultation action was not made known
to us in letters or by other communication from the NCA.

•

In your referral and in your communication with the Guardians at a recent meeting
(29.7.21), you raised that the Lombardy Poplar could not be used due to the ACT’s
Pest Plants and Animal Act 2005 as it is a prohibited species and that any arborist
planting the species would lose their practice licence in the ACT. This is a
misrepresentation of the ACT’s Act that under s.14 clearly states:
that a person may apply, in writing to the director-general regarding using a
prohibited plant.
The director-general may issue a written permit for the propagation,
importation or supply of the thing if satisfied that the propagation, importation
or supply would not result in the spread of prohibited pest plants of that kind
in a way that would endanger the environment or agriculture. (Pest Plants and
Animals Act 2005)

•

This permit option was also mentioned by us at the NCA-LBGG meeting 29.7.21 but
no response was made.

•

The NCA noted that the choice of replacement species has been the subject of
substantial work and consideration without outlining what that work and consideration
entailed. Did that work consider the options for using Lombardy Poplars that we
outlined in our letters of 30.6.21 and the 6.8.21?

It appears that this antipathy to replanting poplars is a relatively recent decision. Has the
NCA had notification or legal advice that prevents the replanting of Lombardy Poplars in the
Parliamentary Zone, as, to our knowledge, there are a number of precedents - these poplar
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species have already been replaced within the Parliamentary Zone at Old Parliament House
and beside the George V statue?
We see that despite DAWE having a copy of the Heritage Report and Heritage Impact
Statement for these proposed works they gave approval to your proposal on 24 June 2021.
It appears the only reason the Quercus robur ‘Fastigiata’ are proposed for the replanting is
due to the NCA promoting the Lombardy Poplar’s pest status in the ACT Government’s Pest
Plants and Animal Act 2005. This ignores any exploration of the Act’s flexibility in the form of
applying to the Director General for a permit to plant a prohibited planted (as noted above) if
indeed that option is needed at all. The granting of a permit would also presumably give
permission for the NCA, or its chosen arborist, to import not just replant these trees in a
suitably safe manner.
The reason (in the EPBC referral (Section 4) for the selection of the replacement Quercus
robur ‘Fastigiata’ states that it has a ‘similar height, shape, leaf, and autumn colour’.
However, we believe this statement to be incorrect as it is documented as having a height of
12-15m compared to the Lombardy Poplar height of 20-40m, has a ‘fatter’, denser shape,
and is slow to lose autumn leaves giving a drab winter appearance (an image of the tree in
winter is included in the attached copy of our letter of 6.8.21). These are not a suitable
replacement tree. They will not be the slim, tall sentinels that the poplars represent across
the Parliamentary Zone. They are not the heritage fabric of the Parliamentary Zone.
It is apparent that the NCA made its decision in early May (or earlier) when it lodged the
EPBC referral, guaranteeing a positive response from the DAWE by just accepting the ACT
Government’s declaration of the Lombardy Poplar being a prohibited species without
presenting any information about why this ACT Government requirement should apply within
the Parliamentary Zone, override the NCP, or any option it might have in relation to this
under that legislation (if it actually is applicable), and that it appears DAWE did not make an
assessment using solid cultural landscape heritage guidance.
LBGG are also concerned that the NCA proposal will set a precedent for replacing poplars
throughout the Parliamentary Zone where Lombardy Poplars are selectively located as eye
catching key features for their sentinel role, impressive scale, slender shape, yellow autumn
leaves and the clear tracery of their winter branches. In the case of the NLA forecourt they
reference and emphasise the classical style columns on the NLA façade and lead the eye to
the NLA entrance.

It is hoped that the NCA, in relation to this tree replacement decision, with its wider
implications for the Parliamentary Zone, will reconsider it, consistent with best
practice heritage planning, the NCP (eg the Burra Charter requirements, such as
Article 15.1) and, fulfill its national significant function ‘to conserve and enhance the
landscape features which give the National Capital its character and setting, and which
contribute to the integration of natural and urban environments’.
Attached is a copy of our last letter of 6 August 2021

Richard Morrison and Juliet Ramsay on behalf of Lake Burley Guardians
5 September 2021
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Attachment A

CEO and Board
The National Capital Authority
Canberra
Email: Sally.barnes@nca.gov.au
6 August 2021
Dear Ms Barnes and Members of the NCA Board
The Guardians are noting their continuing concern about the intention of the NCA to plant
Quercus robur ‘Fastigiata’ in front of the National Library of Australia as we believe this
species is inappropriate and this action will set an unfortunate precedent for future poplar
replacements in the Designated Area of the ACT. Poplars were selected for their height and
planted as landmark features in various locations in central Canberra.
We are aware that Populus nigra is on the ACT’s prohibited plant list. That list is decades old
and does not relate to Commonwealth Land. Has there been communication with the ACT
Government to ensure that they are aware of the horticultural practice of grafting poplars
onto non-suckering root stock, a practice that is now successfully undertaken in some NSW
LGAs? If the ACT is still opposed to planting of poplars on non-suckering root stock then it
should provide an acceptable reason for this rationale. Has the NCA entered an agreement
with ACT Government that ties the Commonwealth to the ACT policy? It seems most
unfortunate that the NCA is beholden to the ACT Government with its outdated tree
management policy which has no respect for the heritage cultural landscapes of the historic
areas of Canberra, including those areas important to the Commonwealth.
Mr Smith stated at the recent NCA/LBGG meeting that the ACT Government is able to
control the replanting of Poplars by removing the practice licence from any horticulturalist
engaged in planting poplars in the ACT. Does that possible recourse apply to trees on
Commonwealth Land, and to Poplars grafted onto non-suckering root stock and if so how
and why?
The trees are within a Commonwealth heritage area where there should be adequate
protection of the heritage cultural landscape, following the National Capital Plan’s
requirements related to the Burra Charter. Has a heritage study been undertaken for this
proposed change in fabric? In our letter dated 30 June 2021 (attached) as well as noting
various options for the poplar replacement and management, we outlined the reasons the
poplars were originally selected, including their height and architectural form, A copy of that
letter is attached. Apart from grafting onto non-suckering root stock, there is the option of
planting the trees in large, buried pots, as used at Old Parliament House or using other
species that may not be columnar but have other characteristics more in keeping with the
poplars.
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The planting of the Quercus spp, would be inconsistent with the Burra Charter.
Consideration should be given to the following:
i.
ii.

the replacement Quercus spp. does not possess the required characteristics for
replacing poplars on this site in terms of form, bulk height etc.
there are well recognised and acknowledged management protocols to contain the
suckering issue.

We believe that the heritage impact of the proposal is insufficiently justified. As a result, we
urge you to reconsider the selection of trees, now and in the future in the Parliamentary
Zone, and their impact on the heritage cultural landscape. The proposal needs to be
reassessed in line with the Burra Charter process as required under the NCP.

Please note the image of a mature Quercus robur ‘Fastigiata’ above, taken at the edge of
Alexandrina Drive, Yarralumla in July this year. It has none of the open branch tracery of
poplars in winter, holds onto dead leaves, is broader, denser and grows to only half the
height of the Populus nigra ‘Italica’ so will not reflect the columns of the Library as initially
intended.

Richard Morrison and Juliet Ramsay on behalf of
Lake Burley Guardians
6 August 2021
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