
Outline of a Verbal Submission to the C5 Port Phillip 

Planning Scheme Amendment Panel Hearing 

Dr John Spierings, Esplanade Alliance 

26 August 1999 

While there are many diverse and opposing views being debated at this panel 

hearing; there is one thing that all parties would agree on -- that is, that the 

Esplanade Hotel site is significant. 

• Architecturally, it is the earliest representative example of a large resort 

hotel, and the Baymor flats at the back reflect an urbanity that also evokes 

the seaside. 

• Culturally, it has a long association with the Australian entertainment 

industry, 

• Contextually, it is a place of a human scale and human relationships in a 

densely populated part of the metropolis, 

• Geographically, it is positioned with magnificent views to the bay and on one 

of Melbourne's most beautiful boulevards in its most eclectic suburb. 

Though not an exhaustive list, these characteristics of the Espy site may 

explain, in part, why the hotel has developed iconic status. 



Last year the hotel attracted unprecedented outpouring of concern for its future 

when a 38 storey tower was proposed for the site Ten years ago, it was the 

subject of a similar response, when a previous owner of the site proposed an 

18-storey development. 

Given its history, how should its future be handled? 

A rhetorical question as we are already in a process that will set parameters to 

frame its future. 

The recommendations of this panel hearing will impact on the form and 

content of Port Phillip Council planning guidelines, which will, in turn, impact on 

the type of development that can be contemplated on this site. 

However, if these guidelines do not reflect a shared vision of the key 

stakeholders, the process will continue to be adversarial. 

If these guidelines lack certainty and therefore cannot guarantee to deliver the 

shared visions (as envisaged by key stakeholders) then confidence in the 

process will be undermined. We will have rewritten the guidelines yet still 

maintained the same reality. 

On this particular site, the Espy site, height is a concern that cannot be 

legislated away. Whether prescriptive or absent, height will always be an 

issue. For example, the Evindon proposal in the late 1980's was lodged when 

there were no prescriptive height limits on the site. Yet, it failed to win public 

support and ultimately lost at the MT. 

Somewhere in the psyche of stakeholders there is a shared vision of an 

appropriate height within a heritage/design/community benefits mix that will 

deliver to St Kilda, and to Melbourne, a worthy building. 



We propose a way forward to this shared vision.. 

We agree with the notion of a Council convened Working Party to consider the 

site, along the lines proposed four months ago by Becton, with an independent 

chair and limited time frame to consider the issues, described by the recent 

Dol-Council Working party on the Gateway to the Bay strategy document. 

The working party concept reflects that a special site, some would say a 

landmark site, requires special treatment. It should not set a precedent for 

other areas nor should it undermine or hamper the development of guidelines 

for surrounding properties. And it should not be limited by the constraints 

imposed by neighbouring properties. For example the presence of the towers 

on either side of the site -- Arrendale at 15 and Bay View at 10 storeys --

should not confine creative and innovative design, by imposing the constraint to 

build higher. 

The working party concept will provide a process for assessing all the features 

and elements that make up the site's significance: its music, its prominence 

on the Esplanade, its contribution to the streetscape. 

The working party concept will ensure that all stakeholders will have a seat at 

the table and will have a direct say in the urban design framework for the site. 

But all stakeholders must be willing to participate. 

Despite clear messages from thousands of citizens of Melbourne, despite 

unanimous agreement of the Port Phillip Council, Becton clings to its tower 

vision. Yesterday, we even saw the panel process used to promote this vision. 

I am referring to the unveiling of a 27 storey tower -- the vision of one company, 

against that of 12,000 citizens and many others. 



Finally, the working party concept reflects the spirit of the state government's 

new planning direction - it allows for creativity and innovation, not only in the 

resultant building form; but also in how this outcome is achieved. 

To bring a metropolitan perspective to this debate, I will finish with a quote from 

The Age editorial last year following the Council's unanimous decision to reject 

Becton's 38 storey tower proposal. 

There was an unprecedented number of objections to this proposal, further 

evidence suggesting that many Melbumians are wary of the bayside being 

turned into something resembling Surfers Paradise. Some further 

development of the area is, of course, appropriate, but not a tower that would 

have been so obviously out of character with the existing buildings. 

The council's decision, which was preceded by a vigorous campaign by St 

Kilda citizens, the National Trust, and by artists and performers who use the 

hotel, is a heartening demonstration of the strength of local democracy. (The 

Age, Editorial, 17/12/98) 


