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Introduction
Planning controls were put in place along the St K foreshore in the late 1980s
after a spate of high-rise applications met with strong community opposition.
The existing controls were developed through an extensive process of public
consultation and debate.
Any applicant who now wishes to exceed these controls must have a strong
case for why they should be allowed to do so. I believe that well reasoned
exceptions to rules should always be possible, but the reasons have to be
good. The onus should always be on the applicant to show why the controls
should be waived in their favour. This is one element of the whole debate that
makes me anxious. The onus on applicants to show will become weakened
with every win they have.
To Becton's credit, it has presented an argument as to why the 18 metre, or
six storey, height control should be varied on the Esplanade site to allow a
125 metre, or 38 storey tower. The argument has been presented in video
form as well as in its formal application to the Council to amend the planning
scheme.
I'd like to take you through the video and subject it to a bit of critical analysis.
By critical I do not mean the more usual meaning of finding fault, but the other
meaning - of closely examining and questioning the argument.

1. THE SITE DESERVES SOMETHING TRULY OUTSTANDING AND
REMARKABLE
A noteworthy building on the city's most noteworthy site
1.1
the Esplanade site is noteable because of the building on it. It has an axial
alignment with the pier, yes, which you only get the impact of if you are out on
the end of the pier. This alignment is certainly not particularly significant if
you are travelling along the Esplanade, which is people's most common
experience of the site. But this is the strongest argument Becton has, and you
will notice they make much of it throughout the video.
It is not the highest point on the Esplanade. The buildings around Alfred
Square are. The most prominent site is probably the old St Moritz site. If
Becton owned Novotel, or any of the buildings around Alfred Square, would it
run the same argument? It certainly could.
The two implicit elements of Becton's argument that the site is unique are:
1. The Esplanade Hotel is a knockout building, architecturally and culturally
(and remember that Becton opposed its protection under Heritage Victoria)

2. Becton own it. That's really the strongest argument. If Becton owned
Novotel the argument would be precisely the same.
deserves something truly outstanding
1.2
So do all sites on the Upper Esplanade. And whilst it may not be very likely at
this stage, there is no reason why the next owner of Novotel won't argue just
that. And it will be easier next time round, because the precedent will already
exist for new, very high-rise buildings on the foreshore, and all the next
applicant will have to do is argue on the grounds of fairness. And that one
landmark deserves another. Bookends on either side of Alfred Square.

2.. ANY DEVELOPER TOUCHES THE ESPY AT THEIR PERIL ...
AND WE AGREE WITH IT
Good. It is important not to play down the significance of Becton's
commitment to retain the Espy and its culture: this is a vital element of B's
application and one of the reasons why we are taking the whole thing so
seriously. It is also important to remember that it is because of campaigns like
this one - the work of the Esplanade Alliance and Save St Kilda before that —
that Becton is even thinking about retaining the Espy. Becton may not like to
admit it, but it is campaigns like these that chip away and eventually make
developers and governments acknowledge local, cultural issues that even ten
years ago weren't taken seriously.

3.

TO ALLOW FOR THE KIND OF LANDMARK IT DESERVES

There's two elements to this argument.
1. That in order to keep the Espy and make a profit, a new building needs to
go higher than the controls currently allow. But how high does it need to go to
fit in the same number of apartments as one that fits within the controls and
demolishes the Espy? 8 storeys? 18? 28? 38?? really?
Do we know that apartments built around the Espy within the current controls
would categorically not turn a profit? We will never be made privy to the
economics of course, but it would be nice if Becton would come a bit clean on
this one.
2. That a landmark must be tall. Very tall. Why SO tall?
Has there been any genuine exploration of the economics of a low-rise
apartment block wrapped around the Espy that still has landmark qualities?
(whatever these are, other than standing miles above anything else).
I suspect that any site that Becton owned would cry out for the controls to be
lifted.

4.

NOT SUGGESTING ANY OF THEM WOULD BE SUITABLE FOR THE
ESPY

This is interesting: all the landmarks shown here, with the exception of the
Rialto, are relatively low rise. A spire on the Espy would restore its highest
landmark quality. This section simply confirms what we already know: the
issue is economics.

5.

IMAGE OF THE SIZE AND SCALE WE'RE TALKING ABOUT

B is asking for this amendment on the strength of this concept. If the
amendment is allowed, control will be handed over almost entirely to B. If
there's another property market slump, which is not at all inconceivable, or
Becton's finances dry up for other reasons, we could end up with an entirely
different, non-Nonda Katsilides-designed structure. This scenario has the
potential to take us only too closely to the Seabaths debacle.
I believe Becton is genuinely committed to the NK design, and some of my
favourite buildings in Melbourne are designed by NK, but the vagaries of the
market are not within Becton's control. It is not inconceivable that Becton
could decide to sell the site on, with the amendment, which would bring a
pretty tidy profit in itself, and leave us holding the monster.
What Becton is really asking for here is a blank cheque, on a promise that it
will be spent wisely

6.

COMMUNITY DEBATE

And here's the real rub. What Becton is NOT saying is that the amendment, if
allowed, will remove all further opportunity for statutory public comment.
There will be no further public notice of the plans, no rights to object, and no
possibility for appeal.

7.

BECTON'S PLANNING AND DESIGN GUIDELINES

These guidelines, whilst laudable, have been prepared by Becton's privately
appointed panel. This is classic privatisation of planning: the developers set
their own terms. I believe it is the most important element of this debate.
There has been much talk of precedent: precedent for high-rise along the
foreshore, precedent for knocking over heritage-listed buildings if they get in
the way, but the precedent that would be set here is the most far-reaching. If
this amendment goes through as Becton would have it, the same process will
be carried into many other cases of planning in Melbourne. The outcomes
may be good or bad, but it will the developers that determine these outcomes
- not elected, publicly accountable community representatives. We need to
think very carefully about this. It is a wider issue than just this proposal, of

course, but it is only through applications such as this that the broader issues
get addressed.

8.

MEET ME AT THE ESPY

Well, can Becton be trusted? Fred believes they can. I very much want to
believe they can. Rai Gaita says anyone who believes that the culture won't
change with a 38 storey tower behind it, will believe anything.

9.

END

We have a problem. Anyone who wants the Espy culture to be protected and
nurtured has to accept that some other activity on the site will have to
subsidise it, at least in the short term. The price that was paid for it in the
1980s was a heavy price. The seller made a huge gain. Too big. Someone,
somewhere along the line will have to take a huge loss to keep the Espy just
as it is. Or the site will be developed in a way that fundamentally changes the
Espy.
Becton is grappling with this issue, even though it may not have wanted to
when it first bought the site. So the question Becton is asking is: how much is
this community prepared to pay for the retention of the Espy? It's a fair
question.
But the offer on the table is completely out of the question. It is SO out of the
question that it goes beyond any notion of 'nice try' - it makes me realise that,
for all this talk of understanding Espy culture, Becton actually doesn't get it at
all. The notion of 38 storeys mirroring the community's wishes is just so out of
kilter - it's a little like this video. The groovy zoom in and out on the bands,
and then that corporate video production company voice over. So we have to
understand this video for what it is: a propaganda exercise.
At some point we are all going to have to do some serious negotiating about
this site. Any final agreement the Esplanade Alliance reaches will be heavily
contingent on a number of very clear criteria being adhered to. But at the
moment, Becton have put a proposal before us to build 38 storeys behind the
Espy, and all we can do is say NO.

