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Richard Leplastrier and Rod Simpson, architects

One hundred years from now, when Sydney counts its
blessings, chief among them will be a series of waterfront
sites that provide bush and open space, maritime activity,
cafes and places for meeting on the foreshores at North
Head, Woolwich and Cockatoo Island.

These redundant defence sites, originally slated for
housing development, were preserved after a mighty public
struggle. But should they just be open space or should they
have other uses, too? What buildings should be preserved?
And, importantly, how should these sites work for Sydney?

These were the questions faced by the Sydney Harbour
Federation Trust, set up by the Federal Government in 2001
to bring these sealed-off areas back into public use. Many
people have contributed to the series of special places now
emerging, including the Sydney Harbour Federation Trust's
chairman, Kevin McCann, and deputy executive director,
Nick Hollo.

But influencing all of this have been two people with
a special understanding of Sydney Harbour — Rick Leplastrier
and Rod Simpson. For almost 20 years, Leplastrier, 68, and
Simpson, 51, have espoused a vision of Sydney as a port
city, defined by topography and water.

As these sites were vacated by industry, Leplastrier and
Simpson envisaged them as the centres of a series of small
“port towns”, connected by ferries and offering work places,
accommodation and cafes - in Leplastrier's words, “16 or 20
diverse quay-sides up and down the harbour”.

The opportunity to realise some of their ideas came when
the Federal Government vested the redundant defence
sites in the Harbour Trust. Working alongside Nick Hollo,
Leplastrier and Simpson began to implement their vision on
the publicly owned trust sites at Middle Head, North Head,
Cockatoo Island and Woolwich Dock.

Traditionally, the Sydney solution to such sites has
been to provide a 20-metre setback, allowing “access” to
the harbour front, backed by block after block of mediocre

medium-density housing, as on the old Balmain Power
Station site. As Simpson asks, “have you ever seen anyone
using that ‘public’ space?”

They proposed to keep any existing buildings that could
be used for boat-building, cafes, workshops, a writer's centre,
accommodation or commercial offices, bringing a diversity
of life to these sites while preserving waterfront access.

So it's thanks to them that Chowder Bay at Middle Head
is now alive with people enjoying lunch in the cafe housed
in an old defence barracks, watching the boat-builder at
work in his waterfront shed or taking the foreshore walk.

Already Cockatoo Island has hosted concerts as well as
regular tours of its industrial buildings. Woolwich Dock
is again being used as a boat dock.

The architects’ vision of how these sites could be
preserved and used is ensuring that scale, dramatic
identity and a gritty texture — which would otherwise
be lost under a blur of apartment buildings - remains
a feature of Sydney Harbour.
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Frank Stanisic at
the Presidio building
in Newtown.

Frank Stanisic, director, Stanisic Associates

Frank Stanisic describes his apartment buildings as
“unplugged environments”, all naturally ventilated and
brimming with sunlight. But the 54-year-old also describes
himself as “a green heretic”. He's conscious of the basic
need for sustainability but “I don’t want to be characterised
as a ‘green architect'. | want to be a good architect.”

Fortunately for us, green can be good and Stanisic has
played a significant role in the shift from crude brick box to
the climate-responsive and liveable spaces Sydneysiders
expect in their apartment buildings.

In 1990, he transformed the Crown Street Hospital into
a series of street-edge apartments around a beautifully
landscaped central garden, showing how the most
unpromising urban environment could be reinvented for
sophisticated urban living.

Since then, Stanisic has made something of a specialty
of designing beautiful apartments on difficult sites. At
Newtown, for example, he was responsible for the Presidio
building, squeezed behind King Street almost on top of
the railway.

His Domain apartments in Marrickville won the 2001
Premier's Award, his Mondrian apartments (with Nick Turner)
in Waterloo won the prestigious RAIA Wilkinson Award in
2003 and, in 2006, he took out the RAIA Special Jury Award
for Spectrum at Green Square and Zone at Wolli Creek.

“Because of the work of people like Frank,” says Stella
de Vulder, “the developers have had to raise their standards
- and that benefits all of us.”
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