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THE BATTLE FOR NEWCASTLE :
HERITAGE AND THE EARTHQUAKE

Margaret Henry.

The earthquake on December 28, 1989 struck a heavy blow to the city of
Newcastle. Its citizens not only suffered the trauma of the earthquake, the death and
injury of friends and relatives and the damage and demolition of homes and
businesses, but they have had to endure the loss of familiar landmarks and the
destruction of some of the city’s rich legacy of heritage buildings. In the panic that
followed, buildings of historical and architectural significance were summarily
demolished and in the following months, much of the city’s unique heritage was lost.

The precipitate destruction of buildings can in part be explained by the fact
that the earthquake of 1989 caught the city completely unawares, despite the fact that
Newcastle has a history of earthquakes, occurring at intervals of approximately sixty
years, with the last in 1925. There was no record of significant damage in previous
earthquakes,” and no seismograph in Newcastle to record local tremors. The region
was regarded as being of low seismic risk.?

The 1989 earthquake caused substantial damage to buildings throughout the
city and beyond. The Insurance Council of Australia received over 40,000 claims and
expects the total payout to reach $800 million.* Lack of maintenance was a
contributing factor to much of the damage. Older buildings were especially vulnerable.
The poor condition of masonry, corrosion or absence of wall ties and the failure of
parapets, chimneys and suspended awnings were the most frequent reasons for
damage and subsequent demolition.> Of 151 scheduled heritage buildings in the
central business district and surrounding inner suburbs, it is estimated that over 70
were damaged in the earthquake.®

! G.Dean-Jones, D.F.Branagan and K.H.R.Moelle, ‘Engineering Geological Considerations subsequent to
the Newcastle Earthquake’, Proceedings of the 24th Newcastle Symposium, Advances in the Study of the
Sydney Basin, Department of Geology, University of Newcastle, March, 1990, p.119.

’D.Denham and K.McCue, ‘The 1989 Newcastle Earthquake and the Seismicity of the Sydney
Basin’ zbid,p.113.

3 R.E.Melchers, (ed.) Newcastle Earthquake Study, The Institution of Engineers, Sydney, June, 1990, p.13.
Newcastle has been reclassified from zone O to zone A in the building code.

‘Cogan Associates Pty.Ltd.,Newcastle Earthquake Status Report, June 28, 1990,p.8.
SMelchers,op.cit.,pp.43-4.

¢ Information supplied by the NSW Department of Planning.




In the aftermath of the earthquake, the confusion was exacerbated by the
uncertainty as to who was in control. Newcastle City Council was in recess and did
not resume normal meetings until 30 January.” The Lord Mayor, the Town Clerk and
the Council’s Disaster Co-ordinator have admitted that they believed a state of
emergency had been declared.® Mr Bob Purser, a representative of the public
relations consultants, Cogan Associates Pty Ltd, who were engaged by Council to
form the Earthquake Media Liaison Unit, stated in the Unit’s record of the earthquake,
issued in October, 1990, that in the post- earthquake period, the Unit controlled all
media access to the Lord Mayor. This was intended to give ‘the public the impression
that the Council was in control, although in reality control rested with the police,
assisted by the other services,’® namely, the State Emergency Services, the New
South Wales Fire Brigade, the New South Wales Ambulance Service and the Army.
The Media Liaison Unit later claimed ‘this was in the public interest, giving the
impression of elected representatives in charge rather than uniformed services.”'

The Police and the State Emergency Services

The Minister for Police and Emergency Services, Mr Pickering has confirmed
that the police were in control of the central business district until 8 January and of
the badly earthquake damaged suburb, Hamilton, until 18 January and that the police
had the authority to make decisions about access, public safety and demolition. *' The
city was barricaded and only residents were allowed to enter the cordoned off area.

Few people realised that the State Emergency Services did not have the
authority to ‘operate unilaterally’*?and were required to act in support of the ‘combat
agency’," the New South Wales Police. Local Controller of the State Emergency
Services, Alderman Don Geddes, was reported as having, with Chief Superintendent

7 Minutes of Newcastle City Council meetings, 1990. A briefing session committee meeting was held on 2
January, 1990 and special council meetings were held on 4, 18 and 23 January.

* The Newcastle Earthquake Response Record, Volume 1, prepared by Lt. Col.J.T.Purser and Cogan
Associates on behalf of the Newecastle City Council, Newcastle 1990,pp.39,45,57. The Lord Mayor,
Alderman McNaughton, the Town Clerk, Mr Barrie Lewis and the Director, Health and Building Services
Division, Mr Harold Stuart, appointed by the Town Clerk as Disaster Coordinator were under the
impression that a state of emergency had been declared by the state government. Mr Stuart was concerned
that decisions he had taken might be brought into question, but stated he had‘properly delegated powers.’
9 ibid. p.79.

10 ;bid Mr Bob Purser is a brother of Lt.Col. Purser, who was temporarily attached to Cogan and Associates
under an arrangement with the Australian Army.

UL etter from Mr Ted Pickering M.L.C. Minister for Police and Emergency Services to the Citizens'
Earthquake Action Group,(CEAG) 13 August, 1990 in response to a letter from CEAG to the Ombudsman,
on 12 February, 1990.Mr Pickering stated that the Police Regulations (Emergencies) Amendment Act 1988,
assented to on 12 December, 1988 gave police authority to control matters relating to public safety.
1%5hid,

Yibid,



Cook, taken ‘control of the city’ and to be‘making close to 20 decisions, on a wide
range of matters, every two to three minutes.’!* He is reported as allocating crews to
make buildings safe and assess buildings for habitation,* assisted by the Army and
units of the Bush Fire Brigade.’!* The Senior Officer of Works of Newcastle City
Council, Mr Velaires said of the Army and the SES, that while ‘their experience of
emergency situations was invaluable, he found their enthusiasm, particularly to
knock things down, had to be restrained...Council [he said] would have to live with
their decisiond®’ A Study Team, set up by the Institution of Engineers, Australia,'’
recognising the problems encountered in the post-earthquake period, recommended
in their Newcastle Earthquake Study,'® issued in June, 1990, that in future, engineers
be attached to the SES system.

Shortage of qualified engineers.

The shortage of qualified structural engineers and the difficulty of verifying
their qualifications compounded threats to heritage buildings after the earthquake,
especially when there were conflicting engineers’ reports. While the clients of some
engineers did not reveal their contents, others were not so reticent.'® The Earthquake
Study*® recommended that inspections and safety approvals should be carried out
by‘appropriately qualified and experienced engineers... as defined by the relevant
professional body’?! and that a national register of structural engineers, recognised at
all levels of government, be established. Guide-lines and policies dealing with the
economics, special insurance and demolition of heritage buildings were seen as
essential.

A report issued by the Newcastle Division of the Institute of Architects
criticised ‘the unwarranted demolition of structures, frequently hastily arranged,
often in secret, with obvious vested interests in control and uncoordinated and /or
conflicting professional advice.’? The author of the report, architect John Zaat, said
that structural engineers, rather than owners of buildings and demolition
companies, ‘whose job it was to get business,” should make decisions about demolitions.?

" Newcastle Herald,13 January,1990.

Purser,op.cit.,p.28.

%bid. p.74.

17The Study Team consisted of three members of the staff of the Department of Engineering and Surveying,
the University of Newcastle and one from CSIRO Division of Building, Construction and Engineering.
14 Melchers, op.cit.

"¥This was especially evident in relation to Royal Newcastle Hospital and the George Hotel and Carrington
Chambers.
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%The Newcastle Earthquake 1989: An Unplanned Disaster,John Zaat.
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