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Canberra ACT 2600     22 August 2011  

 

 

Dear Sir/Madam, 

 

Inquiry into the administration of the National Memorials Ordinance 1928 
 

Attached from page 2 onwards is a submission to the above inquiry. A summary of the points 

of my submission is set out below. I make this submission with a background of expertise in 

the history of the idea of a national capital and its planning set out in my book Canberra: 

City in the Landscape; programs advisor to the Institute for Professional Practice in Heritage 

and the Arts in the Research School of Humanities and the Arts, The ANU; expert panel 

advisor to the National Trust of Australia ACT; public commentator on Canberra; and Chair 

of the ACT Place Names Committee 1999-2009.  

 

 Lack of transparency in the workings of the CNMC. 

 Lack of transparency of who attends meetings of the CNMC. 

 Lack of transparency or clear mechanism for the CNMC in seeking expert advice. 

 Unsatisfactory and undemocratic way in which membership of the CNMC has 

      developed. 

 Inappropriate and inadequate arrangements for public participation. 

 Instituting a transparent sequence of events from proposal for national memorials or place 

         naming though consideration to decision making is imperative. The current process is 

         palpably unsatisfactory as demonstrated by the World War Memorials controversy. 

 

 

Yours faithfully 

 
 

Emeritus Professor Ken Taylor AM

http://rsh.anu.edu.au/
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Inquiry into the administration of the National Memorials Ordinance 1928 
 

 

The current working of the Canberra National Memorials Committee (CNMC), who attends 

meetings when they are called, and how independent expert advise is sought - or 

recommended to be sought -  collectively appears to be an opaque process. It is a process that 

seemingly does not meet the spirit of the inception of the Ordinance of 1928 and the high 

hopes in, and pride for, Australia’s national capital and its symbolic meanings. The public 

perception, therefore, is that consideration of proposals is done behind closed doors, lacks 

transparency, and any public consultative effort from interested and informed parties is 

missing. 

 

At the time of adoption of the 1928 Ordinance there was clearly a desire to try to get 

Australians more interested in their national capital. A good example of this was the 

Presentation Avenue scheme where many from around the country came to Canberra to plant 

trees in that Avenue.  

 

Following ACT self-government an ACT Place Names Committee with government 

members was set in place in 1989. However from November 1998 it was decided that 

membership should be drawn from committee members ‘who are highly respected in their 

field’ to advise the minister. ACT government members were to attend meetings to advise 

the committee. I had the privilege of chairing the committee 1999-2009. From time to time 

an officer of the NCA attended meetings to advise on and discuss matters likely to affect 

national concerns or to advise on national memorial/place naming matters. But the point of 

my comment here is that the ACT foresaw the wisdom of appointing experts in the field to 

advise the minster on place naming and commemorative issues. It begs the question of why 

such a modus operandi is lacking for the national aspects of places and memorials in the 

nation’s capital. 

 

It appears that any mechanism for seeking independent expert advice is, or has been, to put it 

politely, obscurely handled. It appears, particularly from the current example of the proposed 

World War Memorials (WWMs) at Rond Terraces, that the method of delivery of advice 

(such as it has been) behind closed dors and lack of evidence of appropriate expert advice has 

been most unsatisfactory. We may assume from the commentary by Mr Gary Rake (current 

CEO of the NCA) that in the case of the WWMs then officers of the NCA delivered in 

principle approval to the proponents of th WWMs without any public discussion or proper 

inquiry into the effects of the proposed structures on the setting of the land axis and the 

meaning of the existing War Memorial. Further, if the chair of the NCA committee and 

members were aware of the lack of public scrutiny, this gravely compounds the matter.  

 

In matters affecting decisions on national memorials, their siting, naming of national places 

the process ought to be entirely clear and open. It should not and must not be delegated by 

members of government or public service designates to an unknown group of deputed people 

which seems to have been the case over the last few years. There has been no appropriate 

level of public participation, nor is it clear how and where any unfettered expert advice has 

been sought or given.  

 

The above points which I make are underscored by the wholly unsatisfactory way in which 

the proposed WWMs have been handled. In this regard I attach from The Canberra Times 

two critical public opinion comments that I have made and two letters (Attachments 1-4). 
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It may be assumed that one of the recommendations from the Inquiry will be that the NCA be 

directed to consult more widely. In this regard it must be noted that Mr Gary Rake, over the 

past two years, has made abundantly clear his intention to do this. He should be 

unambiguously supported in this.  

 

The current opaque modus operandi of the CNMC must be scrutinised, who attends meetings 

and who is deputed to attend, and the need for expert opinion to be made openly available, 

not available behind closed doors. This calls into question the current membership of the 

committee and how it might be broadened. 

  

The Canberra National Memorials committee has a responsibility, not just to approve or 

disapprove a proposal put to it by a proponent but also to let all Australians know that it has 

before it a commemorative proposal for their national capital so that it can gauge the level of 

support for that proposal. The CNMC should see such a proposal as a means by which to get 

Australians more interested in what is going on in their national capital. Above all what 

should be borne in mind is that we are dealing with national assets of the country’s national 

capital, a place of deep symbolism that belongs to all Australians, not just a small faceless 

group meeting behind closed doors.  
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Attachment 1 
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Attachment 2 
 

 



 6 

Attachment 3 
 

 

 

The Canberra Times 23 February 2011 
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Attachment 4 
 

 
 


