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Part 1: Fundamentals for redevelopment 

Public use must be balanced with public cost 
Our preference is that public land should be used for public benefits, with the explicit 
caveat that this preference should not be used as an excuse to leave public sites 
deteriorating at high costs both real and in terms of lost opportunity.  

It is important to note that, aside from any residual military use, the sites listed for 
divestment are currently providing minimal day-to-day benefit to the public. The sites 
are also not currently configured to provide such benefits, having been optimised for 
professional use by Defence personnel.  

Any divested land, therefore, is not being preserved for public use so much as it is 
being upgraded to enable public use.  

In other words: maintaining these sites entirely for public use—say, as museums of 
obscure military heritage and history—comes at a real cost.  

This may be justified, but it’s worth noting that there are ways beyond open space and 
museums to yield overall benefits for the public: for instance, more housing in a 
housing shortage, and overall more efficient urban land use. 

The sites listed for divestment have value as land 
and as buildings, but face stringent regulatory 
constraints  
To rationalise whether these costs are worth taking on, it is important to talk about the 
dual values of these sites: as well-located land, and as defence buildings constructed 
on that land.  

To make decisions about how best to make future use of these sites, it is important to 
separate these values.  

To explore this, we will use the Carlton Training Depot—a 2,600 square metre site 
located on the doorstep of Melbourne’s CBD—as a specific example. 
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First, the Commonwealth likely wishes to dispose of this land to a single buyer, 
meaning that the buyer would need to take on the full ongoing liability of maintaining 
heritage in line with the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 
1999 (EPBC Act). This is a strong disincentive for purchase.  

Second, the redevelopment of this site has been discussed by VicUrban, Victorian 
Planning Authority, and Maribyrnong City Council since at least 2010. The fact that 
little to no progress has been made is, in itself, a reason to temper expectations. 

Heritage conservation is extremely expensive. The Department’s own estimates 
suggest that it would cost upwards of $2 billion over the next 25 years to maintain 
them at current standards.1 Dividing this number equally across all sites, this amounts 
to average maintenance costs of more than $1 million per year per site. To fully restore 
all these sites to acceptable conservation and accessibility standards will cost 
significantly more than this. These costs will have to be paid with either private or 
public funds.  

As per the Commonwealth’s own assessment, “The merit of self‑assessed parts of the 
estate having heritage value is questionable”.2 We would, of course, agree.  

The Commonwealth should learn from this experience: when governments hire 
heritage consultants, they are hiring people with explicit incentives to find heritage 
even in the most tenuous contexts, including defence sites almost entirely closed to 
the public. The Commonwealth has undertaken an expensive exercise in paying 
private entities for the privilege of imposing arbitrary costs upon itself—and now, upon 
any potential buyers at the point of divestment. 

Given the regulation of these sites at all three levels of government, the 
Commonwealth must consider whether restrictions that reduce the value of their 
assets at the point of sale—potentially to the point that they do not transact at all—are 
worth maintaining. 

 

2 Delivering the Future Estate, p. 14 
1 Delivering the Future Estate, p. 91 
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Densities will need to be even higher in order to absorb the ongoing costs of heritage 
maintenance discussed previously. These costs will necessarily be passed on to future 
owners, residents, and tenants of this land. 

These financial constraints underline the significant flaws of recent public proposals, 
such as City of Sydney councillor Zann Maxwell’s, which prioritises both a low density 
built form and a high degree of ongoing heritage conservation. This sort of 
development is simply not possible without substantial public subsidy in 
perpetuity—exactly the situation the Commonwealth government is trying to avoid. 

If the density permitted on the site is too low, there will not be enough profits to cross 
subsidise the expensive maintenance and conservation costs. This will be the case 
even if the Defence Department gives the land for free to developers.  

Tradeoffs, therefore, will need to be made to ensure that this land is utilised to its 
greatest possible potential, delivering public benefit in the form of social infrastructure, 
new housing supply, and denser, better cities.  
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Part 2: tradeoffs for redevelopment 

The Commonwealth should be selective about 
which heritage assets should be preserved 
The Commonwealth must make decisions regarding what components of their sites 
should continue to be preserved under the EPBC Act. For divestment to be a viable 
exercise, only a small number of historic buildings on each of the sites should be kept 
and maintained in perpetuity. In the case of some sites, it may be that no buildings are 
deemed worth maintaining. 

Some sites may have existing layouts that are well-suited to renewal as plazas or other 
public open spaces. Notably, the Victoria Barracks in Brisbane, Sydney, and 
Melbourne all have layouts that make this easy to imagine.  

But heritage buildings and public open spaces both come with ongoing costs for the 
owners in perpetuity, reducing the feasibility of site redevelopment, and putting 
downward pressure on purchasers’ total willingness to pay. 

Retained asset selection should be undertaken based on assessed 
public willingness-to-pay 

To select which buildings and assets should be maintained, the Commonwealth should 
take a pragmatic approach and use willingness-to-pay modelling. This modelling, 
undertaken using tight methodology, will enable the opportunity cost of heritage 
controls to be balanced alongside the social benefits to the general public.5 

Examples of such modelling for heritage assets exist for both Victoria and New South 
Wales. However, these examples do not offer sufficient information for distinguishing 
between different defence-related heritage assets. We recommend the Department 
undertake this modelling exercise internally in order to create a cost-benefit-analysis 
that can help guide the best possible site-by-site outcomes.  

Commonwealth and state land use controls should be amended 
prior to sale 

Any reassessment of heritage listings under the EPBC should therefore take place 
prior to the tendering process for sales, to ensure the decision is made ahead of time.  

5 WTP modelling suggests a massive disconnect between what heritage consultants deem significant heritage relative 
to the general public (see: Tulip, 2026).  
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Additionally, the Department of Defence should where possible work with state 
governments to reduce stringencies of state-level heritage and development controls, 
to ensure these sites are used to their full potential.  

We recognise that state and territory governments may be unwilling to loosen land use 
controls upon request. Earmarking a given percentage of proceeds from sales to boost 
community infrastructure around the sites, for example, may help to convince hesitant 
state and territory governments to undertake positive change. 

State and Territory governments should be offered right of first 
refusal 

In addition to the above, state and territory governments should be offered the right of 
first refusal to purchase divested sites at assessed market rates. If lower tiers of 
government wish to pay the costs of providing public space, housing, and community 
facilities—or simply wish to develop the land themselves through public developers 
such as Landcom and Development Victoria—they should be given the opportunity to 
do so.  

Government and charitable partners should be identified to take 
stewardship of heritage spaces with high public benefit 

The Commonwealth may still have to make a value judgement on whether certain 
heritage buildings should be retained prior to sale. There are buildings and open 
spaces on many sites where there is a possibility for very high public utility and 
access—but at significant cost for rectification, restoration and adaptive reuse.  

Indeed several already have cultural spaces, museums and libraries in them—albeit 
only open for a small window each week and often by request only. 

In such cases, a further “capacity to pay” assessment should be undertaken to identify 
if there are any willing government or charitable organisations capable of taking 
ownership of these buildings and whether they have the financial capacity to manage 
and maintain them for public benefit into the future.  

This could be aided by requiring a portion of the sale of the site be held on trust for the 
restoration and maintenance of publicly-accessible heritage spaces.  

The Commonwealth should work backwards from an assessment of the likely cost of 
restoration, transformation into a viable cultural or civic space and long-term 
maintenance, to determine what such a trust would need in capital to sustain itself.  

If the cost exceeds—say—20% of the total sale of the remainder of the land, the 
Commonwealth should determine whether they fund the difference, or whether the 
buildings justify retention at all.  
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