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Public Domain and Public Art Strategy 
Dank Street South Precinct



Introduction 
We have been commissioned by the City of Sydney to creatively engage 
with the community surrounding the Danks Street South Precinct so that 
their stories, values and ideas could help shape the future public spaces 
to be developed here. This represents an innovative approach in how 
public places are planned. By bringing artists, in close conversation with 
the community, into the planning process as part of a collaborative 
design team from the outset. 

The Dank Street South precinct is an area of Waterloo bordered by 
Danks, Young, McEvoy and Bourke Streets. The site is most easily 
identified by the large concrete open field, surrounding the Sydney Water 
Pumping Station and Valve House, located at the south-eastern corner of 
the precinct.  

Like a lot of places around here, it is about to change. A lot of new 
buildings will be built, mostly this will be private space, places where 
people will live or work: houses, shops and offices. But for the first time in 
a long time, there will be a part of the site which will be open to everyone. 
A place that is not for sale or for rent. A place anyone can go. A public 
place.  

We have been asked to propose creative ideas that could make this new 
public place meaningful, beautiful and useful to the people who live here. 
We could only do this with guidance from the people who know this 
place. 

This report details the findings of our initial conversations with the people 
who live, work, know and love this place. The report presents a series of 
mandatory guiding principles and suggested actions for developing the 
public aspects of this site in genuine partnership between local people, 
community groups, developers, land owners and council. 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Image: Investigation Wall and Reverse Fortune Teller on site in Waterloo. Image courtesy of 
artists. 



What did we do?  
Our encounter with this place took the form of a week of intensive 
meetings and site visits with local individuals and groups, for which we 
spent a month preparing through research and making connections with 
locals. 

We began by meeting with archivists from the City of Sydney and Sydney 
Water to gain some understanding of the former lives of the precinct and 
its surrounds. Through these discussions we gathered together a rich 
collection of maps and photographs which provided some initial clues. 
This research and the artefacts uncovered formed the base of the 
Investigation Wall which we would later use in our conversations about 
the site.  

Following this research we connected with local individuals and 
community organisations to discuss the upcoming development and 
invite them to get involved in our process.  

We wrote an open letter to the people of the area inviting a conversation 
about the site which will be developed roughly bordered by Danks, 
Bourke, Morehead and Young streets in Waterloo. This letter was 
distributed by the City of Sydney to the surrounding residential areas. 
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Image: In conversation with Aunty Norma at Artbank. Image courtesy of artists. 



During the open research week based at Artbank we met with 64 
individuals by appointment and drop in. The majority of these meetings 
took place at Artbank or on the footpath by the site, with the remainder 
at Ron Williams Centre, NCIE, Redfern Community Centre, Yui Ming 
Temple. We also received 6 detailed responses by email, and 2 by 
phone, from people who could not make it in person. 

We spent between 45-60 minutes in each conversation, and they 
unfolded in a mostly informal way. During our meetings we built upon the 
clues in the Investigation Wall and also asked people to contribute a 
fortune for the site. 

The central questions we asked people were: 
What was it like before?  
What does it mean to live/work here?  
What do you love of this place?   
What would you love to do here?  
What is missing?  

We received a hugely rich array of responses which will be unpacked to 
some extent below. They ranged from enthusiasm, apprehension, anger 
and disillusionment. 
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Image: Shu Wu speaking her fortune for the site. Image courtesy of the artists. 



Who did we speak to? An 
incomplete portrait of many 
publics. 
From the people we spoke to we were given real insights into the 
question of what it is to live in this place. It was clear that there is no 
singular ‘public’ or ‘community’ here. Any sense of these terms can only 
be comprehended in the multiple. Even the big divisions, such as 
between the Public and Private housing which at first glance seem so 
homogenous and monolithically opposed, begin to break down to very 
specific lives and perspectives. 

Some of the people we spoke to included: 

An Indian engineer with a young family, sitting in the car for 20 minutes 
every Saturday morning trying to leave the area for his daughter’s 
swimming lesson and dreaming of walkable and lively Shoreditch.  

A self-described old-school knockabout, appreciates the new direction 
of Redfern, but unable to find a place for himself in the organic farmer’s 
markets of the new wave.  

An older lady who speaks her mind, seeking a place with no noise, 
nothing, absolute quiet.  

An activist-architect, who has spent the past year working with the 
public housing tenants under threat of relocation warns of the dangers of 
projects such as this providing cover for the continued destruction of the 
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Image: Abijan in front of the old Sydney Water Site. Image courtesy of artists. 



most persecuted communities. 

A young Wiradjuri dental nurse and single mother, used to live in the 
private housing and was afraid to walk through the public housing, now 
lives in the public housing and is blown away by the community support 
she receives there, seeking opportunities for her young son to connect 
with the indigenous culture which is still strong here. 

Chinese grandparents looking after the grand kids while their parents 
work. Finding many ways to be together.  

A woman who moved here 40 years ago. Her backyard was full of 
greyhound cages. Back then older women used to shell their peas in the 
ladies lounge of the local pub. Her young gay friend loved to sit with 
them and hear their stories. Now the pub sells over-priced chilli-crab and 
you can borrow books from the library without speaking to anyone. 

An aboriginal elder who has worked in the community for most of her life. 
For her the debt to aboriginal people has not been paid. She 
recommends a percentage of the developers profits be used to fund the 
ongoing operations of the self-managed aboriginal organisations in the 
area would be a place to start. 

A community worker whose family moved from Turkey when he was 
young. He worked in the glass factory across the road and remembers 
when Sydney’s streets were run by gangs.  

A young architecture student hungry for more democracy in the way the 
city is being built, and willing to help make it happen. 

An English man whose job is to find ways for people moving into the new 
strata-managed buildings to get to know each other. He finds hope for a 

! /!6 24

Image: Heidi Axelsen and members of Bridge group at the Ron Williams Centre.   Image 
courtesy of artists. 



cohesive community in the people who meet at the dog parks. 

A man from Hong-Kong whose grandfather came to be a market 
gardener on Sheas Creek. He now helps run the temple established by 
his ancestors which still supports their elderly between carparks and 
office buildings. 

Three young aboriginal people looking for a place to hang out, and 
maybe buy some sneakers. 

A retired lawyer looking for nature in the city. 

A girl who grew up just blocks away. As kids they would play in all the 
odd bits of vacant space. For her the site was always a place of dreams 
and mystery, kissed by sunlight in the afternoons. 

A group of retired Chinese ladies. They like to exercise together. 

An American man who wants to know the history. 

A lady living in the public housing and loves to make art.  

The people we spoke to people told us mostly about themselves and 
their perspectives, but they also told us about ‘other’ publics, people we 
didn’t get to speak to directly. Some of these descriptions were generic 
stereotypes (public housing tenants with mental illness, or ‘trendie’s’ 
moving in and taking up all the space). Some others however were quite 
insightful: we learned about the situation in the private rental housing 
where international students are living 2-3 people to a bedroom. 
Generally these people come in as their first point of entry to the country 
and move on once they find their feet.  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Image: Roslyn at the site.  Image courtesy of artists. 



What was here before? 
In our conversations we often started by discussing some of the maps 
and artefacts which we discovered through the process of archival 
research. Our understanding of the material was refined through people’s 
observations and the connections they made between the different 
artefacts. Through these discussions we collectively identified some of 
the most significant stories of the place. Central to this are the intertwined 
stories of water and industry in Sydney, for which the site plays a 
surprisingly crucial role. 

The site formed part of a rich network of wetlands, sand dunes and 
waterways. It was a highly productive landscape, brimming with edible 
life, tended by the Gadigal and Gameygal people. Their lives were  
integrated with this landscape, drawing sustenance from it and looking 
after it for more than 60,000 years. 

With the advent of colonisation 230 years ago the land began to be 
broken up and parcelled off. Land grants were gifted to Englishmen by 
the governor. This precinct formed part of a parcel gifted to the banker J 
T Campbell in 1825. It was further parcelled up and sold off 4 years later. 

For a time the landscape remained largely as it had been. It was a 
landscape which was open to the kinds of activities frowned upon within 
the settlement. It was a place people went sometimes to love or to hide.  

! /!8 24
Image: Detail of 1952 Plan Procuring permanent supply of Water, Image courtesy of the City 
of Sydney Archives. 



It was not long however before the new settlers and ‘owners’ of the land 
began to make changes. The site lies at the northern head of the 
waterway that becomes known as Sheas creek. A dam was established 
here in this creek. The water began to be seen as a useful resource for 
processing agricultural products and industries such as wool washing 
and fell mongering were established. Further down the waterway the 
19th century Chinese community set up a network of market gardens 
and established the Yiu Ming Temple which remains active to this day. 

Over time the productive activities on the site intensified. Many industries 
were established on the site, and many workers laboured their days and 
lives here. The most significant was the establishment of the Metropolitan 
Water, Sewage and Drainage Board in the south of the site. From 1921 
the Board began digging a huge pressure tunnel from Potts Hill in the 
west to the site where they built a large pumping station to push the 
water out to reservoirs of the eastern suburbs.  

The natural surface watercourse running to the south had been filled in 
and paved over, while a major and crucial artificial watercourse running 
to the east was established far beneath the ground. These pumps and 
the essential function they serve remains operational today. 
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Image:  Pressure Tunnel - Loading charge in face for blasting c.1920. Image courtesy of 
Sydney Water Archives. 



In the mid 1930s the site became a major depot and workshop for the 
board. These buildings were huge and the streets were fronted by high 
brick walls, creating a fortress like appearance. Much essential work was 
done here over the next half-century. By the mid 1990s the workshop was 
decommissioned and demolished. The site was laid bare and a cyclone 
fence replaced the high brick walls. The site took on a new character, 
visible yet unreachable. In 2014 this site was acquired by the Dahua 
Property Group, the real estate billboards advertising the sale remain.  

A heritage listed electrical substation also remains on the site. During our 
week-long residency at Artbank we spoke to electrical workers who were 
in the process of decommissioning the building, removing the connection 
to the grid. 

The site now sits at the centre of a number of swirling controversies: 
Gentrification, Over-development, Relocation of Public-Housing tenants, 
Traffic congestion. It is, as one person we spoke to described it, a wicked 
problem. 
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Image:  903 - 921 Bourke Street, Waterloo. Circa 1923.  Image courtesy of  Sydney Water 



What could be here?  
Fundamental desires for 
openness. 
The people we spoke to were generous with their memories, insights, 
ideas and recommendations for the site. We were given a wealth of ideas, 
reflections and suggestions. As clear as the diversity of desires and 
perspectives was the fact that we had barely scratched the surface. 

As such we believe it would be a huge mistake to simply take what we 
have found and attempt to turn it into some kind of frozen-in-time 
representation of this place and its people.  

We propose that this initial research instead be the basis for formulating an 
ongoing strategy for the development of public domain in this place. This 
approach must be guided by what we learned during this initial phase, but 
also remain open to others. 

So rather the presenting a catalogue of desires from which we pick and 
choose we will present our findings as a set of fundamental desires, those 
which cut across the conflicts and locate a common base from which to 
build a set of concepts. We take these not as ‘options’ but as mandatory 
guiding principles, and measures against the concepts and eventual 
physical results will be judged.
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Image:  145-155 Morehead Street, Waterloo. Showing children at a vacant lot that has been 
turned into a BMX track.  Image courtesy of City of Sydney archives



Open to all: A truly common 
space. 
Across many of our conversations, a theme people constantly returned to 
was that of inclusiveness. There are so many different groups, individuals 
and collectives present within the area. These groups are not static and 
their relationships to each other contain many conflicts and contradictions, 
most acutely felt through the dynamics of gentrification and urban 
development. How could a place accomodate them all? How could it be a 
meeting point between public housing and private housing, between 
established communities and new ones? How could it achieve this without 
repeating and reinforcing the narrative of displacement? 

The place is in a state of rupture. Massive changes are underway all 
around. It is a place that has been ruptured many times in the past. 

Central to this rupture is the ongoing displacement of Aboriginal people 
from the area, which re-enacts the displacements which have been 
ongoing for 230 years. What is the place for Aboriginal people here now 
and in the future? For the Aboriginal people we spoke to, whatever it is, it 
must be alive. Aboriginal people are still living here now. Gadigal people are 
still living here now. They are producing culture and arts now, in the area. 
This must form a part of what happens here. 
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Images:  Hugo Moline and Michael Ciftci from NCIE walking to Redfern Community Centre 
(above). Hugo Moline, Heidi Axelsen at Artbank. Images courtesy of artists. 



There is a strange juxtaposition around the site. The private housing is full 
of individuals seeking a community, people are even employed full-time to 
assist in this task. Yet a few blocks away there exists a rich and real 
community in the public housing, and yet it is a community that feels 
endangered not only from the impending redevelopment of the Waterloo 
Estate, but also by the very forces that have brought the new private 
housing to their doorstep. 

The site has acted as a kind of no-mans-land between these two worlds. 
Perhaps there is an opportunity for it to be a border of a different kind, one 
which includes rather than excludes.  

It would seem that these two worlds would have totally different desires 
and requirements for a public space, but this is not what we heard from 
people themselves. People want the same things, a place to belong, to be 
comfortable, to be social, a place that is real and alive. 

It is easy to say ‘we will make it inclusive’ but, as we were told repeatedly, 
exclusion usually happens on an invisible level, through the unaffordability 
of food, drinks, or activities, through an absence of toilets. Even if some 
facilities are provided if there has been no conversation, no involvement in 
the development of the place, people will not feel it is theirs, it will be seen 
only as another development eating up their neighbourhood. 
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Image: Investigation Wall at the site. Image courtesy of artists. 



As a community worker said there it is very likely that a public space being 
provided on developer owned land will start out ‘open’ and slowly be 
subsumed by commercial and paid-for activities. 

So how can we make the space truly inclusive? Rather than dealing with 
conflicts by the soft exclusion dressed up as inclusion, we seek a radical 
strategy of inclusion. 

It must be developed in close conversation with everyone, especially those 
who are already the most excluded. 

It must provide facilities that enable people to enjoy it, to be social, without 
needing to spend money. 

These elements may go beyond simply making various groups within the 
community feel included and comfortable to use the space. They may 
actually provide opportunities, through both the process of their conception 
and in the openness of their ongoing function, for people of different groups 
to come together. This will be further explored below. 
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Image: Diagram of the pumping stations network in Sydney. W. V.Aird. The Water Supply, 
Sewerage and Drainage of Sydney, 1784–1960. Sydney, 1961 



Open space:  
The living ruin. A creative absence. 
The present identity of this place for almost everyone we spoke to was 
closely tied to the open field of the former Sydney Water site.  

There is so much in the area that is new and sleek and highly programmed. 
What people seem to really appreciate about the former Sydney Water site 
is its state of absence. For decades it has formed an island of stillness, of 
un-productivity in an ocean of real-estate speculation. It provides a kind of 
gap, a place to gaze across, to wonder. 

This absence, this gap has been extremely important. The worst thing 
would be to just fill it in with more of the same, pre-prepared, ready-to-
engage-you public art/space which fits most easily into current paradigms 
of city development. 

When we spoke to people about public art and its role in public space 
many people felt that what was lacking was not artworks themselves, but 
places and spaces for creativity which is accessible to them as locals. They 
recognised the role the city played in providing space for arts practice but 
felt that it was reserved for very high level, professional practitioners. What 
people sought was more opportunity to have spaces to create at the local 
level. Some commented on the good job that The Commune was doing to 
facilitate this. It was also felt that the rawness, the unfinished quality was 
linked to this. 
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Image:  903 - 921 Bourke Street, Waterloo. View showing a building being constructed. 
Circa 1923.  Image courtesy of  Sydney Water 



People felt resentment that these kind of spaces were always being 
‘healed’ or ‘improved’. 

There was also many who wished for this absence to operate in a different 
way. Less a space for creation than a space for contemplation. Many 
people spoke to us of loving the spaces of peace they had found in 
Waterloo that were rapidly being eaten up. They loved what scraps of 
vegetation still sprouted up through the cracked concrete of the site. They 
loved the odd concrete platforms and building outlines which could still be 
read. People were also fascinated by the living function of the pumps, the 
beating heart underground pulling immense volumes of water to keep the 
city alive. Many wondered why this was such a secret. 

These people wanted quiet places, places which invited nature back in, 
places which left the industrial past to remain, and even resurrected in 
some way the ancient landscape of creeks and Banksia wetlands. Other 
people simply loved the mystery that the open field represents and wanted 
to see that somehow maintained.  

The sense that anyone can project their own Utopia onto this space is a 
precious thing to be preserved. 
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Image:  Waterloo Pumping Station. Date unknown.   Image courtesy of  Sydney Water 



Open process: Slow development. 
At each stage in this strategy it is crucial that the process remain open, to constantly 
create opportunities for the direct involvement of people in the creation of this 
space. 

The precinct will be developed over a long period of time, with several different 
developers across the individual sites. The public domain strategy must be 
understood not as something which can be rolled out neatly with each project, or 
even envisioned as a single layer. This should be seen not as a problem but as an 
opportunity. It must be a long term, duration, evolving strategy. One which can be 
constantly refined and redefined. 

The open field is envisioned as a kind of platform, one which can enable many 
different uses and functions over time, without precluding others. It is a site which 
does not seek to tame or neutralise the many conflicts which are present in the 
area. Rather it seeks to become a platform from which to read, discuss and act 
within the conflicts and contradictions. 
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Image:  Plan de la ville de Sydney, capitale des colonies anglaises aux terres australes 
Cloquet, Jean Baptiste Antoine 1802



One thing we have learned from the first part of this process is that more than 
issuing an open invitation to participate, we must actively encourage and enable 
those who are generally excluded to take a central role. This must occur at a 
number of levels and stages. Design discussions must be brought to the people 
through the organisations who they already connected to. These organisations also 
provide a major resource of anecdotal knowledge of the specific requirements of 
these groups and the disconnects and problems of the existing provision and roll-
out of public spaces in the area. 

These groups identified many of the needs for true social spaces. Spaces where 
events can be held with friends and family. A space where elders can use the toilet 
when they need to. A space where parents can change their kids nappies. A space 
where you can have a bbq and get a an affordable cup of coffee. These props that 
facilitate encounters and access for a true public cannot be ignored.  
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Image:  Concrete slab and wild grasses 921 Bourke St, Waterloo. Image Courtesy of the 
artists. 



Actions. 
Initial stage.  

EXPLORATION 
(temporary and ephemeral, pre-development) 

Work with the landowners and Sydney Water to facilitate access to 
the site. Initial explorations could include tours of the site, temporary 
installations and small discursive events.  

These could occur as limited events within the former Sydney Water 
site as well as within currently accessible open spaces across the 
precinct, including verges and carparks (outside of business hours), 
or even within existing buildings where the opportunity exists.  

This stage would build on the initial conversations presented in this 
report to refine them into more concrete proposals for integration 
into the Public Domain Concepts begin develop proposals for limited 
on-site experimental occupations as part of the next stage. 
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tours/gatherings



Actions. 
Intermediate stage.  

EXPERIMENTS 
(limited occupation, pre-development) 

Continue to work with the development and community partners to 
make temporary use of limited portions of the site to begin to build a 
community of future users of the site.  

This stage could involve use of the decommissioned electrical 
substation as a base for communication and discussion of the 
project, as well re-arranging parts of the cyclone fencing to allow 
public or common access to selected parts of the site for activities 
ranging from gardening to performance.  

The immediate opportunities exist on the former Sydney Water site, 
however new opportunities may arise on other sites as they move to 
be redeveloped. This stage gives the opportunity to road-test 
possible programs and uses for the future public spaces of the site. 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Fence line alterations 

Temporary use



Actions. 
Ongoing stage.  

EVOLUTION (occupation, post-development) 

While we strongly feel that the form of the public space needs to be 
determined through the ongoing involvement of local communities, 
as described in the previous two stages, some important aspects 
are already clear. 

Openness is of crucial importance in a number of aspects. We 
would suggest a strategy of keeping opportunities open within the 
design and use of the public space. Rather than creating a perfectly 
manicured park we would suggest investing instead in raw space, 
space which can can be filled by community uses and can change 
use as required. Planting should embrace wildness and 
maintenance budgets could be rerouted to cultural programming 
developed in collaboration with community groups. 

We would also suggest creating spaces that are not only open to 
the sky, but are also open to the street and maintain openness 
across the site. Maintaining openness from east to west, at a 
pedestrian level would enable whatever public space is created to 
invite use from existing communities, linking with existing community 
facilities such as the Waterloo Library. This could be achieved by 
raising the buildings, or portions of them, to create strong visual and 
pedestrian links and maintaining the sense of ‘an open field’ into 
which people are invited. 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Ground floor open 

Open to sky

Establish pedestrian & cycle connection 
between Waterloo library and the site.



In summary. An open field. 
In the development of the high level public art concept, we must: 

1. Make the site radically open to all of its publics 
2. Move slowly, working with people to build the place together, building links also 

between people. 
3. Provide the basic facilities which make a place socially inhabitable without 

having to pay. 
4. Respect the past of the site, but make it a living place. 
5. Leave as much of the site as possible open: to the sky, to the street. 
6. Leave space for people to be creative themselves. 
7. Leave space for nothing to happen, a creative absence, for nature to return. 

The crucial role of our concept must be to resist enclosure on all levels, social, 
spatial or temporal. The site will be open for the first time in generations. How can 
we enable it to remain so? 
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Image:  Wild plants and the Valve House and The Commune in background.  921 Bourke 
St, Waterloo. Image Courtesy of the artists. 
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Image:  Wild plants and the Waterloo Pumping Station,  921 Bourke St, Waterloo. Image 
Courtesy of the artists. 



About us. 
We are an art and architecture collaborative working between the social and the 
spatial. 

We work to enable participation in the making of spaces together with the people 
that use and dwell within them. We create artefacts that are drawn from their 
context while opening alternative possibilities for operating within that context. 

More> www.h-h.work
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Image:  Heidi Axelsen and Hugo Moline, Image by Ona Janzen.




