
Ground penetrating radar to map ground conditions

North Parramatta
St Patrick’s Roman Catholic Cemetery
Parramatta Light Rail runs along Church 
Street, North Parramatta, next to the State 
heritage-listed St Patrick’s Roman Catholic 
Cemetery – the oldest formal Catholic 
cemetery in Australia.
Established in 1826, St Patrick’s Roman Catholic 
Cemetery  represents an important phase in  
the history and lives of Irish and Catholic 
Australians, who at that time, made up a third  
of the Parramatta colony’s population.

It served the Catholic community of 
Greater Parramatta for 146 years, with  
the earliest burials dating back two  
years before its official establishment. 

The cemetery contains the graves of at least  
44 convicts, including Irish rebels, Irish preists, 
and inmates from local institutions such as the 
Female Factory, Military Barracks, Benevolent 
Asylum, and more. 

Changing boundaries
Assistant Surveyor Felton Mathew first  
mapped the boundary of St Patrick’s  
Roman Catholic Cemetery in 1834.

In the 1930s, the western boundary of the 
cemetery was changed due to road widening  
at the intersection of Church Street and Pennant 
Hills Road. The boundary changed again in  
the 1970s with the widening of Church Street,  
which involved the relocation of the cemetery’s 
gates and seven grave headstones (although  
the graves themselves were not disturbed). 

Given the boundary changes to the cemetery 
over the years, as well as the known historical 
practice of burials occurring outside cemeteries 
(where loved ones could not afford the fees),  
the Parramatta Light Rail project took extra 
precaution while carrying out works near 
the western boundary of St Patrick’s Roman 
Catholic Cemetery, to avoid disturbing any 
unidentified burial sites. 

Sensitive engineering and design 
Parramatta Light Rail used archaeological investigations, sensitive engineering  
and design innovation to preserve the historical significance of the area near  
the Cemetery and avoid impacts to potential burial sites.
Initiatives included:

• Survey investigations including using  
a ‘ground penetrating radar’ to identify  
voids and underground irregularities  
without needing to excavate the ground

• Targeted archaeological testing by heritage 
specialists in accordance with industry  
best practice used to inform the design  
and construction

•  Establishing a ‘protection zone’ to  
preserve archaeology by restricting 
construction activities

• Shallow path construction using strong  
resin-bound pavement instead of traditional 
concrete (reducing the pavement depth  
to only five centimetres)

• Redesigning to avoid tree removal where 
possible, or limiting tree removal to stump  
level to minimise ground disturbance

•  Designing new utilities outside of  
the protection zone

• Using shallow-rooting plant species  
and soft landscaping

• Installing root barriers to prevent tree  
roots encroaching into the protection zone.

Thanks to these initiatives, the archaeology, 
including potential grave sites remain 
undisturbed, whilst still achieving
the necessary design and construction
requirements for the project

!

Archaeologically
sensitive area

Typical excavation depth 
for standard concrete pavement

Brownrigg Plan of the Town of Parramatta 1844 showing St Patrick’s Roman Catholic Cemetery
(identified in the map as the ‘Roman Catholic Burial Ground’)

Potential grave sites (discoloured earth likely to be the disturbed ground above a grave)

Photograph of the newly installed path adjacent to St Patrick’s Roman Catholic Cemetery
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