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429 PACIFIC HIGHWAY : ‘WILLOUGHBY HOUSE’
HEIGHTS OF BUILDINGS IN THE ST LEONARDS AND CROWS NEST 
PLANNING PROPOSAL : A DISCUSSION PAPER

Background
In October 2018 the NSW Department of Planning and Environment published a Draft Plan 
for St Leonards and Crows Nest 2036 (‘the Draft Plan’), based in part on its St Leonards 
and Crows Nest Draft Local Character Statement (‘the Local Character Statement’) of the 
same date, in turn based on community consultation. The Draft Plan includes amendments 
to various planning controls, including height controls. The amended height limits are 
shown in Figure 4. 

Purpose of this Report
This report addresses the impact of the proposed amended height controls on the property 
at 429 Pacific Highway, known as Willoughby House. It concludes that the maximum 
permissable height on this site should be increased to align with the height of adjoining 
development on Pacific Highway. 

Site Identification
The subject site, sometimes referred to as 425-429 Pacific Highway, Crows Nest, is 
identified by NSW Land Registry Services as 429 Pacific Highway and as Lot 1, DP651865. 
It has a secondary address of 4-6 Willoughby Road, Crows Nest.

Heritage Management Framework
The subject site is listed as an item (No. I0172) of local heritage significance in Schedule 
5 of the North Sydney Local Environmental Plan (LEP) 2013. It is not within any heritage 
conservation area but is within the Crows Nest Town Centre as described in Section 3.2 of 
the North Sydney DCP 2013. 

The shopping area in Willoughby Road is generally referred to as the ‘Crows Nest Village’ in 
the Draft Plan, which establishes an aim of protecting the Village’s character.1 Weir Phillips 
Heritage in their Heritage Analysis for the Draft St Leonards and Crows Nest 2036 (‘the 
Heritage Analysis’) also refer to the Crows Nest Village as a ‘character area’. However, it is 
noted that this ‘village’ has no formal heritage standing. 

1 Dept of Planning and Environment, Draft Plan for St Leonards and Crows Nest 2036, p.22
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Figure 4: Excerpt from proposed height of buildings map, 
showing proposed height limits in storeys and subject 
site outlined in red. The 3 storey zone on the west side of 
Willoughby Street runs between Albany Street and Pacific 
Highway. 
Source: Dept of Planning & Environment, Draft Plan for St 
Leonards and Crows Nest 2036, Fig. 24

Figure 1: Aerial view showing subject site outlined in red. 
North is to the top.
Source: Nearmaps

Figure 2: Map of subject site (shaded green). The 
boundary shown in red measures approximately 6 metres 
in length. North is to the top.
Source: Nearmaps

Figure 3: Excerpt from LEP Heritage Map, with heritage 
items shaded in brown and subject site outlined in red.
Source: North Sydney LEP Heritage Map, sheet HER_001
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Site Description and History
The site is a roughly triangular lot on the northern corner of the busy five-way intersection of Pacific Highway 
with Willoughby Road and Falcon Street. The northern boundary of the site has two facets: a short north-western 
boundary (approximately 6 metres), adjoining the line of properties along the east side of Pacific Highway, and 
a longer north-eastern boundary, that adjoins the line of properties along the western side of Willoughby Road 
(see Figure 2).

The site is located on the crest of a gentle rise and the subject building occupies the entire lot. The building is 
in the Inter-War Functionalist style, characterised by large horizontally emphasised steel framed windows, a flat 
roof behind a parapet and a curving ‘prow’ facing south that acknowledges and emphasises its corner position. 
The roof houses a large metal-clad structure approximately two further storeys in height, which is a later addition. 
Willoughby House is taller than most surrounding buildings and in a prominent elevated position overlooking the 
intersection. It is framed strikingly against the sky as approached from the south. 

The building was built in 1938, during the North Shore construction boom following the opening of the Harbour 
Bridge in 1932. The proudly modern architectural style, the bold orientation towards the city and the then unusual 
height for the area express the owner’s and architects’ intention to create a landmark that would claim not only 
local attention but also that of anyone using the highway, particularly those coming from the city. The contribution 

Figure 5: 1938 view of subject building from south, 
showing lower-scale buildings to either side.
Source: State Library of NSW, call no. Home and Away 
9213

Figure 7: View of subject site from south. Figure 8: View of subject site from south.

Figure 6: Current aerial view from south, showing subject 
building (shaded yellow) and lower-scale development 
along Pacific Highway (left) and Willoughby Road (right).
Source: Apple Maps
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of the building’s siting and setting to its heritage significance is acknowledged in the established Statement of 
Significance for the site in the NSW State Heritage Inventory:

Dramatic and imposing commercial building on an important corner of a major intersection...2

The Planning Proposal
Under the Draft Plan the height limit on properties along Pacific Highway adjoining and north-west of the subject 
site is raised to 8 storeys (see Figure 4). Further north the proposed limit becomes 17 and then, above the new 
St Leonards Metro Station, 27 storeys. The limit on properties along the west side of Willoughby Street adjoining 
and to the north of the subject site is effectively maintained at 3 storeys (currently 10 metres). 

Assessment of Heritage Impact
The proposed building envelopes north of the subject site suggest a potentially dramatic impact on the backdrop 
setting and significance of Willoughby House. Ordinarily, heritage impact would be assessed against standard 
criteria included in the relevant Development Control Plan and guidelines provided by the NSW Office of 
Environment & Heritage. With regard to the current situation the relevant criteria are the following:

New development adjacent to a heritage item:
•	 Will the additions visually dominate the heritage item? How has this been minimised?
•	 How	is	the	impact	of	the	new	development	on	the	heritage	significance	of	the	item	or	area	to	be	minimised?
•	 How does the new development affect views to, and from, the heritage item? What has been done to 

minimise negative effects?
•	 Will	the	public,	and	users	of	the	item,	still	be	able	to	view	and	appreciate	its	significance?	3

Also relevant is Article 8 of the Burra Charter, the guiding charter for heritage practise in Australia:

Setting: 
Conservation requires the retention of an appropriate setting. This includes retention of the visual and 
sensory setting... New construction... which would adversely affect the setting... [is] not appropriate.4

The building’s setting and views to the subject site clearly will be potentially impacted by the proposed height 
amendments. While the building itself will remain largely visible and appreciable by the public, it will cease being 
visible from the north along Pacific Highway, the striking landmark role when approached from the south (see 
Figure 7), and with it this important aspect of its established significance, will largely disappear. It is clear that 
the building will be visually dominated by higher buildings north of it, especially due to the dramatic contrast of a 
potential 8 storey structure to the existing 4 storey historic building, let alone with the proposed 3 storey limit on 
the subject site. 

The Subject Site and Crows Nest Village

As noted, the ‘Crows Nest Village’ is not a heritage conservation area and has no defined boundaries. It refers 
generally to the shopping and cafe/restaurant area along the section of Willoughby Road south of Albany Street. 
The Draft Plan emphasises the need to ‘protect the village atmosphere and low scale built environment around 
Willoughby Road in Crows Nest’. This is the rationale behind the proposed 3 storey building height zone along 
the west side of Willoughby Road between Albany Street and Pacific Highway, within which the subject site has 
been included (see Figure 4). 

However, it can be seen that while the section of Willoughby Road between Albany Street and Burlington Street 
are justifiably regarded as having a ‘village’ atmosphere, contributed to by the low-scale building wall, the variety 
of small commercial outlets, a footpath width accommodating outdoor dining and a streetscape vista of the place 
as a spatial entity, this changes at Burlington Street. Here the vista is terminated, as most traditional village 

2 NSW State Heritage Inventory, Willoughby House, former OJ Williams store, database no. 2180956
3 NSW Office of Environment & Heritage, Statements of Heritage Impact, p.7
4 Australia ICOMOS, Burra Charter, The	Australia	ICOMOS	Charter	for	the	Conservation	of	Places	of	Cultural	Significance, 2013
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or town plazas are, in this case by a large tree. The transition to another, different place is emphasised by the 
narrowing of the street, and the area between Burlington and Falcon Streets has a different, more businesslike 
character, This is signified by the angle parking and the absence of footpath dining. Rather than being part of 
the ‘Village’, the block is a transitional area between the Village and the busy major intersection and the far more 
urban/suburban places along Falcon Street and Pacific Highway. Willoughby House is the final, pivotal building 
in this transitional zone. It is not in keeping with the rest of the ‘village’, given its four-to-six storey height, but also 
due to the intentional orientation to Pacific Highway rather than Willoughby Road. 

Thus the subject site is not within ‘Crows Nest Village’ and does not contribute to the character in the same way 
as the lower scale buildings between Albany and Burlington Streets do. The subject site belongs to a separate, 
transitional place between the ‘Village’ and the wider urban context, and has long played a distinct role in that 
transition. The building’s greater height itself signifies a transition from a small-scale local place to a larger urban 
setting. While any hypothetical alterations to the subject site would be unlikely to have any impact, adverse or 
otherwise, on the ‘Village’, the subject site’s transitional and gateway role could be impacted by inappropriate 
buildings behind it.

Development and Heritage Buildings

The Heritage Analysis does not address the matter of development of heritage sites at any length, stating only 
the following ‘guiding principle’:

5. Heritage items should be able to realise their limited development potential through an ability to sell 
heritage	floor	space	based	on	 the	City	of	Sydney	System	and	duly	modified	 to	account	 from	experience	
gained from running that scheme.5

The heritage floor space approach may be feasible in some cases and not in others. However, the implication of 
the proposed principle appears to be that physical development, such as vertical extension, is to be discouraged 
in the St Leonards and Crows Nest area, despite such development having become common in many parts of 
Sydney and beyond. 

Indeed, there is a long history of vertical additions to old buildings. The acceptability and manner of vertically 
extending listed heritage buildings, in particular, has evolved considerably over the decades, especially in recent 
times as the pressure to uplift increases. 

It is possible to categorise successful approaches to such extension in several broad groups:

• Unity: the extension is identical in style to the original, making it difficult to distinguish old from new.
• Harmony: the extension uses many qualities or characteristics of the original, such as materiality, solid to void 

ratio, vertical rhythm, horizontal lines, roof forms, window shapes, etc, thus echoing the style of the old while 
remaining identifiably new.

• Sympathy: the extension uses some characteristics of the original, referring to the old while being more 
identifiably new.

• Contrast: the extension is so different and contemporary that there is no possibility of mistaking new for old, 
thus acknowledging and respecting the separate identity of the old. This approach, increasingly employed 
today,  often includes a visual separation from the original, allowing the original building to be appreciated for 
the distinct individual entity is always was.

Examples of the various approaches can be found locally and internationally, as the following images show.

5 Weir Phillips Heritage, p.12
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UNITY

SYMPATHY

9. Cnr George and  Jamison Streets, Sydney: The top two stories are new. 10. George Street, Sydney. The bottom is 
c.1930s, the top c1980s. 11. York Street, Sydney. The top two stories are later additions.

12. Liverpool Street, Darlinghurst. 13. Cnr York and Barrack Streets, Sydney. 14. Approved additions, Clarence Street, 
Sydney.

HARMONY

9

12 13 14

10 11

CONTRAST
15. George Street, 
Sydney 
16. Approved additions, 
Clarence Street, Sydney. 
17. Australian Hotel, 
Broadway, Sydney. 

15 16 17
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CONTRAST

21

23 24

22

18. Institute of Architects, Bucharest. 19. Westpac Building, Martin Place, Sydney. 20. Louis Vuitton Building, Sydney. 
21. Harbour Mill, Pyrmont. 22. WA Museum, Perth. 23. Port House, Antwerp. 24. Elbphilharmonie, Hamburg.

18 19 20
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Conclusions

• The subject site is complex, due to the pivotal transition role between a local ‘village’ context and a wider, 
increasingly urban one, its historic gateway and landmark role and the clearly deliberate orientation of the 
building to Pacific Highway rather than to Willoughby Street.

• The Draft Plan appears to apply a generalised blanket plan to the issue of protecting the losely defined and 
unofficial ‘Crows Nest Village’ by imposing a 3 storey height limit all along one side of Willoughby Street. The 
subject site, however, should not be considered to be within this ‘village’ setting.

• Consequently the Draft Plan does not sufficiently address the complex nature of the subject site. A more 
extensive analysis of the site’s significance would demonstrate the need for a more nuanced and flexible 
approach to development of, and around, the subject site.  

• While the Heritage Analysis recommends means of protecting heritage significance in general and, very 
briefly, the significance of the subject site, it appears to discourage future development of heritage items, 
especially via vertical extension or uplift.

• However, vertical extensions to heritage items are increasingly common locally and around the world, often 
with exciting, positive outcomes. There is no reason why such extension should not be considered in the 
case of the subject site. Indeed, it could represent a solution to many of the issues associated with the site.

• In order to allow the various options and solutions to be considered, and in order to acknowledge the subject 
site’s transitional role between ‘village’ and city; it is recommended that the maximum permissable height for 
this site should be increased to align with the height of adjoining development on Pacific Highway.

Yours faithfully,
GBA HERITAGE PTY LTD

Graham Brooks
Director
grahambrooks@gbaheritage.com
 


