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SWANBOURNE HOSPITAL COMPLEX — DEVELOPMENT 
Grievance 

MR C.J. BARNETT (Cottesloe) [10.03 am]: My grievance is also to the Minister for Planning and 
Infrastructure. I acknowledge at the beginning that the issue I raise relates to both the planning portfolio and the 
housing and works portfolio. I welcome to the public gallery residents of Mt Claremont, particularly the 
Mt Claremont Residents Association who, like me, have been concerned for a long time about the use of the 
remaining buildings on the former Swanbourne hospital complex, the mental health facility. The issue of those 
buildings and the heritage-listed Montgomery Hall have been going on for more than 20 years, certainly since I 
have been the member for Cottesloe. I say at the outset that many alternative uses have been looked at and tried 
and there is acceptance that what is only realistic now is a largely mixed-residential development. I stress that the 
community and I, as the local member, acknowledge and support that.  

The residents are particularly concerned, however, that the development proposed by Sealcrest Pty Ltd goes 
beyond what was originally tendered and agreed with the community and the state government when the site was 
sold in January 2006. We are talking about an area of some two and a half hectares, with six large buildings on 
the site, the most prominent being, as I said, the heritage-listed Montgomery Hall. They date from 1900 and are, 
in fact, a magnificent set of buildings.  

It is an important package of land and was once the site of the state’s mental health facility, which has 
progressively closed down. The buildings have been essentially vacant since 1987. Some of the surrounding 
buildings were demolished, and of course, that made way for the St Johns Wood residential development and 
John XXIII College. The health department ceased any use of the buildings in 1987. Due to the lack of use of the 
buildings they have been obviously subject to weather damage and vandalism and, indeed, at one stage, a chain 
saw was used to remove an entire staircase, which has never been recovered. A number of attempts have been 
made to find suitable uses for this large complex of buildings. During the time of the coalition government in 
1993, around $2 million was spent, largely at my urging, which resulted in securing the site and the restoration 
of power, water services and the like. At the same time, an expression of interest process was undertaken 
between the government and the City of Nedlands to find a suitable tenant and use for the site. It did not work 
out. Lots of good ideas came forward, but, given the ramifications of occupying large buildings with high 
maintenance costs, all the good intentions did not come to much. Perhaps the exception is that the state 
government of the day restored the ground floor of the south-wing building, which was occupied by the Western 
Australian Music Academy. That restoration to the required heritage standard highlighted just how magnificent 
those buildings are. I understand that the complex has cost the state government in the order of $100 000 a year 
to maintain. At one state, John XXIII College considered the site for a performing arts theatre complex but, 
unfortunately, that came to nothing. After all those events, there is, I guess, almost a reluctance but an 
acceptance that, essentially, residential development will be the only feasible way to ensure that those buildings 
are used and restored to the right heritage standard.  
With that in mind, I support the fact that in 2003, town planners Taylor Burrell Barnett—no relation—were 
employed by the state government to undertake a study and public consultation on the future use of the 
buildings. They developed a plan that was broadly agreed to and accepted both by the community and the City of 
Nedlands. In October 2005, the state government offered the former Swanbourne hospital buildings for sale by 
public tender. There was great interest in that, as we would expect. Some 50 tenders were received and, 
ultimately, the site was sold for $6.65 million to Sealcrest. Things seemed to be going all right to that stage. The 
City of Nedlands rezoned it as “Special use” and under that zoning determined that a local planning policy 
would be implemented. However, the objective must be that the development is consistent with the conditions of 
the tender, with what the community agreed and with what the City of Nedlands hoped would eventuate. 
Unfortunately, after this long saga, it again seems to be in danger of going off the rails. The developer has 
submitted a proposal that contains a number of features that simply do not comply with the 2005 development 
plan—the plan under which it was offered for tender and for which, finally, there was agreement within the 
community and the local authority. There are a number of very significant differences between what the 
developer now proposes and what was offered for tender when the site was sold by the state government. They 
include an extra apartment-style building that has been added to the existing courtyard area. That building is 
proposed to be five storeys high and would rise above the heritage-listed Montgomery Hall, which sits on the 
peak of the hill. Significant changes are proposed for the curtilage around the south wing of the complex. The 
developer is proposing 48 dwellings, compared with the original 40 dwellings, a 20 per cent increase in what 
was offered for tender. There are issues with vehicle access and road design. Provision had been made for visitor 
parking but it now appears not to be there. There is a danger that the significant landmark presence of 
Montgomery Hall itself will be lost. The use of the hall is an issue, with a proposal for a swimming pool to be 
built within the basement of the building. 
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The point I am making is that what Sealcrest is proposing is not consistent with what went out to tender and what 
has been agreed to. I stress that the community accepts the mixed development. I am not opposing the process 
that this government is now pursuing. I call upon the minister to ensure, perhaps in consultation with the 
Minister for Housing and Works and the City of Nedlands, that whatever development is finally approved for 
that site is consistent with the development plan that was put out by the planning consultants and agreed to by 
the City of Nedlands. I stress that the community is not saying that it is totally inflexible. There may be some 
minor changes. I urge the government to ensure that the conditions that were reached after a long and difficult 
process and that have community acceptance are now abided by. After 20 years we might finally see a resolution 
of the problem with the Montgomery Hall complex. 
The ACTING SPEAKER (Mr M.J. Cowper): I thank the people in the gallery for being here today. I remind 
them that they are not able to participate in or interfere with parliamentary debates, otherwise I may be forced to 
do something that I would not like to do and ask them to leave. I thank them for their consideration. 
MS A.J.G. MacTIERNAN (Armadale — Minister for Planning and Infrastructure) [10.12 am]: I thank the 
member for Cottesloe for his grievance and for providing me with considerable detail yesterday so that I was 
able to prepare to speak on this issue. As the member would be aware, the land has been sold to a private firm, 
Swanbourne Estate. I am unable to conceive what possible role the Department of Housing and Works would 
have in this arrangement at the moment. An outline development plan was required under the amendment to the 
town planning scheme that was signed off. It was an unusual arrangement. The outline development plan had to 
be agreed to by the Western Australian Planning Commission before it was advertised, which is very unusual. In 
the first instance, the outline development plan had to be considered by the City of Nedlands. It is true that the 
developer made a range of changes to the outline development plan. I understand that the City of Nedlands then 
refused to advertise that outline development plan. The developer took that refusal to the State Administrative 
Tribunal. There was a negotiated outcome through SAT that resulted in a new plan. That plan had to be 
considered by the WAPC. The WAPC has concerns about the outline development plan that was negotiated with 
the City of Nedlands and the developer. Its concerns principally relate to the adequacy of the public open space 
that has been provided. If we looked at this site in isolation, there would be an adequate amount of public open 
space. However, it has always been part of the broader plan that this site would compensate for the rest of 
St John’s Wood Estate, which did not have enough public open space. Of the issues that the member has raised, 
the issue that exercises the commission’s mind is that relating to the adequacy of public open space. I understand 
that the commission has said that it will allow the outcome that was negotiated between the developer and the 
City of Nedlands via SAT to be advertised. It is an improved configuration of public open space over that 
proposed by the developer, but the WAPC is not necessarily content that that would be the right thing. 

Mr C.J. Barnett: Thank you for that. I think also the proposed new building in the courtyard of the heritage 
buildings is a significant variation.  

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: We will certainly look at that. That issue does not seem to have particularly 
concerned the Planning Commission. The developer negotiated the extra apartment-style building in the 
courtyard of that complex with the Heritage Council of Western Australia. It is not really a planning issue. From 
a planning point of view, this is a disappointing site because of the number of apartments that will be built. We 
have to accept that Perth is growing, and all municipalities have to play their part — 

Mr C.J. Barnett: These are existing buildings though. 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: Yes, they are existing buildings, but the issue of whether it is appropriate to have 
another building in the courtyard was really a matter for the Heritage Council. I understand that that has been 
negotiated with the Heritage Council. 

Mr C.J. Barnett: The Heritage Council doesn’t see that as compromising Montgomery Hall. I may not agree 
with it, but it is true what you say. When the site was put out to tender, that was not envisaged. This is something 
the developer has brought in after the tender process. 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: It has to be considered whether that is a reasonable proposition, primarily from a 
heritage point of view. From a planning point of view, the City of Nedlands’ ability to increase population and 
absorb part of the growth to assist the general endeavour of growth has been very limited. In fact, the City of 
Nedlands was probably the worst performing local authority in the 2007 statistics. Perth had a population growth 
of 2.3 per cent, which is a very considerable growth rate in one year. The local authority that did least to 
contribute to that growth was the City of Nedlands, which had a growth of 0.3 per cent. From a planning point of 
view, for an area such as that that is blessed with riches in terms of infrastructure, jobs, public open space and 
sporting facilities, that is not a very good performance. From a planning point of view, I would not expect the 
Planning Commission to resile from allowing additional housing on that site. However, as I said, the commission 
is primarily concerned about the public open space and the fact that that area was always seen over the longer 



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Thursday, 10 April 2008] 

 p2201b-2203a 
Mr Colin Barnett; Acting Speaker; Ms Alannah MacTiernan 

 [3] 

term as providing public open space or the public open space deficit on St John’s Wood estate. The negotiated 
outline development plan will be advertised by the City of Nedlands. The commission has indicated that it is not 
necessarily happy with the public open space provision. The community will have an opportunity to comment. It 
will then go back to the City of Nedlands and, presumably, to the WAPC for final sign-off. When I look at what 
the building will be used for, a gym and a lap pool for residents seem to be a very good idea.  
 


