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BALLAST POINT PARK IN SYDNEY
TRIES FOR A RIGHTEOUS ENDING
TO YEARS OF INDUSTRIAL ABUSE.

BY GWENETH NEWMAN LEIGH, INTERNATIONAL ASLA

IMAGE CREDIT
Brett Boardman
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"ARE WE
CLOSETO
BALLAST"

THE COUPLE, | N THEIR MID-50S,
WERE SWEATY AND LOST.
HAVING JUST DESCENDED
FROM THE PARK,;| POINTED
BACKTO THE STEEP STAIRCASE
BEHIND ME. “JUST AT THE

TOP THERE."

THEIR FACES BRIEFLY FELL.
THEN, WITH PURSED UP S
AND FURROWED BROWS,
THEY SET OFF.

Ballast Point has dways been a place of hard work. From its oppPosITE
originsasasupplierof ballast for shipsduring Australia’s colonial  During early settlementaround
settlement toitsindustrial heritageasalubricant manufacturing  Ballast Point, visiting ships,
site, this prominent peninsulain thewesternreach of Australia's aﬂz:r?‘e”(losasr:zgst‘:s'erff;;gfﬁe
Sydney Harbour has not traditionally been regarded asathing of gﬁﬁ e T
beautty. Itssteep sandstone cliffshavebeen quarried, carved,and  and stability for the vessels on
slicedtoaccommodateindustrial t anks, buildings,roads,and car  their return journey to Europe.
parks. But after decadesof industrial occupation, the 2.6-hectare ——

headland has been turned into a new public park and is finaly 'MAGE CREDIT

being appreciated as more than justaresourceto beravaged, ~ Brett Boardman
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THE SITE IS
” VERY EXPOSED.
SURROUNDED
ON THREE SIDES
" BYWATER,
« AND OFFERS
 BREATHTAKING |
" PANORAMIC
. VIEWSOF
' SYDNEY HARBOUR.
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LEFT

From the Wharf Road entrance,

visitors encounter thelarge interpretive
element of Tank 101. Recycled panels
frame the skeleton of its previous form.

BELOW

Ballast Point was originally covered

by more than 30 industrial tanks.

The grass rings behind the bund wall
reference the site's past by "greening”
the footprints of former tanks.

IMAGE CREDITS
Brett Boardman

The plans for Balast Point Park, by the Australian landscape
architecturefirm McGregor Coxall, contrast with thesite's history
asaplaceof plunder,underpinned asthey areby environmentally
responsibledesign principles. The designersstrategi zedwaysto
retainand reuse as many materialson the siteasthey could. The
park even incorporateswind turbines. However, the journey to
the park's creation demonstrates the challenges of constructing
alandscapewith a reduced carbon footprint.

COMPLETED IN JUNE 2009, BALLAST POINT PARK is
locatedat thetop of the Birchgrove Peninsulain theinner western
suburbs of Sydney, approximately seven kilometers from the
central business district. Thesiteisvery exposed, surrounded on
threesidesby water, and offers breathtaking panoramicviews of
Sydney Harbour. Along the park'swesternedgeistheresidential
suburb of Birchgrove, which was historically a working-class
community but has gentrified through the years.

The story of Balast Point's evolution into a public park began
morethan 25 yearsago. Peoplewho lived near the sitediscovered
that the petroleum company Cdtex—the site's previousowner—
was trying to get the property rezoned for high-density housing.



z

The locals were unwilling to see the site converted into a series of
compact high-rise developments, so they formed the Ballast Point
Campaign Committee in 1984 and rallied for the government
to convert the property into public open space. After more than
a decade of grassroots campaigning, the group gained support
from local, state, and federal politicians. Finally, in September
2002, the site was acquired by the Sydney Harbour Foreshore
Authority (SHFA) by eminent domain. After a long struggle, plans
for developing the site into a park could begin.

Early in the process, a team of landscape architects including Anton
James of Context Landscape Design and Craig Burton worked on
a conceptual master plan for the park that won the community’s
approval. Their proposal called for a harborside park that would
connect people with the rich layers of the site’s history by retaining
several industrial structures and recognizing the foundations of a
colonial villa called Menevia that had existed on the peninsula in
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SITE PLAN

IMAGE CREDIT
McGregor Coxall

1 TANK 101
Structure frames
the outline of the
largest storage
vessel on the site.

2 BEQ AND PLAY AREA 4 MENEVIA VILL,
Insteac Fa & FOOTPRINT
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5 VIEWING TERR

Terraces provid:

: ~ ~gramic view!

I Sy ney Harbour

6 SHADE STRUC’
A shade structu
overiooks Mort

the late 1800s. McGregor Coxall was brought on board in 2006 to
fine-tune the design details and get the project built,

This was no small challenge, as the site was still undergoing reme-
diation, and the shape of the landscape kept changing. “We didn’t
know unti after the contamination was removed what kind of site
we [would be] left with,” says Philip Coxall, one of the principals
of McGregor Coxall and the lead designer on the project. “When
we got our first survey we had to go back in and redesign to adjust
and look for new opportunities as a result of these new levels. It
was a continual process of discovery.” The lack of information on
paper was a challenge, but Coxall didn’t mind. “In a lot of ways I
really liked that, because I could interpret the site a lot closer, and
get out there and work directly with what was happening,” he says

Examples of McGregor Coxall’s attention to detail are obvious
across all sections of the site. Slabs of sandstone bleed on’-



ABOVE

The creation of the viewing

terraces using gahion

walls enabled recycling

of site materials while

negotiating nearly 60 feet
' of grade change.

RIGHT AND BELOW

The gabion walls are
actually reinforced dirt walls
that use on-site fill, with a
front cladding of recycled
rubble several inches thick.

IMAGE CREDITS
Brett Boardman, abave;
McGregor Coxall, right
and below
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Surface finish

Precast concrete coping and balustrade
150 0 uPVC pipe—concrete filled—as support to precast

coping element (2 cff - 150 either end of capping element].
Level set 50 mm higher than finished wall height.

‘Galfan’ reinforced wire mesh forms three sides to wall cage

‘Galfan’ reinforced wire mesh lapped and tied off to connect
to cage and provide front face and top 600 mm wall lift

Concrete strip footing to suit future mortar bed to lay precast capping

50 mm @ drainage pipe and discharge—locate within rubble facade—
100 mm protrusion to rock

Soil reinforcement as specified—Tensar Grid

Soil reinforcement tied internally with mesh ['bodkin ties’]

‘Galfan’ reinforced wire mesh acting as facing 300 x 600 x 300 mm

Sieved site material as engineered fill—compacted to 99% smd —
to be tested and confirmed by NADA registered laboratory

Recycled rubble facade infill at specified minimum 80 mm size
10/20 mm recycled aggregate

5x 100 mm GAL flat bar edge with 50 x 100 mm tabs welded at
1 m centers and bolt fixed to concrete strip footing

Proof roll existing subgrade
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1 RAMPS
Ramps carry you up
along the sandstone
cliff face to the viewing
terraces.

2 GABION WALLS
To create the gabion
walls, material needed to
be transported off site,

crushed, and brought
back on site from a local
recycling plant.

3 SAFETY BELTS
Recycled safety belts
in the canopy of the
shade structure greate
interplay of lightiand
shadow.

4 SANDSTONE
FOOT INGS
Remnant gandstone
footings pf the Menevia
Villa were preserved
and enhanced with an
L-shaped wall featuring

the villa's history.
——

1 MAGE CREDITS
Bnétt Boardman

. concrete paths. The ringed foundations of old industrial tanks

risewithinbeds of crushed gravel or grass. Silver railingsstretch
in long uninterrupted lines, negotiating nearly Go feet of grade
change over rugged and uncertain terrain. During my visit, one
section of silver railingwasbeing replaced becauseit didn't match
with specifications. Two years on since the park’s opening, and
detail swerestill being refined. A workman named Moe explained
that he had been involved in the park's implementation from
the beginning of construction five years ago. When we began
constructing the park, there were no stairson the site," he said.
"We had to lug a18o-pound generator acrossthe jagged cliff face.
It was no easy feat."

From the entry off Wharf Road you can choose to appreciate
harbor views from an elongated table and barbecuefacility or
wander toward Tank ror, alarge interpretivestructurethat frames
the skeletal remains of the largest ail tank that once existed on
the site. Panels of the original tank were cut, etigraved with a
line from Les Murray's poem The Death of Isaac Nathan, and
remounted. Standing insidethe tanik, the panelsread: S one statues
of ancient waves, tongue. like dingoes on shore. Eight vertical wind
turbinesareinstalled within theframework of thestructure, above
the etched panels. Theseturbines can contributeup to 8 kilowetts

 ofelectricity into the city grid. That's not alot of energy —about

enough to power e ght window air-conditioningunits. Although
the wind was blowing during my site visit, it wasn't enough to
rouse the turbines into action.

Looki ng northward from Tank ro1, onecan seethe preserved bund
wal—en industrial relic once used to contain oil oills—which
enclosesa series of large, raised grass rings demarcating former
industrial tanks. A concreteplatformdicesthroughthebund wall,
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ABOVE

I'n 2002, Ballast Point was
acquired by the Sydney
Harbour Foreshore Authority
to be renewed as a headland
park, contributing to the
state government's goal

of greening the Sydney
foreshore.

RIGHT

Insertion of the gabion
baskets required careful
detailing given the length of
the walls and the amount of
grade change across the site.

OPPOSITE

Tank 101 was the largest
tank in Australia to use rivet
construction technology.
Using dot-font typeface

for theinscription of Les
Murray's poem was meant
to reflect the use of these
rivetsin the history of the
storage vessel.

IMAGE CREDITS

Brett Boardman, above
and opposite; McGregor
Coxall, right
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actingas both a path and seating, and a series of stepping-stones
connect thegrasscircles, instilling anelementof playfulnesswithin
the space. Heading due east from Tank 1o: adong the ridgeline
you encounter the remnant sandstonefoundationof the Menevia
Marine villa,which was unearthed unexpectedly during construc-
tion. A black L-shaped interpretive wall along its edge features
historicinformation, photos,and acaseof domesticartifactsfrom
the villa Continuing east from here, you descend past severa
terraces framed by gabion walls, each outfitted with a bench and
tree Theviewsextend toward Sydney’s iconic Harbour Bridge.

Wiapping down along the park's southern edge isthe Ballast
Garden, wherel ong swaths of lawn sporadically planted with trees
areintegrated with morefragments of sandstoneand industrial
foundations. Throughout the park, you find wetland areas for
collectingand filtering stormwater and nativetrees, shrubs, and
grassesgrownfromlocaly collected seed. Whilesome pathsalong
the northern edgehem you tightly between wals and plantings,
the site mostly leaves you fedling exposed to wind, water, and
sun. Part of thiscan be attributed to the youth of the plantings.
However, the generous use of crushed stone and hardscape,
particularly along areas south of the ridgeline, does make me
wonder whether moreshrubs could have been incorporated.

The material palette across the site is simple and consistent.
Polished steel railings, concrete paths, and recycled timber
benches provide a neutral background against deeply rusted
industrial relics. The viewing deck and toilet blocks (designedin
collaboration with Choi Ropiha Architects) aresheathed by a bril-
liant orange canopy woven from recycled safety belts. However,

theharbor, they riseabovethe sandstonecliffs, their strai ght-lined
silhouette resembling section cuts of a drawing—xcept these
slicethrough history."Imagineif | cameto you, threw you abag
of rubblefrom thesite, and said thisiswhat | want to put on top
of your sandstonecliffs in Sydney Harbour," said Cod. "It was
abig stepfor theforeshore authority to come on board.”

While many of the former industrial buildings on Bdlast Point
could not be salvaged, their materialscould. Coxall initiadly tried
to have dl materials crushed on sitefor reuse within the walls,
but it proved too codtly. Instead, the rubble was broken down
at arecycling, center and transported back to the site for fillirg
the gabion baskets. Coxall is quick to point out that they are not
gabion walsin the truest sense—they are actudly areinforced
dirtwall, created using on-sitefill, with afront cladding of rubble
that isseverd inchesthick. Insertedwithin the rubble are pieces
of history from the site, from old pieces of plumbing and shards
of porcelainto maintenancesigns.

The walls have been embraced by some of the community and
shunned by others. At the easternmost tip of the Site, a growing
collection of padlocks engraved with the namesof sweetheartshave
beenlocked onto thewire mesh. According to Coxall, somevisitors
have enjoyed tracking down former Caltex employeesto let them
know their namesarefesturedin thewall. But somedf thecommu-
nity have been upset by theprominenceof thevel s inthesitedesign,
claiming they give the park a fortress appearancefrom the water.
Lindsay Anderson, alocal resident, says “[The processof creating)]
these gabion walls has determined the way the park looks; | think
the designerswent overboard. When you sit down at park benches,

it's the gabion wallsthat are the biggest conversation piece. From - you aresurrounded by gabion wallsrather than spectecularviens” —
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POLISHED STEEL
RAILINGS, CONCRETE
PATHS, AND RECYCLED
TIMBER BENCHES
PROVIDE ANEUTRAL
BACKGROUND AGAINST
DEEPLY RUSTED
INDUSTRIAL RELICS.



ABOVE

To cut carbon emissions materials on site as possible, e

generated by the park's from crushed rubble, IMAGE CREDITS
construction, designers OPPOSITE, to pieces of Brett Boardman
sought to recycle as many industrial equipment.
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who was keen to see the western edge of Sydney’s Harbour be
converted back into an archipelago of naturalistic headlands and
islands reminiscent of early settlement landscapes.

Keating's influence helped tip the scales in favor of securing
Ballast Point for open space rather than residential development.
What's questionable is whether so many taxpayer dollars should
have been invested on such a remote site, or whether a modest
neighborhood park would have sufficed.

Ballast Point Park provides us insights to the challenges of
reclaiming industrial land and reducing our carbon footprint.
The design reflects a thoughtful study of its previous industrial
history, where the designers worked hard to deliver a project using
sustainable methods. However, if we want to showcase such ambi-
tious projects, we also need to be more strategic about where we
place them. Ballast Point Park has a lot to say—but you've got to
find your way there to hear it. ©
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GWENETH NEWMAN LEIGH, INTERNATIONAL ASLA, IS A LANDOSCAPE ARCHITECT AND
FREELANCE WRITER BASED IN CANBERRA, AUSTRALIA. SHE CAN BE REACHED AT
GWENETH.LEIGH@GMAIL.COM.

Project Credits
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