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Figures 1 & 2.  Royal Caribbean International’s 2,435 passenger Rhapsody of the Seas (built in 1997) 
docks at the Overseas Passenger Terminal on 24 March 2010. This was at the end of its third annual 
cruise program from Sydney which involved circumnavigating Australia, stopping at eight or more 
ports. In April 2010, the ship sailed to Vancouver for the Alaska cruise season. 
 



City of Sydney Submission to Dr Allan Hawke AC 
Independent Review of Enhanced Cruise Ship Access on Garden Island 

  

 5

 
1.0 Executive Summary 

The City of Sydney (the City) supports consideration of how best to accommodate very 
large cruise ships1 at the port of Sydney. In 2011, the NSW State Government reconfirmed 
a commitment to invest $53 million to build a cruise ship terminal at White Bay west of the 
Sydney Harbour Bridge (the Bridge) at Balmain East to cater for the physically smaller 
domestic cruise segment. Until the White Bay terminal is complete and is linked by road 
(and preferably rail), temporary cruise terminal facilities are being provided at east Darling 
Harbour on the Barangaroo site and at White Bay on the adjoining wharf.  

Unfortunately White Bay and Barangaroo do not cater for the increasing size of regional 
(seasonal) or international (round the world) cruise ships (very large). A rising number of 
very large cruise ships, both in service and under construction, cannot pass under the 
deck of the bridge, which has an air draught (clearance between underside of deck and 
water) of 49 metres. As passenger numbers grow, cruise ships have also grown in gross 
tonnage and number of deck levels, leading to an increase in overall height above the 
waterline.  

A number of vessels such as Cunard’s RMS Queen Mary II and vessel classes including 
the Royal Caribbean’s Freedom class and Oasis class, already exceed the Bridge air 
draught. While it remains unclear how many very large cruise ships would sail to and from 
Sydney in the future, it is clear that an increasing proportion of vessels exceeding 50 
metres in height will need to be ported. At present, the only unrestricted terminal facility for 
very large regional and international cruise ships is the Overseas Passenger Terminal 
(OPT) at Circular Quay West operated by Sydney Ports. 

Given the cruise industry segment context, the City supports investigations into the 
potential use of Garden Island and other sites for berthing or mooring very large cruise 
ships, either commencing seasonal cruises from Sydney or visiting during round the world 
trips. In any investigation, the City also seeks improved public access along the eastern 
shore of Garden Island in the long term, and also in the short term if possible having due 
regard to heightened defence security requirements which make this difficult.  

This submission outlines five key planning strategies for consideration. Each strategy is 
developed with both shorter term recommendations to be considered in the current review, 
and longer term recommendations that might be considered in reviewing the overall future 
of Garden Island and how to permanently plan for very large cruise ships visiting Sydney. 

A. Strategic considerations: 

1. Dispersal strategy – berthing and mooring will need to be dispersed – very large 
cruise ships that cannot pass under the Bridge potentially berthed or moored at four 
locations east of the Bridge – OPT, Garden Island, Athol Bight and at Port Botany; 

                                                       
1 Refers to the size of ship which cannot pass under the Sydney Harbour Bridge 
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2. Public space and open space opportunities – plan for increasing public access 
where possible;  

3. Improve traffic management – consider traffic management for ship logistics and 
water based passenger and crew transfers (catamaran or similar preferred) to 
centralised passenger processing at the OPT for all berthing and mooring options at 
Garden Island, Athol Bight anchorage;  

4. Heritage interpretation – expand on cultural and heritage interpretations; 

5. Tourism opportunities – expand the heritage interpretation at Garden Island and 
tourism opportunities and ferry services at the northern end of Garden Island;  

6. Master plan considerations – prepare a master plan that provides an integrated 
response to naval operations, security, public access, visitor traffic management, 
noise to residential and hotel properties and pollution for Garden Island; 
 

B. Short term recommendations: 

1. Extend OPT as a cruise terminal with logistics and passenger processing at Circular 
Quay suitable for very large craft. Consider small craft transfer facilities (low level 
wharves and aprons) so passengers and crew can transfer to additional very large 
cruise ships remotely moored in Port Jackson; 

2. Investigate one western berth at Garden Island for one very large cruise ship when 
there is no berthing capacity available at OPT. Ship logistics to be supplied from 
Cowper Wharf Road through a reconfigured checkpoint entry, with passenger and 
crew transfers by water craft to OPT for processing; 

3. Investigate the installation of secure anchorage at Athol Bight west of Ashton Park 
and Taronga Zoo (part of Mosman Bay) in peak periods for large cruise ships, with 
passenger and crew transfers by water craft to OPT for processing. This may require 
logistics capacity at Port Botany; 

4. Investigate the temporary use of one quayside berth of the Stage Three expansion 
area of Port Botany. This location could importantly provide easy ship logistics access 
only or both logistics and passenger and crew transfers by coach; 

5. Evaluate traffic impacts of any berthing location east of Circular Quay on neighbouring 
streets and the adjacent regional road network and resolve in an interim traffic 
management plan prior to approving any options; 

6. Continue to interpret the cultural and heritage significance of Garden Island and 
recognise its contribution to a working harbour. 

7. Ensure that the City of Sydney is consulted of the review’s progress and is included in 
all stages of any master plan preparation. 

 

C.  Long term recommendations: 
 
1. Continue to review uses of Garden Island in light of the evolving needs of the Navy, 

industry, business, tourism and local and regional communities. This review should 
involve public and City of Sydney consultation as well as industry and government 
stakeholders. 
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2. Ensure that a comprehensive community engagement and consultation plan is 
prepared to accompany any master plan for Garden Island which results from a long 
term review that engages all facets of the community as well as industry and 
government stakeholders; 

3. In the event that Garden Island is made available for other uses, the site should 
remain in public ownership and not redeveloped for commercial office or private 
waterfront housing. Cruise ship facilities should be examined as an option in a mixed 
special purpose outcome, along with increased public open space and public access 
along the foreshore; 

4. Having regard to point 3, investigate the retention of the well-screened, green roof 
naval car parks on Cowper Wharf Road for future public or tourism uses at Garden 
Island rather than construct additional new parking structures at Garden Island if the 
site is redeveloped; 

5. Ensure that the conservation and heritage structures and sites are freshly reviewed to 
ensure they can withstand greater visitation and integrate with any new uses or 
development. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3.  Royal Caribbean International’s 2,670 
passenger Diamond Princess (built 2004) at the 
Overseas Passenger Terminal in 2009. 
 
Figure 4.  Royal Caribbean International’s 6,297 
passenger Oasis of the Seas (built 2009) is the largest 
cruise ship with an air draught of 72 m and a water 
draught of 9.3 m. The telescoping funnels can retract 
in which case the ship has an absolute height above 
the waterline of 64.4 m. 
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Figure 5.  Aerial view of Garden Island, 2008 with original landform shown in yellow line. 
 
Garden Island was connected to he mainland after extensive reclamation and channel infilling created 
the large graving dock during the 1940s. The dock is still in active operation and can subdivide with a 
floating caisson to take two vessels at the same time. Commercial vessels also use the dock including 
bulk ore carriers and ferries such as the Spirit of Tasmania. The Public gained direct ferry access to the 
northern end of the island for the first time in 2002 where the Heritage Centre is located. 
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2.0 Introduction 

The City is committed to achieving high quality urban environments while protecting 
residential amenity and local character, encouraging a diversified and competitive 
economy, and supporting game changing environmental sustainability. The City’s 
Sustainable Sydney 2030 plan incorporates these strategic objectives into actionable 
steps to make Sydney ‘green, global and connected’. The City welcomes a balanced 
review into the potential use of Garden Island and other sites for very large cruise2 ship 
berthing to compliment capacity at the Overseas Passenger Terminal at Circular Quay. 
However, this submission acknowledges that so long as secure naval operations continue 
at Garden Island, civilian cruise ship berthing will be a security and operational challenge 
for the navy and its contractors. 
 
Royal Australian Navy 
Garden Island is already a high security location for the Royal Australian Navy’s eastern 
Fleet Base and is owned by the Commonwealth of Australia (Figure 5). It serves as the 
homeport for a pacific fleet of around ten RAN weapons and supply ships and their support 
craft, and serves as a visiting port for overseas naval ships. The site includes the 
administration, command and logistics operation of HMAS Kuttabul as well as dockyard 
repair and maintenance operations. The site’s best known feature – the Captain Cook 
Graving Dock built in the 1940’s - is the largest of its kind in the southern hemisphere and 
is leased to the primary defence contractor Thales Australia (formerly Australian Defence 
Industries) to maintain the fleet. Garden Island is bounded on three sides by naval waters 
exclusion zones, monitored and protected by radar detection and intercept systems.The 
City has no statutory authority in the land use or development of Garden Island. However, 
the City is responsible for surrounding land uses and development and can contribute 
significant strategic planning expertise to this review. Surrounding properties includes 
residential and hotel development on the Woolloomooloo finger wharf, residential 
development in Potts Point, the Andrew ‘Boy’ Charlton Pool and the public lands of Mrs 
Macquarie’s chair in the Domain managed by the Royal Botanic Gardens & Domain Trust. 
 
Sydney Ports Corporation 
Sydney Ports Corporation (SPC)3 is the strategic planner and manager of both passenger 
and commercial ports in Port Jackson and Port Botany. SPC is responsible for the OPT 
and all commercial berths and terminals at Port Botany. This includes planning and 
managing port properties, and providing pilotage, environmental protection and security. 
According to their own vision, the focus of the SPC is to “expand Port Botany for future 
container and bulk liquids trade; establish an Intermodal Logistics Centre at Enfield; and 
retention and continued operation of facilities in Sydney Harbour for non-containerised 
trade”. Other projects include a new passenger gangway at the OPT and a new cruise 

                                                       
2 Refers to the size of ship which cannot pass under the Sydney Harbour Bridge 
3 Sydney Ports Corporation is a State Owned Corporation established under the Ports and Maritime Administration Act 1995. 
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terminal at White Bay built on the site of an existing shed structure. SPC plays a critical 
role in balancing priorities and planning for the competing commercial interests of trade 
and passenger related services in an environment of diminishing waterside industrial land. 
 
Australian Quarantine and Inspection Service 
Under the Quarantine Act 1908, Sydney is a ‘proclaimed port’ and visiting vessels are 
subject to rigorous quarantine and inspection requirements. Cruise vessels are considered 
high risk for disease and pests due to passenger numbers, food and stores, live plants, 
souvenirs and waste. All vessels will be subject to pre-arrival reporting and be subject to 
inspections. Baggage brought ashore is typically X-rayed and checked by detector dogs. 
 
Australian Customs and Border Protection Service 
Under the Customs Act 1901, Customs manages passenger and crew movements across 
borders by detecting and deterring the unlawful movement of goods, drugs, weapons and 
people. For the first port of arrival, under the Migration Act 1958, all passengers and crew 
must present for immigration clearance. A ship is deemed to have arrived when the last 
line secures it to berth. Processing cruise passengers and crew involves ensuring that 
maritime crew visas, and passports, visas and quarantine clearances are met. 
 
Council of the City of Sydney 
The City, along with other agencies, must also manage and prepare for the spectacle of 
very large ships entering Sydney Harbour (Figure 6) that draw onlookers and can cause 
traffic gridlock. Very large ship arrivals are both a visitor and public event. As recognised in 
Sustainable Sydney 2030, Sydney aims to become a globally competitive city through 
developing economic opportunities, strong governance frameworks and expanding 
international partnerships. The City’s advocacy for utilising Garden Island for the cruise 
ship industry reflects these aims. 
 

 
 

 
Figure 6.  Queen Mary II berthed at Garden Island with the Queen Elizabeth II in the background. 
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3.0 Strategic Considerations 

This submission identifies five key strategic planning strategies together with some high 
level short and long term recommendations for consideration in any review. 

3.1  Dispersal strategy 
It is acknowledged that Sydney competes with Brisbane and Melbourne for regional cruise 
starts during the summer season for similar sized vessels. Sydney however is a must see 
stop over for many regional cruises in the Pacific and Asia and international round the 
world cruises, making Sydney nationally significant for the industry.  
 
The location of the OPT is currently Sydney’s only commercial port able to accommodate 
very large international cruise ships (with the exception of ships with excessive draught 
such as the RMS Queen Mary II). It provides excellent access to Sydney’s iconic Opera 
House and Harbour Bridge as well as key tourism services, attractions and entertainment.  
With the single berth OPT at Circular Quay facing pressure for an upgrade to 
accommodate very large cruise ships each year, it is necessary to identify alternative 
berths and moorings that can handle very large ships unable to clear the bridge.  
 
Market segments 
It is commonly agreed that the cruise industry is divided into three segments – domestic, 
regional (seasonal) and international (round the world). It is generally agreed that the most 
suitable and available remaining sites for a domestic cruise ship terminal are located west 
of the Sydney Harbour Bridge (White Bay, Glebe Island, Barangaroo). The NSW 
Government has settled on White Bay for a domestic terminal designed by Johnson Pilton 
Walker architects and Arup Engineers. It has development consent4 and is proceeding 
towards construction. However, as with Barangraoo, this location does not accommodate 
very large ships excluded by the Bridge clearance height. A dispersal strategy 
acknowledges that very large ships will be ported to the east of the Bridge or in Port 
Botany and will not be serviced by this terminal. 
 
Other than the OPT at Circular Quay, Garden Island has the only existing quayside in Port 
Jackson physically capable of berthing very large ships, as it has deep water channel 
access, sufficient quay length and sufficient water draught for any vessel able to enter the 
heads and manoeuvre through the harbour (Figures 5 & 6). However a commercial cruise 
ship operation is significantly at odds with the secure naval base function, particularly 
during the summer season when both the navy and the cruise industry peak visitation 
coincide. Despite the conflict, they have in common requirements for a control checkpoint, 
quarantine and inspection services and a high security exclusion zone.  

                                                       
4 http://majorprojects.planning.nsw.gov.au/index.pl?action=view_job&job_id=2916 
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Water Depth 
Very large cruise ships currently require a water draught of up to 11 metres5, and a 
quayside length of 350 to 400 metres for manoeuvrability, secure remote bollards for 
multiple bow and stern lines and a stable wharf structure. While it is unlikely that draught 
requirements for future ships will increase (as many ports would be adversely affected), it 
is possible that future ships could increase in typical length and height (within the limits of 
rigidity and stability) in order to increase the number of paying cabins with water views.  
 
The dispersal of very large cruise ships within Port Jackson could minimise the potential 
for any one facility to become overloaded by passengers and onlookers, particularly during 
peak season. Two additional sites in Port Jackson are worth considering (refer Figure 7). 

                                                       
5 The approximate maximum 11 metre draught correlates to the general navigable depth of Port Jackson (middle harbour 
around Fort Denison) and the general navigation channel depth between Middle Head and South Head on either side of the 
sow and pigs reef. 

Figure 7.  Possible berthing and mooring locations in Port Jackson for very large cruise ships 
1. Berth –-OPT, Circular Quay 2. Berth – Western dock, Garden Island 3. Mooring – Athol Bight  
(Base map courtesy of NSW Maritime) 
 

1 

2 

3 
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East of Bridge Options 
The following options and interrelationships should be considered in arriving at any Inquiry 
recommendations in relation to the use of Garden Island for cruise ship use while it 
remains a naval base. 
 
Overseas Passenger Terminal, Circular Quay – The OPT provides an excellent resource 
and visitor experience for the cruise ship industry. It has hosted a wide range of vessels 
from the SS Canberra and the SS Oriana to the Queen Elizabeth II and the Diamond 
Princess. The OPT should remain the important ‘glamour’ terminal for regional and 
international ships. The wharf edge may need to be lengthened so that additional stern 
bollards can accommodate longer ships. In addition to a new passenger gangway, 
consideration could be given to providing for water borne arrivals – passenger transfers in 
Campbell’s Cove to and from remotely berthed or moored ships in Sydney Harbour. 
 
Garden Island – There appear to be two options, both of which are likely to interfere with 
navy operations and security (Figure 9). Option A: The visit of the RMS Queen Mary II 
demonstrated the physical suitability of the western mid wharf location (Figure 8). This 
may require a reconfigured vehicle entry checkpoint and waiting area from Cowper Wharf 
Road. Operational issues are likely to include security, restriction on naval maintenance 
functions, competition for wharf space, noise to nearby residential properties at night and 
traffic management. Option B: Locate at the northern end with a reconstructed wharf edge 
and logistics access by the eastern roadway only. Passengers to be transferred to OPT by 
water craft for visitation purposes. This option associates the commercial function with the 
northern heritage area and has the least interference with the maintenance functions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 8. RMS Queen Mary II has berthed at Garden Island in February over a number of years on its 
round the world trips. 
 



City of Sydney Submission to Dr Allan Hawke AC 
Independent Review of Enhanced Cruise Ship Access on Garden Island 

  

 14

 
Figure 9.  Garden Island commercial berthing options for very large cruise ships when OPT in use 
 
The Inquiry might consider two options: Option A – Same location where QMII was berthed, with 
reconfigured entry to enable logistics to access from Cowper Wharf Road, allowing Navy’s onshore 
leave ships to be stored along the wharf edge opposite the naval car parks; Option B – construct a new 
wharf edge at the northern end with logistics only supplied along the eastern access road. All passenger 
transfers by water from the ferry wharf. The eastern shore has insufficient draught for very large cruise 
ships. In the peak season navy ships, in port for leave only, could be possibly berthed at Glebe Island. 
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Athol Bight – A further option when the OPT is in use, is to moor very large cruise ships at 
new dolphin moorings installed at Athol Bight in part of Mosman Bay. It was noted during a 
site inspection of Garden Island, led by Commander Christine Clarke, that Athol Bay was 
once used to store visiting ships. It has the positive attributes of deep water and does not 
adjoin a residential area. Athol Bight sits alongside Taronga Zoological Gardens and 
Ashton Park, which is a reserve. However, mooring in this location would present logistics 
issues, and may require the ship to berth during the day at another location such as Port 
Botany for logistics. NSW Maritime would be the key agency. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Port Botany – It is acknowledged that Port Botany has been built as a purpose built 
international trade port for bulk liquids and containers. It is also noted that the reclamation 
works for the final 60-hectare Stage 3 extension of Port Botany has been recently 
completed (Figure 11) and handed over to the new terminal operator Hutchinson Port 
Holdings (HPH) under the guise of Sydney International Container Terminals (SICTL). It 
could be that one berth be used for passenger berthing until the full five berths and 1.85 
kilometres of wharf edge are needed to service elevated container trade volumes.  A 
superficial investigation suggests that the furthermost berth at either end of stage 3 may 
be suitable depending on the new operators plans (Figure 12). All dredging to 16.5 metres 
is complete, and new access roads and bridges have been built. Such a proposition would 
need to be commercially viable to HPH and acceptable to the landlord Sydney Ports. HPH 
also operate cruise ship terminals in other international ports, and may be in a position to 
favourably consider such a proposition. Port Botany would provide an excellent solution to 
logistics while passenger transfers would need to be by coach to the city as in other ports.  
 

Figure 10. The Inquiry may wish to consider the merit of in-harbour mooring of very large cruise ships 
when the OPT is in use. Athol Bight, part of Mosman Bay, has historically been used to anchor visiting 
ships to Sydney Harbour. It has deep water and does not adjoin a residential area.  
(Base map courtesy of NSW Maritime) 
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Figure 11.  (Top) Stage 3 reclamation and wharf construction complete, October 2011.  
Figure 12.  (Above) Botany Bay showing the high security zones in orange and the location of the Stage 
3 expansion area to the Port Botany container Terminal. This area is currently a completed wharf and 
has not been fitted out by the future operator Hutchinson Port Holdings. (Base map courtesy of NSW 
Maritime)
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Such a use may assist with the earlier realisation of the M4 East extension to Port Botany 
and the airport from the M4 to the west. 
 
Recommendations 
 
Short term 
• Extend OPT as a cruise terminal with logistics and passenger processing at Circular 

Quay suitable for very large craft. Consider small craft transfer facilities (low level 
wharves and aprons) so passengers and crew can transfer to additional very large 
cruise ships remotely moored in Port Jackson; 
 

• Investigate a western berth at Garden Island for one very large cruise ship when there 
is no berthing capacity available at OPT. Ship logistics could be supplied from Cowper 
Wharf Road through a reconfigured checkpoint entry, with passenger and crew 
transfers by water craft to OPT for processing; 
 

Figure 13.  Original expansion options showing the Stage 3 expansion area and the suggested location 
for investigation of a temporary cruise ship terminal. 
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• Investigate the installation of secure anchorage at Athol Bight west of Ashton Park and 
Taronga Zoo (part of Mosman Bay) in peak periods for large cruise ships, with 
passenger and crew transfers by water craft to OPT for processing. This may require 
logistics capacity at Port Botany; 
 

• Investigate the temporary use of one quayside berth of the Stage 3 expansion area at 
Port Botany. This location could importantly provide easy ship logistics access only or 
both logistics and passenger and crew transfers by coach. 

 
Long term 
• Continue to review uses of Garden Island in light of the evolving needs of the Navy, 

industry, business, tourism and local and regional communities.This review should 
involve City of Sydney and public consultation as well as industry and government 
stakeholders. 

3.2 Public access and open space opportunities 
The City has long advocated the need for increased public access to Garden Island to 
benefit the residents of densely urbanised Potts Point, the wider community, and interstate 
and international visitors.  
 
With the exception of the northern tip of Garden Island, the foreshore is off-limits to the 
general public due to onshore exclusion zones. Supervised access to limited areas and to 
ships in port is made available to the public during annual Navy open days. 
 
In the 1980s, the demolition of timber piers and the reconstruction of the Cowper Wharf 
Road carriageway and associated construction of naval car parks stimulated community 
interest in improving accessibility to southern parts of the western foreshore. Pedestrian 
access was provided parallel to Cowper Wharf Road on the foreshore side, however, due 
to the significant security fencing required for naval operations, it has not improved Garden 
Island’s public access overall. It is likely that any extension of public foreshore access on 
the eastern side of the Island would require similar fencing. 
 
In 1995, the Department of Defence commissioned consultants Keys Young to develop a 
planning strategy for Garden Island that incorporated improvements to public access, 
predicated on the Navy remaining on the Island for the next 25 years. The completed 
report identified the following issues affecting public access: 
 

• means of access – security and industrial safety issues limit the extent of future 
public accessibility; 

• security requirements – increased security to working areas would be required if 
public access was increased;  
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• industrial safety – ship refurbishment, uneven surfaces, stored weapons and blasting 
pose safety threats to visitors; 

• capacity – constraints on capacity would be required to avoid damage to heritage 
structures, conflicts with naval activities and overcrowding; and 

• potential domestic intrusion – defence housing exists on Garden Island and 
resident’s privacy may be disturbed6. 

 
While it is understood that security requirements have increased over recent years, the 
above constraints can hopefully be addressed and should not preclude consideration of 
increasing public access where possible. The Keys Young report concluded with maps of 
preferred access locations and a staged implementation approach (Figure 14).  
 
By 2000, a heritage centre and ferry terminal were completed at the northern tip of Garden 
Island in line with the report’s recommendations to reduce traffic and parking pressures in 
and around Potts Point. However public open space has not been provided along the 
eastern foreshore areas in accordance with the plan and should be reviewed. 
 
The need to link Garden Island into the existing Sydney Harbour Foreshore Walkway is 
recognised in Sustainable Sydney 2030, which proposes a green corridor from Balmain to 
Garden Island (Figure 15). The intent of the green corridor is to link villages and local 
hubs by creating a safe, connected, inviting and attractive path for pedestrians and 
cyclists. Gehl Architects’ vision for the city in Sydney: Public Spaces, Public Life (2007) 
reinforces this direction through its recommendation for a harbour foreshore walk from 
Glebe to Woolloomooloo to create a ‘waterfront city’ that prioritises access and views to 
the waterfront. 
 
It is recognised that the Navy’s continued occupation of Garden Island imposes constraints 
for achieving direct foreshore access in some locations in the short term. However, 
consideration should be given to improving public access in the form of mixed-use 
pedestrian and cycle paths - particularly on the eastern foreshore, the provision of public 
recreation and open space areas, and the allocation of areas for water-based recreational 
activities in and around Garden Island. 
 
The Federal Government should continue to review the uses of Garden Island in light of 
the evolving needs of the Navy, industry, business, tourism and local and regional 
communities. Garden Island is an immensely valuable site. Further reviews or 
investigations into uses of Garden Island should consider and analyse the needs of the 
City, the Navy, industry, government agencies and the community. It is important that 
there is extensive community engagement through a consultation plan. A master plan is a 

                                                       
6 Keys Young (1995) Garden Island Draft Report, p. 44 
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potential mechanism for resolving issues, setting long term strategies to realise the 
greatest benefit to a range of stakeholders and balancing national, regional and local 
priorities. Any master plan for the site should be based on a set of principles that include 
the need to retain the site in public ownership and be opened up to the public and be 
considered for maritime uses such as a cruise terminal. Redevelopment for waterfront 
housing, for example, is not regarded as a good use of such a valuable site. 
 
It is worth commenting that future uses will expect to provide car parking. A more 
sustainable outcome in any redevelopment for public or maritime uses would be to 
continue the use of the Cowper Wharf Road car parks rather than erect new car parking 
on the site. 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Figure 14.  Preferred public access locations (Keys Young report, 1995) 
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Recommendations 
 
Short term 
• Expand public pedestrian and ferry access to Garden Island where possible on the 

eastern foreshore. 
 

• Ensure that the City of Sydney is consulted of the review’s progress and is included in 
all stages of any master plan preparation. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Figure 15.  Green Corridor proposed from Balmain to Garden Island (Sustainable Sydney 2030, 2009) 
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3.3 Improve traffic management  
Cruise ships generate significant incoming and outgoing traffic which can adversely impact 
on otherwise functioning traffic systems. Passengers often require transport or join tour 
groups via coach immediately after disembarking the ship, while staff and equipment 
required for customs operations, cleaning, maintenance and security must access the ship 
while it is in port. Strict turnaround times increase the complexity of appropriately 
managing traffic impacts on local and regional road networks.  
 
Land-based access to Garden Island is constrained by Potts Point’s historical road pattern, 
dense urban development, and the lack of available car parking. In addition, Cowper 
Wharf Road is closed to vehicles on Friday and Saturday nights throughout the year, to 
reduce traffic from increased activity in Kings Cross (Figure 16). Council will need to 
consider an exemption to cruise ship operations to allow them to use Cowper Wharf Road 
when a ship is docked. 
 
An interim traffic management plan for visiting cruise ships should be prepared in 
collaboration with the City to address these issues. The plan should include consideration 
of how passengers will access and circulate around Garden Island, and how cruise ship 
maintenance, repair and servicing crews can best utilise the local and regional road 
network. The plan should also provide options to ameliorate identified traffic and access 
impacts. 
 

 
 
 
 

Figure 16.  Map of Friday and Saturday night road closure on Cowper Wharf Road, Potts Point. 
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Recommendations 
 
Short term 
• Evaluate traffic impacts of any berthing location east of Circular Quay on neighbouring 

streets and the adjacent regional road network and resolve in an interim traffic 
management plan prior to approving any options. 

 
Long term 
• Investigate the retention of the well-screened, green roof naval car parks on Cowper 

Wharf Road for future public or tourism uses at Garden Island rather than construct 
additional new parking structures at Garden Island if the site is redeveloped. 

3.4 Heritage interpretation 
Garden Island is listed on the State Heritage Register due to its significant historical 
importance both for New South Wales and the Nation. It is documented as the likely first 
meeting place of Aboriginal people and colonists, and where a garden was established 
within three weeks of the First Fleet’s arrival in 1788.  

 
The Navy has occupied Garden Island since 1866 and it was Sydney’s key naval base 
during two world wars, and the Korean, Vietnamese and Gulf conflicts. It is the location of 
the sinking of HMAS Kuttabul and consequent loss of 21 Australian lives, and where the 
bombing of a Japanese midget submarine took place.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 17.  Garden Island before construction of Captain Cook Graving Dock. 
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Garden Island contains a number of heritage-listed buildings completed in the 1880s and 
1890s. The Royal Australian Navy Heritage Centre is located to the north (Figure 18), 
accommodated in a Boatshed (1890) and Gun Mounting Workshop (1922), where heritage 
items such as weapons and personal mementos are displayed. The heritage-listed 
Hammerhead Crane dominates the Island’s western side (Figure 19). 

 
It is considered that the uses of Garden Island make a significant contribution to 
understanding Sydney Harbour as a working harbour. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 18. Garden Island’s Heritage Centre. 

Figure 19. Garden Island’s heritage-listed Hammerhead Crane viewed from the Captain Cook Dry Dock. 

 

 



City of Sydney Submission to Dr Allan Hawke AC 
Independent Review of Enhanced Cruise Ship Access on Garden Island 

  

 25

As Garden Island is Commonwealth land, it is subject to the heritage provisions of the 
Federal Government’s Environmental Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999.  
 
There is significant potential to expand the understanding and appreciation of Garden 
Island’s historical and maritime significance. Improved public access to Garden Island’s 
heritage buildings would provide opportunities for better appreciation, interaction, 
interpretation and preservation of these sites. 

 
Recommendations 
 
Short term 

• Continue to interpret the cultural and heritage significance of Garden Island and 
recognise its contribution to a working harbour. 

 
Long term 
• Ensure that the conservation and heritage structures and sites are freshly reviewed to 

ensure they can withstand greater visitation and integrate with any new development. 

3.5 Tourism opportunities 
The potential to increase Garden Island as a tourist destination should be explored. The 
view from Garden Island’s Heritage Centre lookout provides the opportunity to capture the 
city skyline, Sydney Opera House, Harbour Bridge and Fort Denison (Figure 20). It also 
provides an ideal vantage point to view the internationally recognised Sydney New Year’s 
Eve fireworks. However, this view is currently only accessible to dock workers and their 
families. Garden Island’s proximity to the city centre and its accessibility via public 
transport ferry make it an attractive day trip. Naval ships and cruise ships can also be 
considered attractions in themselves. 
 
The Keys Young study recognised the Island as having a “point of difference” to other 
harbour foreshores or islands, stating: 
 
‘Garden Island constitutes a very rich environment that has the potential to 
surprise, interest and satisfy visitors from widely differing backgrounds in 
varied ways. This will be enhanced if dockyard activity continues since the 
scale of and complexity of the Naval industry is outside the experience of 
most civilians and cannot be properly appreciated from external vantage 
points7.’ 

                                                       
7 Keys Young (1995) Draft Garden Island Report, p. 41. 
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The report goes on to recognise the possibility of capitalising on Garden Island’s historical 
significance, stating that it holds ‘a vivid sense of historical continuity extending back to the 
origins of European settlement … for hidden aspects like the tunnel system and dockyard 
pump house and galleries’ (p. 43). The report also provides a visual summary of ‘visitor 
attractions and facilities’ (Figure 20). 
 
Establishing Garden Island as a regionally significant tourism precinct could incorporate 
community and commercial facilities, to help fund the preservation of Garden Island’s 
heritage structures and generate a greater appreciation of day-to-day naval activities.  

 
 

 Figure 20.  Existing viewing platform and interpretational signage on the northern tip of Garden Island. 
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Figure 21.  Garden Island visitor attractions and activities (Keys Young report, 1995). 

3.6 Master plan considerations 
The City recognises the Navy’s historical and ongoing occupation and interests in Garden 
Island. At the same time, reviewing the uses of Garden Island presents the opportunity to 
increase the scope of public benefits derived from the site and balance national, regional 
and local interests. 
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The City advocates the preparation of a comprehensive master plan to inform future 
strategic planning of the site. The master plan should be supported by detailed technical 
studies and underpinned by an inclusive and transparent community engagement process.  
 
Cruise ship berthing  
A master plan should provide an avenue to holistically consider and plan for Garden Island 
within the context of the Sydney Harbour and the broader Sydney region in the long term. 
It will recognise that multiple cruise ship berths or terminals will likely be established in 
Port Sydney, with the frequency of use determined by ship size and demand. Garden 
Island’s status within this terminal hierarchy can then be determined accordingly.  
 
The master plan should establish a synergy between cruise ship operators and the Navy 
to enable efficient use of existing Garden Island resources, such as refuelling and ship 
repair infrastructure. It should attempt to balance a continued naval presence at Garden 
Island with commercial shipping, provided that the impacts on the densely populated 
surrounding area can be managed to protect residential amenity.  
 
Navy presence 
The master plan should consider opportunities for co-locating other uses that provide 
public benefit alongside the Navy’s presence at Garden Island. It is the City’s view that the 
site offers potential for many other public land uses in this highly significant and accessible 
location. 
 
The master plan should explore opportunities to incorporate a mix of land uses that are 
maritime related, maintain a working harbour sensitive to the site’s setting, including 
tourism, cruise ship operations, public open space, and commercial opportunities such as 
hotels and retail tenancies, heritage, traffic and transport. 
 
Existing infrastructure 
Retrofitting existing infrastructure should also be considered. In particular the Captain 
Cook Graving Dock (Figure 22), which connects Garden Island to the mainland should be 
evaluated and retained for cruise, naval and other commercial shipping maintenance.  
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Community engagement  
Garden Island’s use as a naval base is significant to many people and particularly naval 
officers and their families. Discussion around the future use of Garden Island will generate 
a high level of interest from many due to its sensitive war-time history and ongoing naval 
activities. The community must be given the opportunity to comment on any future 
planning. Without adequate community engagement and consultation, the plan risks losing 
public confidence and support.   
 
A comprehensive community engagement and consultation plan should be established to 
accompany the master plan that will seek the views of the wider community, industry and 
government stakeholders – including the City, National Trust of Australia (NSW Division), 
Australian Institute of Architects, and the NSW Department of Planning and Infrastructure 
and other government agencies. In particular, the master planning process should draw on 
the City’s planning role and strategic knowledge through ongoing engagement and 
interaction. 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 22.  Captain Cook Graving Dock connecting Garden Island to the mainland. 
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Recommendations 
 
Short term 
• Ensure that the City of Sydney is consulted of the review’s progress and is included in 

all stages of any master plan preparation. 
 
 
Long term 
• A master plan for Garden Island be prepared that considers the long term 

sustainability of Garden Island’s land uses. 
 

• Ensure that a comprehensive community engagement and consultation plan is 
prepared to accompany any master plan for Garden Island which results from a long 
term review that engages all facets of the community as well as industry and 
government stakeholders. 

 
 

 


