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Dear Mr Avery, 

 
Hoffmans Brickworks. Permit Application P27923 

 
I was an inaugural (2002) member of the Heritage Council’s ‘Industrial and Engineering 
Heritage Advisory Committee’.  For 25 years I was the secretary of the ‘Industrial History’ 
expert committee of the National Trust of Australia (Victoria). I prepared the National Trust 
submission to the Heritage Council for the Registration of this place. 
 
Over following decades with other Trust staff and expert volunteers I attended many meetings 
and events trying to deal with the owner to ensure the preservation of the place. These 
meetings and events were mostly initiated by Save the Brickworks and the City of Moreland, 
and sometime by Heritage Victoria. 
 
This reason why there has been such extraordinary investment of heritage and community 
resources in this place is because it is so significant. Early consultants reports’ speculation 
that it was of international significance were not contested to my knowledge. The subsequent 
loss of one of its kilns, and the gatehouse, no doubt impacted these claims. But I am not aware 
of any more intact and extensive complex of similar style brickwork in Australia; it is of 
national rarity and significance.   
 
The place retains two Hoffman kilns, and the shell of the pottery building. However the 
retention of its original brick-press building, to a high level of intactness, sets this site apart. 
The retention of any equipment or machinery in any industrial heritage building, including 
those on the VHR, is rare. The survival of a phalanx of brickpresses and other machinery in 
the original building, together with the boiler and steam engine building (equipment not 
extant) is exceptional for an industrial heritage site.  
 
The building and its machinery are additionally important in this case for several reasons. 
Firstly, the essential purpose of the Hoffman kiln was to allow continuous burning, 
introducing fuel efficiencies, and also greatly increasing output. These kilns had a symbiotic 
relationship with the introduction of steam powered, machine-made brick presses: both took 
the quantity (and quality) of brick manufacture to another level; neither would have worked to 
its maximum efficiency without the other. This combination transformed the ancient process 
of brick manufacture. Secondly, as its name might suggest, Brunswick’s ‘Hoffman 
Brickworks’ was the first brickworks to introduce this combination of Hoffmans kilns and 
steam powered brick presses in Australia.  
 
The fact that so much of this equipment survives, in its original building, with the majority of 
Hoffman kilns, and other contributory buildings and equipment, is extraordinary. As a 
fundamental principle of the Burra Charter is that management of conservation values derives 
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directly from the level and type of significance of a place, it follows directly that a place of 
exceptional significance requires exceptional conservation measures.  
 
Accordingly, demolition – the irreversible, total and permanent loss of cultural heritage 
significance – of a place of such significance could not be considered before every other 
conservation option was fully and properly considered. It would be unsound for an 
application to be made without considering all conservation options. 
 
Remarkably this application proposes exactly this. Instead of alternative conservation options 
we have an application complete with architectural and visual material regarding a completely 
new development.  
 
Further, again regrettably, expert reports are attached as evidence in support of the argument 
that the building requires demolition. They do no such thing. In my view it is inconceivable 
that that a genuine application for demolition of a highly significant heritage place could be 
submitted, much less approved, on the basis of this supporting documentation.  
 
The Structure 
 

• Firstly, the structural evidence provided is far from conclusive. The later 
structural report, which includes a review of the earlier one, does not condemn 
the building. And neither of the reports concludes that the building cannot be 
made safe, or repaired.  

 
• As the reports identify that the poor repair of the building has contributed to 

water ingress and damage to the building, the question must be asked as to 
whether this inactivity regarding basic maintenance represents negligence. That 
this was allowed to occur to the heritage ‘core’ of the complex, whose 
preservation has always been cited as a key reason in (successful) applications for 
a number of very significant variations to the original Heritage Council permit 
(allegedly to increase the ‘viability’ of conserving this very heritage building), 
casts serious doubt on the heritage bona fides of the developer. It would be 
extremely damaging to public confidence in heritage if on the basis of the alleged 
poor structural condition of the building the developer was rewarded with a 
permit to remove the most distinctive heritage building on the site.  

 
• As some of the photographs of other adapted industrial sites (eg the Ruhr) 

suggest, the difference between placing a café in a real industrial space, and 
placing a café beside a tiny new interpretation space and within a completely new 
structure, with a fraction of the distinctive brick-presses, using a few original 
timbers as applique, and without the ambience of the original building and 
associated fabric/markings/stacks of bricks etc, is vast. This is clearly not best-
practice heritage conservation: interpretation is not a substitute for heritage fabric.  

 
The proposal to shift the edge runner mill (to make way for a proposed large new 
residential complex) to a completely inappropriate part of the complex suggests 
that the alleged concern ‘to enable an appreciation of the original positioning of 
important equipment and processes in the manufacture of brick’, is either 
ignorant or cynical. (MGS Architects ‘Heritage Interpretation Building’, p.12) 

 
Contamination 
 

The soil remediation evidence in the Compass Environmental report (6/6/2017) is 
inconclusive and highly problematic.  
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The very short report provided does not establish that the place must be demolished. 
Among the many issues that ought to be considered in contemplating contamination 
are: 
 
• A contaminated site is not necessarily dangerous. Nearly every industrial site is 

contaminated to some degree. The degree of required remediation varies; the 
practice has historically been dependent on negotiation between the owner of the 
place and the EPA. Historically there has been a considerable amount of 
discretion in this matter.  

 
The content of the report makes this clear; it is replete with qualified statements. 
For example, EPA Victoria ‘must consider’; ‘unless it is satisfied’; ‘in some cases 
this will not be possible or feasible’; ‘clean up to the extent possible’. 
 
Determining such ‘practicability’ of feasibility would not only require 
consideration of financial costs; the potential high cost in terms of the public 
values of the heritage place would also need to be factored into the considerations 
of the EPA. 

 
• While known contamination naturally triggers prescribed procedures, no evidence 

is presented that the type, or extent, of contamination on this site is at the very 
high end for Victorian industrial sites.  

 
• The Beauchamp Hogg Spano report notes that the site ‘may be somewhat 

contaminated’. It recommends ‘that all in-situ treatment technologies contained in 
the publication Industrial Waste Guidelines “Soil Remediation Technologies in 
Victoria “ EPA Victoria be explored before decisions on the course of action are 
taken.’ It is not clear in the Compass Environmental report whether these 
investigations have in fact been undertaken, or are proposed.  

 
The Beauchamp Hogg Spano report’s recommendation is noted:  

‘Should alternative methods of soil remediation be discovered that do not 
require removal of the contaminated soil, then in my opinion the retention of 
the building on a structural basis is possible.’  

 

• The degree of remediation of any site is directly dependent on the intended new 
use of that site. The most sensitive developments, requiring the highest level of 
remediation, are for uses like child-care centres, schools and suburban residential 
use. There appears to be no evidence that soil contamination will exceed the 
nominal threshold of safety for the commercial offices that were originally 
approved within the brick press building.1   

 
• If in fact contamination levels are found to be incontestably dangerous for the 

commercial offices that were originally approved in this building, there is another 
clear option: to retain the present structure in its current fundamentally stable 
state, presumably little (if at all) worse than during the period that it was a place 
of work for many people. That is, to keep the place for the proposed museum use 
only, perhaps with other uses that would not trigger prohibitive remediation 
requirements, but without the residential or commercial adaptation that might not 
be approved if potentially prohibitive levels of contamination were found. The 

                                                
1 A limited number of commercial offices were proposed in the brick-press building. (I could be 
mistaken, but do not remember that that approved plan also included residential apartments.) 
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choice would be between a unique heritage place of state (and indeed national) 
rarity and significance, whose preservation has been promised from the outset, 
and also used as argument for numerous later heritage exemptions, and yet further 
residential development on a site that is already extremely densely developed.  

 
However, instead of the applicant considering options for a lower intensity, non-
residential uses that might necessitate more limited contamination remediation, 
the exact reverse has been proposed. Instead of prioritising preservation of the 
heritage building, a large new complex of residential apartments has been 
proposed.  
 
Although it is too brief to be certain, discussion in the Compass Environmental 
report seems to be influenced if not governed by an assumption of residential 
development. For example, one of its few definitive, unqualified statements is 
that:  

‘In addition to the petroleum hydrocarbon and polyaromatic hydrocarbon 
impacts, the fill was found to be impacted by various metals, at 
concentrations exceeding levels for high-density residential land use.’ 

 
In this regard the application simply begs the question.  Instead of addressing the 
issue from the starting point of preserving heritage, astoundingly it presumes a 
major new residential use (which was not part of the original permit), and argues 
that contamination might exceed standards for that. The circular argument 
continues that this high contamination threshold, together with necessary 
structural repairs, necessitates demolition, thus leaving the path open for the 
additional residential development.  

 
• It is notable that a statement similar to that regarding ‘concentration exceeding 

levels for high density residential land use’ does not appear in relation to 
‘commercial land use’. Presumably this use can in fact tolerate a higher threshold 
of contamination.  

 
If however the EPA was to deem commercial development impossible, 
commercial development could simply be dropped. Although some commercial 
development was originally part of the approved permit, numerous other aspects 
of the original approved development plan have been varied since that time at the 
request of the owner, including the demolition of the gatehouse building for a 
large new residential building.   
 

• Clearly it was incumbent upon the developer to have provided all the relevant 
information necessary to consider and approve the original development. The 
failure to present that material must surely be the responsibility of the developer.  
 
Unfortunately it has been a practice in Victoria for remediation issues to be raised 
at a very late stage, after approval has already been given to demolish other 
significant heritage fabric of an industrial complex as ‘concession’, to make the 
retention of the key heritage buildings viable. The result is that consequently the 
most significant heritage fabric of a place is also lost.  This should not be allowed 
to occur for this place.  

 
• The other potential contamination threat discussed is the possible impact of 

contaminated groundwater off the immediate site. The report states that 
groundwater impact ‘is expected to continue to slowly immigrate downwards 
unless it is removed’, and the possible deleterious impacts of this are listed. 
However it is also noted that a 2016 study ‘demonstrated limited migration of 
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impacts off-site.’ This was apparently over a considerable period, the six years 
since 2010.  This is not compelling evidence for the necessity to remove the 
building.  

 
I also note that the extent of the proposed soil investigation excludes the kiln at 
the moment. If the soil beneath the brickpress buildings is contaminated is it not 
possible that the soil beneath the kilns will also be contaminated by some other 
substance? Will there in future be similar applications arguing that unfortunately 
it will be necessary to demolish the kilns in order to be satisfied on this point?  

 
The incremental losses to the heritage fabric since inclusion of this place in the VHR have had 
a substantial impact on its cultural significance. This application appears to have been made 
in expectation of further such variations, rather than in genuine appreciation of the heritage 
significance of the place, or good-faith regarding previous undertakings for the conservation 
of what all parties have agreed was the ‘heritage core’ of the Hoffmans Brickworks. 
 
The material provided in support of the application does not establish the necessity to 
demolish the brick-press building.  
 
In my view the preservation of the brick-press building represents a bottom-line for the State-
level heritage significance of the brickworks.  
 
I would appreciate being informed of any other opportunities to make a submission regarding 
this application.  
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
 
 
David Moloney 
Heritage Consultant & Historian 


