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This significance assessment has been prepared as an assessment piece as part of
the ANU’s Cultural and Environmental Heritage course. It is written as if it were being
submitted for consideration on the ACT Heritage Register. The Register’s stated aim

is:

to represent and protect the rich natural and cultural heritage of the ACT,
encompassing both Aboriginal and post European cultural values.

Accordingly, in preparing this assessment I have used the heritage significance
criteria outlined in the Heritage Act 2004 (Republication No 9, effective 10 March
2009). I have included historical and other background information in the pages

preceding the assessment – this approach was common to all of the ACT heritage
assessments I have sighted.

Please note that as some of the criteria overlap there is some repetition between
responses to each of the criteria. Again, this approach was common in the examples

I sighted.

According to the Heritage Act (2004) a place has heritage significance if it satisfies
one or more of the stated criteria. On this basis I expect that a proposal to enter the

Wybalena Grove site onto the ACT Heritage list is likely to be successful.

I would like to acknowledge Wybalena Grove’s Executive Committee, and in
particular Naomi Wolfe a resident of Wybalena Grove, for providing information and

commentary which assisted the development of this significance assessment.
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INDENTIFICATION OF THE PLACE

 Wybalena Grove, Block 1, Section 37, Cook, ACT.

HISTORY OF THE PLACE

Wybalena Grove was built by the Cook-Aranda Housing Cooperative, a group of
Canberra residents interested in designing and building a medium-density townhouse
complex. The aim of the group, which formed in 1974, was two-fold: to pool
resources as a way to maximize cost efficiencies by building at the same time; and to
explore the idea of ‘living cooperatively’ in an urban space which encouraged
community interaction, an equal say in the management of their community, the
sharing of common spaces, and a respect for the surrounding environment.

The Cooperative commissioned Sydney architect Michael Dysart to undertake the
Wybalena Grove project. Dysart, one of the ‘Sydney School’ architects, designed the
townhouse complex in 1974 and construction of the complex was completed in 1977.

Residential settlements such as Cook were an integral part of the creation and
planning of Canberra, intended to maintain the small town character of the bush
capital (NCDC, 1965 in Reid, 2002: 254):

…the residential areas lying in the valleys and within a framework of tree-
covered hills…This arrangement seems to reflect the way most Australians
would like to live… At the end of nearly every street in Canberra is a glimpse of
tree-clad hills… The distinctive character of the outline plan is the provision for
a number of districts linked by a system of arterial roads and lying in the valleys
between tree-covered hills and ridges.

The Wybalena Grove complex, which sits to the South East of the main Cook suburb,
is a bushland enclave and unique because unlike many houses of the time that were
commissioned and funded by the National Capital Development Commission
(NCDC), it was a large-scale development privately funded by a collection of
individuals and designed by a private architect.

The Wybalena Grove development is one of two cooperative housing developments
designed by Dysart in Canberra. The other, Urambi Village in Kambah, shares many
of the qualities of the Cook development, however the bush areas surrounding the
site were constructed rather than the case of Cook where the development sat within
an existing bushland area (Miles, 2007). There are also a number of design
differences between the two, including the roof design – Wybalena Grove uses
gabled roofs whereas Urambi Village incorporates skillion roofs.

Since being built the complex has maintained many of its original owners, and while
new residents have come on board there is, in general, a strong sense of community
and a desire to continue (and to enhance) the original aims of the site. This is
demonstrated through the Wybalena Grove website (which includes a password
protected area where residents share both the history of the complex as well as
discussions about the day-to-day management of the site), the continuing use of
shared spaces, the interest in collective approaches to improvements (particularly
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those relating to sustainable living), and an ongoing appreciation of the value of this
alternative approach to living in an urban area. Indeed, it is these characteristics that
are most often quoted when Wybalena Grove homes are listed for sale.

Sydney School style

The Sydney School or Sydney Regional style of design came about in the 1960s and
was 'influenced by organic architecture, Brutalism and arts and crafts' (Miles, 2007).
The movement was founded in the desire to design quality, affordable housing for
average Australians. The style moved away from the cold, hard-edged designs of the
time and towards buildings which created a sense of warmth by using organic
textures and materials:  rough clinker bricks, tiled roofs, and exposed timber beams
(Taylor, 1990: 34). Fundamental to the development of this architectural movement
was an appreciation of the native landscape: buildings were often constructed on
rocky, well-treed, sloping sites with the roof lines running parallel to the slope of the
land (Apperly et al, 1989: 240) and the surrounding grounds were considered an
integral part of the lived environment.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS OF THE PLACE

 105 townhouses, situated on 11.5 hectares
 Relatively intact native vegetation in the common grounds (see grounds report

at Attachment A)
 Located on the South West side of the junction of Lyttleton Crescent and

Bindubi Street
 The townhouses vary in size between 60m2 for a single bedroom unit to 180m2

for a five bedroom unit
 The townhouses are grouped in twos, threes, or fours, and in five overall

clusters
 The complex includes shared facilities: an oval, tennis courts, a barbecue area

and children’s playgrounds

The Wybalena Grove homes possess a number of qualities characteristic of the
Sydney School of architecture:

 Split-level planning
 Dark tiled gabled roofs
 Clinker brick walls
 Exposed rafters and beams
 Timber post and beam construction
 Asymmetrical massed building clusters
 A native landscape setting
 Roof lines following the slope of the site
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Condition
The buildings are in good condition externally. The surrounding grounds, including
original native vegetation, are well maintained and valued as an important part of the
character of the site.

STATEMENT OF HERITAGE SIGNIFICANCE

Wybalena Grove is an excellent example of late-twentieth century Sydney Regional
Style architecture, displaying typical characteristics of the style. The complex is
innovative both in terms of its design but also in terms of the cooperative approach
taken to its development. It is a rare Canberran example of this kind of work
undertaken by Sydney architect Michael Dysart. The complex provides a valuable
resource to help understand this part of Canberra’s architectural and cultural history.

ASSESSMENT AGAINST ACT HERITAGE SIGNIFICANCE CRITERIA
Pursuant to s.10 of the Heritage Act 2004, a place or object has heritage significance
if it satisfies one or more of the following criteria.  Significance has been determined
by research as accessed in the references below.  Future research may alter the
findings of this assessment.

a) it demonstrates a high degree of technical or creative achievement (or both),
by showing  qualities of innovation, discovery, invention or an exceptionally
fine level of application of existing techniques or approaches;

The Wybalena Grove complex is an excellent example of late-twentieth century
Sydney Regional Style architecture. The design style used for the Wybalena Grove
homes, with their steeply-pitched roofs, open-plan and multi-level design, use of
natural materials and integration into a bushland setting, is innovative when
compared to other housing complexes built in Canberra in the late 1970s.

Michael Dysart’s design for Wybalena Grove reflects a high degree of creativity to
meet the challenges of a cooperative housing complex – one which encourages
interaction among the community while providing sufficient privacy for individual
residents. Dysart’s design achieves this subtly with the use of winged walls which
protrude past each townhouse’s courtyard area, providing a unique balance of
privacy and openness. This is further achieved by utilising the natural aspects of the
site: shrubs, trees and the natural slope of the land. The houses are staggered along
the site in a set of five cluster groups, with most houses attached only on one side.
This approach provides privacy for each of the homes while ensuring unobstructed
views and a continuing sense of openness.

The complex is one of two cooperative housing developments designed by Dysart in
Canberra. The other, Urambi Village, is already listed on the Royal Australian
Institute of Architects Register of Significant Twentieth Century Architecture (RAIA,
2005).
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(b) it exhibits outstanding design or aesthetic qualities valued by the
community or a cultural  group;

The Wybalena Grove complex is an excellent example of late-twentieth century
Sydney Regional Style architecture. The buildings represent this style through their
split-level planning, dark tiled angled roofs, exposed rafters and beams, asymmetrical
massing and their native landscape setting. Further, the site planning, with staggered
clusters of houses interspersed with native vegetation, succeeds in providing a non-
repetitive, organic feel, with good spatial relationship between townhouses, clusters
and the shared areas.

The value placed on these design qualities is reflected not only in how tightly held
and highly valued it is by its residents but also by its recognition in the design and
planning industry. For example, the complex is included in the ‘Canberra: an
architectural guide to Australia’s capital’ publication produced by the Royal Australian
Institute of Architects (RAIA, 1982) which signifies its value to Canberra’s
architectural and cultural history.

(c) it is important as evidence of a distinctive way of life, taste, tradition,
religion, land use, custom, process, design or function that is no longer
practised, is in danger of being lost or is of exceptional interest;

Wybalena Grove was an experiment in a type of housing, the values of which are
often espoused but rarely actually carried out. As planner Graham Moseley says of
the Wybalena Grove development (2004: 41):

In the three decades that have since passed, awareness of the need for
ecologically sustainable development outcomes that are in balance with self-
financing, competent and secure environmental management at the site level
has grown strongly. However, notwithstanding this increased awareness and
the greater sophistication that has accompanied it in planning and design for
sustainability, other examples of Wybalena Grove-type developments in
suburban Canberra and peri-urban areas around it have been all but non-
existent.

There are myriad reasons for this, ranging from the difficultly of gaining consensus on
the approach to such housing initiatives, through to issues relating to financing and
permits relating to cooperative developments. As Moseley notes there is a continued
desire to undertake developments and establish communities that are founded on the
premise of living collectively and in harmony with the environment. Wybalena Grove
provides evidence of this design and development process and should be of
exceptional interest to planners, natural resource managers and community groups
who are interested in pursuing similar aims.

(d) it is highly valued by the community or a cultural group for reasons of
strong or special religious, spiritual, cultural, educational or social
associations;

A group of Canberra residents interested in designing and building a medium-density
townhouse complex formed the Cook-Aranda Housing Cooperative in 1974. The aim
of the group was to two-fold: to pool resources as a way to maximize cost efficiencies
by building at the same time; and to explore the idea of ‘living cooperatively’ in an
urban space which encouraged community interaction, an equal say in the
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management of their community, the sharing of common spaces, and a respect for
the surrounding environment.

The project was a significant undertaking and from the very outset involved lengthy,
in-depth discussions about the form the development would take, the philosophical
underpinnings of the venture and the practicalities of actually building and completing
the project. The project involved many people with a diverse range of interests all
with a strong emotional and financial investment in the outcome,by its very nature
this meant the project would be challenging. Indeed there were moments along the
way where some members walked away, resolved that the project could never work
(Steven, 1977: 5-6). But, the complex was built and many of the cooperative ideals
outlined during the formation of the group have been realised in bricks and mortar,
and the social interactions that can be observed on the site today.

Wybalena Grove is a significant outcome of a rare communal and cooperative
approach to development in the ACT, and is highly valued by the original members of
the Cooperative, as well as residents past and present who have invested in the
ideals and the potential of such a grand undertaking.

The Wybalena Grove complex is important for its association with the development of
cooperative, community-led development projects and grass-roots sustainable
housing initiatives. While there are very few examples of cooperative ventures of this
nature, Wybalena Grove is indicative of a social movement occurring in the 1970s
aimed at improving the quality of the housing available to the average Australian.
Furthermore, the history of its establishment and the Cooperative’s interactions with
the local Government of the day, speak to the process of how the suburbs of
Canberra were planned and administered.

(e) it is significant to the ACT because of its importance as part of local
Aboriginal tradition;

This criterion is not applicable.

(f) it is a rare or unique example of its kind, or is rare or unique in its
comparative intactness

Wybalena Grove is a rare example of a cooperative development project in
Canberra. It is one of only two projects of this nature designed by Sydney architect
Michael Dysart. The buildings and surrounding site are well-preserved, intact and the
complex continues to fulfill its original purpose and remains an excellent example of
its kind.

(g) it is a notable example of a kind of place or object and demonstrates the
main characteristics of that kind;

Wybalena Grove is a notable and well-realised example of the Sydney Regional
Style of architecture, demonstrated through its physical characteristics:

 Split-level planning
 Dark tiled gabled roofs
 Clinker brick walls
 Exposed rafters and beams
 Timber post and beam construction
 Asymmetrical massed building clusters
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 A native landscape setting
 Roof lines following the slope of the site

Of particular note is the way that the Wybalena Grove project reflects key
philosophical underpinnings of the Sydney Regional Style – in part a reactionary
movement against the sleek, box-like impersonality of the International Style of
architecture, and with an interest in equality through the design of affordable housing
for everyday Australians.

(h) it has strong or special associations with a person, group, event,
development or cultural phase in local or national history;

The architect Michael Dysart has played a significant role in Australia’s cultural
history. Dysart is one of Australia’s nationally noted architects (RAIA, 2005: 7-8) and
has made important contributions to architectural approaches which encourage
social cohesion and access to affordable housing for all.

While working at the design office of Government Architects Dysart played an
important role in the development of public buildings in New South Wales, particularly
public schools where he developed the ‘doughnut’ design solution which comprised a
series of pavilions with shared central courtyards. Dysart had a particular interest in
affordable housing and, with Ken Woolley, went on to design the ‘Lowline’ project
home for the Pettit & Sevitt building company, whose environmentally conscious
home designs are collected in the Powerhouse Museum. These homes were
positioned as ‘simple, functional and distinctive homes that use space cleverly’ (Pettit
& Sevitt, 2009) and came about primarily as a way to solve the problem of creating
pleasing and functional houses with limited budgets, space and materials.

Dysart’s continuing interest in project housing led to innovative cooperative building
projects in Sydney and then the Urambi Village and Wybalena Grove complexes in
Canberra.

Projects either designed by or in association with Dysart have won numerous major
architectural awards (RAIA, 2005: 8):

 RAIA NSW Blackett Award, 1965, for the Taree Technical College;
 RAIA NSW Sulman, 1967, Highly Commended Award for the Ryde High

School;
 RAIA NSW Chapter Project House Design Awards, 1968, $10,000–$13,000;
 ACT Chapter C S Daley Medal, 1977 and the RAIA Twenty-Five Year Award,

2002, for Urambi; and
 RAIA NSW Sulman Award, 1991, for Grosvenor Place, Joint Architects with

Harry Seidler.

(i) it is significant for understanding the evolution of natural landscapes, including
significant geological features, landforms, biota or natural processes

This criterion is not applicable.
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(j) it has provided, or is likely to provide, information that will contribute
significantly to a wider understanding of the natural or cultural history of the
ACT because of its use or potential use as a research site or object, teaching
site or object, type locality or benchmark site;

The site planning and architecture displayed through the Wybalena Grove complex
has the potential to contribute to the education of students of architecture and may
contribute to understanding late twentieth-century architectural styles. In particular,
the size of the site allows for further study relating to medium-density housing built in
the context of largely intact native vegetation. It would also be of particular interest to
environmental psychologists – as a study to see how residents past and present
relate to and with their living environment.

The nature of how Wybalena Grove was developed – as a building cooperative –
also serves as an area for further research in the humanities field, exploring
questions such as whether a cooperative building and living arrangement can be
successful in contemporary society and how such arrangements could be used in a
future where we see movements towards sustainable living, an increasing valuing of
local communities, and the need for domestic urban agriculture.

(k) for a place—it exhibits unusual richness, diversity or significant transitions of flora,
fauna or natural landscapes and their elements

This criterion is not applicable.
 

 (l) for a place—it is a significant ecological community, habitat or locality for any of the
following:

 
(i) the life cycle of native species;
(ii) rare, threatened or uncommon species;
(iii) species at the limits of their natural range;
(iv) distinct occurrences of species.

This criterion is not applicable.
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PHOTOGRAPHS AND PLAN

Aerial view of block (centre). Photo: Google Earth

Aerial view of housing clusters. Photo: Google Earth
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Side view of Wybalena home. Photo:  canberrahouse.com.au

Rear view of Wybalena home. Photo: allhomes.com.au
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Example path leading from courtyard area into common grounds.
Photo: allhomes.com.au
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Internal view of a Wybalena Grove home showing the clinker brink wall (left) which
continues to the outer wing wall for internal-external continuity; the tall North-West-
facing windows; the post and beam construction; and the private courtyard integrated
into the common grounds. Photo: Naomi Wolfe

Site plan. Image: allhomes.com.au
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ATTACHMENT A

Report from Nicki Taws, Grounds Coordinator (2009)

Wybalena Grove is unique among Canberra suburban developments in that areas of
relatively intact native vegetation have been retained within the common grounds.
These areas are important in maintaining the character of the Grove and in
preserving examples of the original native vegetation.

These patches of remnant native vegetation are of two distinct types:

1. Dry sclerophyll forest is typical of ancient stony soils on hills and ridges, such
as in Aranda Bushland and Black Mountain Reserve. The best example in the
Grove is ‘the forest’ (Zone L) with a smaller patch in Cluster E between the
carparks P3 and P4, and a small patch south of Cluster C. The main tree
species are Red Stringybark and Red Box. The most common understorey
plant is the tussocky Forest Wallaby Grass, although many small grasses and
herbs can be found between the tussocks, and in Spring orchids and lilies
become apparent.

2. Grassy woodland was once very common on the more fertile soils of the
plains and lower slopes of the ACT. These woodlands have now been cleared
for urban and industrial development to the point where the remaining intact
remnants have been listed as a Threatened Ecological Community in the
ACT. Yellow Box, Blakely’s Redgum and Apple Box are the main tree
species, and the best examples of this vegetation type in Wybalena Grove
are the woodland from the entrance to the village green, and a patch near the
playground at the western edge of Cluster E. The natural understorey of this
type of woodland is comprised of native grasses, particularly Kangaroo
Grass, and many small herbs including orchids and lilies, however because
the woodlands grow on more fertile soils they are particularly prone to weed
invasion once disturbed.

Management of these areas of remnant native vegetation in Wybalena Grove aims to
conserve their natural values. Specific management actions carried out by the
grounds contractor include weed control and reduction of fire hazard where
appropriate.

Other areas of common ground where no original vegetation was retained have over
the years been replanted with native grasses, particularly Kangaroo Grass. This
summer-growing grass retains green leaves through most of the fire season, and
once established is drought-tolerant, but can be easily damaged by vehicle traffic.
The best examples are the large grassland to the north of Cluster A, and between the
village green and Cluster E. These grasslands are left to seed and only mown annual
after Christmas when the seed has dropped.


