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Powerhouse Museum
NATIONAL TRUST INVOLVEMENT

In 1976 the National Trust’s Industrial Heritage Committee resolved to list the Ultimo Power Station on the National 
Trust Register.

At that time the NSW Government was considering a site at Ryde for the construction of a new  Museum of 
Technology. Several correspondents with the Sydney Morning Herald noted “the convenience of a near-city (Sydney) 
site for tourists, including of course the taxpayers of NSW. The Ultimo Powerhouse is part of a technologically rich 
neighbourhood, surrounded by old port and rail facilities, workshops and factories, markets and woolstortes. And, it 
is within a few minutes’ walk of two important technical institutes.”

On 13 August, 1979 the Premier of NSW, the Hon. Neville Wran announced that the Utimo Power Station and Tram 
Depot would become a new Museum of Technology to replace the Museum of Applied Arts & Sciences in Harris 
Street, Ultimo and, in his words, would become Sydney’s symbol of the 1980s and one of Sydney’s great attractions.

The Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences was founded in 1880, following the Sydney International Exhibition held 
in the Garden Palace building in Sydney’s Botanic Gardens in 1879. Exhibits illustrating scientific and technological 
achievements throughout the world formed the original collection of the then Technological, Industrial and Sanitary 
Museum. Sadly, almost the entire collection was lost during the fire which destroyed the Garden Palace in 1882. After 
a short stay in some temporary sheds behind Sydney Hospital, the Technological Museum as it later became known, 
moved to its new location in Harris Street, Ultimo in 1893.

A Heritage Council 1983 Report noted “the fabric of the Ultimo Power House embodies the spectacular growth of 
electric power in Sydney and the technological changes that accompanied that growth. The Power House housed the 
most important innovations in steam-electric generation from the late 19th Century to the mid 20th Century. At the 
time of the completion of the first expansion phase, Ultimo was the largest and most powerful electricity generating 
unit in the Southern Hemisphere. The overhead travelling cranes when installed were the most modern of their type 
in the world and are now rare. The Power House was built to supply electricity for the first major tramway in Australia 
and for the conversion of other tramways to electric traction. The tramway network revolutionised commuting in early 
20th century Sydney and played a significant role in the growth of suburban Sydney.

The Powerhouse Museum opened on March 10, 1988. The challenging design by NSW Government Architect J 
Thompson and Design Architect Lionel Glendenning  for the design of the Powerhouse Museum converting the shell 
of an industrial building into one of the world’s most up-to-date museums was deservedly given the 1988 Sulman 
award for architectural merit. 

In 1997 the National Trust listed the former Ultimo Depot Tramshed on the National Trust Register. On 27th February, 
2015 the NSW Premier the Hon Mike Baird announced that Sydney’s Powerhouse Museum would be moved to 
Parramatta, in the city’s west, if the Coalition Government were re-elected. A site in Parramatta had not been chosen 
and the existing site at Ultimo would be sold to developers. It appears that Mr Baird considered that his government’s 
re-election would be a mandate for the sale and move rather than traditional public consultation processes.

NATIONAL TRUST POSITION
• The Trust strongly opposes the sale by the NSW Government of the Powerhouse Museum for redevelopment 

and would also strongly oppose any demolition of the existing historic structure, the purpose built 1988 
extension and extant components that demonstrate the Powerhouse’s original use. 

• The Trust supports the establishment of a Parramatta Branch of the museum with its own distinctive function 
and style but strongly opposes the closure of the Powerhouse Museum. 

• Britain’s Natural History Museum began as an annex of the British Museum but has now forged its own identity.

ACTION TO PROMOTE THE TRUST’S POSITION
The Trust will promote its views on the Powerhouse Museum in the media and argue that proper public consultation 
has not been undertaken on this major proposal for a public museum icon.
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