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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 My full name is Anthony Ernest Wright. I am the Director of Canterbury Museum (the 

Museum) and I have held this position for the past 19 years. I reside in Christchurch.  

1.2 Prior to my current position, I trained as a botanist, becoming Curator of Botany at 

Auckland Museum in 1980. After 10 years in this role I progressed through wider 

collections management and assistant director roles culminating in periods as 

redevelopment director and acting museum director at that Museum.  

1.3 I have had wide experience in the study and management of heritage houses, buildings 

and gardens including over 35 years on the small committee which oversees the historic 

gardens and structures at Government House in Auckland and participation in Royal 

Collection Studies in the UK in 2007 where privileged access and tuition was given to 13 

royal palaces – their buildings and collections. I have also given professional advice to a 

range of international museums over the past 20 years. 

1.4 At Canterbury Museum, I have overseen an over 65% increase in visitor numbers to a 

record 665,000 last year. The Canterbury earthquakes of 2010-11 saw the Museum closed 

for six months, and an extensive recovery and remediation programme is underway. The 

Museum opened a second down town site in 2013, Quake City, to tell the earthquake 

stories. Alongside my Canterbury Museum role, I am Chair of Christchurch’s Public Art 

Advisory Group, Deputy Chair of the Antarctic Heritage Trust, President of the NZ 

Botanical Society and a trustee of several science, arts and cultural trusts. I have served 

four terms as Chair of Museums Aotearoa, New Zealand’s peak professional body for 

museums. 

1.5 I am authorised by the Canterbury Museum Trust Board to present this evidence in support 

of the Board’s submission seeking the partial removal of the Museum buildings at 11 

Rolleston Avenue from the proposed Replacement District Plan (the pRDP) as a listed item 

(item 474) of high significance at Appendix 9.3.6.5.  

1.6 The relief the Board sought in its original submission is that only the 1877 – 1882 

“Mountfort” buildings should be listed in the Plan as a High Significance item (Group 1), 

and that the remaining “non-Mountfort” parts of building be entirely removed from the 

pRDP listing.  

1.7 The Board has since modified its position and would accept partial listing of parts of the 

non-Mountfort additions as Significant (Group 2) items, limited to the: 

a) 1958 Centennial Wing East (Rolleston Avenue) Façade; and 

b) 1975 Roger Duff Wing South (Botanic Gardens) façade and part West façade. 
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1.8 The Board considers that listing of the remaining Museum building parts is not justified, 

and would seriously impact on the ability of Canterbury Museum to function and develop 

into the future. 

2 SCOPE OF EVIDENCE 

2.1 In my evidence I address the following issues: 

a) Background and context 

b) The Canterbury Museum buildings 

c) Assessment of significance  

d) The future of the Canterbury Museum 

3 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

3.1 The Statement of Significance which forms the basis of the proposal to list the Canterbury 

Museum complex as Group 1 should not be used as a guiding document for the purposes 

of scheduling in the District Plan. While the values, as defined, are not inappropriate, the 

Statement of Significance does not provide an adequate assessment.  I note the immense 

time pressure the writers were under to complete this task but basing a decision on the 

resulting lists of historic facts, rather than new research and comparative analysis, will 

have dramatic ramifications for Canterbury Museum. I will outline my concerns with the 

Statement of Significance and explain that unless changed the proposed listing could result 

in the Museum having to leave its Rolleston Avenue site in the foreseeable future. 

3.2 The Museum believes that the Group 1 rating should apply to all the nineteenth century 

buildings and Group 2 to only the remaining facades along Rolleston Avenue and the 

facades on the side facing the Botanic Gardens. This would protect the built fabric of high 

significance. We would propose to replace the Christchurch City Council’s assessment and 

statement of significance with the one from a new Building Conservation Plan that we will 

develop in the near future.  

4 BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT 

4.1 Canterbury Museum was set up by Julius von Haast and opened on 30 September 1870. 

Since that time the Museum has been actively collecting and caring for the heritage and 

treasures (taonga) of the Canterbury community. The 2.3 million artefacts in the Museum’s 

collections cover the full breadth of the region’s social and natural history. Not only are 

these important to the province they are, in many cases important nationally and 

internationally. 
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4.2 Through the Museum’s strong relationship with Ngai Tahu, it is trusted to care for more 

than 37,000 Maori artefacts and excavated Maori materials. The Museum holds the world’s 

most comprehensive collection of items from the heroic age of Antarctic exploration and 

discovery – from the epic journeys of Scott and Shackleton to the first motorised crossing 

to the South Pole. 

4.3 I and my staff of museum professionals have extensive experience in assessing heritage 

significance and caring for these important buildings and collections. The Museum is 

committed to a high level of professional development and keeps up with international best 

practice. We understand the difference between history and heritage - that everything is 

history, but not everything is heritage. While history is all of the past, heritage is what we 

selectively want to take from the past into the future. I and my staff regularly make these 

value judgements. We have grappled with complex concepts like tangible and intangible 

heritage values, those values that are evidenced in the object or building and those that 

are attached to its function or use. 

4.4 The Museum does the best it can in conserving the taonga in our care and in doing so 

have to make judgement calls about what is more or less important for a single object 

undergoing a conservation treatment or for a whole collection.  

4.5 The Museum’s primary concern lies in the use of a list of historic facts to determine the 

status of our buildings rather than investigative research and comparative analysis which 

considers the entirety of the Museum and its contents. We do not believe that a list of 

historic facts alone provides a sound basis to make value judgements about the heritage 

value of Canterbury Museum and its buildings or to guide management decisions.  

4.6 The Museum believes that if the Christchurch City Council statement is used as the basis 

for decision it will actually work against some of the heritage values of our important 

heritage site.  

5 THE CANTERBURY MUSEUM BUILDINGS 

5.1 The present Museum buildings comprise 8 major episodes of building, 6 of which are 

readily identifiable as individual buildings, albeit built up against each other. They each 

have their own defined foundations and structure. This is illustrated in the site plan 

attached as Appendix A.  

5.2 The nineteenth century buildings were extensively (and intrusively) earthquake 

strengthened over the late 1980s and early 1990s. Most internal heritage features were 

replaced with modern, stronger materials at that time. The later buildings have also seen 

widespread internal redevelopment since they were built to meet changing museological 

and visitor requirements.  
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6 ASSESSMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

6.1 I have reviewed the Statement of Significance for the Canterbury Museum and comment 

against the values assessed below based on my own experience and knowledge of these 

matters. 

Historical and Social Significance 

6.2 This part of the document is a potted history of the Museum which is factually correct, but 

has not been properly assessed and fails to describe the nature of the value itself. As a 

result, it fails to protect what is the most significant heritage value of the site. This is not 

best practice.  

6.3 The International Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS) documents best practice in 

Practice Notes.  Australia ICOMOS Practice Note Version 1: November 2013 states: 

“Issue: Social value is not well assessed… Guidance: Social value is the value to 

the present community, and is not the same as social history. Historical research 

into past connections and users of a place can provide a useful foundation for 

understanding social value. A variety of social research methods can be used to 

help assess social value. Generally these include direct engagement with the 

communities…interviews, group discussions or surveys”. 

6.4 I believe high social significance is demonstrated in the Museum’s continuing operation on 

the Rolleston Avenue site since the 1870s and its importance as one of the oldest 

museums in the country. This value is an intangible value (it would move with the Museum 

if the Museum moved). It is not demonstrated anywhere in the building fabric with the 

possible exception of the Mountfort Galleries. I believe that this is the primary heritage 

value of the site and must be held in the highest regard.  

6.5 As the Significance Statement is there to guide decision making to protect the values of the 

site, it is critical that it is correct and unambiguous. Even if the social significance of the 

Museum is generally understood, if the intangibility of this value is not expressly stated it 

will lead to a preoccupation with the fabric over what is actually the heritage.  

6.6 Australia ICOMOS The Burra Charter and Indigenous Cultural Heritage Management 

Practice Note, Version 1: November 2013 states: 

“Heritage practitioners must not inappropriately privilege tangible places and 

objects over the intangible aspects of heritage”.  

6.7 Canterbury Museum’s heritage value can only be protected by allowing the Museum to 

continue to use and adapt the buildings for modern museological purposes. Such 
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adaptation has been a feature of the Museum’s development as it responds to changing 

needs. The present buildings merely represent a snapshot in time of this continuing 

process. 

Cultural and Spiritual Significance 

6.8 The Christchurch City Council statement bases its ‘high’ rating on all the buildings as 

“reflecting the changing cultural function of museums”. This is simply not true for this 

museum, even if you do not compare it with other museums to see if it this was an 

outstanding example.  

6.9 Beyond their facades, the subsequent buildings in their design and construction were an 

opportunistic response to developing available space, at a minimal budget. They are not 

reflective of the changing cultural function of the Museum and the broader community. An 

investigation by someone who understands museology would easily recognise and agree 

that this was the case. If the Museum removed the displays and collection cabinets it would 

not reveal a history of museological development, let alone be a good example of anything 

worth preserving. 

Architectural and Aesthetic Significance. 

6.10 Given Benjamin Mountfort’s status and importance, I agree with the significance attributed 

to these buildings. However, they have been severely compromised by later additions to 

the Museum. Again, the history of architects involved in later work provided in the 

assessment is not comparative analysis. The Museum believes that even if comparative 

analysis was made, there is no evidence to suggest that later architects or their designs 

are of any great significance.  

Technological and Craftsmanship Significance 

6.11 The assessment under technological and craftsmanship marks nothing of any significance. 

By implication the statement would suggest any building made with stone would be of 

value for its construction method and this is not the case. It does not show evidence of 

anything that is outstanding, unusual, innovative or rare. 

Contextual Significance 

6.12 This part of the document confuses having any context whatsoever with significance. 

Everything has context. However, I agree that the Museum has high contextual 

significance specifically for its position on the city grid (the Cathedral axis), and its 

relationship to neighbouring gothic revival buildings making it an important part of the 

streetscape. This is demonstrated most importantly in the Rolleston Avenue façade and to 
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a lesser, but still important degree, with the Botanic Gardens façade. The Mountfort 

facades are more important than the later ones. 

Archaeological and Scientific Significance 

6.13 There is no evidence stated to warrant any significance rating at all for this value. Any 

building would reveal past construction methods. There is nothing to suggest the Museum 

has an unusual, rare or innovative construction method. No evidence of anything pre-

existing is stated. The buildings take up the entire footprint of the site which has had 

extensive earthworks over time leaving negligible likelihood of finding any pre-1900 

deposits, let alone undisturbed deposits. I also note that if any works were ever carried out 

on site, the requirements for archaeological authorities from Heritage New Zealand would 

apply. The twentieth century buildings are not in themselves archaeological sites by 

definition. It is only the ground beneath.   

Conclusions on significance assessment 

6.14 These failures of the assessment and resulting Significance Statement demonstrate that it 

should not be used to assign any significance rating. The Museum believes that the Group 

1 rating should apply to all the nineteenth century buildings and Group 2 to the facades 

along Rolleston Avenue and the side facing the Botanic Gardens. The Museum proposes 

to replace the Christchurch City Council’s assessment and statement of significance with 

the one from a new Building Conservation Plan that it will commission and develop in the 

near future.  

6.15 I cannot understate the importance of the Museum being able to continue to use this site to 

protect our collections and to interpret their significance. The listing as based on the 

Christchurch City Council significance statement would work against the Museum doing 

this. It would serve to protect the building fabric at the expense of the true heritage of a 

living, working museum. 

7 THE FUTURE OF THE CANTERBURY MUSEUM 

7.1 Canterbury Museum’s twentieth century buildings have been deteriorating over many 

years. A number of the issues that these buildings face are longer-standing but they have 

been exacerbated by impact of the Canterbury earthquakes. 

7.2 The Museum has been trying to address these issues, together with a raft of other issues, 

including insufficient storage and unsatisfactory visitor facilities and environmental 

conditions for its collection, since 2001. A number of obstacles including Environment 

Court and High Court challenges and the Canterbury earthquakes have delayed a 

redevelopment project to create a new fit for purpose Museum on the site which 

incorporates and protects the Museum’s nineteenth century heritage buildings. 
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7.3 Relatively low level exterior and structural earthquake repair work was completed in 2012 

to enable the Museum to reopen after quakes. Internal repair work is on-going, but the 

major building issues remain. The Museum buildings are not earthquake prone, but the 

Robert McDougall Gallery (leased from the Christchurch City Council) is. 

7.4 The Museum has commissioned range of technical experts to confirm and investigate, with 

forensic testing, the condition of the Museum buildings. These technical experts confirm 

that most materials in the 20thC buildings are at end of, or well beyond, their useful life. In 

my opinion the extremely constrained available budgets at the time of their being built has 

resulted in buildings of limited life span. 

7.5 The most recent set of reports which confirm the state or our buildings and facilities 

include: 

 Alexander & Co, Canterbury Museum Christchurch, Report on Building Enclosure Book 

1 and 2, Alexander & Co, December 2014 

 Athfield Architects, Canterbury Museum, Report on Building Deficiencies Requiring 

Urgent Remediation, March 2015 

 AECOM, Building Health and Safety Review, Canterbury Museum Preliminary Report, 

December 2014. 

 Powell Fenwick Consultants Ltd, Preliminary Design Report, Canterbury Museum 

Collection Store Assessment, Mechanical, November 2014. 

 Cosgroves, Canterbury Museum, ANARP Fire Safety Review, July 2014 

 Cosgroves, Canterbury Museum, Fire Safety Review, Loss of Control for Collection 

Items, November 2014. 

 Otis, Assessment of Passenger Lift, September 2014. 

7.6 It is inevitable that the Museum will need to adapt this site in the very-near future in order 

to stay on this site. This is not principally about wanting more space to display or interpret 

our collections in a manner our audiences expect (which we need to do) nor about more 

space to store collections (which we also need). Quite simply our buildings are now the 

greatest threat to the community treasures and a potential concern for public safety. 

7.7 The Museum is operating in buildings that were not designed for the visitor numbers we 

now enjoy as a key Canterbury and Christchurch destination for locals and tourists alike. In 

the 1990s we had a few hundred thousand visitors but now we have almost 700,000 

people a year through the building and these numbers are growing year on year. 
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Canterbury Museum is not currently in breach of any fire safety compliance requirements, 

because Christchurch City Council has granted exemptions. However the Council has 

requested that the Museum complete a full fire safety review of the buildings and agree a 

timeframe for the resulting remedial work to be carried out. The Museum does not meet 

Building Code requirements for disabled access (lift) or for the number of toilets. 

7.8 I am very concerned that the Museum may not be able to comply with the requirements of 

the new Health and Safety legislation due to be implemented in April 2016 and that we 

may have to  close public galleries if we cannot demonstrate that we have done everything 

“reasonably practicable to protect staff and public.” Our current building complex is not fit 

for purpose. 

7.9 For example, I understand that items that have been identified as of high heritage 

significance by Council heritage officers include parquet floors (in a carpentry workshop) 

and narrow, raw concrete fire escape stairs. Both these pose threats to health and safety 

of workers and the public in the case of emergency evacuations. Example photographs of 

each follow. 
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7.10 The nature of the buildings, differences in thermal mass and lack of insulation, do not allow 

for passive environmental control and cannot be adapted to accommodate the services 

that would provide the environmental control we need to protect the collections. Cracks in 

the building fabric as a result of the earthquakes have allowed pests to enter and harbour 

in tiny fissures within the structure of the building that we cannot seal. 

7.11 Internationally accepted environmental parameters for the long-term preservation of 

museum collection objects require: 

 temperatures of 18-21°C with fluctuations of no more than +/- 1ºC within a 24 hour 

period. 

 relative humidity of 45-55% with fluctuations of no more than +/- 5% within a 24 hour 

period. 

7.12 The effects of environmental conditions outside of these parameters can include 

irretrievable loss through rust, shrinking, cracking, warping, loss of colour, or quite literally 

objects being eaten. 

7.13 Currently, Canterbury Museum does not have a single storage facility that meets the 

accepted standards. Seasonal changes in some stores are as much as 9°C and 40%rH 

with daily fluctuations up to 4°C and 25%rH. These fluctuations are exacerbated by a 

combination of factors, including uninsulated buildings, old and inflexible heating systems, 

inconsistent air circulation systems, and the absence of a centralised control and 

monitoring system.  

7.14 The effects of the Museum’s poor environmental conditions are becoming obvious. 

Wooden objects are cracking; bone, horn and ivory is delaminating and splitting; and 

metals are tarnishing. If nothing is done the collections will only deteriorate further; there 

are significant implications if we cannot address this situation in the near future. 

7.15 The following photos illustrate items in our collection that have been wholly damaged by 

poor environmental conditions. 
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7.16 In addition to the damage caused by an inability to control the building environment, the 

Museum is currently unable to protect taonga from the proven and destructive force of 

earthquakes. Damage sustained to date is still being assessed; over 20,000 objects are 

projected to be earthquake damaged. Even with insurance pay-outs enabling some level of 

repair there is irretrievable loss of value for many items. While the Building Code Standard 

of 67% is appropriate for public safety, it does not protect collections.  

7.17 The Museum commissioned Holmes Consulting Group and Athfield Architects to find the 

most appropriate seismic strengthening and protection solution for the Museum, which is 

base isolation. The Christchurch Art Gallery is almost finished doing this to protect their art 

collection. This is an expensive undertaking, and more so when done retrospectively. The 

cost of base isolation for the current Museum buildings is likely to be in the order of $160-

$220 million. A requirement to do this for all our existing building stock, including the 

twentieth century buildings that are already not fit for museum purposes, could see the 

Museum unable to continue on this site. 

8 CONCLUSION 

8.1 Canterbury Museum wants to remain on its Rolleston Avenue site. While a list of a 

buildings’ failures would not ordinarily affect the heritage values and significance of a site, 

in our case it serves to highlight that the most important heritage value to preserve is that 

of continued use if the site by the Museum, alongside appropriate recognition of the 

significant built heritage that we do this in.  

8.2 The Museum does not believe that a rating based on the current Christchurch City Council 

assessment and significance statement will protect that usage value. The Museum submits 

that the Group 1 rating should apply to all the nineteenth century buildings and Group 2 to 

only the facades along Rolleston Avenue and the side facing the Botanic Gardens. This 

would protect the built fabric of high significance. The Museum proposes to replace the 

Christchurch City Council’s assessment and statement of significance with the one from a 

new Building Conservation Plan that we will commission and develop in the near future.  

 

 

Anthony Wright 

10 December 2015 
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APPENDIX A – Canterbury Museum Site Plan 

 
 


