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SPORTS, ART, COMMUNITY & CULTURAL SERVICES COMMITTEE 

22 MAY 2008 

 

15 
 
 
PROPOSED CAIRNS REGIONAL PERFORMING ARTS CENTRE  
 
Ian Lowth : 26/7/18-02: #1702318v1 

RECOMMENDATION: 
 
That Council endorse the previous Cairns City Council adopted position and 
progress with planning and sourcing of funds to construct a Regional Performing 
Arts Centre and off-street carpark on the Council-owned site at the corner of 
Sheridan and Hartley Streets in the Cairns CBD. 
 

INTRODUCTION: 
 
Council has for a number of years been planning for the establishment of a Cairns 
Regional Performing Arts Centre as a replacement for the Cairns Civic Theatre.  This 
report is intended to brief the newly elected Cairns Regional Council on the history of 
the project and to seek guidance from Council as to the future direction of the project. 

BACKGROUND: 
 
While the current project has its origins in a 1992 report into the limitations and 
projected needs of the Cairns Civic Theatre (opened in 1974), the main body of work 
commenced in 2002 when Council commissioned a feasibility study into a Regional 
Performing Arts Centre for Cairns. 
 
At various stages of the project since then, consideration has also been given to the 
collocation of the proposed Regional Performing Arts Centre with  
 ● A Regional Museum 
 ● A significant off-street CBD carpark station 
 ● A restaurant, retail outlets and office accommodation. 
 
The requirement for significant additional off-street carparking was first identified in a 
2000 study into CBD carparking needs. 
 
The State Government is the lead organisation with regard to Museum facilities.  There 
have been many planning studies undertaken in relation to a Regional Museum. 
 
Furthermore investigations have been undertaken into the benefits of creating a Centre 
capable of performing as an "overflow" venue for use by the Cairns Convention Centre.  
 
The various key project planning documents and Council reports are summarised in 
Attachment A. 
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The 2003 Site Selection Study undertaken by Council concluded that Munro Martin Park 
was the preferred site for location of the new Centre.  Council accepted this 
recommendation on the basis that a portion of the existing site be converted to open 
space as compensation for the loss of parkland.  The Department of Natural Resources 
and Water subsequently advised that subject to an acceptable outcome from a public 
consultation process, Council would be expected to purchase the park.  At the same 
time the park was nominated by a member of the public for entry onto the State 
Heritage Register (with assessment of this nomination still to be finalised). 
 
Against the background of uncertainty surrounding the availability of Munro Martin Park, 
a new site became available that had previously been declared unavailable due to other 
intended uses.  An assessment of the site was undertaken and in June 2005 Council 
purchased approximately 11,000m2 of 1-3 Sheridan Street opposite the Cairns 
Convention Centre for the purpose of locating a Regional Performing Arts Centre and 
significant off-street carpark there. 
 
Following this the Council entered into a partnership with the State Government to 
explore the potential for collocation of both a Performing Arts Centre and Regional 
Museum on the site.  The Regional Museum option was subsequently dropped as an 
option because of overwhelming capital cost constraints associated with this site.  Retail 
outlets and office accommodation were also not pursued in order to reduce the 
constructions costs. 
 
In 2007 Council finalised a Feasibility and Business Case Study for the Centre and an 
overarching Request For Funding proposal.  The proposed Centre includes: 

● a 1000 seat main auditorium (compared with the existing 600 seat Civic Theatre) 
 ● a 350-400 seat studio theatre 
 ● a rehearsal room 
 ● a destination restaurant and coffee shop 
 ● carparking for 411 vehicles. 
 
The Study identified estimated costs for the preferred facility, based on an April 2009 
construction start date and inclusive of the cost of the land, of $84,560,000.  
 
The Request For Funding was submitted to both the Federal and State Governments in 
late 2007, seeking contributions of $21,580,100 from each. 
 
It was proposed that Council's contribution of approximately $41,399,800 be funded 
from the following revenue sources: 
 ● Sale of Civic Theatre  $8,000,000 (est) 
 ● CBD carpark reserve  $3,800,000 
 ● Former library site sale  $7,300,000 
 ● Revenue component  $15,919,800 
 ● Land (already purchased) $6,380,000 
 
An economic impact assessment undertaken in 2007 estimated the project to have a 
Benefit Cost ratio of 1.45.  On this basis the benefits in terms of "value add" to the 
regional economy exceed costs by a significant margin. 
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A copy of the Request For Funding will be made available to each Councillor under 
separate cover due to its size. 

COMMENT: 
 
Federal and State Government Responses to Council's Request For Funding 
 
Responses have now been received from each of the Federal and State Governments 
in relation to the Request For Funding.  Copies are included at Attachment B. 
 
The Federal Government response advises that "as the Government has not yet 
concluded its deliberations on regional funding grants you may wish to consider 
applying for other funding through one of the Government's funding programs". 
 
The Director General of the State Government Department of Premier and Cabinet has 
sought an update on the proposal following the recent Council elections prior to his 
providing the Premier with final advice on this matter.  He states "in particular, I 
understand there has been debate within the community about the proposed site and 
scope of the Centre, and its fit with Cairns' broader cultural infrastructure.  I also 
understand that post the election, the Arts Nexus organisation had undertaken to 
provide the Council with some alternative options." 
 
Alternative proposals from Arts Nexus 
 
In view of the State Government response, a meeting was organised between the 
General Manager Community and Cultural Services, the Manager Cultural Services and 
Facilities and the Executive Officer of Arts Nexus to discuss alternative options. 
 
Verbal notification was provided of the two alternatives concepts being developed by 
Arts Nexus. 
 
Alternative 1:  Development of a collocated Regional Performing Arts Centre and 
Regional Museum on the existing Civic Theatre site and the adjoining Ergon Energy 
owned site, with a future Florence Street overpass linking the site to Munro Martin Park. 
 
- This site was considered in the 2003 Site Selection process and rejected because of 

the forecast two year disruption that demolition of the current theatre (and 
construction of the new) would have on the Centre's program of activities. 

- The Arts Nexus concept looks to overcome this matter in part by staging 
construction of the various elements i.e. construct the 400 seat Studio Theatre 
beside the existing theatre first and then demolish the existing theatre;  with 
construction of the main theatre and a regional museum to follow in stages. 

- Ergon has consistently advised in the past that the adjoining land is required for 
future CBD sub-station requirements; how critical this acquisition is to the alternative 
concept is not clear at this stage. 
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Alternative 2:  Development of a collocated Regional Performing Arts Centre and 
Regional Museum on land currently owned by the Cairns Port Authority and designated 
strategic port land (opposite the Cairns Convention Centre). 
 
- This site was considered in the 2003 Site Selection process and rejected when the 

Cairns Port Authority ruled out its availability on the basis that it was strategic port 
land (to be left available for future unspecified port developments). 

 
Detailed written proposals in relation to the above were not available to Council at the 
time of writing this report.  A further meeting with Arts Nexus is planned for 16 May 
2008. 
 
Future Direction 
 
There are a range of options available to Council at this time.  They include: 
 
1.  Endorse the previous Cairns City Council adopted position and progress with 

planning and sourcing of funds to construct a Regional Performing Arts Centre and 
off-street carpark on the Council-owned site at the corner of Sheridan and Hartley 
Streets; or 

 
2. Place on hold the plans for the Sheridan and Hartley Street site and initiate a 

comparative study of this option and the two alternatives to be presented by Arts 
Nexus; the feasibility study could cost up to $100,000 (based on the cost of the 
2007 Feasibility and Business Case Study); or 

 
3. Abandon plans for the development of a new facility and investigate options for a 

significant upgrade of the existing Civic Theatre;  the primary driver for this option 
would be the expectation of a significantly lower capital cost;  however it would 
significantly under-deliver on the specification for a Centre capable of meeting the 
needs of our growing City for the next 30 to 50 years (as identified in the 2002 
feasibility study); the investigation and planning would cost between $50,000 and 
$100,000; or 

 
4. Not proceed with plans for either a new Regional Performing Arts Centre or a 

significant upgrade of the existing facility; this would avoid the very significant 
capital cost of the above options for the foreseeable future; the main disadvantage 
associated with this option is that current operational deficiencies will remain 
unaddressed and the identified needs of the growing regional city will not be 
adequately met; significant operational deficiencies include cramped backstage 
conditions, poor and limited storage capacity and limited foyer space; a "do nothing" 
approach may require a curtailment of the Theatre's programming of large scale 
events. 
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CONSIDERATIONS: 
 
Corporate and Operational Plans: 
 
The development of a Cairns Regional Performing Arts Centre as a replacement for the 
Civic Theatre was identified as a major strategy in the Cairns City Council Corporate 
Plan 2004 to 2009. 
 
Strategy 6.6.6: "Continue to pursue actions that will assist in the development of a 
replacement Civic Theatre on the newly acquired Sheridan St / Hartley St site." 
 
The Corporate Plan also described the support role to be played by Council regarding a 
Cairns Regional Museum. 
 
Strategy 6.6.4:  "Support the establishment of the Cairns Regional Museum", working 
with the Queensland Museum and local Museum and Historical Society groups. 
 
Furthermore, the Corporate Plan provided direction in relation to CBD parking needs. 
 
Strategy 2.1.4:  "Provide new … carparking to cater for the growing population, 
including … CBD parking and additional off-street carpark spaces in particular  …". 
 
Statutory: 
 
There is no statutory requirement for a regional performing arts centre. 
 
Policy: 
 
While the development of a Centre was identified in the Corporate Plan and Council 
subsequently purchased a site in the CBD in 2005 for the proposed Centre, Council has 
yet to formally approve detailed plans for construction of the facility.   
 
Financial and Risk: 
 
The following table summarises estimates contained in the Cairns City Council Request 
for Funding submitted to the Federal and State Governments in 2007 and their 
translation (and escalation by 10%) into the current Cairns Regional Council draft 5 
Year Capital Works Program for the five years commencing 2008-09. 
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Revenue Total * Escalated  Total 09-10 10-11 11-12 
         
Contributions      
Fed Govt (unapproved)  $   21,580,100  $ 23,738,110    $     23,738,110    
State Govt (unapproved)  $   21,580,100  $ 23,738,110    $     23,738,110    
CCC fund sources      
Sale of Civic Theatre  $     8,000,000  $8,000,000      $     8,000,000  
CBD carpark reserve  $     3,800,000  $3,800,000    $       3,800,000    
Former library site sale  $     7,300,000  $7,300,000    $       7,300,000    
Revenue component  $   15,919,800  $19,421,780  $   11,000,000  $       8,421,780    
         
  $   78,180,000  $85,998,000  $   11,000,000  $     66,998,000   $     8,000,000  
         
Expenditure         
Construction estimate  $   78,180,000  $85,998,000  $   11,000,000  $     66,998,000   $     8,000,000  
      
  
* The estimates contained in the 2007 Funding submission were based on a May 2009 
construction start date.  However failure to attract external funding at this stage requires 
the indicative construction start date to be pushed out to May 2010.   Estimates 
associated with the project have been escalated by 10% accordingly to account for 
forecast cost increases. 
 
The apportionment of funding across the three tiers of government was based on 
Council meeting 100% of the cost of construction of the off-street carpark component 
with the balance then being divided equally across the three tiers. 
 
The net increase in the annual service costs associated with annual operation of the 
proposed centre for the Sheridan Street Hartley Street site is estimated to be $ 0.95m.  
This is an increase relative to the cost of the current operation of the Cairns Civic 
Theatre. 
 
The alternative site options presented by Arts Nexus have not been subject to the 
development of detailed business cases and are uncosted.  
 
Expenditure to Date 
 
To date $199,950 has been spent on consultants for all the feasibility, site selection and 
economic impact studies since 2002. The State Government contributed $50,000 
towards the cost of the May 2007 Feasibility Study. Staff time has not been costed. 
 
Sustainability: 
 
The proposed new performing arts centre offers an expanded cultural service in 
response to the region’s forecast population growth.  The carparking and convention 
centre elements of the proposal serve to significantly improve the economic 
sustainability of the Cairns region. 
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Economic 
 
The cultural and entertainment infrastructure of a city are important factors in the total 
appeal of the region with respect to attracting businesses and employees to the region.  
 
The Economic Impact Reports produced by Cummings Economics indicate that the 
proposed Cairns Regional Performing Arts Centre would make a significant positive net 
contribution to the regional economy.  
 
Cultural 
 
The size of the existing Civic Theatre stage, back-stage facilities and seating capacity 
are an impediment to attracting more appealing and/or more commercially viable events 
to the region. 
 
The Civic Theatre has just one fixed-size auditorium, and precious little space back 
stage. One-size-fits-all is not efficient or effective for the performing arts. Some events 
require a small intimate setting. Some events such as dance and drama and orchestral 
music, need a rehearsal room or a warm-up/tuning room. 
 
The maximum safe capacity of the backstage and dressing room facilities is 
approximately 50 people. However, a symphony orchestra can have 80-90 members 
plus support staff. Many Cairns Choral Society productions have a cast, crew and 
orchestra of up to 100, and several local schools and private dance schools present 
events with up to 200-300 children participating. So significant compromises are 
frequently made with respect to comfort and safety.  
 
A recent inspection by Qld Fire and Emergency Services Department identified that the 
existing Civic Theatre is not physically capable of complying with maximum occupancy 
levels backstage for most events presented. 

CONSULTATION: 
 
The range of people and organisations consulted in relation to the Cairns City Council 
proposal is extensive and includes. 
 

• 1994 report by Peddle Thorp Cleland. 
Councillors, Council officers and key members of the local arts community. 

 
• 2002 Positive Solutions feasibility study. 

Councillors; Council officers; Theatre Reference Group; key members of the local 
arts community; community survey; key state and national performing arts 
companies. 

 
• 2003 Connell Wagner site selection study.  

Councillors; Council officers; Theatre Reference Group; various specialist 
professional firms. 

 
• 2004 report on the suitability of the Sheridan St Hartley Street site. 

Positive Solutions. 
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• 2005 Economic Impact Report. 
Cummings Economics, Council officers, Cairns Convention Centre, and the 
findings of the 1996 Cummings Economic Research Services report, 
commissioned by Arts Nexus, on the quantification of economic importance of 
arts and entertainment industries in the region. 

 
• 2007 Feasibility and Business Case Study.  

Council officers and various specialist professional firms, including Cox Rayner 
and Positive Solutions; members of the local arts community. 

OPTIONS: 
 
1.  Endorse the previous Cairns City Council adopted position and progress with 

planning and sourcing of funds; or 
 
2. Place on hold the plans for the Sheridan and Hartley Street site and initiate a 

comparative study of this option and the two alternatives to be presented by Arts 
Nexus; or 

 
3. Abandon plans for the development of a new facility and investigate options for a 

significant upgrade of the existing Civic Theatre; or 
 
4. Not proceed with plans for either a new Regional Performing Arts Centre or a 

significant upgrade of the existing facility. 

CONCLUSION: 
 
It is recommended that Council approve Option 1 as listed above. 

ATTACHMENTS: 
 
Attachment A: List of key planning and Council reports 
Attachment B: Responses from the Federal (#1698034) and State (#1695866) 

Governments 
 
 
 
Phil Finkelstein 
Civic Theatre Manager 
 
 
 
Leslie Sparkes 
Manager, Cultural Services and Facilities 
 
 
 
 
 
Ian Lowth 
General Manager Community and Cultural Services 
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Attachment A 

 



257 

Agenda – Sports, Arts, Culture & Community Services Committee 22/5/08 - #1702418 

 

 



258 

Agenda – Sports, Arts, Culture & Community Services Committee 22/5/08 - #1702418 

 

 



259 

Agenda – Sports, Arts, Culture & Community Services Committee 22/5/08 - #1702418 

 

 



260 

Agenda – Sports, Arts, Culture & Community Services Committee 22/5/08 - #1702418 

 

 



261 

Agenda – Sports, Arts, Culture & Community Services Committee 22/5/08 - #1702418 

 

 



262 

Agenda – Sports, Arts, Culture & Community Services Committee 22/5/08 - #1702418 

 

 



263 

Agenda – Sports, Arts, Culture & Community Services Committee 22/5/08 - #1702418 

 

 



264 

Agenda – Sports, Arts, Culture & Community Services Committee 22/5/08 - #1702418 

 

 



265 

Agenda – Sports, Arts, Culture & Community Services Committee 22/5/08 - #1702418 

 

 



266 

Agenda – Sports, Arts, Culture & Community Services Committee 22/5/08 - #1702418 

Attachment B 
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