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Michael, you’ve had a long career in heritage, so tell me how did it begin? 
 
I suppose it started when I saw an ad on the wall in the history honours common 
room at Victoria University in September 1983. The New Zealand Historic Places 
Trust (NZHPT) wanted two researchers. I applied and got one of the jobs.  
 
However, the seeds go back much further. I had already decided I wanted to be an 
historian; a working historian I should note, not an academic. I knew it would be 
difficult to find a relevant job, but the concept seemed to be ideal – earning a living 
doing something meaningful and interesting. My father, Dan Kelly, studied history 
at Victoria University during the era of J.C. Beaglehole and Fred Wood and taught 
history at secondary school and social studies at Wellington Teachers’ College. 
While I had no hankering to teach, my father set me a strong example on the 
legitimacy and value of studying New Zealand history. Once the idea was in my 
head, it never occurred to me to look at other options.  
 
I think there was a portent for that opportunity at the NZHPT. The previous 
summer, just after I finished my BA, I got a summer job working as a labourer for 
the construction company McKee Fehl. Halfway through the summer I was sent 
to work on the repiling of Government Buildings in Wellington, the first stage of 
its repair and restoration. The building had been mostly emptied out. The day we 
arrived I walked through the abandoned Education Department offices and I 
found a slightly tattered poster lying on the floor. Out of curiosity, I unrolled it and 
at the top it said ‘Jobs Historians Can Do’. There, halfway down, was ‘Research 
Officer, New Zealand Historic Places Trust’. I took the poster home and put it on 
my wall.  
 
Anyway, I had an interview with the NZHPT – with the director, John Daniels, no 
less – and, as I said, got one of the jobs. John later told me that one of the reasons 
I was successful was because I had filled my degree with so much New Zealand 
content. I am not sure I would have got the job based on my academic 
achievement! I started work in the first week of November 1983 and I remember 
that feeling of walking in the front door of Antrim House like it was yesterday.  
 
Tell me about working in Antrim House. 
 
Antrim House was a classic timber Edwardian mansion that had been acquired 
from the Hannah (shoe) family for a public service hostel in 1942. Later on, in 
1977, it was refurbished for the NZHPT. It was a happy place to work. The 
NZHPT was very much run like a mini government department – quaintly old-
fashioned and formal in some ways – but, tucked away on its own, in a building far 
removed from your typical government offices, it was also very relaxed. The two 
main rooms on the ground floor were open to the public to peer at.  
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Although I learned a lot about how a government agency worked, the most 
important thing I absorbed was how to research, because we weren’t taught the 
practicalities of being an historian at Victoria University at that time. So, spending 
time hunting for information at the Turnbull Library, National Library and 
National Archives was immensely helpful. It also gave me a life-long love of the 
challenge of finding information to fill out a narrative.  
 
What kind of work did you do at the Trust? 
 
My first task was researching for the plaques that the NZHPT put up at historic 
places around the country. After a few months, I was moved onto researching and 
writing up buildings and, courtesy of my colleague, art historian John Cattell, I got 
an education in ‘looking above the verandah’. Like most people interested in 
history, I had acquired a rudimentary knowledge of the country’s architectural past, 
and I was fed up with watching Wellington’s historic buildings being systematically 
torn down, but my work opened my eyes to a world of riches I had failed to 
properly appreciate. Like anyone who’s seen the light, I couldn’t understand why 
others could not see things the same way. 
 
What was the NZHPT’s legislative role at the time?  
 
Looking back, it was a very interesting time to join NZHPT. It had acquired new 
powers from the government that it was still getting to grips with.  
 
Firstly, in 1975, much to the NZHPT’s surprise, the Labour government made an 
amendment to the Historic Places Act that automatically protected all pre-1900 
archaeological sites. This came 20 years after the formation of the New Zealand 
Archaeological Association.  
 
Then, in 1980, the National government, becoming increasingly concerned at the 
mounting loss of urban heritage, drafted a new Historic Places Act that introduced 
a limited form of protection for buildings. Among other things, it allowed the 
NZHPT to apply to the relevant minister (then the Minister of Internal Affairs) for 
a protection notice to prevent the demolition of threatened historic places classified 
A or B under the four-tiered ranking system (A to D) that the NZHPT had then. 
The NZHPT wanted much more, including automatic protection for all As and Bs, 
but the government opted for what it considered a sensible compromise. 
 
How did we get to this point in the protection of heritage? I imagine it stretches back a long way.  
 
A very long way back. Not that I knew that at the time.  
 
The notion of protecting something for its heritage value took a while to gain a 
foothold, but it’s surprising how far back some initiatives went. This is partly 
because the country’s built history has taken place in a compressed timeframe, so 
places that might not be considered old somewhere else take on a special meaning 
in Aotearoa. Buildings constructed in the 1840s were considered ‘old’ by the late 
19th century. This notion – call it relativism – remains at the heart of helping New 
Zealanders put their history and their historic places in an appropriate context.  
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This was something that the great Anglo-German architectural historian Nikolaus 
Pevsner emphasised after he visited New Zealand in 1958. He told a radio audience 
in the United Kingdom that New Zealanders thought that their – and I am quoting 
here – ‘buildings cannot be worth preservation because they are not old enough – 
a fatal error’ (Press, 14 November 1958, p. 20). 
 
Why don’t we get into this in more detail, because it’s useful context. Can you point to where this 
notion of historic heritage first appeared?   
 
As far back as the late 19th century there were New Zealanders – ethnologists, 
surveyors and others – who were developing insights into the human occupation 
of Aotearoa. Out of their work and interests came tentative initiatives to identify 
and recognise important places in the country’s human history. Over the course of 
the first half of the 20th century these early steps grew into something more 
meaningful.   
  
So, I would point to two events. Firstly, in 1894, Surveyor-General S. Percy Smith, 
who was a founding member of the Polynesian Society, instructed the Department 
of Lands and Survey’s regional managers to identify places of historic interest that 
could be protected.  Then, in 1896, Meretoto / Ship Cove, where Cook stopped 
five times on his voyages to New Zealand, was gazetted for its historic significance; 
it was essentially the first historic reserve. More followed, as both Māori and Pākehā 
saw the historic importance of early contact sites and places of conflict, such as 
New Zealand Wars sites.  
 
Following that, there was incremental progress. The passing of the Scenery 
Preservation Act in 1903 made provision for the gazettal of historic reserves. The 
Gables Hospital (1847–48), the first historic building saved by relocation, was 
moved to Brooklands, New Plymouth by businessman Newton King in 1904. In 
1918, the Scenery Preservation Board began including ‘certain buildings erected by 
early colonists’ as defined historical monuments. The following year, a 
government-sponsored town planning conference, held in Wellington, 
recommended that a proposed town planning bill should provide for the protection 
of heritage. That did not happen until the Town and Country Planning Act 1953.    
 
The Canterbury Provincial Buildings Vesting Act 1928 was the first legislation 
passed to protect a heritage building – the Canterbury Provincial Council buildings. 
In 1932, Governor-General Lord Bledisloe purchased the former Busby residence 
at Waitangi –  the scene of course of the first signing of the Treaty of Waitangi in 
1840 – and gifted it to the people of New Zealand.    
 
You’ve mentioned the Town and Country Planning Act. What was the significance of that? 
 
The Act made the preparation of regional and district planning schemes mandatory 
and, as part of that, provided for the – and again I am quoting here – ‘Preservation 
of places of historical or archaeological interest or natural beauty’. A register was 
included in scheme statements, with some basic rules in scheme ordinances. This 
was the first time that local authorities could protect historic places through listing 
on district schemes. That said, the Act did not become a particularly meaningful 
vehicle for legal protection in a national sense.  
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Wasn’t the National Historic Places Trust established at roughly the same time?  
 
Yes, this was a pivotal period. The National Historic Places Trust (renamed the 
NZHPT in 1963) was established by statute in 1954. It had a board and, initially, a 
tiny administrative staff. The majority of its advocacy and research was undertaken 
by volunteers in regional committees set up under the legislation. Modest it may 
have been at the outset, but I think the formation of the Trust can be seen as the 
most important event in the history of the heritage movement in New Zealand. It 
was also of a piece with other initiatives that demonstrated a discernible shift both 
in government support and public sentiment about the country’s history and 
heritage.  
 
Much of the government support came from Joseph Heenan, who, as many 
historians will know, was the progressively-minded secretary of the Internal Affairs 
Department for 14 years, from 1935 to 1949. He used his considerable influence 
to nurture New Zealand’s cultural development. He suggested the formation of the 
National Historic Places Trust to Prime Minister Peter Fraser in 1949. He bought 
Bishop Pompallier’s printery in Russell for the Crown in 1943. He set up a writers’ 
fund, a nascent version of the National Orchestra, organised the preparation of 
centennial histories (in 1940), established the War History Branch and Historical 
Branch of Internal Affairs, and much more. He was, in short, the right person at 
the right time in the country’s history, even though he seems to have acted more 
like a cabinet minister than a civil servant.  
 
So, did the formation of the NZHPT change the prospect for historic heritage?  
 
You would have to conclude, not immediately. The problem was that, although the 
NZHPT and its regional committees were doing their best to promote the 
protection and preservation of historic heritage, there was only sporadic 
engagement in the issue by the wider public. Successive governments were keen on 
fostering progress – that hallmark of national aspiration – and heritage was often 
in the road. The NZHPT expended a lot of effort in the ‘60s and ‘70s collecting 
various properties and opening them to the public. However, most of these were 
from a narrow interlude – the missionary period, before and after the signing of Te 
Tiriti o Waitangi. To be fair, they were popular tourist attractions, but that was 
another strand of the NZHPT’s work and not something I was involved in.  
 
But slowly things changed as controversies erupted over proposed demolitions of 
prominent heritage buildings and public opinion started to shift. As noted, the 
protection of archaeological sites came in 1975 – the same year that the Waitangi 
Tribunal was founded – and that began to shed more light on the historically poor 
treatment of Māori. It was these incremental gains and a growing acknowledgement 
of the importance and the vulnerability of historic heritage that helped usher in the 
major legislative changes of the 1970s.  
 
Going back to your role at NZHPT, can you expand on how all this worked in practice? 
 
When I began working at NZHPT, the Historic Places Act 1980 was still pretty 
new and the powers it conferred were used sparingly. A prosecution taken over a 
violation of the archaeological provisions of the Historic Places Act was rare 
enough to prompt a lot of excited chatter around the tea trolley. Protection notices 
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were more commonly employed, but only slightly. In my first year there, the 
Minister of Internal Affairs was Allan Highet, an old-style National politician who 
steered the 1980 legislation through Parliament and had a genuine appreciation of 
heritage. His wife, the artist Shona McFarlane, was also an advocate for heritage. 
Highet was mostly happy to sign off on protection notices. The NZHPT director 
John Daniels, who was mindful of the NZHPT’s ties to the government and was, 
by instinct, cautious, was not always keen on going out on a limb. However, if he 
was sufficiently motivated or feeling pressured to act, he would pull out the 
protection notice card. The younger members of the staff, unconcerned by those 
outside pressures, were always ‘bombs away’, which I don’t think he found all that 
helpful.  
 
Earlier on you mentioned that the NZHPT already had a classification system with four tiers. 
Where did this originate?   
 
The NZHPT set up a committee – the Buildings Classification Committee or BCC 
– to identify and rank historic places for listing in 1969. Until 1980 it usually 
consisted of a group of distinguished professionals. Personnel changed over time, 
but among the early members were three architects, Kenard Rowe, government 
architect Fergus Sheppard and John Stacpoole, the first heritage specialist in the 
Ministry of Works. There was a librarian, Michael Hitchings, and a historian, Ruth 
Ross, who, apart from her ground-breaking research and writing on Te Tiriti o 
Waitangi, was probably the first person in New Zealand to research historic 
buildings in a consistent and thorough fashion. Several former mission houses in 
the Far North benefited from her scholarship. In Common Ground, Gavin McLean 
pointed to Ross’s reputation for fiercely fighting her corner and her advocacy for 
historical research to underpin listing decisions, but the architects still ruled the 
roost.  
 
Their dominance led to some odd decisions, perhaps none more bizarre than when 
the famous Larnach Castle in Dunedin, built in 1874, was initially classified ‘D’, 
which meant that it was worthy only of ‘recording’. My memory of the reason for 
this, at least according to the architects on the committee, was that the building 
was an architectural mess. It was Scottish Baronial architecture, with neo-Gothic 
overtones and a colonial-style, glazed verandah. Forget the association with William 
Larnach, the businessman and national politician who made and lost a lot of money 
and then famously shot himself in his office in Parliament in 1898. This anomaly 
was rectified in due course and today the building is listed Category I by Heritage 
New Zealand Pouhere Taonga (HNZPT) and, of course, it is one of Dunedin’s 
best known tourist attractions.  
 
So, the NZHPT took this system into the 1980 Act?  
 
Yes, it was adopted more or less as it stood, including a lot of the work done by 
the committee. Under the Historic Places Act buildings were ‘classified’ A, B, C or 
D, but if it was proposed to classify a building A or B, and therefore potentially 
subject to a protection notice, it had to be approved by the NZHPT board. The 
information given to the board to help it decide on a listing was called a citation 
and it consisted of one paragraph, some of which were written by me. There was 
something of an art to nailing what was important about a building in, maybe, seven 
or eight sentences. However, as classification could lead to a protection notice, 
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providing such a meagre explanation was, in hindsight, not acceptable as natural 
justice. At the time, no one seemed to know better.  
 
I should add that I was allowed out at least once to accompany the BCC on one of 
their trips. By then it consisted of historian Jim Gardner and architects Geoff 
Thornton and Chris Cochran. Chris was a pioneering conservation architect. He 
became a great friend and mentor – and still is.    
 
You mentioned Ruth Ross’s role in the first classification committee. In the light of that would 
you like to expand on her legacy? Did you meet her? 
 
Ruth Ross died the year before I arrived at the NZHPT. By then, she was 
something of a legend, not the least for her no-nonsense attitude. Gavin describes 
the tension between Ross and Sheppard, as she tried to shift Sheppard away from 
a list based solely on architectural value and get the classification committee to base 
its decisions on thorough research. I think she was at least partly successful in that. 
She was never afraid to walk away from a commission – or, more accurately, 
threaten to walk away – if she felt her integrity was being compromised, although 
NZHPT staff did find her a challenge to manage. Much of her work was done 
voluntarily and at her own pace. She always took pains to properly understand a 
place, which is still a challenge for anyone working to deadlines and budgets.  
 
How long did you stay at NZHPT? 
 
I had two stints at NZHPT. I spent two and a half years there initially and then 
travelled. After a few years overseas, I returned and resumed heritage work, initially 
back at NZHPT helping with a project to write assessments of classified buildings. 
I was then moved to managing the classified places register. But I was unsure about 
where my career was heading and took six months off to do a journalism course in 
1991.  
 
Journalism must have been quite a change. What did that shift do for you professionally? 
 
I didn’t necessarily want to be a journalist, but I did think it would help open up 
my options. The sidestep into journalism was brief, but it had its benefits. I learned 
how to touch-type, a highly useful skill to have when you are in a hurry. Writing 
news stories forces you to write much more directly and this was helpful, as a lot 
of writing in the heritage realm is, by necessity, short and pithy. While journalism 
helped me write with clarity and economy, more broadly, I felt it helped me find a 
style for writing longer-form histories, which are mainly histories of places. Writing 
‘good’ history, by which I mean history that is readable and authoritative, is 
essential to serving its purpose, but I also thought it would help give history the 
prominence it deserves in conservation practice. For all that, it took me years to 
settle on a style I was happy with.  
 
What did you do following the journalism course? 
 
I didn’t look hard for a job relevant to my new qualification. A month or two after 
I finished the course, I was contacted by Paul Mahoney, who I had worked with 
briefly at the NZHPT and asked if I wanted to work in the historic resources 
directorate of the Department of Conservation (DOC), which was by then being 
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managed by John Daniels. DOC had been formed in 1987 to join various 
departments and agencies with conservation management functions – namely the 
Lands and Survey Department, the Forest Service and the Wildlife Service, which 
was under Internal Affairs – into one organisation. The land managed by DOC – 
some 30 per cent of the country’s land area – meant that there was a large amount 
of heritage to be managed. The Conservation Act 1987 gave DOC responsibility – 
and I quote – ‘to manage for conservation purposes, all land, and all other natural 
and historic resources’. This was a strong mandate, but it is no surprise that the 
management of historic resources –  or ‘historic places’ as defined by the Heritage 
New Zealand Pouhere Taonga Act – took a back seat to the land and natural 
resources and it still does. Funding for historic resources was paltry, but the entire 
department has always been underfunded. It’s what led to corner-cutting and the 
Cave Creek disaster. 
  
However, DOC did create positions for heritage specialists, many more than there 
are now, most of which were filled, initially, by archaeologists. While the pay was 
hardly stellar, my impression was that the staff generally found the work rewarding. 
Working for DOC felt for some like a kind of vocation, which is why so many 
people stayed working there, despite the poor pay. The scale of work required was 
daunting given the lack of funding, but staff did the best they could. The biggest 
challenge was changing perceptions of historic heritage inside the department, 
which was dominated by natural heritage specialists – cheekily known by some as 
‘twig and tweet’ – and recreational hunters.  
 
And what did you do for DOC? 
 
I did a wide range of work, most of it generated or organised by Paul, who I owe a 
huge debt of gratitude. I wrote conservation plans, business plans, policy 
documents, regional heritage inventories, thematic studies, single-place histories, 
all sorts of stuff. I got trips to interesting places. The DOC contract carried on for 
a number of years, but there was not enough funding to employ me full-time, so I 
also began working on my own account. Dipping my toe into consulting while I 
worked at DOC was a relatively painless way to ease myself into the contracting 
world.  
 
I picked up some really interesting work along the way, most memorably the 
recording of the conservation of Government Buildings in Wellington from 1994 
to 1996. This was a DOC-run project and the local conservancy, which was 
managing the project, wanted to do the right thing by such an important building 
and be seen doing things properly. Photographer Tony Kellaway and I followed 
the project from start to finish. I went to Dunedin to look at fireplaces being cast, 
to Whanganui to follow the process of casting columns, and to Hamilton to watch 
the carving of decorative timber pieces. I watched skilled tradespeople plastering 
walls, reinstating dado and fixing lead flashings. This kind of oversight of a 
restoration broke new ground in conservation practice in New Zealand. I am not 
sure it’s been replicated with that level of care again.  
 
Outside of that, I wrote reports on offshore islands, mountain huts, abandoned 
mines, whaling stations, all sorts of places. I continued to pick up this kind of work 
even after my time at DOC came to an end.   
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That end did come, in early 1997, although the circumstances were a bit 
unfortunate.  
 
In that case, perhaps it would be good to explain how that unfolded? 
 
It all went back to the Cave Creek disaster nearly two years earlier, which led to the 
death of 14 people, 13 of them students from Tai Poutini Polytechnic. This led to 
a commission of inquiry, a huge amount of soul-searching, a major review of 
DOC’s operations and, inevitably, a restructuring. The culmination of this was that 
DOC removed its contractors en masse, including me. I should have taken 
confidence from the fact that I had always found other work to augment my DOC 
work, but the sudden change of circumstance threw me. There were not many 
people working on their own account in heritage at the time, but I knew I wanted 
to keep doing the kind of work I was doing, so I went out on my own. I think the 
stress I felt may have been, at least in part, because it wasn’t on my terms. But that’s 
life.  
 
You are known as a freelance heritage specialist, so I think it would be helpful to elaborate in some 
detail on your work in this area and how it has changed and expanded over the years.  
 
The heritage landscape began changing quickly after the passing of the Resource 
Management Act (RMA) in 1991. It’s everyone’s punching bag today, and is likely 
to be replaced this year, but the RMA represented a world first with its aim of 
promoting the sustainable management of natural and physical resources. It 
replaced the Town and Country Planning Act and over 50 other pieces of 
legislation and switched the emphasis from the regulation of land use activities to 
environmental effects. It stands as a notable legislative achievement.  
 
If I can dive into the detail here, under the RMA, historic heritage was initially 
included in Section 7 of Part 2 of the Act, which stated that councils – and I am 
quoting here – ‘in managing the use, development and protection of natural and 
physical resources shall have particular regard to [the] recognition and protection 
of the heritage values of sites, buildings, places or areas’. So councils were asked to 
list heritage places on their district plans and to achieve that, heritage inventories 
of such places had to be prepared to support those listings. This opened up an 
avenue of work for a generation of heritage practitioners, including me. There are 
78 councils in New Zealand – 11 regional councils and 67 territorial authorities and 
most of them have heritage schedules. Some of these schedules are drawn from 
the HNZPT’s list, but most have been prepared specifically for district or regional 
plans.  
 
I am acutely conscious that the preparation of these lists gives heritage experts an 
outsized role in deciding what is heritage and what is not. They are experts for a 
reason, and you need people with deep knowledge to identify places that the 
general public might be unaware of, but I will always remain concerned that these 
lists never properly capture what is important to communities.   
 
Another important factor in the professionalisation of heritage work was the arrival 
of the ‘conservation plan’, which I already mentioned in relation to my DOC work. 
It was the creation of an Australian, James Semple Kerr, and was adopted with 
alacrity in New Zealand because it was widely seen as the obvious way to plan the 
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management of historic heritage places. It wasn’t that plans had not been written 
before, but they simply hadn’t combined history, physical evidence, the significance 
of the place and the preparation of management policies in one coherent, logical 
package, like Kerr managed when he published The Conservation Plan in 1982. 
Conservation plans began to be adopted by historic heritage managers as a 
management tool and their preparation provided another important avenue of 
work for heritage professionals like myself. I’ve prepared a great many plans over 
my career, either on my own or, more commonly, with other practitioners.  
 
As an aside, there is a major problem with conservation plans and that is, once 
written, they are frequently underused or not used at all. There are myriad reasons 
for this, which I won’t get into here. It isn’t necessarily the fault of the plans, 
although the quality of plans can vary considerably. However, the conservation 
plan remains the most widely accepted and effective document to shape the future 
management of our most important places.  
 
Did other types of work emerge with this expansion in activity?  
 
I was commissioned to write heritage trails for the Wellington City Council (WCC) 
in the mid-1990s and because of that I started being asked to take walking tours. I 
can’t remember how many tours I have led; too many to count. It also led to writing 
trails in other places.  
 
Other avenues of work opened up, including the thing I said I wouldn’t do – 
teaching. I began teaching heritage conservation practice in 1998, initially at 
Victoria University’s architecture school. When I started, the course I helped teach 
was compulsory, so we had a lot of students and it must be said that not all of them 
were interested in the topic. Later it was made optional and numbers dwindled. In 
2007, Conal McCarthy persuaded me to shift to teaching postgrad students in the 
Museum and Heritage Studies programme at Victoria University.  
 
I found teaching stimulating and fulfilling. It was a world away from sitting in my 
quiet office at home. Generally speaking, I found New Zealand-born students 
reluctant participants in class, which can be a bit deadening at times. But this tended 
to be an age thing, with mature students and overseas students much less reticent. 
It was always a surprise when these otherwise mute students told me how much 
they enjoyed the course and how much they learned. I keep meeting ex-students in 
all sorts of places. Some of them have even returned the favour and given me work!  
 
Working in heritage – particularly with local authorities – can lead to appearances 
in council hearings and sometimes in the Environment Court. The latter are often 
adversarial and you need to be very well-prepared for them. If anyone says they 
enjoy being cross-examined in court, they are probably lying.   
 
Would you like to describe the general state of heritage protection at this time?  
 
It was interesting to observe the effect of the Resource Management Act (RMA). 
It was far from perfect, and its application varied across the country, but it clearly 
slowed down the rate of demolition of historic heritage. Demolitions still 
happened, but if a building was listed on a plan, hurdles had to be crossed to get to 
that point. A process had to be followed and the public often had a say. It gave 
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heritage a status in the built environment and something to be considered in urban 
and rural planning.  
 
Then, in 2003, the then Labour government moved historic heritage from Section 
7 of the RMA to Section 6 – matters of national importance. Historic heritage had 
reached the top table. Ostensibly, this didn’t really alter the work of local authorities 
in identifying and protecting heritage, but it sent a signal that the protection of 
historic heritage was important. For someone of my generation or older, this was 
a huge milestone and a reward to generations of New Zealanders who had 
advocated for heritage.  
 
In 2004, another important step was taken when the government decided to write 
a policy to guide the management of historic heritage by government departments. 
This was a response to the demolition of some notable Crown-owned heritage 
buildings. The policy development was guided by MCH – the Ministry for Culture 
and Heritage – and was written by a team of four specialists, of whom I was one. 
The policy was aimed at government departments but was not compulsory and not 
enforced. Nevertheless, it was a handy document to wave at recalcitrant 
departments. The policy was updated by MCH in 2022 and the wording used was 
altered to make compliance, monitoring and reporting mandatory.  
 
The government heritage policy has not been properly adopted by all government 
departments by any means, but some certainly have, particularly the New Zealand 
Defence Force (NZDF), who I have done a lot of work for. In fact the NZDF was 
looking after its heritage well before the Government Heritage Policy was prepared.   
 
If the early 2000s were a high point, what has happened since then? Has the dynamic changed?  
 
It has, and not often for the better. The RMA may have stopped a lot of 
demolitions, but it hasn’t really stopped the next worst thing and that is intrusive 
adaptive reuse. Heritage buildings and structures need to be used, but changes to 
accommodate new uses can be extraordinarily destructive. Many heritage buildings 
have been reduced to shells, or even façades, openings cut in ground floors, 
unsympathetic additions added, including additional floors on top and so on. A 
pattern that emerged across New Zealand is that even if there are heritage staff 
within a council, they often get overruled, on the basis that compromise is a 
necessity to stop heritage appearing to get in the road of development. It’s also 
incremental. If you keep going back to alter the same building multiple times, which 
does happen, it’s going to lose more and more heritage fabric.  
 
The point I am making is that, by and large, the core principles of heritage 
conservation have got lost in the cold reality of town planning.  It’s really down to 
how the RMA has been applied. The tools are there to protect heritage but amongst 
most councils there is an unwillingness to go that far. The fact that barely any 
consents are publicly notified does not help.  
 
Obviously the need to ensure buildings are earthquake-resistant means more 
intrusion. This is often unavoidable but there are remedies that don’t have to be 
that visible, or visible at all. Sometimes these options cost more, but they often 
don’t. Heritage buildings don’t have to be full of steel, noticeably anyway, to be 
made safe.  
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What about Heritage New Zealand Pouhere Taonga?  
 
The shift of heritage protection to the RMA took place nearly 35 years ago. Despite 
that, HNZPT has held on to its role in the statutory process, partly because – under 
the RMA – it’s an affected party when any place it has listed is subject to a consent. 
The HNZPT also benefits from what I think is a lingering misconception that it 
has powers that prevent changes to listed places. The HNZPT ought not to 
disabuse that notion too much. Despite that, the HNZPT’s dependence on the 
government for funding and an innate risk aversion has made the organisation 
unnecessarily peripheral in the heritage world. It’s a great pity, because there isn’t a 
big heritage lobby out there pushing for better heritage outcomes.  
 
The problem with HNZPT is the same one it’s always had. It has to do too much. 
It owns and manages heritage properties, lists heritage places, advocates for 
heritage, supports the conservation of Māori heritage, runs the archaeological 
authority process, has a membership base and prepares guides and policy 
documents. My feeling is that there has to be a division of some of these 
responsibilities with another agency or department.  
 
You’ve been a heritage advocate in a personal capacity since you began your career. How has that 
affected your work?  
 
That is an interesting question. For someone trying to make a living out of being a 
heritage professional, I may have been a bit cavalier at times and put my livelihood 
at risk. Well, in fact, I am pretty sure I have lost work for speaking out. I have been 
a bit more circumspect in the last decade or more, which you can put down to 
gaining wisdom with age. Also, it’s important to me that, as a professional, I do my 
job with clarity, reason and without sentiment and I think I do that. So, I do my 
very best to separate my advocacy from my professional work.  
 
Nevertheless, when it comes to advocacy, my view is that there is nothing to be 
gained by pulling your punches. Fundamentally, I see protecting heritage as a moral 
issue. I grieve for the loss of important heritage, because once it’s gone, you can’t 
get it back. That’s why I see the current heritage backlash as so demoralising. It 
seems that all that hard work to win over hearts and minds is being undone because 
there is this bizarre view that heritage is, once again, getting in the road of progress.     
 
In your Phanzine columns for PHANZA you have, more than once, mentioned this nexus 
between heritage and beneficial climate outcomes. I know it’s a vast topic, but could you elaborate 
on that?   
 
Architect and sustainability guru Carl Elefante is credited with the saying, ‘The 
greenest building is the one that is already built’, or words to that effect. This is a 
maxim that can apply across the breadth of building types, but it speaks to the vital 
importance of using resources in a truly sustainable way, which means firstly 
working with what you have. Throwing the remains of a demolished building in a 
tip is the worst thing we can do for the climate. We have a pervasive culture of 
demolition in this country and it has to stop. It doesn’t matter if it is a kauri villa 
or a 10-storey reinforced concrete building. We can’t pull stuff down on a whim. 
In fact, there ought to be a test to establish the necessity for demolition – every 
single time – along with the viability of what we build with. I could go on.   
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What aspects of your work give you the most satisfaction?  
 
Foremost will always be researching and writing history, particularly a piece that is 
comprehensive, definitive and, I hope, interesting. And the best part is finding the 
key piece of information that pulls everything together. It might be a date or a name 
or an event, but you know it when you find it.  
 
In recent years I have done a fair bit of work as a contractor assessing heritage-
related consents for local authorities, particularly the WCC. I enjoy it because it is 
the closest I can get, as someone from the history side of heritage, to influencing 
the future direction of a heritage place. I get to use my writing skills and low-key 
advocacy to try to get good outcomes for heritage. You often have to be practical 
about what you can achieve and sometimes you might not win an argument. I can 
live with that. I find that my experience actually helps in that environment. Planners 
often think that if you are old you might know what you are talking about.  
 
Other than that, I really enjoy getting to know the people I work with and for. 
Developing personal connections with people is important to me and I work hard 
on that. I rarely work on my own because heritage requires a breadth of skills, so 
working collegially is important. I find that work is so much more interesting and 
rewarding to get people on side, and it generally leads to good heritage outcomes. 
I also continue to mentor younger practitioners when the opportunity arises and I 
still really enjoy that too.  
 
I haven’t finished yet. I am still keen to learn and experience new things. There is 
so much I still don’t know and adding more experiences is as satisfying as it ever 
has been.  
 
Thank you very much Michael, as always it’s been a pleasure to speak with you.  
 
 

Michael Kelly was invited to give a public lecture, ‘Reflections on 40 Years in Historic Heritage’, 
at Te Manawa Museum, Palmerston North, on 22 September 2024. This article is the result of a 
series of conversations with NZJPH editor Fiona McKergow following that event.  
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