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SPECIAL MEETING 

12 JUNE 2013 
1 

 
CAIRNS PERFORMING ARTS CENTRE – FEASBILITY STUDY  
 
pmt : 19/27/67:  #3991098 

RECOMMENDATION: 

 
That Council  
 

1. formally receives the Feasibility Study for the Cairns Performing Arts 
dated May 2013 prepared by Savills Project Management and the 
supporting design and advisory consultants’ reports 

2. acknowledges that subject to ongoing negotiations with the Ports North 
the Administration site on Lake; Wharf and Hartley Streets is the preferred 
site for the Performing Arts Centre  

3. acknowledges that there is a demonstrated need for an auditorium in the 
City with capacity in the order of 1000 seats; and 

4. formally seeks financial support from the Federal and State Government 
during 2013/14 in order to progress the project. 

5. formally acknowledges that it no longer has a requirement to maintain an 
interest in the previous CEP site and commences discussions with Ports 
North about relinquishment of the lease, any obligations surrounding 
White’s Shed and the withdrawal of the Development Application and the 
refunding of fees.  

 
 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
The attached report provides an analysis of locating a performing arts centre on the 
Ports North Administration site in the Cairns Central Business District. The studies, 
undertaken have demonstrated that the site has the capacity to include: 

 
A performing arts centre 
An extension to the Cairns Convention Centre to provide exhibition space 
A hotel or residential building  
And car parking facilities; 

 
in accordance with the Heads of Agreement entered into between Cairns Regional 
Council and Ports North in August 2012. 
 
The report included an updated Strategic Assessment of Service Requirement (SASR) 
from the previous Cairns Entertainment Precinct project and substantiated that there is 
a need to provide 
 
 A 1000 seat auditorium immediately and within five years a 
 500 seat auditorium 
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The report provided Council with six options; however it recommended that only two 
options be pursued with source of the funds for delivery being a critical determinant of 
the final option to be pursued. 
 
The two options to be pursued are as follows: 
 

 Delivery of the 1000 seat auditorium through the conventional delivery models 
such as a Design and Construct Contract with capital support from the Federal 
and State Governments 

 Delivery of both auditoriums plus the convention Centre expansion through a 
Public Private Partnership(PPP), with support from the State and Federal 
Governments through contribution to the capital cost or to the ongoing 
“availability payments” paid to the private partner. 

 
BACKGROUND: 
 
At the Planning & Sustainability Committee Meeting in September 2012 Council 
resolved to appoint Savills Project Management as well as the consultant team who had 
worked previously on the Entertainment Precinct Project to prepare a Feasibility Study 
for a Performing Arts Centre on land under the control of Ports North. 
 
Council had earlier entered into a Heads of Agreement (HOA) with Ports North to 
conduct this feasibility study into the realisation of a Performing Arts Centre (PAC) on 
the site of the Ports North Administration Building, adjacent to the Cairns Convention 
Centre. 
 
There have been a number of workshops with the Councillors from Savills and 
members of the project team on the project and the report has now been finalised and 
this concludes the Feasibility Stage of the Performing Arts Centre project. 
 
FEASIBILITY STUDY OVERVIEW 
 
The summary of the Savills’ Report is provided as follows: 

There is an urgent need for new performing arts facilities in Cairns. This has 
been well established in several previous studies. The current Civic Theatre is 
grossly inadequate. 

The Cairns Regional Council (CRC) wishes to consider the provision of facilities 
to meet the community’s needs for performing arts’ facilities on a site adjacent to 
the Cairns Convention Centre that is owned by Ports North. There is an existing 
car park between the Centre and this site which is referred to as the Grafton 
Street Park. The Council has entered into an agreement with Ports North to 
prepare a Feasibility Study that is to deliver: 

 A concept plan for the Ports North Site as well as the Grafton Street Park 
site which may include: 

o a performing arts centre; 

o an extension to the Cairns Convention Centre to provide exhibition 
space; 
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o an hotel or residential accommodation and associated mixed uses; 

o car parking facilities 

 A business case for the Development 

 Funding models as to how the Development can be financed, including a 
review of Public Private Partnership models (PPP). 

 A draft implementation Program 

This is the Feasibility Study commissioned by Council (CRC) as required in the 
agreement. 

Needs 

A detailed Strategic Assessment of Service Requirements (SASR) was prepared 
to support a previous Entertainment Precinct which included performing arts 
facilities. This SASR details the failings of the current Civic Theatre. This SASR 
was updated based on recent changes to existing performing arts facilities in 
Cairns and a new market sounding of potential commercial uses of the proposed 
facilities. This updated SASR substantiates that to achieve the desired outcomes 
there is a need to provide: 

 A 1000 seat auditorium immediately, and within five years a 

 A 500 seat auditorium 

Options 

The provision of these theatres in one, and in two stages, was analysed as part 
of this study. 

The Council had prepared, concepts, including financial analyses, for a multi-
level car park on a site diagonally opposite the proposed site for the performing 
arts facilities. This has not been further analysed in this study. However the 
financial options for delivering this facility are included in options that were 
considered. 

Whilst not tested in this Study, advice from the management of the Convention 
Centre is that there is a need for at least an additional 3,000 sq.m. of exhibition 
space at the Centre. The State Government (the owner of the Centre) has 
indicated that the planning should allow for this expansion. The Centre’s 
management has advised that significant additional conventions would be 
attracted to Cairns if this exhibition space was provided and that this would 
provide a major stimulant to the Cairns economy. 

The concept of providing this additional exhibition space through a PPP is also 
considered in this Study. 
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The following options have been considered for this Study: 

Option Description 

Option 1 – Base case (Cairns 
Civic Theatre) 

The ongoing operation of the existing Cairns 
Civic Theatre on the current site within the 
current management and operational 
structure. The base case does not include 
any development, upgrade or refurbishment 
of the existing theatre.   

Option 2 – Theatres (one stage) 1,000 seat auditorium plus a 500 seat 
auditorium funded totally by CRC. 

Option 3 – Theatres (two stages) Same as Option 2 but in two stages with 
stage 2 commencing five years after stage 1.

Option 4 – Theatres (two stages) 
+ carpark 

Option 2 plus a multi-level car park.  

Option 5 – Theatres (two stages) 
+ carpark + convention centre 
expansion 

Option 4 plus a 3,000sqm exhibition space 
extension to the Cairns Convention Centre. 

Option 6 – One theatre joint 
funding 

1,000 seat auditorium jointly funded by the 
three levels of government.  

Concept Plan 

Planning concepts for these options have been prepared to demonstrate that 
these facilities can be provided on the proposed site(s).  

There is also additional land available for the construction of a 200 to 250 room 
hotel. However, it is not considered appropriate to include the hotel site in the 
PPP models based on market soundings of potential private partners.  

No concept for the exhibition centre has been prepared. It is recommended that 
discussions be held in the next stage, with the State Government (as the owners) 
and the Centre management to develop a brief for this exhibition space. 

Business Case 

Construction costs estimates for the performing arts facilities have been prepared 
for this Study, and estimates have previously been prepared for the multi-level 
car park. A high level estimate of the cost of the Exhibition Space of $15m has 
been included in the financial analysis of the PPP. It should be emphasised that 
with no brief, this estimate has not been tested. 

Estimates of revenues and operation costs for the performing arts facilities have 
been prepared and similar estimates were previously prepared for the multi-level 
car park. No such estimates have been provided for the Convention Centre and a 
net operating loss of $3m has been included in the preliminary PPP financial 
assessment. 
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The Capital costs are: 

 Stage 1 (1,000 seat auditorium) - $79.2m 

 Stage 2 (500 seat auditorium) - $20m 

 Stages 1 and 2 together - $94m 

A high level initial assessment of delivering Options 4 and 5 through a PPP 
model has been undertaken which has provided preliminary orders of cost for 
100% private funding and 50% private funding. These orders of cost to Council 
are in the summary table below. 

A summary of the outcomes for various funding of the Options above is: 

Option Funding Council’s budget 
position per annum, 
incl. depreciation and 
interest 

FY 17 
($,000) 

FY20 
($,000) 

Option 1 Civic Theatre 
(excl any refurbishment) 

100% Council 1,688 2,712 

Option 2  Both theatres 
in one stage 

100% Council 12,900 12,200 

Option 3 Both theatres 
in two stages 

100% Council 10,200 11,200 

Option 4 Both theatres 
plus car park 

1/3 Council/State/ 

Commonwealth 

9,900 9,800 

Option 5 Both theatres 
plus car park plus 
Convention Centre 
expansion 

1/3 Council/State/ 

Commonwealth 

14,400 14,400 

Option 6 1,000 seat 
theatre only 

1/3 Council/State/ 

Commonwealth 

6,800 6,700 

Option 5 above 
delivered as a PPP 

50% government capital 
contribution  - 1/3 
Council/State/Commonwealth;

availability payments 100% 
council 

8,000 8,000 

Option 5 above 
delivered as a PPP with 
different funding 
structure 

 

100% private funding, 
availability payment 1/3 
Council/State/Commonwealth 

5,000 5,000 
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Options for further perusal 

In discussions with State Government officers it has been very clear that State 
Government funding will be, if at all, to support the immediate needs of the 
community. This means that direct funding support is most unlikely to be 
available for anything other than the single 1,000 seat auditorium. This is not a 
large enough project to be appropriate for delivery through a PPP. The 
establishment costs are prohibitive for projects less than $100m and in this case 
the capital cost will be no more than $80m. 

There are likely to be savings in developing both theatres with the Convention 
Centre expansion and this may be best realized through a PPP. There are 
unlikely to be significant savings in developing the Multi-level car park at the 
same time and there is therefore unlikely to be support from the State and/or 
Commonwealth Governments for its inclusion. 

Therefore it is recommended that the two options that are pursued are: 

 Delivery of the 1,000 seat auditorium through conventional delivery 
models such as a Design and Construct Contract with capital support from 
the State and Commonwealth Governments, probably over several years. 

 Delivery of both auditoriums plus the Convention Centre expansion 
through a PPP, with support from the State and Commonwealth 
Governments through contributions to the capital cost or to the ongoing 
“availability payments” paid to the private partner. 

 
CONSIDERATIONS: 

 
Corporate and Operational Plans: 
 
Council's draft Corporate Plan 2013-2018 in the Local Regional Issues states: 

 
Arts and Culture  
 
Council will implement strategies to enhance this sector including a 
commitment to an affordable and appropriately located Performing 
Arts Centre. 

 
Under the Community Strategic Goal it says: 
 

1.0 Community 
A vibrant, inclusive and healthy community with access to services and facilities 
which reflect its unique character, role and needs 
 
1.1.2 Encourage sporting, arts, library and cultural activities including the 
partnering and development of infrastructure and programs to support a range of 
learning, leisure and recreation programs. 
 
1.2.1 Plan and provide community infrastructure and support services to best 
meet community needs. 
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Statutory: 
 
All relevant statutory requirements and codes have been considered in the development 
of the Feasibility Concept design Options presented in the attached report. 
 
Financial and Risk: 
 
Council had budgeted for this exercise to cost in the order of $1.5 million. There were 
sixteen consulting firms engaged on the exercise over the time and the budget has 
come in with a saving of approximately $250,000 at the time of writing this report. 
 
Cairns Entertainment Precinct (CEP) Site 
 
Over the past year while Council has investigate the feasibility of the Ports North 
Administration site, it has maintained an interest in the original CEP site. This has been 
primarily through the presence of the lease on the land and the development application 
for the original CEP that was lodged in early 2012. 
 
It would now be reasonable for Council to formally withdraw the application and such 
may attract a refund either in full or part of the development application fees of approx. 
$67,000 that were paid. 
 
Further since the cessation of the work on the CEP site Council has maintain a 
presence on the site by paying for the Workplace Health and Safety equipment that was 
necessary to secure the site and protect and reduce Council exposure to litigation as its 
responsibilities under the lease. This requirement has come at a cost of approx. 
$73,000 over the past year. 
 
Finally on this matter, now the Council no longer has an interest in progress with the 
CEP site, it would be in order to commence discussions with Ports North about the 
relinquishing of the lease and its obligation as well as the withdrawal of the development 
application.  
 
Council will take the necessary legal advice when it comes to progressing these 
matters. 

CONSULTATION: 

 
Ports North as the land owner and co-signatory of the Heads of Agreement have been 
briefed throughout this study. 
 
There was no need to undertake community engagement on the Feasibility Study, the 
study’s purpose was to test the Need; Funding Options and Business Case to progress 
a project that in the future would lead to detailed concept and design plans, that would 
necessitate appropriate community engagement. 
 
The concept plans prepared for this Feasibility Study were prepared with the view to 
test the capability of the site and any constraints. It has not been the expectation that 
such concepts would seek community engagement about the look and feel of the 
buildings and urban design elements. 
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OPTIONS: 
 
The Feasibility Report provided the details of the design options that Council could 
consider. 
 
It also provided the outcomes of various funding options ranging from Council providing 
100% of the funding; three way Government funding or Public Private Partnership 
options. 
 
The options with regard to Council progressing the issue of satisfying the need for a 
new facility as a replacement for the current Civic Theatre, realistically centres around 
Council ability to finance a project or option. Council cannot undertake a project of this 
nature without financial support from other parties.  

CONCLUSION: 

 
The actions that Council needs to undertake from now are: 

 To acknowledge that this current site is the best location for a new Centre and that 
and continue discussions with Ports North about the tenure arrangements. 

 To seek financial support from the Federal and State Government during 2013/14 in 
order to progress the project. 

 

ATTACHMENTS: 
 
Savills Project Management Feasibility Study 
(Appendices 1 to 17 available on website) 
 
 
 
 
Peter Tabulo 

Chief Executive Officer 
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