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This report was commissioned by the Heritage Council of Victoria in 2023 to understand the 
existing research on the value of heritage to the community. The Heritage Council is pleased 
to share this resource publicly. 

It contains a synthesis of current research on: 

• the social, economic, and environmental value of heritage to Australian communities 

• a summary of some of the gaps in the available research. 

Its primary focus is on research from Australia, but it also includes relevant data from 
overseas. 
 
The report is the work of Public Value Consulting with Extent Heritage, and is provided 
without edit. The content, research priorities, and recommendations are the views of the 
authors and have not been endorsed by the Heritage Council. 
 
The Heritage Council thanks Kate Clark, Leo Martin and Vivian Lu for their extensive 
investigation, and thorough reporting and documentation of publicly available research.  The 
report paints a picture of the breadth of resource material. Publication of the report by the 
Council is intended to encourage industry discussion and further research in emerging areas 
of interest. 

 
 

  





































WHY HERITAGE? REPORT FOR THE HERITAGE COUNCIL OF VICTORIA 2023 

HERITAGE MYTHS 
One of the priorities for the Heritage Council of Victoria (HCV) 
was to present complex research in an accessible way that 
can contribute to some of the challenges in communicating 
key messages about cultural heritage. 

To help do that, this section tackles some of the common 
assumptions about the value of heritage in Australia and explores 
some of the evidence for (or against) those statements. This section 
pulls out some of the key findings of the more detailed research 
summarised in the main report and in the heritage stocktake. 

1. AUSTRALIANS DON'T CARE ABOUT THEIR HERITAGE.

FALSE. Most Australians are engaged with heritage and active in its 
preservation, at least on a personal level. In 2010 around 80% of 
Australians had been involved in at least one heritage activity from 
visiting a site to taking part in a festival or watching heritage related 
media. They recognise that heritage is broad, includes both 
intangible and tangible heritage, and is not just about association 
with the post-colonial period. They often need to feel a personal 
connection with a given heritage element before they are willing to 
support its protection at a national level, but also recognise that 
heritage is a highly personal concept and acknowledge that some 
things that have no personal meaning to them might also be 
protected.4 

2. HERITAGE LISTING WILL REDUCE THE VALUE OF MY HOUSE.

LARGELY FALSE. Surveys show that many people assume that 
heritage protection reduces property values but over forty property 
price studies from Australia, the US and the UK show that buildings in 
historic districts, protected heritage buildings and buildings near 
heritage buildings at best achieve premium prices and at worst, 
achieve prices no different to unprotected buildings. Heritage 
buildings also create commercial returns. But if you buy a property 
intending to demolish it and develop the site, heritage listing - like 
any other form of planning control - may affect its development 
potential.5 

4 Heath McDonald, 'What Are the Community Expectations for Heritage Protection?', 
Commissioned essay (Canberra: Department of Sustainability, Environment, Water, Population and Communities, 2011). 
5 Chapter 5 of the main report provides further details on these studies. 
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3. PROTECTING HERITAGE MEANS 'FREEZING' SITES

FALSE. Inclusion on the Victorian Heritage Register (VHR) or a local 
council Heritage Overlay does not stop development or change. The 
system of planning and heritage permits allows heritage sites and 
objects to be adapted, altered and changed. Only four heritage 
permits were refused by Heritage Victoria in 2020-21. Over 90% of 
sites on the VHR are in use every day as businesses or homes - they 
are not monuments, and the others are often industrial remains or 
sites that add character and distinctiveness to local places. Owners 
(and others) spent $1.25 billion on heritage building works in Victoria 
in 2021-2 (nearly 3% of all investment in building permits).6 

4. HERITAGE IS ABOUT MORE THAN A HISTORY LESSON

TRUE. We get so much more than a history lesson when we 

engage with heritage including mental and physical health benefits, 
friendships and networks, connections with place, skills and 
confidence. For example, 'exercise' and 'socialising with friends' are 
the main reasons for visiting parks in Victoria which are often as 
important for their cultural heritage as their natural heritage.7 

Education is also important - 97% of Australians consider heritage 
education to be 'very important' and 85% of parents believe that 
visits to museums should be part of the national curriculum.8 

6 The total value of works covered by heritage permits and exemptions in Victoria in 2021-2 was $1,248,000,000. This
represents around 3.1 % of the value of all building permits in Victoria (more than 100,000 building permits are issued annually 
in Victoria, with a value of $40bn to Victoria's economy Framework for Reform. See Heritage Council of Victoria, '2021-22 
Annual Report' (Melbourne: Heritage Council of Victoria, 2022); State Government of Victoria, 'Building System Review', 
VIC.GOV.AU, 2023, http://www.vic.gov.au/building-system-review. 
7 The parks estate includes one national heritage park, 94 designated historic reserves, 6 cultural landscapes of national
significance, 210 places of state significance and many places of local significance. It includes 140 places across 84 parks and 
67 wrecks on the Victorian Heritage Register (see the Heritage stocktake for more detail). 
8 McDonald, Heath, 'Understanding Public Involvement with Australian Heritage: Final Research Report.', Unpublished report
(Melbourne: Deakin University, 2006). 

SOCIETY ENVIRONMENT PLACE ARTS PROSPERITY 

19 



WHY HERITAGE? REPORT FOR THE HERITAGE COUNCIL OF VICTORIA 2023 

HERITAGE MYTHS 

5. OLDER BUILDINGS ARE NOT ENVIRONMENTALLY SUSTAINABLE.
WE NEED MORE ENERGY EFFICIENT NEW BUILDINGS 

FALSE. Our built environment is currently the world's single largest 
contributor to greenhouse gas emissions. It consumes around 33% of 
our water and generates between 33% and 40% of our waste. As 
much as 25% of Australia's carbon emissions come from buildings. 
However, energy efficiency schemes frequently ignore embodied 
energy, but the energy embodied in existing Australian buildings 
represents 10 years of energy consumption for the entire country. 
'Demolishing an existing building and replacing it with a new one will 
increase carbon emissions by 2050' is the summary conclusion of the 
2020 English report, 'Know your home, know your carbon' .9 

6. CARING ABOUT YOUR NEIGHBOURHOOD IS GOOD FOR YOU

TRUE. People who are active in advocating for better quality 
developments in their areas are sometimes seen in a negative light. 
But people who are strongly attached to the places where they live 
often report a higher quality of life and better life satisfaction. And 
those with strong neighbourhood ties who are interested in their own 
roots and stories are likely to be more engaged in civic activity. There 
is also a link between caring about where you live and 
environmentally responsible behaviour. 10 

9 Historic England, 'Know Your Home, Know Your Carbon - Reducing Carbon Emissions in Traditional Homes',
Heritage Counts 2020 (Historic England, 2020). 
10 See Chapter 3 of the main report.
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7. CREATIVE INDUSTRIES ARE ABOUT THE FUTURE.
WE DON'T NEED HERITAGE! 

FALSE. Some of our greatest artists and writers have been inspired 
by their cultural heritage. Victoria has some fantastic examples of 
heritage sites that are creative hubs such as the old Abbotsford 
Convent which is now home to artists and community events. 
Creative businesses in heritage buildings do better - over a quarter 
of England's creative businesses are in historic buildings or areas, and 
those in listed buildings generate an additional £13,000 GVA per 
business per year compared to those in unlisted buildings. 
Independent non-branded food and retail businesses (including 
fashion, creative industries, food) are the businesses most likely to be 
in heritage-listed buildings.11 Despite this, cultural heritage is often 
overlooked in strategies for creative industries. 

8. THE HERITAGE SECTOR IS A BRAKE ON THE ECONOMY

FALSE. Cultural heritage is often seen as a brake on the economy. 
But cultural heritage has a role in health and social networks, in the 
environment and decarbonisation, in planning and development, in 
the arts and in employment in tourism and other sectors such as 
construction. In 2018 SGS Economics & Planning estimated the Total 
Economic Value of heritage to the Victorian economy as $1.1 billion 
each year- and this is only part of the figure. It omits the value of 
heritage building works to the economy as well as the impact of 
culture and heritage visitors on the visitor economy. When England 
set out to measure the impact of the whole heritage sector, they 
found that the sector has a total GVA of £36.6 billion providing over 
563,509 jobs in 2019. The sector grew by 24% between 2011 and 
2019 - outstripping the rest of the UK economy.12 

11 Historic England, 'Heritage and the Economy', Heritage Counts 2020 (Historic England, 2020), 28. 
12 Historic England, 'Heritage and the Economy', 6. 
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9. CULTURAL AND HERITAGE VISITORS SPEND MORE
AND STAY LONGER THAN OTHER VISITORS 

TRUE. Around 78% of visitors to regional Victoria expect to 
experience Australia's history. 30% of the international heritage 
visitors and 72% of the domestic overnight heritage visitors travelled 
to regional Victoria, with heritage tourism drawing up to 78% of 
tourists to some parts of regional Victoria.13 The idea that Victoria is 
the capital of culture with a rich tapestry of stories is central to the 
Victorian Visitor Economy Masterplan. In 2009 half of all international 
visitors to Australia were culture or heritage visitors and the 2010 
Tourism Research Australia snapshot suggested that cultural visitors 
stayed longer and spent more than others.14 In 2019 Australians took 
almost 1 Smillion day trips to participate in arts and cultural activities, 
spending $1.9 billion.15 Around 15% of young people enjoyed arts 
and cultural events.16 

10. YOU KNOW WE CAN'T PROTECT EVERYTHING!

TRUE. Despite the wider benefits of caring for cultural heritage, less 
than 10% of the building stock in Victoria is on the Heritage Overlay. 
Even fewer buildings have State heritage protections and far more 
buildings are being demolished than are protected. In 2020-21, ten 
places were added to the VHR. For every building added to 
Australian heritage registers in 2019-20, 112 houses were 
demolished, and 618 new houses were built. So, most of the existing 
building stock, including most older buildings, have no heritage 
protections. 

13 T his data is set out in more detail in Chapter 5 of the main report. It was provided to Heritage Victoria, drawing on Tourism 
Research Australia Visitor Profile and Satisfaction reports (2006-2010). 
14Tourism Research Australia, 'Snapshots 2009 - Cultural and Heritage Tourism in Australia' (Canberra: Tourism Research
Australia, 2009). 
15 Australian Bureau of Statistics, 'Arts and Culture in Australia: A Statistical Overview, 2014', Australian Bureau of Statistics 
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 10 July 2014), https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/4172.0. 
16 Tourism Research Australia, 'Youth Travellers - Aged 15 to 29' (Canberra: Tourism Research Australia, 2019). 
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https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/955142/REA_culture_heritage_value_Simetrica.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/955142/REA_culture_heritage_value_Simetrica.pdf







































































































