Responses of the Omeo Historical Society (OHS) to the Omeo Justice Precinct (OJP) Masterplan Report, and Omeo
Justice Precinct: Heritage Analysis: Summary of Issues and Opportunities

The headings are taken from either of these reports.
Masterplan report executive summary

These reports do not consider the certainty of National Significance or the probability of being part of a World
Heritage Goldfields Trail. Documentation around this Heritage Trail shows that even if the OJP were not to be
included in the World Heritage Trail, Beechworth will be and Walhalla is already put up for tentative listing in the first
stage of the Heritage Trail and using the Great Alpine Road as a link. The heritage-based tourism this will bring really
makes The Omeo Justice Precinct the “jewel in the crown” for Omeo and East Gippsland.

EGSC insistence that the Mountain Bike infrastructure (MTB) is the prime focus of all activity fails to understand that
the OJP is likely a stronger factor and one that will bring greater returns and without the expense of the MBT.

We also take issue with their description of the Park which they saw on a snowy day. The Park has been closed for
conservation work for 6 years. It is a construction site. It is still a commanding and powerful site.

Consultants Briefing /Ecodev

It appears the consultants were briefed by EGSC on the basis that an economic imperative existed requiring
commercial use of the OJP. They had a misconception of the cost of the Omeo Justice Precinct. Council workers have
misread their own budget, taking the cost of the conservation work as the annual cost of running the Park. In fact, we
receive no income from EGSC. They were also briefed that the OHS had to be removed from the Police Residence.
This has been shown on the masterplan from the start of this current project and in the Paul Holton Report.

The first public consultation with us and representatives from other sectors of the community began with the words
of the ecodev manager that “this (OJP) is another council property”. We corrected that statement, EGSC are the
Committee of Management of a very significant place and have the privilege of caring for the site on behalf of the
Victorian people. The EGSC has been the COM since it began in 1994. The OHS volunteers have protected this site as
best they can, as the COM has not been active in that role, and it has been a matter of continually trying to get some
assistance from EGSC. There is no one to contact who has responsibility for heritage sites. Some councilors and some
staff do try and help but EGSC has no heritage management. It is especially important that the COM must follow
heritage principles, not commercial ones. The OHS must be a significant part of the proposed new COM.

BURRA Charter and ACRE principles.

The OHS have spoken with many heritage people over the years and been told repeatedly that the OHS is of world
class standard in heritage terms and it seems they were correct, with the site now quite possibly to become part of a
UNESCO World Heritage Trail in coming years. It is with certainty of National significance. Even if it remained at a
State level of significance the same argument would apply. The site is worth many millions of dollars to Omeo and
East Gippsland as a destination.

EGSC had no right to decide the economic imperative and removal of the OHS based in the old Police residence as
preconditions to the outcome of these consultative processes. Using that condition to needlessly alter the building
and purpose, thereby destroying significance, is a serious failure to follow BURRA principles. The relationship
between the OHS and this site is well established. Choosing to remove us from the residence would be to damage
the significance of the site. We did inform the consultants of the documents that show the way the components of
the site were accumulated by the OHS from 1973 to around 1985. They show that the OHS was given the residence
and its site by the State of Victoria. The OHS is the principal name but the transfer included the shire. This was the
final piece that made the AM Pearson Historic Park complete. The council yard was given to the OHS and appears in
the Government Gazette of 1981. The New Court was approved for use as a Court and Museum by the State
Government. The use of the old court, jail and stable buildings was given by the Shire of Omeo.
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When the Shire of Omeo agreed in 1994 that the OHS have a caretaker for the site, it also said that the local
Government agreement would not transfer with the change to EGSC, but they expected they would continue with it.
In about 1996, the EGSC CEO told the OHS to continue our presence on the site. That is what we did. The Park was
listed in 1999. The Omeo Historical Society was the body who made the creation of the AM Pearson Park possible.
The OHS still occupies the old police residence daily for its archive, object storage and research space.

In taking the commercial imperative and briefing the consultants accordingly, the EGSC is acting contrary to multiple
heritage principles. Therefore, outcomes cannot be valid. Furthermore, EGSC is supposedly committed to ACRE
principles which do not support competing with existing businesses, including accommodation.

Civic Heart

At Rodeo time there are few people in the center of town. They are at the Rodeo, why would you take people away
from the event at the Recreation Reserve who need the income to survive. The Shire offices and Town Hall are
already, proudly, the civic heart of town. It is an unrealistic assumption to make the Justice Precinct take over that
role, when it already maintains a vibrant museum experience.

Tourism Market

The OHS work with the MTB management team and hope they remain in the council yard with what will hopefully be
an area of heritage focused activity utilizing the local history collection from the Folk museum area. There is a strong
connection between the MTB and the AM Pearson Historic Park (OJP). Pearsons’s grandfather was William Mesley.
He owned Mt Mesley where the central MTB is situated and gave the land to the community for use on a
recreational level. The tracks also utilize the heritage mining features of the Oriental Claims and Dry Gully.

As a nationally significant cultural heritage site, the funding levels available will change. The site will attract a
consistent stream of visitors. The benefits will extend throughout the entire length of the Great Alpine Road.

Digital tourism

The local history collection can provide a story or an example of something on a wide variety of subjects connecting
the community to the Law. There is an extraordinary opportunity here to provide something special. The resources of
the Omeo Historical Society are deep and rich.

Our final comments:

The consultants have provided a professional report based on their erroneous briefing from EGSC. We believe that
had they been briefed using criteria more appropriate to the significances of the site and the town, and to be
inclusive instead of exclusive of the OHS, the findings would be very different.

An online search indicates that 70 to 80 percent of the population believes heritage sites should be fully funded by
the taxpayers. The percentage in the Omeo Region is possibly higher.

It’s not only the hard work of the principal community figures since 1964 when the Shire of Omeo created the Omeo
Historical Society as a council subcommittee, who would be appalled at this report, but also the many, many local
figures who have been a part of the OHS over its life, along with their families who are still strongly represented in
the community.

We believe the council yard buildings should be dedicated to heritage, environment, and the lost arts, utilizing
whatever parts of the local history collection are appropriate. The Old Police Residence should remain the Archive
and Research Centre for the Omeo Historical Society, Commissioners Gully should be developed as a botanical garden
for the pleasure of many rather than glamping, and the Shire Hall and Civic Centre should never, ever, be removed.
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