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The Adaptive Reuse Potential of Underused Heritage Gaols in 

Australia: A case study of Richmond Gaol, Tasmania 

Many heritage-listed gaols in Australia have become obsolete in terms of their 

original function and were decommissioned decades ago. As a default management 

practice, decommissioned gaols are usually transformed into museums which are 

mostly empty and underused without considering other viable alternatives. This 

research challenges this mainstream thinking and demonstrates that among the 

entire stock of heritage-listed gaols in Australia, even the least ranked gaol in terms 

of its potential for reuse can be turned into a thriving and vibrant new function. To 

validate this assumption, this research utilises architectural design in an empirical 

research paradigm. First, the Adaptive Reuse Potential model (ARP) is applied to 

rank Australia’s decommissioned heritage gaols which are spatially and 

structurally sound to accommodate new uses. Secondly, an architectural design 

concept was designed to adaptively reuse the lowest scored gaol (Richmond Gaol) 

to a boutique hotel. The conceptual design proposal was then assessed by three 

local heritage architecture firms to validate its applicability and viability. Despite 

the limitations in the case of Richmond Gaol, in-depth interviews with the 

architects showed that the gaol can be reused successfully to at least one function, 

and accordingly, the whole stock of heritage gaols can be expected to also be 

reused to more sustainable purposes. The research identifies several considerations 

for the reuse of heritage gaols in Australia: the careful intervention to their 

significant fabric; maintaining sufficient evidence of the gaol’s original 

components, the importance of the new use being compatible to the gaol’s 

morphology to ensure minimum alterations or demolitions in the significant fabric 

of the site; and evaluating the new use and its components to achieve financial 

viability. Challenges discussed in this research encourage creating nationally-

designed support programs to better vitalise and help preserve Australia’s carceral 

heritage. 

Keywords: adaptive reuse, heritage revitalisation, architecture, heritage gaols, 

ARP model, Richmond Gaol 

Introduction 

Adaptive reuse generally refers to the conservation process of unused or obsolete heritage 
buildings through their conversion for new uses and more appropriate functions 
(Australia ICOMOS, 2013, article 1.9). Urban development creates pressures for urban 
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regeneration, which occurs through the functional use and reuse of historical buildings 
and sites (Plevoets & Van Cleempoel, 2019). In contemporary theory and practice, 
adaptive reuse is increasingly considered one of the main processes to deal with 
architectural heritage (Semes, 2012; Shehata, Moustafa, Sherif, & Botros, 2015). The 
basic notion of heritage adaptive reuse favours ‘reuse’ than ‘new construction’ from the 
perspective of sustainable development (Bullen & Love, 2010). Breathing ‘new life’ into 
existing buildings carries with it environmental, economic, and social benefits and helps 
to retain our national heritage. The adaptive reuse of heritage buildings is an alternative 
to traditional demolition and reconstruction that entails less energy and waste (Douglas, 
2006), assists in finding financial solutions to sustainably maintain significant cultural 
heritage (Plevoets & Van Cleempoel, 2011; Semes, 2012), and contributes to the 
improvement of the economic, environmental, and social conditions of the surrounding 
area (Bullen & Love, 2010; Rezaei, Rasouli, & Azhdari, 2018; Rodwell, 2008). Adaptive 
reuse has been successfully applied in many types of facilities, including defence estates, 
airfields, government buildings, modern heritage (Koolhaas, 2014), and industrial 
buildings (Langston, 2012). Around the world, adaptive reuse of historic buildings is seen 
as fundamental to sound government policy and sustainable development. In Australia, 
an increase in the proportion of capital expenditure directed to refurbishment works in 
recent years indicate that this trend will continue (Department of the Environment, 2009; 
Langston, 2011b), even when it comes to buildings with uncomfortable (dark) history 
such as gaols (Shehata, Langston, & Sarvimäki, 2018). 

Australia’s Heritage Gaols 

Penal institutions during and after convict transportation in Australia’s history are rich. It 
is important to preserve them for future generations (Casella & Fennelly, 2016; 
"UNESCO World Heritage List: Australian Convict Sites," 2010) despite holding 
uncomfortable connotations (Witcomb, 2012). Modern Australia was founded on the 
sweat, sorrow and suffering of felons forced to migrate across the seas to another 
hemisphere, a new world. Not only early convicts but also, after the end of the 
transportation era, the repeatedly incarcerated of new offenders helped build Australia’s 
early settlement using low-cost labour (Lennon, 2008). Walled gaols accommodated this 
population and kept them away from free settlers. With the rise of modern rehabilitation 
methods in the second half of the 20th Century, many of these gaols became obsolete and 
were decommissioned. Different fates awaited these gaols. 

Figure 1 shows that the number of gaols constructed before the 20th Century or 
those later but listed as heritage buildings compose 84 gaols (Shehata et al., 2018; 
Shehata, Langston, Sarvimaki, & Smith, in press) 1 . With only 14 of them still in 
operation, the remaining 70 gaols which had turned obsolete were entirely shut down 
decades ago. Throughout the first half of the 20th Century, approximately 44 of the 
decommissioned gaols were mostly demolished to be replaced by new structures or left 
redundant in a state of ruin - for example Trial Bay Gaol (NSW Office of Environment 
& Heritage, 2010). On the bright side, there are 27 decommissioned heritage-listed gaols 
which are still in good shape and condition and are structurally sound. Ultimately, the 14 
in-operation gaols will be decommissioned. 

 
1  To know more about the status of all heritage-listed Australian gaols, resources for comprehensive census data about penal 
institutions in Australia were searched. However, there was no central resource found on websites of the Ministry of Justice for 
Australia, nor on State-Heritage registers. Each state’s website displays limited information about few of the former gaols. Thus, the 
researchers used Wikipedia’s page: “List of prisons in Australia” which was the only comprehensive resource as a start. However, 
since Wikipedia is not a reliable source of information, the researchers validated each gaol’s current status, and updated Wikipedia’s 
page of Australia’s Gaols and backed up the provided information with credible references. 
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Figure 1. The current status of valuable gaols built before the 20th Century or those later but on the Heritage 
Register (data collected by the Authors). 

When closed and by default, most heritage-listed gaols in Australia are preserved and 
converted to museums. Dozens of gaols which are scattered around the continent have 
caused an oversupply of dark tourism sites. Many of these 27 surviving gaols – including 
a gaol which is entirely closed – are underused and suffer neglect. Unlike Old Melbourne 
Gaol, which has been transformed to a penal museum receiving 177,000 visitors per 
annum (National Trust of Australia, 2013), income generated by tourists in many of these 
gaols scattered across the country is not enough to generate profit, threatening the 
necessary minimum for preservation and maintenance of the vast majority of this 
surviving gaol stock. Grants by State and Federal Governments had been flowing-in for 
decades to maintain and restore underused gaols as reported in many of the State Heritage 
Register – see for instance: NSW Heritage Office (2019) – or formal documentation 
published by local councils – see for instance: Mount Alexander Shire Council (2012). 
Adding to the burden, the most recent international travel restrictions to Australia’s shores 
due to COVID-19 and the complete absence of foreign tourism (Department of Home 
Affairs, 2020) necessitates pumping-in money for the high-cost maintenance and 
preservation of heritage gaol museums, which is not a sustainable solution. Other 
economically viable reuse alternatives are now more important than ever. 

Few examples defied the default transformation of decommissioned gaols into 
museums and were successfully adapted for reuse to different extents attesting their 
potential for long-term preservation through new life. Adaptive reuse of heritage 
buildings as a modern concept is a practical way of upkeeping old buildings to be part of 
cities’ change, development, and growth. For instance, Bendigo Gaol was adaptively 
reused to have the largest theatre in regional Victoria and part of a local school (Hague, 
2014; Shehata et al., in press); while Darlinghurst Gaol which was reused as an arts school 
in 1922 has just been included in a lease agreement to continue to function as the National 
Art School and being cared for until 2064 (Harwin, 2019). Commemorating the inclusive 
history of early incarceration narratives is indeed essential (Wilson, 2005, 2008, 2011; 
Witcomb, 2012), but nonetheless, sustaining these buildings for future generations by 
finding economically viable uses for (some of) them can also be acceptable as a trade-off 
(Shehata, Abu Arqoub, Langston, Elkheshien, & Sarvimäki, 2020). Most of the stock of 
heritage gaols in Australia are underused, thus facing threats of proper funding and falling 
into a state of ruin and despair. 

Research plan 

Adaptive reuse is a particular form of refurbishment that poses quite difficult challenges 
for designers (Douglas, 2006). Adding to that, balancing commemoration and the general 
interest in confinement on one hand, and reusing the remaining underused stock of 
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significant heritage gaols for socio-economic benefits on the other hand can be 
challenging. Every case by case has its own set of parameters, attributes, and contextual 
forces that set their potential for reuse (i.e. reusability factor). These parameters include 
but are not limited to architectural and urban configurations (Porro & Fransson, 2018), 
historical narrative significance (Menzies, 2017; Wilson, 2011), social interests (Smith, 
2017), and spatial and size qualities (Zafra, 2017). Due to the complexity of these 
challenges, there is no way to prove that all remaining gaols are reusable. But 
hypothetically, if the least ranked gaol in terms of its potential for reuse is in fact 
‘reusable’, then the remaining heritage gaols have more chance of being successfully 
reused to accommodate a vibrant new function. 

To be able to test this hypothesis, first, the existing stock of gaols needs to be 
ordered according to their potential for reuse. Prioritizing adaptive reuse of heritage gaols 
in Australia by ranking them as mutually exclusive projects also increases possibilities of 
step-by-step transformations taking place. Similar to other building typologies (Langston, 
2011b), ranking unused heritage gaols would assist decision-makers to quickly scan the 
available stock of gaols and to achieve better use of existing resources in analysis and 
design effort. Multiple levels of governments, i.e. State and Local and heritage 
authorities, can better orient budgets as well as development consortiums towards 
prioritised interventions in heritage gaols. Secondly, a concept design proposal is 
developed for the least ranked gaol in terms of its potential for reuse and then assessed 
by three locally registered architects and heritage consultancy offices. The first office 
provided the opinions of two architects and chose to be anonymous. Their opinions were 
expressed in one feedback session, thus are referred to here as ‘Interviewees A&B’. The 
other two architects that provided project critique are Stephen Booker, (Director) of 
Carste STUDIO Pty Ltd, and Mike Verdouw (co-director) of 1+2 Architecture P/L. 
Online filled questionnaires were disseminated to the architects after the interviews to be 
used as a validation method (Groat & Wang, 2013). Discussion of the concept design 
will, besides revealing key design recommendations, question the reuse potential of the 
least ranked gaol. If proven possible, a higher possibility would exist for transforming the 
whole remaining stock of significant heritage gaols. Proving that all of the stock is 
adaptively reusable as a sort of mitigation and survival strategy would definitely assist 
preserving these buildings for future generations, and open possible community 
discussions of their optimum utilisation strategies on a case by case basis. 

Ranking the Adaptive Reuse Potential (ARP) of heritage gaols 

An existing and certified model is adopted and applied to order the stock of 
decommissioned heritage gaols in Australia. Previous research by Langston and Shen 
(2007) and Langston, Wong, Hui, and Shen (2008) has led to the Adaptive Reuse 
Potential (ARP) model, which ranks and prioritises projects for reuse. Since its 
development, the ARP model has been successfully validated (Langston, 2012). This 
model identifies and ranks opportunities for existing building reuse and enables the timing 
of any interventions to be predicted (Langston, 2011a). Through this model, seven 
obsolescence categories are conceptualised and measured using surrogate estimating 
techniques as no direct market evidence exists (Langston, 2012). The assessment of 
expected physical, economic, functional, technological, social, legal and political 
obsolescence leads to a combined ‘discount rate’ applied to physical life to determine 
useful life. A series of questions gives insight into the longevity of a building according 
to three primary criteria: environmental context (location), occupational profile (usage) 
and structural integrity (design). Each category is equally weighted, and comprises ten 
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questions requiring simple yes/no answers. Answers are weighted and computed into a 
‘physical life calculator’ (a worksheet has been developed to assist with estimation). It is 
from this starting point that useful life is able to be forecast. 

ARP scores in excess of 50 per cent have high adaptive reuse potential, scores 
between 20 per cent and 50 per cent have moderate potential, and scores below 20 per 
cent have low value, representing about one-third of the area under the decay curve in 
each case. Potential means that there is a propensity for projects to realise economic, 
social and environmental benefits when adaptive reuse is implemented. ARP is 
conceptualised as rising from zero to its maximum score at the point of its useful life, and 
then falling back to zero as it approaches physical life. Where the current building age is 
close to and less than the useful life, the model identifies that planning activities should 
commence. 

The key algorithm in the ARP model has been validated against a large number 
of successful international adaptive reuse projects to show that predicted useful life 
closely resembles actual useful life. The ARP score serves as a means of benchmarking 
(identifying low, moderate or high potential for reuse in individual buildings), timing 
(understanding increasing or decreasing reuse potential and prioritising work) and 
ranking mutually exclusive projects (the higher the score, the more potential for reuse). 
It also identifies when planning should start and when adaptive reuse is not worthwhile. 
Since facility classification is an essential ingredient in project selection for adaptive 
reuse intervention (Langston, 2011b), the ARP model was applied on various facility 
classifications (building typologies): commercial, residential, retail, industrial, 
healthcare, educational, etc. in Langston (2011b), and on buildings in different contexts: 
urban and non-urban projects (Shen & Langston, 2010), but not yet for gaols. 

Cases 
To be able to come up with the list of gaols with potential for reuse, a set of criteria has 
been developed to exclude gaols which are not available for reuse (Table 1). Out of the 
remaining 27, 13 gaols matched the criteria and were considered in this study. The 13 
existing gaols had their ARP scores calculated. The method used to calculate the ARP 
scores contained in the master list is known as the integrated model. It is computed via 
an Excel spreadsheet, based on inputs of physical life, date of construction or last major 
refurbishment, and seven obsolescence scores (physical, economic, functional, 
technological, social, legal and political). The calculations were based on extensive 
readings concerning each gaol, including their Conservation Management Plan (CMP), 
web page on the register of the State Heritage, the gaol’s web site, photos available online, 
other credible resources such as online news, official reports by the Australian 
Government and local heritage councils. 
 

Table 1. Criteria to exclude gaols 

Criteria Justification Example(s) 
Has viable use Assuming that the contemporary reuse of these gaols is 

already viable, which reduces their need for another 
adaptive reuse in the near future. 

Hobart Convict 
Penitentiary, and Bendigo 
Gaol 

Land size less than 1,500 sq. metre Extremely small land sizes are a strong limitation to 
adaptive reuse of old gaols. 

Balranald, Normanton and 
Fannie Bay Gaols 

UNESCO world heritage site and 
Commonwealth/National heritage 
listed gaols 

High level of significance is a strong limitation to adapting 
old gaols for uses other than museums or event venues. 

Fremantle Prison 
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3 Old Gladstone Gaol, SA 
 
Currently a museum and 
budget-hostel. 
Town population: 629 
Photo from google maps 

1881 - 
1975 

Cell blocks 62.5% 
adaptive reuse 
potential is high 
and decreasing 

 
4 Hay Gaol, NSW 

 
Currently a museum and 
centre for Australia Day 
celebrations. 
Town Population: 2,406 
Photo from google maps 

1880 - 
1974 

Hay Type 60.2% 
adaptive reuse 
potential is high 
and decreasing 

 
5 Castlemaine Gaol, VIC 

 
Currently closed. 
Town population: 6,757 
Photo from google maps 

1857 – 
1990 

Pentonville 57.4% 
adaptive reuse 
potential is high 
and decreasing 

 
6 HM Prison Geelong, VIC 

 
Currently a museum. 
City population: 184,583 
Photo from google 
streetview 

1853 - 
1991 

Pentonville 56.3% 
adaptive reuse 
potential is high 
and decreasing 

 
7 (Old) HM Prison Ararat- 

J Ward Asylum for 
criminally insane, VIC 
 
Currently a museum and 
venue for events. 
City population: 8,297 
Photo from google 
streetview 

1859 - 
1991 

Pentonville 55.7% 
adaptive reuse 
potential is high 
and decreasing 

 
8 (Old) Beechworth Gaol, 

VIC 
 
Currently a museum and 
venue for events. 
Town population: 2,789 
Photo from google 
streetview 

1864 - 
2004 

Pentonville 55.4% 
adaptive reuse 
potential is high 
and decreasing 

 
9 Maitland Gaol, NSW 

 
Currently a museum and 
venue for events. 
City Population: 67,478 
Photo from google 
streetview 

1849 - 
1998 

Cell blocks 50.5% 
adaptive reuse 
potential is high 
and decreasing 

 
10 Adelaide Gaol, SA 

 
Currently a museum 
City population: 1.306 
million 
Photo by Authors 

1841 - 
1988 

Pentonville 41.8% 
adaptive reuse 
potential is 
moderate and 
decreasing 
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11 Parramatta Correctional 
Centre, NSW 
 
Currently a museum and 
film shooting scene. 
City Population: 5.23 
million 
Photo from google maps 

1842 - 
2011 

Radial 41.1% 
adaptive reuse 
potential is 
moderate and 
decreasing 

 
12 (Old) Dubbo Gaol, NSW 

 
Currently a museum and 
venue for events. 
City Population: 38,943 
Photo from google maps 

1871 - 
1966 

Hay Type 36.5% 
adaptive reuse 
potential is 
moderate and 
decreasing 

 
13 Richmond Gaol, TAS 

 
Currently a museum 
Town population: 1,464 
Photo from google maps 

1825 - 
1945 

Courtyard 35.6% 
adaptive reuse 
potential is 
moderate and 
decreasing 

 

 
Figure 2. Isometrical view of Pentonville Prison showing the typical features of long radiating wings and single cells. 
Image source: Adshead (1845), digitised by Google. 

Richmond Gaol 

Historical background & significance 
From the mid 1820s a burst of building activities in Richmond, Tasmania, required large 
numbers of convict labourers, and so a local place of imprisonment was needed for those 
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