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Save the McDougall Campaign – Press Release 

 

The Robert McDougall Art Gallery in the Christchurch Botanic Gardens 

                                                                                                            17 August 2022 

Finally, Canterbury Museum’s Board Chairman, David Ayers, has updated the people of 

Canterbury (Press 22 July) on the status of their planned redevelopment project. The news is 

not encouraging. 

At the previous update (Press January 28) they were waiting for the approval of a $ 70 M 

loan from the Government’s Crown Infrastructure Partners shovel ready project fund before 

they could consider starting the project. Apparently, this application for funding was rejected.  

It now appears they have applied again for funding from the Government - presumably from 

another potential source and expect a reply “quite soon”. 

Mr Ayers also disclosed that, as expected, the overall cost of the project has increased from  

$195M to $245M and in order to keep the Government funding request to around the same 

level of $70 M they plan to reduce the project size by not base isolating the Mountfort 

building. This will reduce their proposed basement storage capacity by about one third. 

And what happens if the request for Government funding is turned down again? Nothing.   

Their plan B is to “sit on their hands for a while” as they can’t proceed without the 

Government funding.  

Mr Ayers said a public fund raising drive could make up the shortfall. Originally, they 

planned to raise $ 50 M from a public appeal but instead have expected ratepayers and 

taxpayers to come up with all the funds they want. All the recent development projects for art 
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galleries and museums in New Zealand have been funded to a large extent by corporate and 

private donations. The Christchurch Art Gallery, which opened in 2003, had to fund raise for 

five years to obtain $ 14 M in donations to compliment the Council’s $ 34 M and $ 6.5 M 

from the Government. The Auckland Museum had to fund raise for 6 years for their $ 64.5 M  

extensions opened in 2006. They raised $ 38 M in donations to compliment the $ 26.5 M 

from the Government. And more recently, for their 2020 $ 35 M redevelopment, the Sarjeant 

Art Gallery in Wanganui received $ 12 M from the Government and had to fund raise for 7 

years for the remaining $ 23 M from their Council and other public and private donors. 

So, the experience of other museum and galleries suggests that should the Government finally 

decide to support the Museum’s project it would only be for a portion of the $ 70 M and if the 

Museum then decided to fund raise the balance it would probably take them years to do so 

especially under present circumstances. And, as the Museum have failed to fund raise at all 

over the last 20 years of trying to implement a redevelopment project, they wouldn’t have the 

time left to do so.     

The Museum first applied for the funding two years ago, sometime after June 2020, and as 

they have already been turned down once it would seem unlikely that the Government will 

agree now to such a large amount as $ 70 M which means the project in its present form is 

unlikely to ever proceed. Costs are likely to further increase in the meantime and also over 

the five year duration of the project. So, it would seem the eventual outcome will be they 

only have sufficient funding available to improve their own buildings which are in an 

appalling state. This would involve replacing their non heritage buildings behind the 

Mountfort building and base isolating both to create an underground basement for storage. 

So where will this leave the McDougall Art Gallery? It is a facility largely alien to what is 

required by the Museum which is mostly concerned with 3 dimensional objects while the 

McDougall is designed primarily to display 2 dimensions.  

The main purpose of the project as presently planned is to utilise the entire McDougall land 

area (almost as big as the Museum land area) to create a huge underground basement that 

would be two metres below the water table to store the Museum’s collections. This is why 

they want the gallery to become part of the proposed complex. The whole idea is to make it 

possible on their Rolleston Avenue site to store all of their collections by base isolating all of 

their buildings and the gallery and creating underground storage over both sites. This explains 

why they have shown little interest in how they intend to use the gallery exhibition spaces. 

But in order to reduce the cost of the project they are now proposing not to base isolate and 

create storage under the Mountfort building as this has already been strengthened. This would 

mean they will have to rely heavily for their storage on the McDougall land area basement. 

But they would not be able to fully utilise this huge storage area because the McDougall Act 

2003 only allows the gallery land area to be used for the purposes of art and decorative arts 

and crafts. The Museum’s art collection would only take up a small amount of this proposed 

basement space and while a considerable amount of their collections are decorative arts and 

crafts, these would represent less than half of their total collections by storage space. So, it 

would not be possible for the Museum to fully utilise this space. During the consenting 

process for the project in July last year I pointed out the limitations of the McDougall Act to 

the Museum and they accepted and acknowledged that the Museum would not be able to 

utilise this space for all of their collections.  
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This is concerning as the Museum has already shown they have no respect for the McDougall 

Act as until recently they have been storing various items from their collections in the gallery 

itself - not in its basement. The McDougall Act does not allow the gallery building to be used 

as a storeroom. Apparently, they recently had to remove these items due to the gallery being 

too cold. This was only to be expected as there has been no air conditioning working since 

2012. There was also water running down one wall from the roof. This presumably would 

have been caused by the fact the Council has delayed for around 4 years their $ 1 M 

maintenance project ( ID 1469) to replace the gallery’s protective roof membrane as they 

wanted this work to be carried out at the same time as it is strengthened to meet the new 

building code as part of the Museum project. This gives us an idea of the appalling state the 

Council has allowed the gallery to fall into as a result of being left for 20 years in the hands 

of the Museum. 

This beautiful neo classical heritage building, I believe the largest gift ever given to the 

citizens of Christchurch, was put in the future hands of Canterbury Museum by the Council in 

2002 at the time the city’s art collection was being moved from it to the new Christchurch Art 

Gallery in preparation for its opening in 2003. It has been virtually unused since despite being 

the only Council owned heritage building undamaged in the earthquakes. In 2005 the 

Museum planned its first redevelopment project which proposed that their Maori whare 

would be placed on top of the gallery’s roof attached to an ugly square steel box to act as an 

ablution block so people could sleep in the whare overnight. Fortunately, this project failed to 

get consented due to the damage it would have done to the heritage fabric of the Museum’s 

buildings as well as the gallery. Since the earthquakes, it has been unused and allowed to 

deteriorate as maintenance has been delayed waiting for the Museum to proceed with their 

project. Is this the way a category 1 listed building should be treated? 

But it was not until October 2020 that the Council actually agreed to lease the McDougall to 

the Museum for 50 years and under a separate funding agreement provide $24.4 M to the 

overall project as a grant and a further $ 24 M towards the cost of strengthening and base 

isolating the gallery. But this funding agreement was conditional upon the Museum raising all 

the funds they need for their project by 31 December 2021 which they failed to do. The 

Council can now withdraw from this funding agreement which would then automatically 

terminate the lease. So far Council has allowed both agreements to run on. 

In the meantime, if the Government funding becomes available the Museum plans to start 

work first on the McDougall and have applied to Council for a building consent to carry out 

work to strengthen it. I believe they are yet to apply for a building consent to base isolate it 

and construct the underwater basement over the gallery’s entire land area. The whole concept 

of the Museum planning to store their collections in a basement that is 2 metres below the 

water table is extremely risky given it is situated in the loop of the Avon River and it is 

predicted there is a 70% chance of the alpine fault rupturing within the next 50 years. No 

other museum or art gallery in the country has ever stored their collections under water and 

although some institutions overseas do have such basements they are not in places that 

experience earthquakes. The Museum has a duty of care to maintain its collections in good 

order and condition under the Canterbury Museum Trust Board Act 1993 and because of the 

extreme earthquake risk I don’t believe the Council building inspectors should approve a 

consent for this part of the project. Nor should the Council financially support this aspect of 

the project.  
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Recent research in Wellington has also established that there is a 26% chance of the southern 

end of the Hikurangi Subduction Zone rupturing over the next 50 years causing an earthquake  

along the eastern coastline of the North Island and creating a tsunami that would flood the 

Wellington waterfront back to at least Courtnay Place. Such an event would completely flood 

Te Papa in Cable Street and all its national museum and art collections. It was for this reason 

that a few years ago the idea evolved to build another Te Papa in Manakau, Auckland, that 

would be a space safe from Wellington's earthquakes where some of Te Papa’s collections 

could be safely stored. Unfortunately, funding for this project was withdrawn in 2019. Given 

that our national art and museum collections are currently at such risk the last thing a 

Christchurch Council should be allowing is for Canterbury Museum to also put their 

collections at risk.                                               

Given costs will almost certainly continue to increase during the life of the project the most 

likely outcome for the Museum’s project is that they end up only having sufficient funds to 

replace and base isolate their own buildings. The question now is how much longer will the 

Council allow this 20 year saga concerning the future of the McDougal to continue for? 

The present Council have a long overdue obligation to the McDougall to get a proper future 

for it sorted out that honours the intention of its donor, Robert McDougall, and all the donors 

of the millions of dollars worth of works of art that constitute the city’s historical art 

collection as only around 6 % of the historical collection (including watercolours and prints) 

is today displayed annually in the Christchurch Art Gallery. As a result, it now badly needs a 

home of its own. The McDougall is the home that was given to the city for it. I believe 

Council should set a deadline of the end of September to sort out its future once and for all 

before the end of its current term. 

If the Museum do not have the necessary funding available to proceed with their project as 

planned by the end of September the Council should terminate their present funding 

agreement and decide to retain the McDougall for the city’s historical collection to be run as 

an adjunct gallery to the Christchurch Art Gallery as every other city in the world have done 

with their old art galleries. The Council can then strengthen the gallery themselves but would 

not have to base isolate it and the cost allowed for this of $ 12 M could be saved and, if 

necessary, put towards the stadium project. 

Council could then negotiate a replacement funding agreement with the Museum which 

would reinstate their $ 24 M grant. Hopefully this would enable them to proceed with a 

reduced project to replace their non heritage buildings and base isolate them and the 

Mountfort building. 

Council should not allow the Museum to control the future of the McDougall after 30 

September. The last 20 years has been a disaster for the gallery. The Museum do not have a 

suitable art collection to utilise it so would have to use it to display unknown museum 

objects. Council should instead decide to honour the terms of Robert McDougall’s gift and 

also its own Heritage Strategy and re-open it as the best neo classical art gallery in the 

country to be the home of our wonderful historical collection also gifted to the city by so 

many generous donors. 

For its own reputation it should not leave this injustice unresolved for the next Council. 

Tim Seay                                                                              Save the McDougall Campaign 


