
 

 
 

15. Reserve Bank 

 

The Reserve Bank was constructed in 1966-67 and is a particularly fine example of the 
twentieth century stripped classical architectural style. The generous curtilage upon which 
the building sits is an important part of the overall design and provides an appropriate setting 
for the building, which is a reminder of the role that the Reserve Bank of Australia played in 
the development of a centralised banking and monetary control system. This was reinforced 
by opening a branch of the bank in each capital city. The building is one of four making up 
Bank Corner. The others are the former Commercial Bank of Australia facade, the 
Commonwealth Bank and the Westpac Bank (former Bank of New South Wales). The 
Reserve Bank closed on 31 October 1997. In 1999-2000 the building was occupied by the 
United Nations and became symbolic of Australia's role in the East Timor conflict. It is 
presently used as a visitor information centre.
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History1 
Legislation establishing the Commonwealth Bank of Australia was introduced in 1911. 
Originally the main functions of this bank were to carry out general banking and business 
associated with being a savings bank. Central banking functions developed gradually until 
WWII.  At this time wide powers were conferred in areas such as exchange control and 
administration of monetary and banking policy. These functions and powers were formalised 
in 1945 in the Commonwealth Bank Act and the Banking Act.  In 1959 the Reserve Bank 
was formed in order to carry out the central banking functions of the Commonwealth Bank. 
The new Commonwealth Bank of Australia carried out commercial and savings banking 
activities.  The Reserve Bank Act 1959 came in operation on 14 January 1960. Since that 
date, the Reserve Bank has been Australia’s central bank with its own Board, Governor and 
staff (online information available at http://www.rba.gov.au/about/ab_hist.htm). 

The Reserve Bank or central bank, as it was referred to in the 1940s, was further 
strengthened in 1945 with the introduction of legislation establishing the Commonwealth 
Bank as competitor with other trading banks. Herbert Cole Coombs played a major role in 
planning this legislation and in 1949 was appointed Governor of the Commonwealth Bank 
and in 1951 Chairman of its Board. When central banking legislation was changed in 1960 
he was appointed Governor of the Reserve Bank of Australia and Chairman of the Board, 
posts that he held until 1968. 

The Reserve Bank Darwin was opened in 1967. It is an example of the Late Twentieth-
Century Stripped Classical Architectural style and is characterised by dark screens within a 
structural grid paraphrasing a classical colonnade.  

The background to the style was a return to classicism heralded by the American architect 
Philip Johnson in his design for the Lincoln Centre, New York. Some buildings by Mies van 
der Rohe displayed a classical simplicity. In Australia the expanding national capital seemed 
an appropriate locale for the style: among the earliest examples was the building for the Law 
Courts of the ACT. 

The style is characterised by symmetrical massing creating a fundamentally classical 
composition but without use of classical motifs and details. It is static rather than dynamic. 
Repetitive rhythm of columns or column-like elements, reliance on carefully considered 
proportions and monumentality characterise buildings of this style. 

It was essentially an urban style dedicated to free standing buildings in a formal setting. 
Exterior characteristics included symmetry and horizontal profile. The buildings often had a 
colonnade echoing classical peristyle and a façade divided into structural bays, reminiscent 
of classical intercolumniation.  Broad horizontal roof edge recalling classical entablature and 
a Central entrance completed the style. 

Most buildings were constructed in fire-resisting steel and/or reinforced concrete to reflect 
the brave new age into which the world was entering after the post-war recession. Trabeated 
constructions with wide spans were adopted where necessary. 

                                                
1 Extracted from Heritage Assessment Report (Pedersen, 2001, pp5-10). 

http://www.rba.gov.au/about/ab_hist.htm)
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The noted features of this style that are dominant in the Reserve Bank Darwin include: 

• symmetrical facade 
• horizontal skyline 
• regular bays with height exceeding width 
• broad horizontal member echoing classical entablature 

The Reserve Bank provides a range of services to customers—banking services for 
governments, registry services for the Commonwealth and some State government and 
overseas agencies, electronic settlement facilities for CGS and other transactions using the 
Reserve Bank Information and Transfer System (RITS), and a bulk currency not-issue 
facility. All of these activities were reviewed in 1996-97 to ensure their operations were 
effective and conformed to the principles of competitive neutrality. A part of the note-issue 
function, the specialised currency-distribution service to individual bank branches in 
metropolitan areas, which had been in operation for more than 30 years, was terminated in 
mid-July 1998. The real-time gross settlement (RTGS) system became fully operational on 
22 June 1998; the newly formed Payments Settlements Department manages and operates 
this system. 

The expansion of electronic processing of banking and securities transactions, the re-
organisation of cash processing and distribution, and the centralisation of functions to 
improve efficiency have had a substantial impact on the Reserve Bank’s branches. Because 
the amount of remaining business conducted in the Northern Territory had shrunk to a very 
low level, it was no longer viable to maintain even a very small branch and the bank closed 
its Darwin branch on 31 October 1997. 

The revision of the bank’s services has resulted in many of the services that had previously 
been provided by the bank being provided by the private sector. The remaining functions of 
the bank were rationalised and only core functions were retained. The provision of 
contestable services is now organised on a business unit basis to facilitate transparency and 
accountability; each business unit aims for full cost recovery and an appropriate return of 
capital. 

DARWIN 
The Darwin ‘branch’ of the Reserve Bank was constructed in 1967 according to Apperly et al 
(1989; 229), but 1968 according to Welke and Wilson (1993; 249). The Commonwealth 
Department of Housing and Construction, with John Scott the project architect, designed the 
building.  It was built by Nichols Henderson Pty Ltd at a cost of about $500,000 and was 
opened in March 1968 (National Trust file). 

The Reserve Bank produced a small information sheet in 1967 regarding the new Darwin 
office, which described the external design of the building as  

…characterised by the light and dark contrast of the white quartz exposed aggregate and 
bronze anodised aluminium louvres. These external finishes reflect the bold approach of the 
design. 

Concrete encased steel columns rising two storeys and crowned with a deep parapet form a 
colonnade around the building and this, together with the vertical aluminium louvres, provides 
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the essential protection from the sun. The building has been set back from its boundaries and 
is adjacent to a small public park allowing scope for landscaping and the Bank has made 
provision for the planting of grass, native trees and shrubs. 

Architecture 
Apperly et al (1989:229) have identified the building as an example of the Late 20th Century 
Stripped Classical style that made a comeback in the early 1960s. Buildings of this style are 
broadly characterised by the symmetrical massing that creates a classical composition but 
without the use of classical motifs and details, a repetitive rhythm of columns or column-like 
elements and reliance on carefully considered proportions.  The exterior of such buildings 
often exhibit a horizontal profile, symmetry, colonnades reminiscent of the classical peristyle, 
a façade divided into structural bays that recalls classical intercolumniation, a central 
entrance and broad horizontal roof edge recalling classical entablature.  Such buildings are 
usually constructed of fire-resisting steel and/or reinforced concrete.   

Table 1 below indicates the key style indicators exhibited by the Reserve Bank (after Apperly 
et al 1989:229). 

Style Indicator Exhibited by the Reserve Bank?  

Symmetrical façade Yes  

Horizontal skyline  Yes 

Regular bays, with height exceeding width Yes 

Colonnade echoing classical peristyle No 

Column without base and capital No 

Broad horizontal member echoing classical entablature Yes 

Central Entrance No 

Steinle (1998; 4) states that the Reserve Bank is based on the early classicism of the Greco-
Roman temple forms, whereas the Old Supreme Court has sources in the latter neo-
classicism of the Italian Renaissance Pallazzo forms, resulting in different variations of the 
Modernist Classical style. 

The expansion of electronic processing of banking and securities transactions, 
reorganisation of cash processing and distribution, and the centralisation of functions to 
improve efficiency have had a substantial impact on the Reserve Bank’s branches. Because 
the amount of remaining business conducted in the Northern Territory had shrunk to a very 
low level, it was no longer viable to maintain even a very small branch and the bank closed 
its Darwin branch on 31 October 1997. 
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THE RESERVE BANK 

Governance 

The Reserve Bank has two Boards, the Reserve Board and the Payments System Board. 
For the purposes of the Commonwealth Authorities and Companies Act 1997 the members 
of the Reserve Bank Board are directors of the Bank. The Reserve Bank Act provides a 
clear delineation of responsibilities between the two Boards; instances of conflict over 
policies should therefore be rare. However, if a conflict were to arise, the view of the 
Reserve Bank Board would prevail to the extent that there is any inconsistency in policy. If 
there are disagreements between the Boards on questions of jurisdiction or inconsistency of 
policy, they are to be resolved by the Governor, who is Chairman of both Boards. 

The Reserve Bank Board 

The Reserve Bank Board is responsible for the Bank’s monetary policy and for the Bank’s 
policy on all other matters, except for payments system policy. The Board has a maximum of 
nine members; three are ex-officio – the Governor of the Bank (who is also Chairman of the 
Board), the Deputy Governor (Deputy Chairman) and the Secretary to the Treasury. Of the 
remaining six members, at least five must be persons who are not officers of the Bank or of 
the Australian Public Service. A director, officer or employee of a corporation (other than the 
Reserve Bank itself) whose business is wholly or partly that of a bank is not eligible to be a 
member of the Reserve Bank Board. Over recent years, members of the Board have come 
from the manufacturing, mining and retailing industries, the rural sector, the trade union 
movements and the universities. 

The Governor and Deputy Governor are appointed by the Governor-General, on the 
recommendation of the Government of the day. Terms are for periods not exceeding seven 
years, and they are eligible for reappointment. Subject to the policy of the Reserve Bank 
Board, the Governor is responsible for the management of the Bank. In the event of a 
vacancy in the office of the Governor, the deputy Governor performs the duties and has the 
powers and functions of the Governor. 

The Governor-General, on the Government’s recommendation also appoints the Board 
members who are not ex-officio. They are appointed for a term of five years and are eligible 
for reappointment. 

There are no statutory provisions governing the frequency of meetings of the reserve Bank 
Board. It meets on the first Tuesday of each month (usually except January), mostly at the 
Bank’s Head Office in Sydney, but also at other times in State branches. 

The Payments System Board 

The Payments System Board has a maximum of eight members; three are ex-officio – the 
Governor of the Bank (who is also the Chairman of the Boar), one other Bank representative 
appointed by the Governor (Deputy Chairman) and a representative of the Australian 
Prudential Regulation Authority (APRA) appointed by the Chief Executive Officer. The other 
members of the Payment Systems Board are appointed in the same manner and for the 
same maximum term as members of the Reserve bank Board. 
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There are no statutory requirements governing the frequency of meetings of the Payment 
System Board, which has met on a quarterly basis since its inception. 

Head Office and Branches 

The structure of the Bank is summarised in the organisation chart and is based in groupings 
of related functions, as follows: 

Economic Group is responsible for analysis of economic trends, both domestic and 
overseas, forecasting and research relevant to the framing of monetary policy. It consists of 
two departments: 

Economic Analysis Department monitors and forecasts trends in the international 
and domestic economies, provides regular advice on these developments and 
monetary policy to the Governors and the Board, contributes to various outside bodies 
(including the Joint Economic Forecasting Group), maintains contacts with relevant 
analysts and institutions, undertakes applied research and prepares reports for 
publications in the Reserve Bank of Australia Bulletin. 

Economic Research Department undertakes longer-term research into issues 
relevant to monetary policy formulation and the operation of financial markets. Results 
are published in the Research Discussion Paper series. In addition, it organises a 
program of internal seminars and a major annual conference, publishes Research 
Discussion Papers and, under the direction of an Editorial Committee, the monthly 
Bulletin. It administers a comprehensive library service for the Bank. 

Financial Markets Group is responsible for implementing the Bank’s operations in domestic 
and foreign exchange markets. These operations are conducted in pursuit of the Bank’s 
monetary policy objectives and for the purposes of investing Australia’s international 
reserves. 

The groups is divided into two departments: 

Domestic Markets Department is responsible for operations in the money and bond 
markets; and monitoring developments in domestic financial markets including the cost 
and availability of finance through financial intermediaries and capital markets. The 
department also provides advice to the Treasury on the amount and maturity of 
securities to be issued to meet the Government’s domestic funding requirements. It 
also conducts the regular tenders through which these securities are issued. 

International Department is responsible for the Bank’s foreign exchange operations 
and investment of international reserves. The department also maintains an oversight 
of the foreign exchange market and handles the Bank’s relations with international 
organisations, as well as authorising financial institutions in Australia to deal in foreign 
exchange. 

The bank’s overseas representative’s offices come under the umbrella of the Financial 
Markets Group. 

Financial System Group supports the bank’s role in payments system regulation and its 
broad responsibilities for financial system stability. It consists of: 
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Payments Policy Department, which is responsible for developing and implementing 
the Bank’s payments system policy. It provides analysis and advice to the Payments 
Systems Board on improving the safety and efficiency of the payments system. The 
department also represents the Bank on a number of industry committees responsible 
for the day-to-day management of payments clearing systems. 

System Stability department, which analyses the implications for financial system 
stability of changes in patterns of financial intermediation and developments in 
financial products, technology and risk management techniques. It also conducts 
research on issues related to financial regulation and provides policy advice tot he 
reserve bank Board and to the bank’s representatives on the board of the Australian 
Prudential Regulation Authority (APRA). 

Business Services Group comprises three departments: 

Banking Department, which provides a specialised range of banking and registry 
services to customers, mainly Commonwealth and State Government departments 
and instrumentalities; 

Note Issue department, which is responsible for note issue, local distribution of 
currency and gold lending; and 

Payments Settlements Department, which is responsible for the settlement of high-
value payments and interbank obligations arising from the conduct of Exchange 
Settlement Accounts and the Bank’s own trading activities, as well as the operations of 
RITS (Reserve Bank Information and Transfer System), an electronic settlement 
system for transactions in Commonwealth Government securities. 

The Business Service group has an office in each Australian capital (except Hobart) and in 
the federal capital, Canberra. 

Corporate Services Group comprises four department which provide services to other 
parts of the Bank: 

Facilities Management department, which is responsible for the Bank’s properties, 
purchasing and transportation, food services and security matters; 

Financial Administration department, which prepares the Bank’s financial and 
management accounts and handles various staff services such as payroll and 
superannuation; 

Support Services department, which brings together the remaining internal services, 
including records management, publishing, communications, health and safety, and 
staff training; and 

Systems and Technology Department, which is responsible for the planning, 
development and management of the bank’s computer and communications systems. 

Audit Department is responsible for conducting independent appraisals of the Bank’s 
activities, functions and operations to ensure that an adequate framework of internal controls 
has been established and is operating effectively. 
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Personnel Policy department is responsible for the development of personnel policies to 
meet the Bank’s changing needs. 

Secretary’s Department provides secretarial and legal services and acts generally as a 
coordinating department. It services the Reserve Bank Board and the Payments System 
Board and is responsible for disseminating information to the public and media. 

Overseas representative Offices 

The Bank has representative offices in London and New York. The European representative 
office in London maintains liaison with central banks and other institutions and authorities in 
Europe, including the Bank for International Settlements and the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development. The New York office performs similar functions in respect to 
North America. Both offices monitor economic and financial developments in the local 
markets, and are responsible for foreign exchange operations and investment of 
international reserves. 

Note Printing Australia Limited 

Note Printing Australia Limited is responsible for the manufacture of Australia’s currency 
notes and a range of other security products for domestic and overseas markets. It is a 
separately incorporated, wholly owned subsidiary of the Bank. 

Staff 

In June 1999, staff of the Bank numbered around 1,050 with about 710 in Sydney, around 
180 in Note Printing Australia Limited and the remainder at Australian branches and 
overseas representative offices. Over the past few years, overall staff numbers have 
declined substantially from their peak in 1983 of 3,827. 
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Additional Photographs 

 

1970 – Image: National Archives of Australia 

 

1970s – Image: Helyar Collection, Northern Territory Library 
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1972 – Image: National Archives of Australia. Photographer: Michael Jensen 

 

2003 – Image:Heritage Branch.  
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2018 – Image: Heritage Branch 
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