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Executive summary  

For more than eighty years the Women’s Rest Rooms in New Plymouth has served local women and 

those from further afield. The building is firmly a part of the region’s cultural heritage and its form 

and function contribute significantly to the local community and urban landscape.  

The Rest Rooms’ construction followed pressure from women, from urban and rural communities 

alike, to replace the aging public toilets on Courtney Street. A new site on James Lane was selected 

and architects Griffiths and Stephenson were contracted to design a building.  

The result was a building in bungalow form with a flat gable at the front and access from the side. 

Built in concrete, the Rest Rooms contains toilet facilities, rest areas, and a ‘mothers with infants’ 

room. There are also caretaker’s quarters, originally occupied by a live-in caretaker and now used for 

administration and storage. The interior was (and to a degree still is) simple but tasteful, with Art 

Deco influences in the decoration.  

The Rest Rooms’ layout and design reflected many ideas about women in public spaces and fits 

within other examples of such constructions in New Zealand in the interwar period. The form and 

function are similar to other extant women’s rest rooms around New Zealand, namely those in 

Auckland, Whanganui, and Marton. 

For many decades, the Rest Rooms’ history was uneventful. Then in 1995, mayoral candidate Lynn 

Bublitz suggested demolishing the building. Although his proposal was met with significant 

disapproval and may have lost him the election, ten years later Bublitz was appointed project manager 

for the Huatoki Plaza, which included the Rest Rooms. Again it was suggested the Rest Rooms be 

demolished, but public outcry and a 3,500 strong petition ensured the building was incorporated in the 

Plaza’s development.   

The Rest Rooms has been used for its original purpose for the last eight decades and public support 

for the building indicates it can continue to do so for many years to come. While valued for its utility, 

the building is still a touchstone for many memories and should have its heritage preserved and 

promoted in the future.  
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1.0 Introduction 

1.1 Purpose 

This conservation plan seeks to identity the heritage values of the Women’s Public Rest Rooms in 

New Plymouth and offer advice on how to best preserve those values.  

1.2 Commission details 

While this report is primarily for a university assignment, it is hoped the information contained within 

may be of use for the review of the New Plymouth District Council (NPDC) heritage list and to help 

guide the future management of this historic building.  

1.3 Acknowledgements 

I would like to acknowledge the invaluable assistance of Mike Gooch of the Taranaki Research 

Centre at Puke Ariki and District Libraries.   

1.4 Management and legal status 

The Rest Rooms is managed by the NPDC, but as a public facility rather than a heritage asset. The 

Rest Rooms and the ‘First Hospital Plaque’ are listed ‘Category B’ on the NPDC Heritage Building 

and Items List and are thus not subject to rules that would protect them from alteration or demolition. 

The District Plan and its heritage list is currently under review.  

1.5 Location 

3 Ariki Street, New Plymouth, LOT 3 DP 9589 

 

Figure 1 The Rest Rooms is located in downtown New Plymouth, shown by the red oblong 
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2.0 History  

2.1 History 

Women’s public toilets in New Zealand1 

In the early days of European settlement in New Zealand, there were few, if any, public conveniences 

and public urination was more accepted than it was today.2 It wasn’t until the 1860s that concerns 

about sanitation and public morality prompted civil authorities to provide men’s public urinals (in the 

larger urban areas of Auckland and Dunedin at least). Women, however, would have to wait many 

decades before being granted such spaces.3 

The discrepancy between the genders may have occurred because women were not seen as 

participating in civic (and thus public) life. This can certainly be seen in the construction of civic 

buildings: the Auckland and Dunedin town halls and the Dunedin courts were originally built without 

women’s toilets.4 Women resorted to ‘semi-public’ toilet facilities, such as communal provisions at 

the rear of residential houses, the facilities at small businesses, using their long skirts to hide 

urinating, or simply not drinking before heading into town.5 Gradually, calls for women’s public 

convenience were heard. The Dunedin council erected their first women’s public toilets in 1909 and 

Auckland in 1910.  

In the early 1920s, ideas around women’s public facilities changed from merely toilet facilities to rest 

rooms, where women could relax, look after children, and have a private space in the public sphere. 

Annabel Cooper et al argued that this shift came about for three reasons: first, women had become 

more accepted in public life; second, it was mothers who received the most attention in the 1920s and 

facilities were therefore provided for them; and third, the more elaborate rest room had ‘less emphasis 

on women as creatures with a need to urinate or worse and more on women as mothers, as creatures 

with a need to rest’.6 

Examples of this new type of public facility can be seen throughout New Zealand. Marton, 

Whanganui, and Auckland Central have extant women’s rest rooms from the 1920s that show that the 

new buildings took on a homely appearance, drawing from the Arts and Crafts and bungalow styles of 

architecture. The relaxed, cosy style reflected the new usage and ideas around public toilets for 

women.  

The New Plymouth Public Rest Rooms  

It is assumed the history of New Plymouth’s public toilets were similar to examples from Dunedin 

and Auckland, with a slight variation. More so than the larger urban centres, New Plymouth was a 

service town for the surrounding north Taranaki region.  

As JS Tullett remarked in his 1980 history of the town:  

For more than a century…dairying and hill-country farming has been New 

Plymouth’s raison d’être. Local, national and international firms supply and 

                                                      
1 There are few articles on the history of public toilets in New Zealand. This section draws primarily from 

articles that looked at the history of public toilets in Dunedin and Auckland.  
2 Annabel Cooper, Robin Law, Jane Malthus, and Pamela Wood, ‘Rooms of Their Own: Public toilets and 

gendered citizens in a New Zealand city, 1860-1940’, Gender, Place and Culture, 7:4, p 419. 
3 Auckland Council, Caught short: A brief history of Auckland’s heritage toilets (Auckland, July 2015), p 4; 

Cooper et al, ‘Rooms of Their Own’, p 418.  
4 Auckland Council, Caught short, p 5; Cooper et al, ‘Rooms of Their Own’, p 420. 
5 Cooper et al, ‘Rooms of Their Own’, pp 422-426. 
6 Ibid., p 428. 
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service tractors, motor vehicles, farm bikes, insecticides, milking machines, and 

the countless other mechanical aids to modern farming; stock and station agents, 

furniture shops; supermarkets, serve farmers’ and citizens’ family wants…The 

town depends upon the country, and vice versa.7 

With this in mind, it is assumed that New Plymouth’s public toilets served not just urban and 

suburban women, but also those from rural areas.  

It is likely that New Plymouth’s first women’s public toilet came slightly later than those in Auckland 

and Dunedin. In 1916, the women of New Plymouth (and the surrounding hinterlands) could use a 

women’s public toilet at the public library.8 Later, they could also use an upstairs room at the 

Women’s Christian Temperance Union.9 

Similar to the examples above, New Plymouth moved from providing public toilets to rest rooms with 

other facilities. It appears the town received its first rest rooms in 1924, when facilities were added to 

a semi-detached cottage that also housed the Plunket Rooms on Courtney Street.10 By 1934, however, 

these were becoming run down and underutilised, so a different location was investigated.11 The 

Women’s division of the Farmers’ Union had their own (admittedly small) rooms and the New 

Plymouth borough considered assisting with the expansion of these, but this never eventuated. Instead 

the Chief Inspector said:  

With regards to the establishment of a rest, the most suitable position is part of the 

Septic Tank Site. If a light foot-bridge were provided across the Huatoki River, 

then this spot would be easily accessible from Devon, Brougham, Currie and Gill 

Streets and, being on the bank of the stream, would be capable of beautifying. The 

position would be less than three chains from any of the streets and would be 

private.12  

He also noted that the rest rooms should have ‘in addition to the usual lavatories, and wash-basins… a 

good sized living quarters consisting of a bed and sitting room, kitchenette and bath-room.’13 

Previous history of the site 

The general area is a historic one, as the first public hospital was erected near this site in 1841. The 

following year, Bishop George Selwyn also preached nearby.14 Both of these events are now marked 

by a plaque at the front of the building, installed in 1937.15    

The history of the site immediately prior to the erection of the Rest Rooms is less auspicious, although 

oddly appropriate. From 1904, the site contained a septic tank that held the town’s sewage before it 

                                                      
7 JS Tullett, The Industrious Heart: A History of New Plymouth (Christchurch, 1981), p xvii 
8 ‘Local and General’, Taranaki Daily News, 2 June 1916, p 4. 
9 Chief Inspector, letter to Town Clerk (Invercargill), 3 July 1924, PA 7.8.1. 
10 R Day (Chief Inspector), letter to Town Clerk, 7 May 1924, PA 7.8.4.  
11 Town Clerk, letter to the Hon Secretary, The Royal Society for the Health of Women and Children (New 

Plymouth Branch), 18 September 1934, NPDC 7.8.6; Town Clerk, letter to Inspector Day, 23 July 1932, NPDC 

7.8.6 
12 R Day (Chief Inspector), letter to Town Clerk, 11 September 1934, NPDC 7.8.7 
13 Ibid. 
14 While a plaque onsite claims this site to be where the church and sermon was, a newspaper article at the 

opening of the Rest Rooms says the hospital was to the east of the site (‘Women’s Rest Rooms’, Daily News¸21 

May 1936, p 14). Kelvin Day maintains the first hospital was erected on the site of the current Centre City (‘Of 

Passing Interest – First Hospital Memorial’, Taranaki Daily News, 24 September 2011, p 9) 
15 Kelvin Day, ‘Of Passing Interest – First Hospital Memorial’, Taranaki Daily News, p 9 
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was partially treated and discharged into the Huatoki Stream. The tank was in use until the late 

1920s.16  

Previous to the Rest Rooms being built, a newspaper article said the site was ‘unkempt’.17  

Construction of the building 

Architects Griffiths and Stephenson were commissioned to produce plans, which were approved by 

the Council.18 The successful tenderer was Boons Bros. 

To help fund the project, the Town Clerk applied for (and was granted) a government subsidy under 

the Unemployment Scheme.19 This allowed them 10% of the capital cost, as long as no imported 

timber was used for interior doors or for lining soffits, no imported flushing cistern was installed, and 

no imported ready mixed paint used. Violating these terms would result in a reduction of the 

subsidy.20   

The foundations of the building were the subject of many plan changes. In March 1935, the architects 

reported that test bores showed the foundations would need to go down to the ‘conglomerate layer 

approximately fourteen feet [4.2 metres] below the present surface of the ground’. All material above 

this was loose fill.  

Councillor Amoore then entered the discussion, arguing that the building should be erected on a raft 

foundation with considerable savings. The Borough Engineer disagreed, saying the architects had 

designed the foundation to accommodate an additional level if needed and a raft foundation was not 

suitable for the site.21 The Borough Engineer also recommended moving the building slightly 

eastwards, so the eastern wall could be placed just along the inside of the old septic tank.22  

Upon opening up the septic tank, the architects discovered the existing walls were of ‘good quality 

concrete’ and requested permission to place the five piers of the eastern wall on top of the septic tank 

wall. This would provide savings through shortening the foundations and eliminating the need to 

empty the septic tank.23 The Borough Engineer agreed, as long as the five piers were securely 

anchored to the top of the wall.24 The Council thus agreed to move the building one foot to the east.25  

A similar debate took place around the type of roof. In the original plans, the roof was tiled.26 When 

Councillor Amore recommended a change in foundations, he also suggested a more durable roofing 

material (‘Duro-metal’) be used. The Engineer supported the Councillor’s recommendation, as ‘This 

locality is particularly injurious to galvanised iron, probably on account of the acid gasses from the 

Gas Works and railway yards and the proximity to the sea’.27 A later letter revealed this was changed 

                                                      
16 Tullett, The Industrious Heart, p 38 
17 ‘Women’s Rest Rooms’, Daily News¸21 May 1936, p 14 
18 Town Clerk, letter to Griffiths and Stephenson, 3 July 1935, NPDC 7.8.3 
19 SG Smith, telegram to Town Clerk, 14 June 1935, NPDC 7.8.7 
20 GC Godfrey (Commissioner), ‘House Building Subsidy Scheme (No. 12) Notice of Approval of Subsidy’, 26 

June 1935, NPDC 7.8.7 
21 C Clarke (Borough Engineer), letter to Town Clerk, 22 June 1935, NPDC 7.8.3 
22 Ibid.  
23 Griffiths and Stephenson, letter to Town Clerk, 5 October 1935, NPDC 7.8.3 
24 C Clarke (Borough Engineer), letter to Town Clerk, 7 October 1935, NPDC 7.8.3 
25 Town Clerk, letter to Messrs Griffiths and Stephenson, 8 October 1935, NPDC 7.8.3 
26 Griffiths and Stephenson, letter to Town Clerk, 13 October 1934, NPDC 7.8.3 
27 C Clarke (Borough Engineer), letter to Town Clerk, 22 June 1935, NPDC 7.8.3 
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again to a 22 gauge copper roof28 and then to ‘24 gauge galvs. iron copper bearing corrugated roofing 

on 3” x 2”’.29 

Once these matters had been decided, there were further delays in the completion of the building, as a 

shortage of reinforcing steel from Australia was then exacerbated by the summer holidays.30 The cost 

of the building also expanded, from the original budgeted cost of £1,836 to £2,060.31 

Opening 

The Rest Rooms had no formal opening, but it was well received in the newspapers.  

The Taranaki Daily News reported that:  

The inside of the building is a happy blend of comfort and utility…A fireplace is 

provided but large windows facing north ensure that the sunshine will give 

comfortable warmth even on winter days. A private room is set aside for mothers 

and babies, and general facilities are available…A feature of the building is its 

central position. Its situation on Gill Street gives access through James Lane, 

Brougham Street and Currie Street. This access will be particularly appreciated by 

country visitors. 

History 1930s-1980s  

In the late 1930s, the Rest Rooms was open ‘practically the same hours as the shops’, except on 

Monday and Wednesday when they stayed open later to accommodate those waiting for the Auckland 

Train.32 Similar opening hours continued to at least 1948, when it was also reported that the Rest 

Rooms was open late on Friday nights and closed on the weekends.33 

There is evidence throughout from the 1930s through to at least the mid-1960s that the borough 

actively maintained the Rest Rooms and ensured they catered to local women’s needs. In 1939, the 

Chief Inspector ensured that people’s needs were being met by writing to fifty Women’s Clubs and 

Institutes in North Taranaki asking their opinion of the Women’s Rest Rooms. Some replies made 

‘very flattering reference’ to the Rooms.34  

 

 

                                                      
28 Griffiths and Stephenson, letter to Town Clerk, 21 September 1935, NPDC 7.8.4 
29 Griffiths and Stephenson, letter to Town Clerk, 23 September 1935, NPDC 7.8.4 
30 Griffiths and Stephenson, letter to Town Clerk, 1 February 1936, NPDC 7.8.4 
31 ‘Women’s Rest Room – To Cost £2060 – Final Details Approved’, Taranaki Herald, 8 October 1935, p 10 
32 Chief Inspector, letter to Town Clerk Stratford, 21 October 1937, NPDC 7.8.1 
33 Chief Inspector, letter to Town Clerk, 5 November 1948, NPDC 7.8.1 
34 Chief Inspector, letter to Town Clerk, 16 June 1939, NPDC 7.8.1 
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Figure 2 Rest Rooms, early 194135 

 

Figure 3 Rest Rooms, early 194136 

  

                                                      
35 NP 425, Frederick Burdett Butler, ‘Old N.P. Photos’, Puke Ariki ARC2013-1426 
36 NP 428, Frederick Burdett Butlet, ‘Old N.P. Photos’, Puke Ariki ARC2013-1426 
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In 1943, an outside lavatory was installed that could be used outside of opening hours at the cost of a 

penny37 (in the position of the current outside toilet).38 The change was campaigned for by the WDF 

Union and the Returned Soldiers Women’s Section.39 In the same year, a report on the town’s sanitary 

conveniences notes that Rest Rooms is ‘very well appointed place in the centre of the business area’ 

with a ‘resident custodian’.40 

In the 1950s, the Council decided to ‘provide lavatory accommodation for children’, which may have 

been when a small-scale toilet (now removed) was installed.41 By 1957 the rooms were in need of 

some internal maintenance as ‘other than a coat of paint in the rest room proper, little has been spent 

on internal maintenance and furniture replacements’. The Chief Inspector suggesting they should ‘line 

the W.C. partitions with hardboard, fix shelf over handbasins, repaint the ablution block, Mothers’ 

room, Rest room, alcove and porch, together with the Caretaker’s flat’. Additionally new furnishings 

were needed.42 In 1965, the Rest Rooms was re-roofed.43 

A 1967 Borough report noted that: 

This is a well equipped restroom, staffed by a full-time attendant. It is used 

extensively by the public and should prove adequate in the foreseeable future. 

There is a single water closet situated on one side of the entrance lobby, which is 

available when the restroom is closed. Additional facilities are needed to cope 

with present day requirements, when the restroom is closed.44  

The report also notes that the external toilet and four of the internal toilets had coin locks. The report 

recommended that these locks be removed, as the change to decimal currency would render them 

ineffective and these locks were being phased out around New Zealand as women were being trapped 

in toilets, resulting in claims for compensation.45 

Unfortunately from the 1960s through to the 1990s, there is little information available from the 

archives about the Rest Rooms. 

In the early 1990s, the Rest Rooms received a fair amount of coverage in the local newspapers, as an 

example of why Tourism Minister John Banks was incorrect when he said New Zealand’s public 

toilets were inadequate and unfriendly.46 Local pride in the Rest Rooms was clearly displayed through 

these articles, as well as its place in the community.   

The importance of the Rest Rooms to local woman was also displayed in 2009 when a party was held 

in the main room to celebrate 115 years of women’s suffrage in New Zealand. The Daily News 

reported ‘Organiser Karen Eagles said the famous 1930s building was a “focal point for women to 

rest”’.47 

                                                      
37 Town Clerk, letter to Mrs Hartnell (Hon. Secretary Women’s Section, RSA), 21 December 1943, NPDC 7.8.4 
38 ‘Plan Showing Position of New WC at Women’s Rest Room’, NPDC 7.8.4 
39 R Day (Chief Inspector), letter to Town Clerk, 6 December 1943, NPDC 7.8.4 
40 Chief Inspector, letter to the Medical Officer of Health, 11 March 1943, NPDC 7.8.1 
41 Acting Town Clerk, letter to Miss MH Gavin (Hon Secretary, New Plymouth Branch, National Council of 

Women), 20 October 1953, NPDC 7.8.5 
42 Chief Inspector, letter to Town Clerk, 6 July 1957, NPDC 7.8.5 
43 PH Antony (Chief Inspector), letter to Town Clerk, 3 November 1965, NPDC 7.8.4 
44 DL Lyall (Chief City Health Inspector), letter to Town Clerk, 31 May 1967, NPDC 7.8.1 
45 Ibid.  
46 ‘Local loo lady flushed with pride’, Daily News, 27 June 1995;  
47 Bradley Ambrose, ‘Loo luncheon gets their vote’, Taranaki Daily News, 31 January 2009, 

http://www.stuff.co.nz/taranaki-daily-news/news/636007/Loo-luncheon-gets-their-vote  

http://www.stuff.co.nz/taranaki-daily-news/news/636007/Loo-luncheon-gets-their-vote
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Figure 4 Attendant Marion Gundesen (right) and assistant Kay Saunders in the toilet facilities in 199548 

 

Figure 5 Biddy Shaw, a regular visitor of the Rest Rooms in front of the building in 199549 

                                                      
48 Wynyard, Jane, ‘Banks get the loo down on NZ’s finest’, Daily News, 8 June 1995. 
49 ‘Local loo lady flushed with pride’, Daily News, 27 June 1995. 
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Development Pressures, 1995-2005 

Throughout the building’s history, its central location made it popular. Unfortunately in the 1990s, 

this location also ensured it was the target of redevelopment.  

In 1995, New Plymouth councillor and mayoral candidate Lynn Bublitz called for the building’s 

removal to make way for a town square, only to quickly retract that opinion when he found out how 

unpopular it was.50 It is theorised it may have cost him the election.51 

 

Figure 6 For much of the 1990s, the Rest Rooms was painted in pastel blue, yellow and rose.52 

Ten years later, the Rest Rooms was again under threat, this time from the redevelopment of the 

Huatoki Plaza. By this point, Bublitz was deputy mayor and project manager of the Huatoki 

redevelopment. The local newspaper reported ‘He and his fellow planners reckon the [Rest Rooms], 

despite its charm, would tower incongruously above the proposed terracing planned for the riverbank 

between Ariki and Devon streets’.53 The planners argued that the building should not be allowed to 

stand in the way of an $8 million development.  

The planners reckoned, however, without the depth of feeling New Plymouth had for its Rest Rooms. 

A petition circulated by the New Plymouth Women’s Centre (a separate organisation) collected 3,500 

                                                      
50 Kirsty Johnston, ‘Trendy toilets tarted up for plaza’, 10 March 2009, http://www.stuff.co.nz/taranaki-daily-

news/1758014/Trendy-toilets-tarted-up-for-plaza 
51 ‘Saved from the wrecker but maybe not from a new place in history’, Taranaki Daily News, 18 August 2005 
52 Sorrel Hoskin, ‘The little loo block flushed with success’, Puke Ariki website, http://pukeariki.com/Learning-

Research/Taranaki-Research-Centre/Taranaki-Stories/Taranaki-Story/id/484/title/the-little-loo-block-flushed-

with-success#  
53 Ibid.  

http://pukeariki.com/Learning-Research/Taranaki-Research-Centre/Taranaki-Stories/Taranaki-Story/id/484/title/the-little-loo-block-flushed-with-success
http://pukeariki.com/Learning-Research/Taranaki-Research-Centre/Taranaki-Stories/Taranaki-Story/id/484/title/the-little-loo-block-flushed-with-success
http://pukeariki.com/Learning-Research/Taranaki-Research-Centre/Taranaki-Stories/Taranaki-Story/id/484/title/the-little-loo-block-flushed-with-success
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signatures and letters came from around New Zealand and the world.54 A deputation to the Council 

suggested that the Rest Rooms had other benefits, such as preventing wind from blowing through the 

plaza and alleviating the view of the Centre City building.55  

 

Figure 7 The Rest Rooms being repainted in 200956 

In the end the plaza was redeveloped around the building and the Rest Rooms was done up at the 

same time. It was painted ‘Jaguar’ (a charcoal black) and re-roofed.57 The parks manager, Mark 

Bruhn, was quoted as saying: ‘We want to blend it in with the other features…We’re not making it the 

focal point’.58  

Today the Rest Rooms is still immensely popular. A site visit for this project on a Monday morning 

encountered many visitors.  

2.2 Architect and contractors 

Architects: Griffiths and Stephenson 

Little is known about the architects Griffiths and Stephenson. Puke Ariki holds eleven plans from the 

firm of a range of designs, including the Memorial Entry to Pukekura Park.59 From the records, it 

appears Griffiths was in partnership with Messenger and Taylor for at least a decade before leaving in 

the early 1930s to form a partnership with Stephenson.  

                                                      
54 Ibid.  
55 Nick Churchouse, ‘Women come out fighting for historical rest rooms’, Daily News, 19 July 2005, p 2 
56 Kirsty Johnston, ‘Trendy toilets tarted up for plaza’. 
57 The windows may also have been replaced at this time, although it is not noted in the sources. 
58 Kirsty Johnston, ‘Trendy toilets tarted up for plaza’. 
59 See records at: https://collection.pukeariki.com/persons/10195 

https://collection.pukeariki.com/persons/10195
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One would assume the Rest Rooms was one of the final designs of the partnership as partner William 

Newton Stephenson died on the 18 May 1936, two days before the new building was opened.60 There 

are plans, however, dated with both their names after this date.  

Contractors: Boon Bros 

The Boon Bros construction company was massively prolific. A family business that was 

incorporated in 1915, by the 1930s they had a joinery factory, timber years and a building business.61 

Dozens of buildings in New Plymouth and Taranaki were constructed by the Boon Bros, including 

LH Johnson Motors Ltd, St Luke’s Methodist Church, the Municipal Saltwater Baths and many 

residential buildings. The company continued until it was taken over by Bell Block Building Supplies 

in 1982.62 

2.3 Chronology of events, including modifications 

1935 January – The Town Clerk informs Griffiths and Stephenson that the Council approves of a 

flat roof being used.63  

March-May – Delays in Griffiths and Stephenson getting the final plans to Council.64 

24 September – Work on building commences with Boon Bros as the contractors.65  

1936 February – The architects advise that there will be delays in the building due to a shortage of 

reinforcing steel from Australia.66 

1936  20 May – Rest Rooms open. 

1943 December – Outside lavatory installed at the Women’s Rest Rooms. 

1953 October – Council decides to ‘provide lavatory accommodation for children. 

1965 Rooms were re-roofed.67 

1967 Penny locks were removed from the toilets.  

1995 Mayoral candidate Lyn Bublitz called for the building’s removal to make way for a town 

square.  

2005 The Rest Rooms was under threat during redevelopment of Huatoki Plaza, but were rescued 

by a petition of 3,500 signatures.68 

2009 The Rest Rooms is repainted and re-roofed.69  

                                                      
60 ‘Obituary’, Evening Post, 18 May 1936, p 11 
61 James McLeod, 100 Years: A Century of Progress in North Taranaki, N.Z. (New Plymouth, 1939), page 

unknown  
62 Denis Garcia, ‘50 years ago: School fees went up at New Plymouth girls’and boys’ high schools’, Taranaki 

Daily News, 31 March 2017, http://www.stuff.co.nz/taranaki-daily-news/news/91060576/50-years-ago-School-

fees-went-up-at-New-Plymouth-girls-and-boys-high-schools  
63 Town Clerk, letter to Messrs Griffiths and Stephenson, 22 January 1935, NPDC 7.8.3 
64 Town Clerk, letter to Messrs Griffiths and Stephenson, 24 March 1935 and 8 May 1935, NPDC 7.8.3  
65 Town Clerk, letter to the Inspector of Factories, 24 September 1935, NPDC 7.8.4 
66 Griffiths and Stephenson, letter to Town Clerk, 1 February 1936, NPDC 7.8.4 
67 PH Antony (Chief Inspector), letter to Town Clerk, 3 November 1965, NPDC 7.8.4 
68 ‘Saved from the Wrecker by Maybe not from a New Place in History’. 
69 Kirsty Johnston, ‘Trendy toilets tarted up for plaza’. 

http://www.stuff.co.nz/taranaki-daily-news/news/91060576/50-years-ago-School-fees-went-up-at-New-Plymouth-girls-and-boys-high-schools
http://www.stuff.co.nz/taranaki-daily-news/news/91060576/50-years-ago-School-fees-went-up-at-New-Plymouth-girls-and-boys-high-schools
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3.0 Description 

3.1 Setting 

The Rest Rooms is located at 3 Ariki Street, New Plymouth. The front of the building faces Ariki 

Street, while James Lane wraps around the eastern and southern faces. A narrow lane separates the 

western wall from the Huatoki Stream.  

The building currently occupies a busy pedestrian intersection, located at the northern end of the 

Huatoki Plaza (which provides access Devon Street) and directly opposite the Centre City Mall and a 

block down from the Puke Ariki library and museum. The addition of nearby bus stops makes this a 

busy part of town.  

 

3.2 The Building 

The Rest Rooms is a small oblong building with a prominent central gable to the street front. A 1936 

newspaper article commented it was built in ‘colonial style with residential lines’.70  

Exterior Features 

The roof is low pitched, hipped on the main roof with a box gable on the front. The roof is corrugated 

metal and dates from 2009.71 There are two concrete chimneys; one connected to the main room, the 

other to what was once the caretaker’s rooms. 

All of the external walls are concrete and painted ‘Jaguar’, a charcoal black. All of the windows have 

been replaced with white aluminium, in the same size, but not the same configuration at the original 

windows.  

                                                      
70 ‘Women’s Rest Rooms’, Daily News¸21 May 1936, p 14 
71 Ryan Evans, ‘Walls come down at plaza but plenty still to be done’, Taranaki Daily News, 23 February 2009, 

p 1 
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Eaves run around the main walls with decorative timber eave supports. The gutters are black plastic. 

While the gutters have certainly been replaced recently the downpipes may be older (or original) – 

they are square with an embossed logo.  

The main entrance is on the eastern face, with a ramp and stairs. Surrounding the arched entranceway 

are concrete decorations. The entrance alcove is painted white with terracotta tiles. An all-hours toilet 

is located on the right of the entrance hall.  

Interior Spaces 

The entrance leads directly into the main room, a large, well-lit, comfortably-appointed space. The 

room is oblong, with a square alcove opposite the main entranceway. To the left is a hallway, with 

doors leading off to the office and maintenance area on the right and a storage cupboard straight 

ahead. On the left is a ‘mothers with babies room’ and another room with the toilets.  

The office and maintenance area comprise of a room used for break times and storage, a small, old-

fashioned kitchenette, and a room that was previously a bathroom and is now a storage area. These 

rooms would have been the caretaker’s quarters when the Rest Rooms had a live-in custodian.  

Additionally, there is a men’s toilet accessible via an entrance on the western side of the building.  
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4.0 Significance assessment 

4.1 Statement of cultural heritage significance 

This section summarises the cultural and physical heritage values of the Rest Rooms.  

The assessment criteria are those used by the Historic Places Trust Pouhere Taonga (now Heritage 

New Zealand Pouhere Taonga), grouped under the headings physical, historic and cultural.  

Physical value 

Definition: Values associated with a building or sites physical values, such as archaeology, 

architecture, and the physical remains of technology or scientific.    

The Rest Rooms has moderate physical values. Beneath the building, archaeological information 

could be contained in the old septic tank, while the foundations with the five piles on the eastern side 

built upon an older concrete wall of the septic tank is of some technical interest. 

The building is representative of women’s rest rooms facilities built in the 1920s and 1930s (such as 

the examples in Marton, Whanganui, and Hastings). These buildings were small in scale and homely 

in feeling, taking their lead from bungalows.  

The interior of the building continues the homelike feeling, with decorative touches such as pressed 

plaster ceilings, native timber joinery, and a tiled Art Deco fireplace. Most of the original interior is 

still intact.  

Historic value 

Definition: Values associated with particular events or uses that happened at the place, and which 

have importance for their impact on the community. 

The building has been used continuously for its original purpose since its construction in 1936 and has 

become a New Plymouth institution. It has provided a much valued service to the women of New 

Plymouth and the surrounding hinterland.  

The Rest Rooms also has significant historic value for its association with the New Plymouth 

architects Griffiths and Stephenson, as well as the Boons Bros, an influential Taranaki contracting 

firm in the twentieth century.  

Cultural value 

Definition: Values associated with the use of the place; what it means to people, and the spiritual, 

artistic, traditional or political values that the place may embody. 

The Rest Rooms has very significant cultural values, contributing to the North Taranaki region’s 

identity and being held in high public esteem.  

The Rest Rooms is an important part of downtown New Plymouth. Due to its use by people from the 

surrounding district who have come into town, the importance is spread wider than the urban New 

Plymouth district. It certainly provides evidence of cultural continuity, with three generations of locals 

using the toilets. Newspaper articles72 support this, but further research (such as oral history or 

analysis of the visitors’ book) is needed to fully confirm.  

                                                      
72 Churchouse, ‘Women come out fighting to historic rest rooms’; ‘Saved from the Wrecker’  
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The public esteem with which the Rest Rooms is held was fully demonstrated by the public protest 

that occurred when the building was threatened with demolition in 1995 and 2005. The ongoing use of 

the rooms is also evidence of continued esteem.  

The Rest Rooms provides a view into the past and how this space was used, for example as a place of 

rest, and also changing perceptions on how gender is perceived. 

4.2 Heritage inventory 

Degrees of Significance 

For the purposes of this plan, two degrees of significance are used to delineate the status of the spaces 

and fabric of the Rest Rooms; these are as follows: 

1 Significance 

The space, elevation or element is original or early fabric or has been repaired in an appropriately 

careful fashion or has an appropriate modification, or has some importance. 

0 No significance 

The space, elevation or element is of no importance, or is intrusive or historically inaccurate.  

Overall, the building has a value of 1 – Significance.   

The following inventory pages identify the relative significance of each space, elevation and related 

fabric. Refer to section 6.2 for the appropriate conservation processes that are applicable to each space 

and element. 

 

Please note: the floor plans are indicative only and not to scale.  
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Exterior 

Roof 

Overall rank: 0 

 

 

Element Fabric Rank 

Roofing Corrugated steel  0 

Trims Plastic 0 

Gutters Plastic 0 

Chimneys Concrete with relief design and chimney pot 1 
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North elevation 

Overall rank: 1 

 

 

Element Fabric Rank 

Walls Concrete 1 

Windows Aluminium top-hinged 0 

Signage Concrete relief 1 
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East elevation 

Overall rank: 0 

  

 

Element Fabric Rank 

Walls Concrete with relief pattern around door 1 

Windows Aluminium top-hinged 0 

Access ramp Concrete ramp and stairs 

Metal hand rail 

0 

0 

Downpipe Square metal, embossed with logo 1 

Door Aluminium frame with glazed panels  0 

Signage Concrete relief 

Wooden 

1 

0 

Entranceway Tiles 

Concrete walls painted white 

0 

0 
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South elevation 

Overall rank: 1 

 

 

Element Fabric Rank 

Walls Concrete with relief pattern around door 1 

Windows Aluminium top-hinged 0 

Access ramp Concrete 1 

Downpipe Square metal, embossed with logo 1 

Door Timber painted white with wire mesh glass 0 

Signage Concrete relief 

Wooden 

1 

0 
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West elevation 

Overall rank: 0 

 

 

Element Fabric Rank 

Walls Concrete 1 

Windows Aluminium top-hinged 0 

Access ramp Concrete 

Metal hand rail 

Batten screen with coloured plastic 

0 

0 

0 

Downpipe Square metal, embossed with logo 1 

Other Maintenance hatch - metal grill 0 
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Main room and alcove 

Overall rank: 1 
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Element Fabric Rank 

Walls Concrete, painted 

Cornice 

Picture hanging rail 

Dado – top 

Dado – middle 

Electrical fittings 

Timber skirting boards 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

0 

1 

Windows Aluminium 

Timber framing 

Curtains 

0 

1 

0 

Ceiling Fibrous plaster(?) with leaf and bud pattern in the main 

room and a diamond motif in the alcove   

Florescent tube lights  

1 

 

0 

Fireplace Deco with marble-patterned tiles and metal grate 1 

Seating Rimu seating, built-in in the alcove and free-standing in the 

main room 

Plastic seat covers 

1 

 

0 

Flooring Carpet tiles 0 

Door Doors aluminium with glass panels 

Timber framing around side and top 

0 

1 

Other Concrete architraves on entry to alcove and hall 

Various wall hangings 

1 

0 
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Hallway 

Overall rank: 1 

      

Element Fabric Rank 

Walls Concrete, painted 

Cornice 

Picture hanging rail 

Timber skirting board 

1 

1 

1 

1 

Ceiling Painted white 

Florescent tube lights 

0 

0 

Doors Unpainted rimu with dimpled glass, faux-gold letting and 

metal door fittings 

Solid unpainted rimu with faux-gold letting and metal door 

fittings 

Split, stable door in unpainted rimu with faux-gold letting 

and metal door fittings 

Unpainted rimu frames 

1 

 

1 

 

1 

Floor Carpet tiles 0 

Other Coat hooks 1 
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Mothers with babies room 

Overall rank: 1 

 

 

Element Fabric Rank 

Walls Concrete, painted 

Cornice 

Dado 

Picture hanging rail 

Timber skirting board 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

Windows Aluminium 

Timber framing 

Curtains 

0 

1 

0 

Ceiling Painted white 

Florescent tube lights  

Fire detector  

0 

0 

0 
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Doors Unpainted rimu with dimpled glass, faux-gold letting and 

metal door fittings 

Unpainted rimu frames 

1 

 

1 

Floor Carpet tiles 0 

Other Sign 

Various modern fittings, including sink, hand towel 

dispensers 

1 

0 
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Ladies toilets 

Overall rank: 0 
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Element Fabric Rank 

Walls Concrete, painted 

Cornice 

1 

1 

Windows Aluminium 

Timber framing 

0 

1 

Ceiling Painted white 

Florescent tube lights  

Fire detector  

0 

0 

0 

Doors Unpainted rimu with dimpled glass, faux-gold letting and 

metal door fittings 

Unpainted rimu frames 

1 

 

1 

Floor Tiles 0 

Toilets Laminated timber partitions  

Modern toilets 

0 

0 

Other Various modern fittings, including sink, hand towel 

dispensers, mirrors 

0 

 

  



30 

 

Office and maintenance space 

Overall rank: 1 

 

 

Element Fabric Rank 

Walls Concrete, painted 

Cornice 

Dado 

Picture hanging rail 

Timber skirting board 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

Windows Aluminium 

Timber framing 

Curtains 

0 

1 

0 

Ceiling Painted white 

Florescent tube lights  

Fire detector  

1 

0 

0 
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Doors Unpainted rimu with dimpled glass, faux-gold letting and 

metal door fittings 

Split, stable door in unpainted rimu with faux-gold letting 

and metal door fittings 

Unpainted rimu frames 

1 

 

1 

 

1 

Floor Carpet 0 
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Kitchenette 

Overall rank: 1 

 

 

Element Fabric Rank 

Walls Concrete, painted 

Cornice 

1 

1 

Windows Aluminium 

Timber framing 

0 

1 

Ceiling Painted   0 

Floor Linoleum  0 

Kitchen fittings Wooden doors and drawers 

Stainless steel benchtop 

Taps 

1 

1 

0 

Other Electrical fittings  
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Storage (previously caretaker’s bathroom) 

Overall rank: 0 

            

Element Fabric Rank 

Walls Concrete, painted 

Cornice 

1 

1 

Windows Aluminium 

Timber framing 

0 

1 

Ceiling Painted   0 

Floor Linoleum  0 

Bathroom 

fittings 

Wooden cupboards and shelving  

Stainless steel sink 

Taps 

Shower 

Toilet 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

Other Electrical fittings 0 
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Back hall 

Overall rank: 0 

          

Element Fabric Rank 

Walls Concrete, painted 

Cornice 

1 

1 

Door Timber with wire mesh glass 0 

Ceiling Painted   0 

Floor Linoleum  0 
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External women’s toilet 

Overall rank: 0 

                 

Element Fabric Rank 

Walls Concrete, painted 1 

Windows Aluminium 

Timber framing 

0 

1 

Ceiling Painted   0 

Floor Tiled  0 

Bathroom 

fittings 

Toilet 

Stainless steel sink 

Hand dryer 

0 

0 

0 
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Men’s toilets 

Overall rank: 0 

 

 

Element Fabric Rank 

Walls Concrete, painted 

Cornice 

1 

1 

Windows Aluminium 

Timber framing 

0 

1 

Ceiling Painted   0 

Floor Tiled  0 

Bathroom 

fittings 

Toilet 

Stainless steel sink 

0 

0 
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Urinals 

Hand dryer 

0 

0 

Other Electrical fittings 

Wooden partition 

0 

0 
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5.0 Influences on Conservation Policies 

5.1 Management objectives 

The Rest Rooms is managed by the NPDC property team as a public toilet facility, rather than a 

historic place.  

The building is used every day by the general public, with reasonably high foot traffic. Emphasis is 

therefore on keeping the building well-maintained and clean. Both of these objectives can be achieved 

while also preserving and promoting the heritage values of the Rest Rooms.     

5.2 Relevant legislation and policies 

Resource Management Act 1991 

The Resource Management Act (RMA) 1991 is concerned with the sustainable management of 

natural and physical resources; it aims to avoid, remedy or mitigate any adverse effects of 

development on the environment. The Act identifies (in Section 6) the protection of heritage as a 

matter of national importance. Historic heritage is defined as: 

those natural and physical resources that contribute to an understanding and 

appreciation of New Zealand’s history and cultures, deriving from any of the 

following qualities: archaeological, architectural, cultural, historic, scientific, 

technological  

Historic heritage can include sites, structures, places, and areas. 

The RMA is also relevant to heritage through establishing the framework for the preparation and 

administration of district plans ‘to assist territorial authorities to carry out their functions in order to 

achieve the purpose of this Act’ (section 72). A district plan may include rules which ‘prohibit, 

regulate or allow activities’ (section 76) in order to achieve the plan’s objectives, including the 

protection of heritage. 

The Rest Rooms is part of the New Plymouth district and is thus covered by the NPDC District Plan. 

New Plymouth District Council District Plan 

The Rest Rooms is listed on the heritage inventory of the existing NPDC District Plan as a ‘B’ 

heritage building. This designation recognises that building has ‘considerable heritage value’, but any 

modifications to the building are unregulated.  

In addition to the physical preservation of heritage buildings, the District Plan also refers to 

‘Information and education’. Under the Management Strategy for ‘Issue 11: Degradation of heritage 

resources’, the Plan states that the Council should encourage ‘owners to use plaques on heritage 

BUILDINGS and items to explain their significance’.  

As the owner of the Rest Rooms, the Council should be educating the public about the historic 

significance of the Rest Rooms, as indicated under their own District Plan.  

In addition to the District Plan, the management of the Rest Rooms is guided by several strategy and 

plan documents. 

Buildings and Property Asset Management Plan 

The  Building and Property Asset Management Plan states that ‘Although there are a number of older 

style ‘block’ toilets the strategy for a number of years has been to install modern style vandal proof 

toilets that are accessible, low maintenance and robust.’  
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There is a danger that if the Rest Rooms is viewed merely as toilets and not as a historic building, its 

maintenance will not be prioritised by the Management team as they age and become more expensive 

to maintain.  

Heritage Strategy 

The NPDC Heritage Strategy came into effect on 5 June 2012. The document outlines the Council’s 

role in protecting and promoting tangible and intangible heritage and a number of objectives that 

focus how the Council will perform this role.  

Several objectives are relative to the conservation of the Rest Rooms:  

Objective 3 Heritage buildings and items should be appropriately identified, categorised and 

protected with regard to their significance and importance. 

The Rest Rooms should have a higher level of protection.  

Objective 4 Ensure information is informative and accessible by the community to help raise 

awareness of the heritage status of buildings and items and help promote heritage appreciation and 

protection.  

Objective 35 Make heritage information publicly available through a variety of sources to ensure the 

public are informed of the district’s heritage.  

Objective 37 Ensure heritage that is accessible to the public is represented and interpreted effectively.  

The above objectives are similar to that laid out in the District Plan – interpretation is needed to help 

people identify and understand the heritage of the Rest Rooms.  

New Plymouth Central Area Urban Design Framework 

The New Plymouth Central Area Urban Design Framework (published 2013) identifies heritage as 

one of four key priorities, stating that New Plymouth should ‘Support the existing heritage and 

promote respect for and interpretation of the past.’  

Two statements from the Framework should be taken into account when conserving the Rest Rooms 

and developing the urban space around them:  

Urban Design assessment criteria that places value on sensitive design of new development in the 

context of existing heritage buildings and features.  

Actions that are designed to protect and enhance the sense of place in the Central Area that draw 

upon the links with the past distinguishing the Central Area as a unique urban environment. 

Additionally, the report identified the Huatoki Plaza as ‘the most frequently identified open space that 

people liked least’ and recommended that the Plaza’s shortcomings need to be addressed. The Rest 

Rooms was not mentioned, but must be considered in any further developments of the Huatoki Plaza.  

Building Act 2004 

The Building Act 2004 regulates building work, building practitioners, and the performance standards 

of buildings. Building work, of any description, is always required to comply with the current 

Building Code, which states the performance requirements for each aspect of a building.  
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As an existing building, the conservation of the Rest Rooms will need to take into account the 

following matters, with regards to the Building Act:   

Repair and Maintenance (Schedule 1 Exempt Building Work)  

A building consent is not required for ‘any lawful repair and maintenance using comparable 

materials’. However, any such work is required to comply with the Building Code.  

Principles to be Applied (Section 4)  

Assessment of building work subject to the Act is required to take into account, amongst others, the 

importance of recognising any special traditional and cultural aspects of the use of a building, and the 

need to preserve buildings of significant cultural, historical or heritage value.  

Building Consents (Section 40 - 41)  

It is an offence to carry out building work not in accordance with a building consent (except for 

exempted buildings in Schedule 0 of the Act). Section 40(c) allows for urgent work, such as 

emergency repairs, to be carried out without consent, but the building owner is required to obtain a 

Certificate of Acceptance directly after completion of any such work.  

Compliance Schedule and Warrant of Fitness (Sections 100 – 111)  

A compliance schedule is required for a building that has specified systems relating to means of 

escape from fire, safety barriers, means of access and facilities for use by people with disabilities, 

firefighting equipment and signage.  

Such systems must be regularly inspected and maintained, and an annual building warrant of fitness 

supplied to the territorial authority. The purpose of the warrant of fitness is to ensure that the systems 

are performing as set out in the relevant building consent. A copy of the warrant of fitness must be on 

public display in the building.  

It is assumed that as an operational public facility, the Rest Rooms have a current compliance 

schedule and warrant of fitness. This should be confirmed, however, and if not in place, remedied 

immediately.  

Alterations to Existing Buildings (Section 112)  

Alterations to existing buildings require a building consent, and require the building to: 

comply, as nearly as is reasonably practicable and to the same extent as if it were a 

new building, with the provisions of the building code that relate to:  

(i) means of escape from fire; and  

(ii) access and facilities for persons with disabilities, and  

continue to comply with the other provisions of the building code to at least the 

same extent as before the alteration.  

Alterations that do not comply with full requirements of the building code may be allowed by the 

territorial authority if they are satisfied that:  
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(a) if the alteration were required to comply … the alteration would not take place; 

and  

(b) the alteration will result in improvements to attributes of the building that 

relate to (i) means of escape from fire; or (ii) access and facilities for persons with 

disabilities; and  

(c) the improvements referred to in paragraph (b) outweigh any detriment that is 

likely to arise as a result of the building not complying with the relevant 

provisions of the building code.  

Section 112 affords the Building Consent Authority some discretion on the extent of compliance with 

current building code requirements in respect of alterations and additions to existing buildings and 

provides a path for accepting less than full compliance when the use of a building is not changes. 55  

Similar, but much more stringent, provisions apply to the change of use of a building.  

No alterations, within the meaning of the Building Act, are currently proposed to the Rest Rooms, but 

these provisions remain relevant for any potential future work.  

Access (Sections 117 – 120)  

In carrying out alterations to any building ‘to which members of the public are to be admitted … 

reasonable and adequate provision by way of access, parking provisions and sanitary facilities must be 

made for persons with disabilities’.  

The Rest Rooms have one toilet that is accessible to people with disabilities, located in the front 

entrance to the main building. Being outside the main entrance, it is accessible to both men and 

women. Additionally, the door to the main room is wide enough for wheelchair access.   

Dangerous, Earthquake-prone and Insanitary Buildings (Sections 121 – 132)  

A dangerous building is one likely to cause injury or death, whether through collapse or fire. An 

earthquake-prone building is one that will have its ultimate capacity exceeded in a moderate 

earthquake and would be likely to cause injury or death.  

An insanitary building is offensive or likely to be injurious to health because of its condition or lack 

of appropriate facilities.  

A territorial authority can, if it judges a building to be dangerous, earthquake prone or insanitary, 

require work to be done to reduce or remove the danger or to render it sanitary. 

The Rest Room is not considered to be dangerous or insanitary; although, as far as the author is 

aware, its overall structural capability or capacity has not yet been assessed, it is a compact, single-

storey concrete structure on stable ground. Refer to ‘Section 5.3 Earthquake’ for further discussion. 

5.3 Threats 

Environmental Risks 

Flooding 

The Rest Rooms is approximately two metres from the Huatoki Stream and is only five metres above 

sea level. It is at risk of both excessive rainfall coming downstream and storm surges coming in from 

the sea.     
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Figure 8 Flooding in 2017. The Rest Rooms is visible on the right.73 

As can be seen in the above photo of a recent flood in 2017, the Huatoki Stream in flood will threaten 

the Rest Rooms.  

Earthquake 

The Rest Rooms is not currently listed on the NPDC’s Earthquake Prone Building Register.74 This 

Register, however, is a priority list – buildings that are seen to be low risk have not been included. 

One of the criteria for low risk is if the building is a single storey; this may be why the Rest Rooms is 

not listed on the Register.75  

A conversation with a NPDC employee implied the building was an earthquake risk. 

It is recommended that a professional seismic assessment is needed to determine whether the building 

is at risk.  

Visitor impacts  

The Rest Rooms is regularly visited and used and so is subject to wear and tear in the course of 

normal use. The importance of the building’s interior spaces means that care should be taken to 

                                                      
73 Taranaki Civil Defence Facebook page, posted 28 August 2017, 

https://www.facebook.com/pg/TaranakiCivilDefence/photos/   
74 The Register can be viewed here: http://www.newplymouthnz.com/Business/Building-and-

Development/Earthquake-Prone-Buildings  
75 http://www.newplymouthnz.com/Business/Building-and-Development/Earthquake-Prone-

Buildings/Frequently-Asked-Questions 

https://www.facebook.com/pg/TaranakiCivilDefence/photos/
http://www.newplymouthnz.com/Business/Building-and-Development/Earthquake-Prone-Buildings
http://www.newplymouthnz.com/Business/Building-and-Development/Earthquake-Prone-Buildings
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protect those spaces and their important fabric from undue wear or damage by drawing the attention 

of occupants and visitors alike to the value of the place and particular care requirements. 

Interestingly, the Rest Rooms do not seem to be a target for vandals or taggers. Apart from an account 

of damage to the men’s rooms, there have been very few reports of damage.76 

Development Pressures 

As mentioned in the history of the building, the location of the Rest Rooms make it popular, but also 

the target of urban development. While the building has now been incorporated into the design of the 

Huatoki Plaza, protection under the District Plan would further ensure the building is not threatened 

with demolition.  

Information loss  

The Rest Rooms is currently valued by many New Plymouth locals (particularly women) as an 

important heritage site. As these women grow older, it is possible that their knowledge and strong 

connection for the building may be lost and with it an important aspect of the building’s past.  

  

                                                      
76 Jane Wynyard, ‘Banks get the loo down on NZ’s finest’, Daily News, 8 June 1995. 
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6.0 Conservation Policies  

6.1 Principal statement 

The Women’s Rest Rooms has served the women and children of New Plymouth for more than eighty 

years and is a significant part of the town’s cultural and built heritage. Regular maintenance as a 

public facility has ensured the interior and exterior of the building is in reasonably good condition, 

even though some heritage fabric (namely the roof and windows) has been replaced.   

The Rest Rooms has very significant cultural heritage values and preserving these should be a part of 

any ongoing conservation work. The heritage values are best preserved by maintaining the original 

purpose of the building: to provide women and children with rest room facilities.  

6.2 Appropriate use 

For 81 years the Rest Rooms has operated as a public toilet and rest facility for the women and 

children of New Plymouth and the north wider Taranaki region. This use is central to the social 

heritage value of the Rest Rooms and should therefore be maintained.  

The use of the Rest Rooms, in perpetuity, should be as public toilet facilities and a retreat for women.  

6.3 Appropriate standards 

The most appropriate conservation standards for caring for built heritage in New Zealand are those set 

out in the ICOMOS New Zealand Charter for the Conservation of Places of Cultural Heritage 

Value.77 The charter has been formally adopted by the Ministry of Culture and Heritage, the 

Department of Conservation, the Historic Places Trust, and a number of territorial authorities.  

It is recommended that all relevant requirements of the Charter be followed. The core conservation 

principles contained in the Charter include:  

Carry Out Regular Maintenance  

Regular maintenance is essential to the long life of heritage buildings. If maintenance is not carried 

out on a planned basis, repairs become progressively more difficult and expensive, and fabric of 

heritage value can be lost, thus diminishing the significance of the building. A well-maintained 

building will commonly survive the effects of natural disasters better than one that is poorly 

maintained.  

Mitigate Risk  

As far as possible, work should be carried out to mitigate the risk to the survival of heritage buildings, 

whether from natural disasters such as storms or earthquakes, or from man-made threats such as 

negligence.   

Repair Rather than Replace  

When repairs are necessary, cut out and replace only decayed material, leaving as much sound 

original material as possible. It is better to have fabric that is worn and carefully patched than modern 

replica material, however faithfully copied.  

                                                      
77 Also known as Te Pumanawa o ICOMOS o Aotearoa Hei Tiaki I Nga Taonga Whenua Heke Iho o Nehe, 

published 2010 (ICOMOS stands for the International Committee on Monuments and Sites.)   
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Repair in Compatible Materials  

In carrying out repairs, materials matching the original should generally be used if they are available. 

Work to a higher technical standard is good practice in some circumstances, and may be required by 

the Building Code.  

Restore with Care  

Restoration of lost features should be carried out only if there is clear evidence of the original form 

and detail. Such evidence could come from original drawings, early photographs or elements 

relocated to other parts of the building. Detailed examination of the fabric of the building can often 

reveal information that is not available from other sources.  

Keep Change to the Minimum  

Where alterations are carried out, change should be the minimum necessary to suit the new functional 

requirements. There should be the least possible loss of building fabric of heritage value, so that the 

authenticity and integrity of the place is maintained.  

Use  

Ideally, the original use of a heritage building should be continued; where this is no longer 

appropriate, a compatible use should be found, one that requires minimum change and loss of fabric.  

Make New Work Reversible  

Where possible, new work should be reversible, so that change back to the present form remains a 

possibility should this be required in the future. Recycle or store early fabric that has to be removed, 

and make new junctions with the old fabric as lightly as possible.  

Respect Alterations  

Additions and alterations to heritage buildings can have historic or aesthetic significance in their own 

right. Returning a building to its original form is recommended only when the significance of the 

original structure is outstanding and later alterations have compromised its integrity. 

Document Changes  

Changes should be fully documented in drawings and photographs, with the latter taken before, 

during and after conservation work. New materials should be identified by date stamping.  

Respect the Patina of Age  

Patina, the visible evidence of age, is something to protect carefully. Buildings should look old as they 

mature, as age is one of the qualities we value them for.  

Respect the Contents and Setting  

The contents and setting of a heritage building often have heritage value in their own right and both 

should be regarded as integral with the building. 
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6.4 Extent of physical intervention  

Physical intervention in a public toilet is inevitable, as the facilities need to be hygienic and useful. As 

such, the Charter (as outlined in Section 5.4) should be applied where and when appropriate. For 

example, in some rooms, the heritage fabric has been lost, due to improvements to the facilities. In the 

ladies bathroom, there is little heritage fabric except for the ceiling and window frames; in this 

instance, the need for a facility to carry on the social heritage of the building should outweigh the 

need to preserve the current fabric.  

The appropriate conservation processes for the heritage values identified in the inventory are given 

below.  

Heritage Value 1 

This means that the element, space or elevation is of significant heritage value. Modification should 

be allowed only for the purpose of safeguarding the building, or to meet statutory requirements. Any 

such modification should be carried out only if no other reasonable option is available; it should be as 

discreet as possible and involve the minimum necessary change.  

Allowable processes of change include preservation – consisting of maintenance, stabilisation, and 

repair – and restoration.  

Heritage Value 0  

This refers to elements and spaces of little or no heritage value. Where there is fabric of little or no 

cultural value, modification of that fabric may be carried out to effect any improvement that may be 

necessary for the ongoing use of the place. Work should never be carried out in a way that adversely 

affects adjacent fabric of higher heritage value. Wherever work is undertaken on such fabric, 

consideration should be given to reinstating original finishes or other fabric where these are known 

and where appropriate.  

Allowable processes of change include restoration, reconstruction or adaptation. 

6.5 Recording of work  

All repair and maintenance work should be recorded, including the date of work, materials used, 

personnel involved, cost of work, and a photographic or (if desirable) video record made. These 

records should be kept on the appropriate file, with copies at the NPDC archives and Puke Ariki  

6.6 Increased education and awareness 

As mentioned in Section 5.4, one of the threats to the Rest Rooms is loss of information. As women 

who have used and valued the Rest Rooms pass away, their memories of the building are lost. An oral 

history project would capture these memories and preserve the part of the history concerned with 

building use and gendered space in New Plymouth. Such research would also provide insight into lost 

heritage fabric and articles like the small-scale children’s toilet which many local remember, but is no 

longer in place.  

In addition to preserving the history of the Rest Rooms, it also needs to be shared. As noted in the 

NPDC Heritage Strategy:  

The District Plan recognises that non-regulatory methods to protect heritage 

can lead to greater ownership and recognition of the heritage status of 

buildings and items. As noted in the plan, raising awareness and the profile 
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of buildings and items through education and provision of information are 

important non-regulatory methods. 

Methods for increasing public awareness of the building include onsite interpretation and maintaining 

the online present on both the Puke Ariki website and Kete New Plymouth.  
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7.0 Recommendations 

This conservation plan recommends that:  

7.1 District Plan listing 

In the upcoming review of the NPDC District Plan, the Rest Rooms be recognised and protected 

within the District Plan. The Rest Rooms have very significant cultural values and should be protected 

from inappropriate modifications or developments.  

7.2 Continued use 

The building should be used as public toilets and rest room in perpetuity. The toilet and rest facilities 

are central to the heritage of the Rest Rooms. 

7.3 Windows 

If possible, the original frames and windows should be reinstated. If this is not possible, similar 

windows should be sourced and installed.    

While some of the changes to the original fabric (such as replacing the roof) were unavoidable and 

done in a sympathetic manner, the replacement of the windows was not. The material of the new 

framing (aluminium) is vastly different from the original (timber), as is the glazing. Particularly 

noticeable is the lack of led lighting in the upper windows.  

7.4 Research 

Ideally, more should be known about the history of the Rest Rooms, especially women’s experience 

of and interaction with the building. This will help preserve the cultural heritage of the building, as 

well as provide information for further interpretation. 

Oral history research, interviewing women who previously used and cared for the building, would be 

an optimal way of recording people’s memories of the Rest Rooms and making this resource 

accessible for future researchers to use.   

7.5 Interpretation 

The Rest Rooms is well-known in New Plymouth and north Taranaki, but its history is relatively 

unknown.  

Even a small amount of interpretation, such as an information board on the grounds of the Rest 

Rooms, could help locals and visitors learn more about the history of the building. Increased 

knowledge of the building would cement its place in New Plymouth cultural heritage, building on the 

Rest Rooms’ popularity.  
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Figure 9 A simple interpretation panel like example in blue above could convey a simple history of the building in an effect 

manner 
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