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Abstract. 

 

This study looks at how the 19th century Cairns Municipal Council (CMC)  

helped establish a European town in the wet tropics, despite legislation and funding 

which did not take the tropical conditions into account. These conditions included coastal 

swamps, rainforest and rampant vegetation growth, heavy wet season rain which 

regularly washed away improvements, and tropical heat. It had to provide drainage, 

roads, bridges and other crossings, water supplies and sanitation.  The CMC struggled to 

do this, partly because of the failings of the legislation governing it, which were loosely 

based on local government developments in Britain, but mainly taken from other colonies 

of New South Wales and Victoria. This was also due to the lack of financial resources 

which prevented the Queensland government from assisting local governments as they 

needed to be. 

 Wet tropics conditions were a constant drain on the resources of the CMC, yet it 

managed to accomplish the difficult task of raising a town out of a swamp, and still 

produce enough services for the town to function. Although the CMC accumulated a 

large degree of debt before it became the Cairns Town Council in 1903, due to a new 

local government Act, it still managed to keep functioning through the skill of its 

business community members combined with a high degree of practicality and 

pragmatism.   

Conclusions were tested by comparing the CMC’s performance with other local 

governments with similar conditions in Queensland, in the same period, such as the 

Cooktown Municipal Council and Hinchinbrook Shire Council.  The CMC compared 

favourably with both, partly because of its pragmatism but also because it directed its 

efforts to making its area economically stronger. 
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 2 

Introduction 

 

How well Cairns Municipal Council performed in the Wet Tropics 1885-1903. 

This thesis examines how local government in Cairns between 1885 and 1903, the 

Cairns Municipal Council (CMC), responded to the challenges of and functioned in the 

wet tropical environment of northern Australia.  

  Essentially, local government in Queensland, both pre and post Federation,  

governs at a local level through a body of democratically elected representatives. Its 

powers are legislated by the parent (colonial or state) government to which it is 

responsible. Its primary function is to provide an adequate level of services to 

communities in both urban and rural areas within a gazetted boundary area. This is 

accomplished through the framework of local government legislation and gazetted 

council bylaws. Its revenue is derived through rates, loans, overdrafts, and tolls. In the 

19th century this also included subsidies on rates collected, called endowments, and in 

the 21st century, investments and individual services charges thanks to greater 

emphasis on a user pays system. Local government has particular areas of responsibility 

defined by legislation, and while these have expanded over time, they have always 

included road transport, tramways, sanitation, and drainage.1 

The performance of the Cairns Municipal Council (CMC) can be measured 

through its level of service delivery, taking into account the efficiency and the 

effectiveness of the council’s programs. Efficiency, from a local government 

perspective, has often been tied to an economic model.  This is whereby local 

government can provide a high output of services, to a specific level of requirement, 

with a minimum of effort and cost, within a specified time frame.  Another way of 

evaluating efficiency is from the engineering or works perspective. This is cost driven, 

                                                 
1 Brian Dollery, Andrew Johnson 2005, Enhancing Efficiency in Australian: an Evaluation of Alternative 
Methods of Municipal Governance. University of New England, School of Economics., pp. 1-27. Due to 
the complexity of service and administration variances in local government, outside of the Queensland 
model, there is no one general definition that fits all local governments. In many countries local 
governments are part of the constitutional model, while in countries such as Australia and the United 
States of America they are not. In Queensland, local government serves at the pleasure of Parliament. 
While this allows for the greatest flexibility for change, by simply passing an Act, it is also its greatest 
weakness because of the instability (subject to change), when compared with some local governments 
that have their rights in a constitution, and where changing a constitution would require a referendum.  
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which is combined with maximum output and scarcity of product and minimum cost 

and time utilized. 

 The main effectiveness of the CMC was its delivery of public services and how 

well it accomplished its aims. The priority of the aims varied with the needs of the time, 

and this was constrained by the local government legislation of the period in question. 

Though these aims should have run concurrently, they often ran consecutively due to 

shortage of funds.  One of the aims was to keep the town healthy, which the CMC 

failed to reach. Another aim was to provide transport so Cairns could flourish as a port, 

which it had some success in reaching. Another aim was to provide land which could 

be used for building without being flooded at every high tide, and similarly it had 

reasonable success. Other areas that come under the banner of effectiveness were the 

manner in which the task was completed; reaching and sometimes passing the 

objectives set; and the quality of work.2  

 One of the primary reasons for attempting this research is to show how 19th 

century local government in Cairns helped to build a town in a swamp, in the wet 

tropics, despite the constraints placed on it by restrictive legislation and inadequate 

funding. There is only a sparse amount of literature on 19th century Queensland local 

government and even less on how it functioned in a wet tropical environment. There is 

virtually nothing on local government in Cairns in particular, apart from the writer’s 

honours thesis on the Cairns Divisional Board (CDB). Literature on local government 

generally for the mid to late 19th century is fragmented, due to the embryonic state local 

government was in world wide.  Most of this targets individual municipalities, 

especially in the United States of America, and has little relevance to the Queensland 

model. 

Local government needed to create infrastructure for Cairns’ growth and 

development as a frontier service port for the mineral fields and primary industries in 

the area surrounding it and in its hinterland, and to supply basic town services. The 

main challenge was in sustaining a works program for a town situated in a tropical 

                                                 
2 Jack Rabin, Don Dodd (eds.) 1985, “State and Local Government Administration”, Public 
Administration and Public Policy, Marcel Dekker Inc, Vol. 28, New York, p. 121. 
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swamp, and transforming it into a liveable environment. This was accomplished by 

draining and filling the swamps to an accepted level.  

Other challenges for public works were providing sanitation, roads, bridges and 

other public facilities on inadequate revenue. All of this was accomplished during a 

period when the tropics were thought to be unsuitable for white people. Tropical fevers 

such as malaria were not fully understood, with medicine making a transition from 

miasma to germ theory. The miasma theory had the effect of making local government 

responsible for public health during the period. 

 In order for services to be provided, adequate lines of communication had to be 

built between the appropriate people in government. The immediate problem, from the 

Cairns perspective, was the distance from Brisbane. This created the need for “friends 

at court”, in the Brisbane based colonial government, to help lobby for loans, 

pressuring for favourable legislation, and general support. Local networks were equally 

important for the smooth functioning of the CMC and to assist with lobbying.  

 The role of local government is also evaluated through the suitability of the 

Queensland local government system to satisfy the needs of frontier societies in the wet 

tropics, and not just on the performance of the CMC. The Queensland legislative 

framework was examined to determine how it both supported and restricted local 

government, and if the wet tropics were taken into consideration when the various acts 

were written. As part of this analysis, its origins in English and Victorian local 

government are investigated and what parts of these were kept and rejected. 

 The performance of the CMC was also evaluated through comparisons with two 

Queensland 19th century local bodies, Cooktown and Hinchinbrook which are close to 

Cairns in climate, and have some topographical similarities being on Queensland’s far 

north - east coast.  Cooktown was a port for the mineral fields, like Cairns. 

Hinchinbrook also had a port.  

Limits on the topic 

The 1902 Act changed the powers and responsibilities of local governments so the new 

body, the Cairns Town Council (CTC), established in 1903 worked under different 

guidelines. This was too different from the old CMC and would require a separate 

study. The formation of the CMC was in 1885. Prior to that date, local government in 
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Cairns was under the CDB which was formed in 1880. This body is treated briefly here 

to give some context to the CMC, but similarly is not dealt with in detail. 

Findings. 

     The key factors for the growth and development of Cairns were to keep the main 

arterial roads open and make the town liveable, both the responsibility of local 

government. These tasks were made much more complex by tropical conditions. 

During the wet seasons most of the roads out of Cairns were closed during the heavy 

rainfall periods, and for a number of days afterwards. Within the town, many of the 

streets flooded, isolating sections and restricting travel. The CMC made every possible 

effort to keep these streets and roads open. It was hampered by the climate, vegetation 

and topography and was only moderately successful in the early years. The CMC 

struggled to cope with drainage issues and only managed partial success, when the 

reclamation process was started in the CBD. Due to fiscal restraints, the surface and 

pipe drainage systems were never adequate for the heavy monsoonal rains of the wet 

season, which resulted in regular flooding of the low lying areas in the town. However 

given the disadvantages under which it laboured, the CMC did much to create a town 

from a series of swamps, and keep transport viable so the port could continue to grow. 

 Health was an area that the CMC tended to ignore and it only reacted when 

pressured. Sanitation was in a deplorable state in Cairns with little done to provide for 

sewage and rubbish disposal. The CMC could have done a great deal more than it did. 

The inspections by medical officers were far too infrequent, and there were not enough 

checks and balances in this area. For example the there should have been regular checks 

on sanitation issues by the medical officers at least every six months, rather than wait 

years for a proper inspection. The main function of the CMC in the health area was to 

keep the town clean, and free of disease, and it failed dismally, due to a lack of political 

will to prosecute offenders and lack of finances for expensive sewerage and water 

supply schemes.  

 An additional health service that the CMC should have provided was a reticulated 

water programme. Though always being planned, it was never completed within the 

CMC’s tenure. The CMC gave the bare minimum for a water supply, that from a town 

well, which was barely fit to drink during droughts. The refusal of the CMC to charge 
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additional rates for a reticulated water system, was one of many examples of a lack of 

political will, and favoured the bigger ratepayers. The construction of a town gas supply 

on the other hand showed how the CMC handled progress and it was influential 

working behind the scenes for the establishment of a Cairns gas company.  

 The colonial government did not provide additional funding for the wet tropics 

to assist with the constant need for repairs for roads and bridges. Subsidies might have 

helped and were initially provided, but declined to nothing over time. There was no 

general funding provision for variations in topography, vegetation and climate in local 

government legislation.  

 The finances made available to the CMC through the legislative framework were 

disastrously low. As well, the CMC administered its fundraising badly. The lack of 

sufficient revenue available forced the CMC to take short cuts. Overall, the CMC took 

the approach of relying on loans and overdrafts. The overdraft limit of the previous 

year’s rates was simply ignored and in some cases tripling the borrowing limit imposed 

by legislation occurred.  

 The CMC networked reasonably well with other organisations for smoother and 

better government and improvement of the district. This worked primarily because of 

the isolation of Cairns, forcing the community to be self reliant. This has resulted in a 

type of cyclic and interchangeable membership among the CMC and other local bodies. 

It produced a very experienced membership in the CMC whose business interests were 

often intertwined with interests in the wider community, resulting in a common 

approach to problems by local organisations. However it also created opportunities for 

corruption.     

 In administration, the CMC functioned adequately if constraints imposed by 

funding shortages and poorly written clauses in the legislation are taken into account. 

However it sometimes suffered from a failure of will to prosecute where enforcement 

might impose too heavy a burden on the ratepayers. It also breached some of the 

provisions of local government Acts, particularly with regard to overdrafts and record 

keeping. This casual attitude to requirements under legislation were not unusual, and a 

function of isolation from central government in Brisbane and frontier conditions.  
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 Compared to other Queensland local governments in the tropics, such as Cooktown 

and Hinchinbrook, the CMC did well. The reason for this is that the Cooktown 

Municipal Council could have invested more in helping to establish agricultural 

industries which would have diversified its economic base, before the mineral exports 

in its hinterland had been exhausted. Hinchinbrook Shire on the other hand could not 

balance its priorities.  

Methodology. 

Sources. 

     This thesis provides a detailed analysis of some of the local government Acts of both  

municipal and divisional boards, and through the case study of Cairns shows how this 

legislation worked within the wet tropics of North Queensland. It also critiques the 

local government system under which it operated and has been researched mainly from 

primary sources, while drawing on secondary literature for comparisons between local 

governments and local government systems. Primary sources used include the CMC 

minutes, which detailed the monthly workings of the CMC and indicated its priorities. 

The valuation and rating books provided the financial details and an indication of how 

well records were kept. In the Queensland State Archives, the Colonial Secretary’s 

correspondence related the loan applications and some of the political reasons for 

approving or declining those applications. The Cairns and Cooktown newspapers 

provided the context for decisions made by the CMC. The thesis also uses historical 

photos, illustrations and maps which assisted the analysis of the CMC’s works 

programs. The primary sources were accessed through the collections of the James 

Cook University Library, Queensland State Archives, Queensland State Library, John 

Oxley Library, and the Cairns Historical Society’s collection of CMC records, 

including letters to government departments and cash books and rate books. Relevant 

local government legislation and policy of the period is examined through the statutes 

of Queensland; Queensland Votes and Proceedings, Queensland Parliamentary 

Debates and Queensland Government Gazette.  

Newspapers of the period such as the Cairns Post, Cairns Argus, Morning Post, 

Cooktown Courier and the Queenslander were examined.  The first two main Cairns 

newspapers, the Cairns Post and the Cairns Argus, represented opposing views within 
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Cairns. so when compared, they presented a good political context for Cairns in the 

period, and for the performance of the CMC in particular. Both newspapers recorded 

the CMC meetings in full and in far more detail than CMC minutes books. The Cairns 

Post took the conservative viewpoint, while the Cairns Argus was more liberal. The 

Cairns Morning Post that was formed in 1895, after the Cairns Post closed, was more 

in tune with the Cairns Argus’ viewpoints.3 Both newspapers reported other 

organizations such as the Cairns Chamber of Commerce and Hospital Committee which 

assisted in evaluating the CMC’s ability to form and operate networks within the town. 

Literature Review. 

 General histories of Cairns do not have much on the CMC, which was discussed 

only in a peripheral manner as it has never been a high priority topic by historians A 

good overview of Cairns history is Dorothy Jones’s Trinity Phoenix, which provides a 

more than adequate history of Cairns and its people.4 A problem with Jones is that 

many of the references are inaccurate, with some of them being untraceable. Jones’ 

treatment of the CMC is minimal and without much analysis or commentary J. W. 

Collinson wrote a series of books and articles which give a more personal overview of 

19th Century Cairns, based on his own experiences. There are some very specific 

references to the CMC that are not found elsewhere and his comments on the CMC are 

more positive, compared to Jones, but they are not comprehensive. Some of the 

problems with Collinson’s works are that his dates are not always correct, and points of 

interest in the text must be examined with that in mind.5  Timothy Bottoms’ PhD thesis, 

A History of Cairns-City of the South Pacific, 1770-1995, covers such a large time 

                                                 
3 Hodes, Jeremy October 1997, Darkness and Light: Yarrabah and Cairns, 1891-1910, M.A. Thesis for 
Queensland Central University, pp.27-31. Rod Kirkpatrick, June/July 1983 “The First Cairns Post (1883-
1893)”, Historical Society of Cairns Bulletin, No.282/283.  
4 Dorothy Jones 1976, Trinity Phoenix, Cairns Centenary Committee, Cairns.  
5 J. W. Collinson,  1939, Early days of Cairns, W.R. Smith and Paterson Pty Ltd, Brisbane. 
____________       1940, Tropic Coasts and Tablelands, W.R. Smith and Paterson Pty Ltd,                            
                               Brisbane. 
____________      1942,  More About Cairns 2, W.R. Smith and Paterson Pty Ltd, Brisbane. 
____________      1946, More About Cairns 3, W.R. Smith and Paterson Pty Ltd, Brisbane. 
____________      1954, “Those Roads and Bridges”, Royal Historical Society of  
                              Queensland Journal, Vol.5, No.2, pp. 930-935. 
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frame that depth is lacking. It does present an overall picture of Cairns of the 19th 

century, though there is little that is new about the CMC.6  

 Some more specific studies of aspects of Cairns’ history also mention the CMC. 

Chinatown, an important area in Cairns, is covered in Cathie May’s PhD thesis which 

was converted into the 1996 book, Topsawyers: The Chinese in Cairns 1870-1920. The 

information on Cairns’ Chinatown includes its dealings with the CMC. The weak area 

of this book is that its treatment of this interaction is selective. This has resulted in a 

portrayal of Chinatown being unfairly treated by the CMC, while a broader perspective 

would show that the reactions of the CMC were understandable (see pp. 203-204) 

Sandi Robb’s report on Chinatown, Cairns Chinatown: a Cultural Heritage Study, goes 

into a little more depth than some aspects of May’s work, but is also selective in its 

presentation of the relationship between the CMC and the Chinese.7  

 Literature on historic local government systems is also scarce. Charles 

Arrowsmith Bernays’ History of Queensland Politics During Sixty (1859-1919) Years 

provides an in depth coverage of the various Acts of Queensland including local 

government Acts, and a history of some of the important members of government of 

that period.8 It is an invaluable asset for any 19th century Queensland government 

research as it provides an insider perspective. Bernays heavily used the Parliamentary 

Debates for his explanations of various Acts, and only comments occasionally, and 

somewhat cryptically, on why some local government Acts failed.  

C.P. Harris’ book Local Government and Regionalism in Queensland, 1859-

1977 is one of the most important works on 19th century Queensland local government.9  

It summarises many of the important Local Government Acts during the 19th century 

and presents a concise overview and goes into more detail than Bernays. Harris gives a 

broad breakdown of the major Queensland local government Acts but fails to comment 

on their effects and weaknesses within the 19th century. Doug Tucker outlined the early 
                                                 
6 Bottoms, Timothy July 2002, A History of Cairns-City of the South Pacific, 1770-1995, PhD Thesis, 
School of Humanities, Central Queensland University. 
7 Robb, Sandi September 2004, Cairns Chinatown: a Cultural Heritage Study, a Report to the Cairns and 
District Chinese Association  Inc. and Cultural Heritage Branch. 
8 Charles Arrowsmith Bernays 1919, Queensland Politics during Sixty years:1859-1919,  Government 
Printer, Brisbane.  
9 C.P. Harris 1978, Local Government and Regionalism in Queensland , 1859-1977, Centre for Research 
on Federal Financial Relations, Australian National University, Canberra.  
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history of Queensland local government in his two volume work Local Government in 

Queensland, which is a well balanced overview.10 Some details are lacking. For 

example, in the 19th century section of this history, the changing of improved to 

unimproved land values is discussed without comment as to the effectiveness of such a 

change. In his more recent article “Queensland Municipal and Shire Histories”, Tucker 

devotes a good portion of the article to the pre 1903 period.11 The article critiques local 

authority histories for their coverage of a selection of generic themes in Queensland 

local government. While his criticisms are certainly justified, he fails to look at theses 

on local government at James Cook University (JCU). In his “Invisible Transformation 

of Local Government”, Tucker investigates the number of Local Governments in 

Queensland and the factors that influenced that number. 12 The issue of why not fewer 

shires and municipalities were created in the first place is not addressed when it is 

fundamental to the theme of the article.  

 While histories of local government abound in Australia, paradoxically there are 

very few which actually analyse the roles of local government in their districts. Peter 

Ryle’s PhD thesis, Decline and Recovery of a Rural Coastal Town: Cooktown 1873-

1999, has a good portion allocated to local government and the trials and tribulations of 

the Cooktown Municipal Council.13 Jan Wegner’s MA thesis, The Hinchinbrook Shire 

Council, 1879-1979, covers 100 years of local government in the Hinchinbrook 

Divisional Board and Shire Council.14 Both of these studies are set in tropical districts 

and both were used for comparison in order to evaluate the CMC’s performance, 

though the Hinchinbrook study is of slightly less value for this purpose as it was under 

a Divisional Board rather than a municipality for the period under study.  

                                                 
10 Doug Tucker 1981, “Local Government in Queensland”,  A report for the Queensland Division of 
Australian Institute of urban Studies, pp. 79-85.  
11 Doug Tucker 1991, “Queensland Municipal and Shire Histories”, Peripheral Visions, Essays  on. 
Australian Regional and Local History, B.J. Dalton (ed), James  Cook University, Townsville, pp. 63-
105.    
12 Doug Tucker 1995, “ The Invisible Transformation of Local Government in  Queensland”, 
Queensland Review, Vol.2, No.1, pp. 67-74.  
13 Peter Ryle, 2000, Decline and Recovery of a Rural Coastal Town: Cooktown 1873-1999, PhD Thesis, 
James Cook University, Cairns. 
14 Jan Wegner 1984, Hinchinbrook, The Hinchinbrook Shire Council, 1879-1979, James Cook University 
Townsville, MA thesis. 
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 In summary, the works on 19th century Queensland local government examined 

in this thesis are sparse and only portions of various Acts have been published by 

authors Bernays, Harris and Tucker while individual local governments in the tropics 

have been outlined by Wegner and Ryle.  This thesis aims to augment their work by 

analysing aspects of Queensland local government which have been neglected to date 

and which are relevant to the history of local government in Cairns.  In addition, this 

thesis aims to consider the environmental setting of local government to a greater extent 

than was done in the other two histories of local government in the Queensland tropics. 

It does this by specifically examining the effect of that tropical environment on the 

performance of a local government and thereby revealing some of the limitations of the 

Queensland local government system in a new way. 

Chapter Outline. 

Introduction  

 The aim is to evaluate how well the local government in Cairns, the CMC, 

performed in the wet tropics despite operating under legislation and funding 

arrangements that made no allowance for a wet tropical environment. This study 

concentrates particularly on the CMC’s performance in the delivery of essential 

services, such as drainage, transport and public health. The effectiveness of these 

services was related to the growth and development of Cairns as a port for the mineral 

fields, timber and agriculture, which in turn influenced the amount of money which 

could be raised to carry out this program.  

Chapter 1: Introductory History of Cairns.  

 This gives the historical context to the study. Cairns was established as a port for a 

large mining and pastoral hinterland, which later developed intensive agriculture and 

forestry. The chapter identifies the needs of the growing town, which local government 

was formed to supply.  

Chapter Two: Local government in Queensland and its antecedents.  

 This chapter critiques the system of local government which was established to 

supply services necessary for the development of towns such as Cairns. Local 

government could only act within the parameters set by the legislation, which was 

based on a Victorian act. This in turn emerged from the English system of local 
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government, heavily modified as it wasn’t really suitable for Australian conditions 

particularly on the frontiers of settlement. However the 19th century antecedents of 

local government in England were briefly investigated to see how much it influenced 

Queensland local government. Local Government in Queensland and its primary Acts 

were then analysed, particularly the Local Government Act of 1878 which was the 

primary Act applied in the Cairns area up to 1903. Some attention is also given to 

antecedent Acts in order to explain Premier Samuel Griffith’s concerns when he drafted 

the 1878 Act.  

Chapter Three: Cairns Divisional Board. 

 The Cairns Divisional Board (CDB) was the town’s first local authority, in the form 

of a rural local government that governed Cairns from 1880-1885. The CDB neglected 

its duties in the town, such as sanitation and street clearing, in favour of roads and 

bridges throughout the district. The revenue at this time from the district was not 

enough to look after both rural and urban development in the Cairns Division, which is 

why the CMC was established. This chapter provides the context and background of  

the establishment of local government in the town of Cairns and the Cairns district. It 

looks at the wider perspective of creating maintaining and repairing infrastructure 

within the west tropics, which had a direct bearing on the functioning of Cairns as a 

service port and that of the CMC. The relationship with CMC is explored along with 

the district development in general form the local government perspective. 

 Chapter Four: Valuation and Finance. 

 This chapter looks at all aspects of the CMC’s finances, from the framework set up 

in the legislation by the Valuation and Ratings Acts to actual practice by the Council. 

Local governments are primarily financed through rates, which is a tax on land. In 

order to make the system of land taxation fair to all rate payers, the Queensland 

government went from taxing improved land to unimproved land in 1890. The impact 

of this in Cairns caused some problems, as did other aspects of government policy such 

as loans. The failings of the legislation are also analysed, for example the poorly 

thought out procedures for unpaid rates recovery and the inadequate provisions for 

borrowing. 

Chapter Five:  Public Works and Health Services.  
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 The reclamation of the swamps in and around Cairns was an ongoing project by the 

CMC and its successors, from 1888 to the 1960s. The initial process involved clearing 

the streets of trees, repairing and making roads, bridges and culverts, and surveying the 

streets for the correct heights for drainage.  The next stage was filling in the streets and 

allotments above the flood levels and creating drains to handle the heavy rainfall of the 

wet seasons. The health issues in Cairns were primarily about sanitation, but also 

involved dealing with infectious diseases such as bubonic plague. Water supplies are 

also dealt with in this chapter. This is the chapter that most specifically examines the 

problems experienced by a Queensland local government trying to operate in a difficult 

environment that was not really catered for in the legislation. 

Chapter Six: Administration.  

 The administrative component of the CMC was separate from the elected officials 

with the exception of the mayor, who headed both groups. Apart from the day to day 

functions, the administration kept the accounts and rate and valuation books and dealt 

with rates collecting. It enforced bylaws and liaised with other local bodies. This 

chapter evaluates the CMC’s administrative practices and why some of these practices 

appeared substandard.   

Chapter Seven: Evaluating the CMC’s performance by Region. 

Two local government bodies were selected to compare with the CMC. The first was 

the Cooktown Municipal Council. Cooktown was also a service port for mining fields 

and situated in the tropics, though not in a high rainfall area. The second comparison 

was with the Hinchinbrook Divisional Board (HDB), which was in the wet tropics 

though not a municipality. Though neither was an exact match for the CMC, they are 

adequate to provide a yardstick for comparison and help to evaluate the CMC’s 

performance.  

Conclusion.  

 The key issues of how the CMC performed overall by providing basic services such 

as road transport and health in the wet tropics, and what was achieved despite limited  

funding and legislative shortfalls, are addressed. This chapter also considers the CMC’s 

failings and likewise puts them in context.  Further research is also suggested, as the 

CMC’s tenure only covers a brief period of local government in Cairns and further 
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research needs to be done in the continuation of local government through the Cairns 

Town, City and Regional Councils and the local government Acts they functioned 

under.  

Appendices: Appendix One lists the mayors and councillors during the CMC’s tenure. 

Appendix Two looks at the valuations of the central business district of Cairns in 1893 

and gives an analysis of valuation methodologies used. This detail is evidence for the 

findings noted in Chapter Four.  
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This chapter provides the historical context in order to understand the needs 

local government was supposed to meet, and the challenges of supplying those needs. It  

gives an overview of why Cairns was chosen as a port for the hinterland and looks at 

climate, transport, settler patterns, wet tropical environment issues such as tropical 

disease and floods, and the establishment of an agricultural economy in the 

international markets operating at the time. All of this produced the framework that the 

CMC had to function within. It had to ensure the proper functioning of the transport 

routes, the arteries by which the lifeblood of the port flowed, and overcome the 

disadvantages of topography and climate to ensure a liveable environment for white 

settlers.   

The Founding of Cairns.  

Trinity Bay, on which Cairns stands, was first named by James Cook on Trinity 

Sunday, 1770, on his voyage of exploration of the Australian east coast. In spite of 

having a fine harbour it was ignored by explorers both sea and land. The reason Trinity 

Inlet was shunned by sea for almost 100 years after Cook was that it was surrounded by 

mangrove swamp bordering a low flood plain that was subject to inundation by 

flooding rivers and high tides. By land it was almost inaccessible, with a high 

escarpment situated a few kilometres behind it. Behind the swamps were thousands of 

hectares of wet tropical rainforest which was unexplored, and home to hundreds of 

indigenous people likely to resist European settlement.  

The Port of Cairns was however an ideal geographical location for a service port 

for the mineral fields on the Tablelands, with a sheltered inlet. Its climate and soil 

conditions indicated that it had the potential to develop into a major agricultural district, 

especially for sugar and tropical fruit. The wet tropical rain forest surrounding the inlet 

also had potential for a timber industry. The initial problems were to clear the 

mangroves, build a town and establish easy access routes to the Tablelands by roads 

and railway to bring the mineral, timber and agricultural wealth to be exported through 

the port. Cairns would become the gateway to the mineral fields, such as the 

Hodgkinson goldfield, directly west of Trinity Bay over the escarpment. Once an easier 
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access to the hinterlands was established, Cairns also became a major port for the 

pastoral industry that had developed on the Tablelands and savannah lands west of it.    

Until 1876 the only attention paid to Trinity Bay was in 1868 when a beche-de 

mer station was set up on Green Island, a small atoll with fresh water, situated 27 

kilometres north east of present day Cairns.15 The beche-de–mer trade was then 

extremely lucrative and prices varied from £140 to £150 per long ton. The close 

proximity of Green Island to Trinity Bay allowed for excursions into the bay area to 

collect firewood. Many of the beche-de- mer stations did not last long, due to a 

combination of over harvesting and retaliation by indigenous crews for involuntary 

recruitment. There are some indications that Trinity Inlet was also used as a temporary 

camp for cedar cutters who never stayed in one place for long.  

The Gold Rush – Early Road Transport. 

The discovery of gold on the Palmer River in 1873, for which the port of 

Cooktown was established, resulted in the gold fields being extended southwards to a 

point almost opposite Trinity Bay and 52 kilometres inland in 1876, with the 

establishment of the Hodgkinson goldfield. The only access to the coast was through 

Cooktown, some 260 kilometres north of Trinity Bay. The miners were separated from 

the coast by a steep rainforest-covered escarpment. Haulage prices over long distances 

to the nearest port from the Hodgkinson Goldfield for taking out gold and bringing in 

supplies were extreme. Towns were established on the Hodgkinson goldfield, the 

principal being Thornborough. This town had a population of 1 500 and 15 hotels. It 

was situated 160 kilometres south of Cooktown and 80 kilometres directly west of 

Trinity Bay.  

The Tracks across the Escarpment 

 After a number of failed attempts find a safe way over the escarpment to the 

coast, a meeting was held in 1876 in Thornborough, which resulted in Bill Smith going 

to Cooktown and hiring a cutter to take his party to Trinity Bay where he arrived 

                                                 
15 A. McInnes 1984, “Our First Industry, Beche de Mer”, Establishment Trinity Bay, Cairns Historical 
Society, Cairns, pp.7-9. The beche –de-mer was also called a prickly fish or sea slug. Its Latin name is 
Stichopus variegates, and its length extended to over 1.3 meters. The fish were caught, boiled, gutted 
then dried in a smoke house. All of this required plenty of wood, and the timbers of Trinity Bay supplied 
it. 
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around the beginning of September, 1876.  

 
Figure 1. Goldfields of North Queensland, 1870s. Source G. C. Bolton 1963, A Thousand Miles Away, 
Jacaranda Press, Brisbane, p. 49.  
 
Smith took 11 days to find a route over the escarpment and on 21st September he 

arrived at Thornborough and became the hero of the hour. Unknown to Smith and his 

party, Sub-inspector Douglas had left Thornborough also in September and found his 

way down the escarpment by another route and arrived on Trinity Bay on the 23rd 

September.16 
 

                                                 
16 Port Denison Times, 14 October 1876.   
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Figure 2. 1875-1911. Source G. C. Bolton 1963, A Thousand Miles Away, Jacaranda Press, Brisbane,  
p. 2. 
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Figure 3. Map insert for figure 2. Source G. C. Bolton 1963 A Thousand Miles Away, Jacaranda Press, 
Brisbane, p. 3. 
 
Out of the two tracks discovered, the Douglas Track was the one that was more 

practicable. The two tracks went up the steep side of the Barron Gorge, and were really 

only pack-tracks, and this held back the development of Cairns for many years. This 

made transport to the hinterland a source of anxiety for Cairns business people, 

underscored by the near-loss of that hinterland later to Port Douglas which had access 

by a dray track to the interior in 1877 . The town was surveyed in October 1876 and 

declared on November first.17 

Initial Problems in First Settlement. 

The new port had the needs common to all settlements of its kind. It needed a 

wharf, streets, and a water supply. On a larger scale, it needed to establish itself as the 

most likely port for the hinterland to its west, which meant competing with established 

ports like Cooktown as well as staving off the challenge of newer ports nearby.  In 

October 1876, a public meeting was held to build a wharf and the first street in Cairns, 

now the Esplanade, was surveyed. Although some more streets were surveyed soon 

after, Cairns would remain a shanty town of squatters until 15th February 1877, when 

the first land sales occurred. The town appeared to have established itself about a mile 

(1.6 kilometres) north of Smith’s landing to take advantage of fresh water wells.  

                                                 
17 Dorothy Jones 1976, Trinity Phoenix, Cairns and District Centenary Committee, Cairns, p.76, p.84. 



 

 21 

A competitor for the goldfields trade was not long in coming. Bill Smith’s 

shanty hotel near Smith’s Landing was not the centre of industry he hoped for, as two 

other calico hotels were established north near the present day Esplanade, closer to the 

water supply, the beach and sea breezes. Smith realised that he could not stay where he 

was amongst the mangroves and considered an ingenious scheme to found a new town, 

closer to his track and Douglas’ Track on the other side of the Barron River. Most of 

the early people embarking from ships spent little time in Cairns and headed for the 

Hodgkinson goldfield via the Smith or Douglas Tracks. By establishing his hotel a 

short distance from where the base of both tracks went up the escarpment, Smith could 

entice those travelling coming down from the goldfields and those going up to them as 

well, to stop for a drink. It was the drop off and pickup point for river boats, and 

presented an easy journey to the Cairns wharves.  

 

Figure 4. A country street similar to Abbott Street, c. 1877, source Cairns Historical Society. 

Others thought Smith’s location had merit and with the assistance of the 

surveyor Warner, he founded a small town, around his Beehive hotel, called Smithfield 

by A.C. MacMillan, the engineer in charge of roads, in honour of its founder. This 

became an official town on 5th December 1876, with land sales beginning the same day. 

Smithfield had a number of advantages over Cairns. It was situated on the goldfield 

side of the Barron River, and easily accessed by boat. Its major disadvantage for settlers 

at that point was that the river was shallow and could not take large ships.  A wharf was 
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constructed in Smithfield to accommodate the river boat trade, to and from Cairns.18 

The topography of Cairns at that time was sand dunes mixed with swamps and creeks, 

and surrounded by mangroves. Smithfield on the other hand was flat with easy access 

to water and grass for pack animals. The result was that Cairns was being deserted by 

businessmen who established themselves in Smithfield. Many of those in Cairns in the 

first years could not cope with living in a swamp. They had a point, as within a few 

years this environment  harboured tropical diseases such as leptospirosis, malaria, 

typhus, hookworm and dengue fever. Most of the diseases, apart from malaria, did not 

become a major problem until a few years after settlement. 19 However the 19th century 

belief was that swamps gave off vapours or miasma causing fevers, and the wet tropics 

already had an unhealthy reputation. It is not surprising that Cairns was considered an 

unhealthy place to live and Smithfield appeared to offer a healthier environment. 

Smithfield had no swamps. This added another item to Cairns’ list of needs: to get rid 

of its swamps in order to make it more attractive to European settlers. 

 Land Commissioner Sharkey knew that if a port was to be established it had to 

be a deep water port in Trinity Inlet, as the Barron River simply would not cope with 

the traffic. However, essential to the life of either town were the necessity for a dray 

road to the gold fields. By about mid 1876 a government road from Cairns to the 

Barron River was constructed, following the flat portion of the Douglas Track which 

bypassed Smithfield, but it did have a secondary track leading to it.20 A third track was 

discovered over the escarpment in 1877 which became the government road. This 

initially followed Douglas’ track from Cairns to the Barron River but then took a route 

North of the Barron River, near modern day Smithfield. The Cairns to Thornborough 

Road was used as a dray track from Smithfield to Thornborough, but the climb was too 

                                                 
18 Cairns businessmen Spare and Ingham introduced the first boat services between Cairns and 
Smithfield. P. J. Broughton 1984, “Rise and Fall of Smithfield”, in Establishment Trinity Bay, Historical 
Society of Cairns, Cairns, p. 17-18. 
19 E. H. Derrick August 1957,  “The Challenge of North Queensland Fevers”, Australasian Annals of 
Medicine, Vol. 6, No.3, pp. 174 -175. The humid wet conditions and rainfall in the topics were influential 
in what time of year these diseases manifested. 
20 Jones, Trinity Phoenix, p. 120. 
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steep for any heavy equipment to be taken up the escarpment.21 This situation led to yet 

another threat to Cairns’ existence, a better dray road to the interior at Port Douglas.  

 
Figure 5. The 3 northern tracks across the escarpment 1876-1877. Douglas Track – violet; Smith Track –
Orange;  Cairns- Thornborough Road – Green. Source A. D. Broughton 1984, Establishment Trinity Bay, 
Cairns Historical Society. p. 34. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
21 Glenville Pike 1886, Port of Promise, Pinevale Publications, pp. 1-8. Modern Smithfield is a new 
suburb of Cairns, named after Bill Smith. It situated on the foothills of the escarpment about 3 kilometers 
Northwest of the site of old Smithfield, which was on the bank of the Barron River. The old site of 
Smithfield is now designated as part of a flood plain, and no building permits can be issued.  
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At the end of 1877 a majority of those in Smithfield had deserted it for Port 

Douglas. In 1878 another flood had the town almost deserted and by 1879 a third flood 

carried away many of the old buildings.  By then however Port Douglas was proving to 

be a more formidable rival than even Smithfield. Well known local bushman, Christie 

Palmerston, and William Lakeland had discovered a suitable wagon track across the 

escarpment to the Tablelands and eventually to Thornborough. The actual route ran just 

north of present day Mount Molloy and down to the coast (see figure 5).22 In early 

1877, a small port with a shallow inlet, approximately 70 kilometres north of Cairns 

(see figure 5) was founded. Port Douglas soon rivalled Cairns as a service port. The 

track, known as the “Bump” track, took trade not only from the Hodgkinson goldfield 

and the Etheridge and Gilbert goldfields beyond it, but also the base metal fields 

opening up to the west. Cairns had to wait for an even better transport option – the 

railway – before it could recover this trade. 

Railway to the Tablelands.  

 Because of the terrible and often impassable state of the roads to, from and over 

the escarpment from either town during the wet season, the government decided in 

1883, after a great deal of public pressure, that a railway link had to be built from the 

coast to prevent the isolation of the inland mining towns and allow uninterrupted access 

to the mining, timber and agricultural resources over the ranges. The shipping delays 

due to erratic travel times were at a financial cost, especially to the exporter, as 

shipping schedules could not always be adjusted to suit. The terminus of the railway 

was to be Herberton, situated 915 meters above sea level and 120 kilometres South- 

west from Cairns (see figure 5).  

 There were four options for the railway’s starting point from the coast and four 

exploratory surveys were undertaken from July 1883 until mid 1885. The main rivalry 

was between Cairns and Port Douglas but Cairns eventually became the port for the 

railway to the Tableland. It came down to which inlet was more viable and out of the 

two inlets, Trinity Inlet was far larger.23  Port Douglas also had a more limited water 

                                                 
22 S. E. Stephens March 1978, “Who was Christie’s Mate?”  Cairn Historical Society Bulletin, No.220.  
The cheque for finding the track was made out to Palmerston and Lakeland and signed by Little. 
23 It is also likely that the decision to have Cairns as a railway port was made before the surveys had 
begun. When the results of the surveys were produced and the reasons given for rejection by Queensland 



 

 25 

supply. Although the railway was touted as the Cairns to Herberton route, the line to 

Mareeba was not completed until August 1893 and the railway to Herberton had to wait 

until 1910.24 However the line when built opened up the Atherton Tablelands for 

settlement with branches to Malanda, Millaa Millaa and Ravenshoe. 

 The railway link to Mareeba was a vital one and opened regular and fast access 

to the coast for not only the Tablelands but an extensive mining and pastoral area west, 

north and southwest of Mareeba as branch lines were built out to Chillagoe, Mt Garnet, 

Irvinebank, Mt Molloy, Mt Mulligan, and Forsayth. These tapped the minerals from the 

huge Etheridge, Chillagoe and Herberton mining fields, which started to move into 

peak production just after the railway came to Mareeba.25 This halted mineral ore 

concentrate going over the Bump Road to Port Douglas because it was more reliable 

and economically sensible to ship the minerals by railway. Virtually overnight, Cairns 

acquired a huge hinterland and Port Douglas lost most of its reason for being, leading to 

that town’s decline. The railway also opened up a large timber industry on the 

Tablelands, tapping the rainforest there, and encouraged the development of 

agricultural industries on the Tablelands in the early 1900s.26  A number of sawmills 

had small tramways (some since the 1890s) that joined up to the Queensland Railways 

tracks, creating a faster export process.27  In the late 1870s and early 1880 s a series of 

pack tracks across the escarpment south of Cairns had been discovered and all but one, 

Robson’s track, fell into disuse. It was not until the 1920s that a southern road link from 

the coast to the Tablelands was established, via a modified Robson’s track. 

 

                                                                                                                                              
Railways was that (with the exception of Cairns) the routes were not feasible. Cairns was always the 
most difficult route and the easiest route would have been from Herberton to Mourilyan on the Coast. 
This survey was never completed and the reason for this was that Mount Ballard was considered too 
formidable an option and was never tested. If this is the case then the decision would possibly have been 
made outside of Queensland Railways. 
24 A. D. Broughton , S. E. Stephen 1984,  Establishment Trinity Bay, Cairns Historical Society, p. 33. 
25 Jan Wegner 1988, “The Etheridge”, Studies in North Queensland History, No.13, James Cook 
University, Townville, p. 45, p. 76. Ruth Kerr 2000, John Moffat of Irvinebank, J. D. &  R. S.  Kerr, 
Brisbane, pp. 180-190. 
26  R. S. Kerr 2000, John Moffat of Irvingbank, J. D. & R. S. Kerr, Brisbane, p. 257.  
27 Les Pearson 1998, Timber Tramways to the Atherton Tablelands, L. M. Pearson, Cairns, p. 1.   
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Figure 6. First Section of the Cairns to Herberton railway. Source Railway to the Tablelands, Australian 
Railway Historical Society, 1976, Brisbane.
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Figure 7. Section two. Source Alan Hudson 2003, Tracks of Triumph, Cairns Post Ltd., Cairns, p.16. 
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Sugar Mills and Plantations 

 Until the railway established it beyond dispute, Cairns survived on a 

small local mining industry and more importantly, the establishment of tropical 

agriculture on the coastal plain. Sugar proved to be the most viable. With the high sugar 

prices in the early 1880s, three sugar plantations were built around Cairns during that 

decade and one sugar mill in the 1890s. The Hap Wah Estate (sometimes referred to as 

Hop Wah), the first plantation, was run by a Chinese consortium.28 A total of 182 

hectares was planted and 914.4 tonnes of sugar were obtained. Cane disease, limited 

crushing equipment, pests and low sugar prices prevented the Hap Wah Plantation from 

continuing beyond 1886.29 However, it had established the sugar industry in Cairns. It 

was joined in 1881 by the Hambledon plantation in 1881, and in 1882 by the Pyramid 

plantation. Both were defeated by the massive drop in world sugar prices in the mid 

1880s but Hambledon survived as a central mill under CSR, its lands broken up into 

small farms. Central mills supplied by small farmers was to be the model for the 

Queensland sugar industry and a consortium of landholders obtained Government 

funding for yet another central mill, the Mulgrave Mill which was built in 1896. The 

town of Gordonvale grew up around it, as Edmonton was developing near Hambledon.   

The building of the Mulgrave tramway south of Cairns by the Cairns Divisional 

Board (CDB) was another factor in keeping the Cairns economy buoyant. It tapped 

those developing sugar areas, which until then had used small jetties on the upper 

reaches of Trinity Inlet. The tramway started operating in 1897 and was built 22.5 

kilometres south, to the Mulgrave River. Originally it was to be used as a carrier for 

sugar to the wharves in Cairns but eventually carried additional freight and passengers. 

It was so successful that it was extended to Harvey Creek, 49.8 kilometres south of 

Cairns. 

The importance of sugar to the 19th century Cairns economy cannot be 

overemphasized. Bolton makes the point:  

                                                 
28 K. N. S. Lewis 1986, Rice and Men: Queensland Rice Industry 1869-1986, Lower Burdekin Rice 
Produces Co-operative, Lower Burdekin, p. 37. The signatories for the Hap Wah Plantation , National 
Bank of Queensland, were Jack Gee and Chan You. 
29 Collinson 1939, Early Days of Cairns, p. 122. 
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The sugar boom saved Cairns from extinction. As late as October 1881 the last 

of its banks had contemplated transferring to the rival township of Port Douglas, 

which was twice as populous (510 inhabitants to 278 in Cairns) and enjoyed far 

more of the inland trade. But although during 1881 and 1882 there was a rush 

for land around Port Douglas, hardly any sugar cultivation followed.30 

While the sugar did help save Cairns, it was not the only support the town had. The 

Mulgrave goldfield, situated around the Mulgrave River, south of Cairns, certainly 

helped when the field was gazetted in July 1880, which resulted in over 600 tons of 

gold ore taken from that field with an average of one to three ounces of gold per ton.31 

It and other small coastal goldfields kept a trickle of gold moving into the economy of 

Cairns until the 1950s. 

 The Chinese and Agriculture 

The Chinese came to Cairns for the alluvial goldfields and later adapted their 

skills to agriculture and were important contributors to Cairns’ development. The 

Palmer River gold rush was purported to have attracted 17 000 Chinese. Most of the 

Chinese eventually drifted south in the late 1870s and 1880s. Many ventured onto the 

Tablelands and then to Cairns in 1880.  

 While the Chinese were never accepted as equals in the 1870s and 1880s, 

especially the miners on the goldfields, they excelled as market gardeners and in a short 

time dominated that industry. The citizens of Cairns needed fruit and vegetables and the 

Chinese, most of them small farmers from the Pearl River delta, had the ability to 

supply that in abundance. The Chinese filled a very important niche in supplying the 

fledgling town and surrounding district. Many Chinese found that some of the high 

prices charged for food allowed them to attain their riches as growers rather than 

prospectors, and they became master growers and traders in food produce. The Chinese 

would dig wells and build water channels for irrigation where many Europeans would 

not bother to farm.32  

                                                 
30 G. C. Bolton 1963, A Thousand Miles Away, Jacaranda Press, Brisbane, p. 139. 
31 D.W. de Havelland 1986, Gold and Ghosts, Hesperian Pres, Carlisle, p. 367.  
32 Cathie May 1996, Topsawyers:The Chinese connection in Cairns 1970-1920, James Cook University, 
Cairns, p.7 
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Most of the market gardens under the Chinese were a diverse mix of fruit and 

vegetables, and the majority in Cairns were in the areas around Freshwater Creek, in 

the Barron River delta. Bananas were the most productive fruit in the early days of 

Cairns.33 Banana growing in Cairns was almost entirely a Chinese enterprise and the 

Cairns Chinese worked together with their southern counterparts who acted as agents 

and merchants in Sydney and Melbourne.34 By 1891 the banana exports from Cairns 

were valued at £25 580 while sugar had dropped to £19 328 under the pressure of low 

world prices. By 1895, one Chinese crop grower had made his fortune of over £1 000 

from a single season.35 Gold for the Chinese was now green. In 1897 fruit exports 

raised £45 471 and sugar remained a second with £39 960.36 The trickle down effect of 

the banana trade also meant profits for non Chinese businesses. Trade between Chinese 

and Europeans began breaking down many of the old prejudices against Chinese. The 

Europeans began to appreciate the importance of the Chinese to the economy and tried 

to assist the banana trade where necessary. Transportation costs for fruit were crippling 

and a joint Chinese –European venture in 1895 opened up the Cairns Preserving Works 

which saved the problem of fruit, such as paw paws, rotting and being damaged while 

being transported south.  

 In the late 1890s the fruit fly regulations came in effect in New South Wales 

and Victoria, and much of the North Queensland produce was quarantined. The over 

zealousness of the southern fruit fly inspectors deserves a very close scrutiny. The fruit 

bans effectively crippled the fruit industry around Cairns. The bad cyclone season in 

the main rival for the banana trade, Fiji (cyclones seemed to wipe out its fruit industry 

every three or four years), allowed some fruit exported from Cairns to be accepted in 

southern markets, but it was not enough. It appeared that a great deal of incentive had 

gone out of the industry for the Chinese growers.37  

 On the Tableland and at Port Douglas, maize was the main crop grown by both 

Chinese and European farmers to feed the teams of horses going to and from the 

                                                 
33 Jones, Trinity Phoenix, p. 246. 
34 Ibid., pp. 21-22. 
35 Jones, Trinity Phoenix, p. 25. 
36 Ibid. 
37 May, Topsawyers, p. 29. 
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Tableland.38 When the railway gradually crept up to the Tableland the first saving was 

transportation to the railhead. Many farmers took up leases along the proposed rail 

route to grow their crops and this resulted in easy access to the coast with only the 

railway freight costs to pay.  

Rice was another crop first grown in Cairns by the Chinese in 1885 by Ah 

Ching, who grew rice on a flattened hill on which a famous house was later built 

(“Fairview”, later called the “House on the Hill”). Rice gradually mushroomed into a 

local industry.39 The Chinese had their small hand held rice dollies which were 

primitive husk stripping devices. Thomas Behan recognized the potential of rice milling 

and with the support of  £1 000 from the Hap Wah syndicate, formed the North 

Queensland Rice Milling Company in 1888, building a mill in 1889 at Stratford.40  The 

Chinese had the resources and raw material while Behan, as an engineer, had the 

mechanical knowledge. Kipling in Freshwater built his own rice mill.41  In a short time 

there were at least 5 rice mills operating in the district. In the first season Behan had 

over 711 tonnes of rice go through his mill, netting an export price of £6 000. In 1892 

there were over 349 hectares of rice grown in the Cairns District.42 The success of the 

rice industry caused many locals to take shares in the industry.43  

 In Cairns, Chinatown was an extremely densely populated community, housed 

in numerous dwellings on small allotments. It had a large floating population and was a 

major source of business in the Cairns Business District from selling fish, and the 

agricultural produce that passed through there from the various market gardens in the 

district. The population density, and lack of sanitation in Chinatown, were major 

concerns to the people of Cairns who were fearful of epidemics originating there due to 

poor hygiene. From a local government perspective, preventative health was an area 

that was not always pursued diligently enough in Chinatown (see chapter Five).    

 

 
                                                 
38 May, Topsawyers, pp. 20-12. 
39 P. J. Broughton 1984, “Fertility-Diversity-Unlimited’ in Establishment Trinity Bay, p. 55.  Jones, 
Trinity Phoenix, pp. 254-255. 
40 Broughton, “Fertility Diversity”, p. 55. 
41 Lewis 1986, Rice and Men, Lower, pp. 29-42. 
42 Broughton, Establishment Trinity Bay, pp. 254-255. 
43 Jones, Trinity Phoenix, pp. 254-255. 
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Development of Cairns. 

 In order for Cairns to develop, the mangroves had to be cleared, swamps filled 

and the level of the town had to be raised so that it would not be partly underwater 

whenever there was a king tide and wet seasons which brought flooding, cyclonic tidal 

surges and stagnant pools of water where insect larvae could reproduce quickly in the 

warm climate. In order to fill in the swamps and the low lying allotments that were 

considered water traps, the town levels had to be raised. In order to achieve this, a 

portable tramway was built to bring in fill. This was attached into the main Cairns to 

Herberton railways lines which took soil and rock from the Edge Hill Quarry and 

Kamerunga. In conjunction with the reclamation, a drainage project was also carried 

out to get rid of the excess water from the wet seasons and underground streams. This 

was only achieved after public pressure was put on the Cairns Divisional Board and 

then the Cairns Municipal Council, which lobbied the colonial government for loans to 

cover the costs of the projects and for infrastructure. Town planning was not an area of 

responsibility under local government and should have been, which would have 

allowed for planning at a local level to suit local conditions. The Cairns Municipal 

Council had very little control over it and it was formulated from the colonial 

government in Brisbane.   

 The overall development of Cairns was slow as the Central Business District 

was slowly built up above the sea level at high tide. Suburban growth outside of this 

area was also very slow in coming. By 1891 the town had barely developed past Grove 

Street in the north (see figure 16 page 169). Beyond that point the allotments were rural 

and were generally much larger than town allotments. On the western side of Lilly 

Creek there were no subdivisions, only rural blocks of land. Due to the large swamp 

that created a barrier between the railway line and the foot-hills of the Isley Ranges, no 

subdivision of much of the coastal plain was possible at that time.  The exceptions to 

this rule were the southern sections between Alligator Creek and Lilly Creek.  

Occasionally a huge block would sell and would be then turned into subdivisions, as 

happened to the Hap Wah Plantation and Ah Ching’s block opposite it, which 

eventually became part of the modern suburbs of Moorobool and Manunda.  
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 North of Cairns small towns such Stratford, Redlynch, Freshwater and 

Kamerunga were formed, but the area around them was rural or semi-rural even after 

1900. Roads between these town and Cairns were often flooded during the wet seasons. 

The combination of swamp and wet seasons and a lack of funding for roads and 

reclamation were the factors most arresting development in Cairns and the towns near 

it. Local government was expected to remedy the situation, as well as improve 

transport. 

Shipping and Transport. 

Trinity Inlet had a reasonable depth and good potential as a port, but had a 

shallow access channel which restricted the size of ships coming into the inlet and 

meant that cargo had to be carried in lighters.  The way around the problem was to have 

regular dredging of the channel, which was a Government service. There were never 

enough dredges for the ports of Queensland which meant considerable lobbying by 

local organisations in each.  

The control of the wharves and its revenue was directly through the Colonial 

government and not local government. This deprived the CMC of badly needed 

funding. No matter how much pressure was placed on the Colonial government to sell 

the wharves to the CMC, it refused. The development of the wharves was vital to the 

export of sugar, timber, minerals, and agricultural and pastoral products. When the 

Cairns to Herberton railway was started, the then wharves were not functional enough 

to take the amount of steel needed to be unloaded so the government built its own 

wharf with the railway going directly to it.44  

 The government recognised the need for a Cairns Harbour Board to look after 

the Harbour and raise its own revenue for such matters as wharf improvements and 

dredging. The responsibilities of this were beyond the capabilities of the Cairns 

Municipal Council. A provincial harbour board was established, by appointment, in 

August 1899, with the first elected Cairns Harbour Board in January 1906.45 

Nevertheless the CMC was closely involved in the development of the Harbour Board 

and represented on it. 

                                                 
44 Peter Ryle 2006, By Air & Sea, Cairns Port Authority, pp. 22-23. 
45 Ibid., pp. 34-39. 
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Population Growth.  

The general population growth according to the 1881 census report of the 

district of Cairns was 278 people within the electoral boundary of the Cairns Divisional 

Board (CDB).46 This figure would not have been accurate when considering the 

hundreds of individuals employed by the sugar plantations in 1881 and even then would 

not account for miners and other transients on the gold fields within the district. It was 

more than likely relating to the European population only and even then it is highly 

suspect. There are no estimates of the indigenous people.  

By 1886 the population had increased to 1 376 within the Municipality of 

Cairns, established in 1885.47 The increase is accounted for by the growth of the sugar 

industry and trickle down effect it had on business in Cairns, along with the growth of 

newer industries such as timber and agriculture.  

In the 1891 census the population increased to 2 460 and by 1901 to 3 557.48 

The male to female ratio kept at a steady 2:1 in favour of the males throughout all three 

census takings. The total population figures supplied by the Cairns Municipal Council 

for the period 1891 -1901 differ from the census figures. For example, in 1891 the 

population is given at 2 800 and 4 000 in 1901.49 These figures are also suspect 

considering that the CMC lost two thirds of its area in 1900 yet its population growth 

had almost doubled. Timothy Bottoms places the indigenous figure at about 10 000 for 

the region based on the estimates given in the local newspapers which present these 

figures as from the Cape Grafton and Bellenden Ker Districts.50 Bottoms considers this 

a conservative estimate. Regardless of their differences, all of these figures indicate 

increasing pressure on the kind of services being provided by local government. 

 

 

 

                                                 
46 Queensland Votes and Proceedings 1882, S5, Vol. 1, p. 880. 
47 Queensland Votes and Proceedings, 1887,  S5, Vol. 2, p. 1234. 
48 Ibid., 1901, S1, Vol. 2, p. 948. 
49 Cairns City Council, 1958, ref. RRR/HMP No.3120. Cairns Historical Society ref. D3985. 
50 Timothy Bottoms, July 2002 A History of Cairns-City of the South Pacific, 1770-1995, PhD Thesis, 
School of Humanities, Central Queensland University, p. 123.  
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Indigenous People of the Area. 

 The general Cairns area was at the boundaries of three main indigenous groups. 

The Northern and Western groups are Djabugay speakers; the southern area is the home 

of the Yidiny speakers, and the Gungganydji speakers live in the Eastern area.  

 An Anglican mission station for Aborigines, ‘Yarrabah’, was established near 

Cape Grafton in 1892, by John Gribble and son Ernest. This became the main 

Indigenous reserve for the area when the Aboriginal Protection and Restriction of the 

Sale of Opium Act 1897 was passed in Parliament. All Indigenous people not on 

reserves and not employed within the meaning of the Act within the general area were 

placed at Yarrabah which was also a reform school as well as a mission station. 51  It 

was the Yarrabah reserve that was unsuccessfully coveted by the Cairns Divisional 

Board, which wanted access to the timber wealth the reserve possessed, so that it would 

benefit the Cairns business community.  

 In conclusion, Cairns developed from a timber gathering area for beche-de-mer 

fishermen on Green Island, to a service port to access and export the pastoral, mineral, 

timber and agricultural wealth of the Tablelands and further west, due to its excellent 

harbour facilities. This was only accomplished after tracks were discovered across the 

escarpment to the mineral fields in 1876, consolidated by the construction of the 

railway in the early 1890s. It also became an important port for sugar exports from the 

plantations and sugar mills of the coastal strip.  

 The establishment of Smithfield, a town away from the swamps of Cairns, made 

it clear that for Cairns to survive it had to get rid of the swamps and make the town a 

healthier environment as people did not want to live in it. The only way in which Cairns 

could have been transformed to a viable town was through local government and being 

chosen as the port for the railway. Local government’s role was to provide the transport 

routes which were still important in linking the southern part of the Tablelands, and the 

surrounding sugar districts, to the port. It had to overcome the disadvantages of wet 

season flooding, and drain the swamps that made Cairns an undesirable place to live 

and build.  

                                                 
51 Pat Zalewski August 2007, Yarrabah:From Dreamtime Myths to 1996, Journal of the Royal Historical 
Society of Queensland. Vol. 20, No. 3, pp. 85-96. 
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The development of Cairns was hindered by the lack of local government until 

1880 with the establishment of the Cairns Divisional Board. This organisation had to 

spend its meagre revenue over a large district, primarily on roads and their 

maintenance,  leaving little for the town of Cairns. It was the later Cairns Municipal 

Council which  raised the town levels and ensured the disappearance of most of the 

swamps. Local government also had an important role to play in obtaining Government 

services and infrastructure, networking with other organisations for more effective 

lobbying. After its establishment, local government in the form of the CDB and CMC 

were essential to the continued development and growth of Cairns.  
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The Formation of Municipal Councils in Early Queensland and their Antecedents 

in England in the 19th Century. 

This chapter principally looks at the development of municipal local 

government in Queensland, beginning with the 19th century English context. The aim is 

to explore the reforms of the English system of local government that colonial 

Queensland drew upon. It also concentrates on what impediments and benefits there 

were within the English local government system that Queensland accepted or rejected. 

The earliest concepts of local government in the Australian colonies were loosely based 

on British Acts.52 However it was the British reform movement as applied to local 

government that was the most influential. The chapter then goes on to analyse the early 

local government legislation in Queensland in order to explain its benefits and 

drawbacks and how these reforms were translated into a colonial setting.  

In 1859 Queensland was largely unexplored and unsettled. In order to bring 

infrastructure to isolated areas to service existing settlers and attract more in 

Queensland, the colonial Government passed a series of Acts. The most important of 

these were the Local Government Act of 1878 and the Divisional Board Act of 1879. 

Both these Acts had numerous amendments to them until they were united, along with 

other local government Acts, into the Local Government Act of 1902 due to the report 

by the Royal Commission into Local Government in 1896.  The Local Government Act 

of 1878, under which the Cairns municipality operated, will be thoroughly investigated 

and some of the less important Acts also summarised in this chapter. The 1902 Act will 

not be analysed as it is beyond the parameters of this dissertation, though the 1896 

Royal Commission will be investigated as it critiques the previous system. 

Local Government in England.            

Local government in England evolved in an ad hoc fashion through a 

succession of needs and demands in separate areas.53 This resulted in something that 

was far from a co-ordinated logical system of administration that developed local 

services, but rather evolved from a combination of traditions and newer requirements 
                                                 
52 Dianne Dredge 2001, “Local Government Tourism Planning and Policy-making in New South Wales: 
Institutional Development and Historical Legacies”, Current issues in Tourism, Vol. 2-4,  pp.355-380, 
 http://www.multilingual-matters.net/cit/004/0355/cit0040355.pdf, last accessed 5th September 2007.  
53 David Wilson, Chris Game, Steve Leach, Gerry Stocker 1994, Local Government in the United 
Kingdom, MacMillan Press Ltd, Houndmills, p. 41. 
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that emerged from the industrial revolution, and the urban sprawl that grew as a result 

of it.54  This rapid growth overburdened the existing system of local government that 

was ill prepared for it. Because of the lack of central control in these areas a system of 

local units existed under a variety of names such as counties, boroughs and parishes. 

These were like a series of isolated islands.  In order to deal with this patchwork system 

of local government in England, a number of reform measures were introduced through 

legislation, which had the effect of bringing local government under the closer 

supervision of Parliament.  

 The reform process began in the first part of the 19th century with the 

introduction of the new Poor Laws of 1834 and the Municipal Corporations Act of 

1835. It was another 30 years before the effects of this change started to create further 

momentum towards centralized control the layers of local government and their 

overlapping administrative responsibilities. The reforms then would result in less 

corruption, more representativeness of the electorate, and more attention to public 

health while still retaining an emphasis on local transport.  

Prior to 1832, local government in England was run by a series of borough 

councils, parish committees and counties/shires, with irregular voting patterns for 

county voting, and boroughs having self selected councils. Each type was insulated 

from the others by archaic laws and traditional systems originally based on old baronial 

courts, church structures and royal charters. This allowed the councils to become a tool 

of the elite which in turn meant the motivation for becoming a member was to obtain a 

power base, making the councils inherently corrupt and insular.  

The terms borough, shire, county and parish appear in the Queensland Local 

Government Act of 1878 but their functions have little to do with their English origins. 

The Queensland colonial government used British local government units as an initial 

template but was unable to implement the full system in sparsely populated areas. The 

population base was simply not there to administer a parallel system to England’s. For 

example parishes and counties in Queensland were not administrative areas and became 

simply a part of the cadastral divisions whose main function appears to be for the 

                                                 
54 David Wilson, Chris Game, Steve Leach, Gerry Stocker 1994, Local Government in the United 
Kingdom, MacMillan Press Ltd, Houndmills, p. 41. 
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registration of land titles. Shires, a name adopted by the 1902 Local Authorities Act, 

became the new name for rural local governments.    Shires were the first type of local 

government in England, but had become less important over time. The local 

government Act under which the CMC was formed, the 1878 Act, was ultimately based 

on English municipalities which in turn emerged from boroughs. A borough existed due 

to a royal charter which allowed local self government for a town.  The 1833 Royal 

Commission found that their governance was less than satisfactory. The right to vote 

for representatives occurred in only 180 boroughs out of 250.55  Spearman makes the 

point that to be elected to Parliament and represent a borough one needed to have £300 

a year from real property, resulting in upper class control.56 Changes by legislation tried 

to reform the situation. Chris Game, an authority on English political history states: 

 The 1835 Municipal Corporations Act both reformed and rationalised the 

boroughs (towns that had at some time obtained a Royal Charter entitling them 

to various privileges, including the right to establish their own, essentially self-

selected, corporate administrations - corporations), by requiring them to have 

councils elected by ratepayers, to hold council meetings open to the public, to 

have their accounts regularly audited, and generally to behave in a less corrupt 

way than many of them had formerly…57  

The result of the Royal Commission of 1833 was the basis for the Municipal 

Corporation Act of 1835. The Act expanded the number of municipal councils and their 

powers and this was done through re-organising obsolete boroughs into electoral 

divisions such as wards for more accountability and transparency, especially in the area 

of finance, through the direct election process.58   

While there appears to be no direct parallel between the English parish and 

Queensland rural local governments, there were some core principles that were 

analogous, such as rates, local electional representation, and responsibility for roads 

and transport. The reformed boroughs, the municipal councils, were however clearly 
                                                 
55 Marji Bloy 5 December 2004, The Municipal Corporations Act (1835), Statutes of the Realm, 5 & 6 
Wm. IV, cap. 76, The Victorian Web, http://www.victorianweb.org/history/municipal.html, accessed 19 
May 2007    
56 Diana Spearman 1957, Democracy in England, Rockcliff, London, p. 7.   
57 Chris Game, 17 May 2007, Personal correspondence. 
58 David Wilson, Chris Game, Steve Leach, Gerry Stocker, Local Government in the United Kingdom, p. 
42. 
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the inspiration for Australian colonial local government. Another reform that did make 

its way to Queensland was the general concept of central government having more 

control over local government. However, the Queensland colonial government carried 

further the centralising trend evident in England, ensuring through its legislation 

complete control over subordinate levels of government.  Other areas of local 

government that were encroached on by central government in England, through a 

series of boards, were health and relief for the poor. English Boards were used to 

administer a variety of areas that could not and would not be administered by the 

central government:  

In addition to the establishment of the Poor Law Boards of Guardian in 1834, 

highways boards were established by the Highways Act 1835 and 1862; local 

health boards through the Public Health Act of 1848; and elementary school 

boards under the Education Act of 1870. The single purpose ‘ad hoc’ authority 

is not, therefore, something of an after thought in the British administrative 

tradition. It has a long pedigree which was, at least in part the product of the 

delay of any general reform of sub-national government… 

This system of boards was adopted by Queensland to a more limited extent, with semi-

independent local boards such as road boards, and to an extent hospital boards and 

cemetery trusts. These boards would be centralised later and can be considered in both 

England and Queensland as a second tier system.  

The Select Vestries Acts of 1818 and 1819 had established a voting system 

within the parish for a land owner having one to six votes, depending on property value. 

This was the basis for electing guardians of the poor within a parish. 59  It also 

established the principle of plural voting, initially adopted in Queensland but soon 

discarded.   

 The principle of endowments on revenue was also borrowed from English local 

government. In England, endowments were issued through the exchequer, which 

proved to be an uneven distribution of funds to the various councils and boards.  This 

caused many complaints and a result was the Union Chargeability Act of 1865 which 

                                                 
59 Marjie Bloy  5 December 2004, “A Web of English History” accessed 14 July 2007 
http://dspace.dial.pipex.com/town/terrace/adw03/peel/poorlaw/plaa.htm 
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provided a more evenly balanced system by redistributing funds from the rich to poor 

parishes.60 The Local Government Act of 1888 brought about further changes with 

subsidies given based on revenue (rates) returns, a principle already adopted by the 

Queensland government for subsidising its local authorities. 61 The difference was that 

the Queensland government introduced a shrinking endowment policy which was not 

the case in England. The latter, in fact, increased overall endowments.62  The English 

Local Government Act of 1888 also drastically reduced major overlaps in 

administrative structure in England while this duality lasted until 1902 in Queensland, 

when the Local Government Act of that year merged rural and urban local governments. 

 Central control also resulted in more accountability. By 1871 the English Local 

Government Board was the central funding and administrative body for local 

government.63 This was also a control mechanism for local government, especially the 

parishes, which were the lowest tier of local government. It forced them to levy the 

correct rates and if they disobeyed then the board could appoint an individual to take 

charge.64 The same power was also exercised over unions of parishes.65   

Queensland had no long tradition of local government and was under-funded, 

with a small population barely capable of supporting local government. It was not 

encumbered with the multilayered English system of local government and tried to 

develop a more streamlined system. Queensland exercised far more control over local 

communities and local government bodies from the centre, which is shown by the large 

number of Acts put through Parliament from 1859-1902.66   

As a colony Queensland passed Health Acts in 1872, 1884, 1890 and 1900 

which were concerned with the spread of disease through the removal of filth which 

                                                 
60 Richard Price 1999, British Society 1680-1880:Dynamism, Containment, and Change, Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge, p.152. 
61 R. J. Bennett 1982, Central Grants to Local Governments :The Political Economic Impact of the Rate 
Support Grant in England and Wales, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge , p. 49. 
62 Price, British Society, p. 152. 
63 Robert  M. Gutchen 1961, “Local Improvements and Centralization in Nineteenth- Century England”  
The Historical Journal,  Vol. 4, No.1, pp. 85-96. James T. Young  Sept 1897, “Administration 
Centralized and Decentralized in England”, Annals of the American Academy of Political Social Science, 
Vol.10, 
 pp. 39-57. 
64 Gutchen, “Local Improvements and Centralization in Nineteenth- Century England”, pp. 39-37. 
65 Ibid. 
66 Bernays, Queensland Politics, pp. 384-477. 
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was close to the British System. The influence on health through local government was 

minimal, with an appointed part time health officer (usually a doctor) who would 

advise and sometimes inspect problematic areas and through individual council bylaws. 

The exception to this was in times epidemics when joint health boards were setup both 

in England and in Queensland. The various Queensland Health Acts were the baseline 

of any health issues undertaken by local government. 

 In conclusion the English local government system evolved structures which 

were far too complex for a sparsely populated colonial setting, but does explain the 

basics of Queensland local government regarding rating, electoral representation and 

services such roads, bridges, and drainage. It also contributed to 19th century reforms in 

Queensland such as emphasizing accountability. Public health coupled to local 

government was always an ambiguous area and little was done by local government in 

Colonial Queensland. Different topographies and climates required different 

approaches and priorities.    

Queensland Local Government 

The fledgling Queensland Parliament by comparison with English reformers 

had the benefit of starting with a blank slate. It used a modified New South Wales Act 

but had the drawbacks of virtually no money in the Treasury, small population and a 

large area of mainly unexplored land. There is little doubt that by analogy the 

Queensland government was thrown in at the deep end and learned to swim much 

quicker than its counterpart in England. A study of the Queensland Parliamentary 

Debates indicates a streamlining and control of administration by Parliament and 

central government of which English counterparts would be envious.  

Unlike England, the Brisbane based colonial government kept a very tight rein 

on the local bodies, each answering to a government department. In contrasting the two 

systems, Queensland’s was less complex but more demanding of its local government 

bodies. The local government Acts passed by Parliament were the mechanism for 

forming and funding local authorities, and dealing with local public works by having 

local governments raise local funds to pay for them and having the work overseen by 

local elected bodies. These works were principally to do with transport, sanitation and 

other pubic health issues.  This section looks at the most important government Acts for 
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the formation of the Queensland local government system. Some lesser Acts will be 

dealt with in chapters dealing with relevant themes. 

Australian Origins of Queensland Local Government  

The history of local government in Australia started in Western Australia in 

1838 with non elected bodies called town trusts.67 Trusts were government by the 

appointed  Justices of the Peace and influential land owners.68 Legislated colonial local 

governments first appeared in 1849 in South Australia, and 1858 in New South Wales, 

Western Australia and Tasmania.69   

In 1859 Queensland separated from New South Wales, with Brisbane as its 

capital, and as an interim measure adopted the New South Wales Municipalities Act of 

1858 which influenced later local government legislation.70 Robinson states: 

The original creation of local government in Queensland was commenced, 

before separation, by the constitution of the Municipality of Brisbane under 

Municipal Institutions’ Act of the then Colony of New South Wales. This Act 

was of course used by Queensland until its parliaments passed its own Act. No 

such action as the constitution of local government could be taken by the 

Government in those days until a petition had been received by the Governor in 

Council praying for the constitution of Municipality.71 

Local government in Queensland at that time could be considered as a locally elected 

body of officials, sanctioned by and working under Parliamentary Acts to govern, 

develop and maintain localities and regions through the raising of rates, endowments 

and loans without interfering with the existing laws of the colony.    

The 1858 Act allowed for communities to be incorporated as municipalities 

following a petition of not fewer than 50 house-holders and provided that there were no 

lodged objections with more signatures within three months of the original petition.72 

                                                 
67 C.H. Knibbs 1919, Local Government in Australia: Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics, 
Government Printer, Melbourne, p. 2. 
68 Ibid. 
69 Ibid. 
70 Ross Fitzgerald 1982, From the Dreaming to 1915, Queensland University Press, St. Lucia, pp. 104-
110.  
71 R. H. Robinson  October 1956, “Short History of Local Government in Queensland”, Journal of Royal 
Historical Society of Queensland, Vol. 5, No.4. p. 1182. 
72 Doug Tucker 1991, “Queensland Municipal Shire Histories”, Peripheral Visions, Essays on. 
Australian Regional and Local History, B.J. Dalton ed., James Cook University, Townsville, p. 66. 



 

 45 

The young municipalities had area limitations placed on them of no more than 100 

square miles and not less than 25.73 Revenue for councils was through rates, special 

rates, tolls, loans and endowments.74 At first glance these provisions appear reasonable 

enough yet the municipalities were vulnerable by dependence on numbers of people 

passing through for tolls, or often transient populations acquiring enough property to 

pay rates. Even loans were dependent on a larger population base than the minimum 

requirement of 50 householders. The problem was with absentee leaseholders who were 

difficult to contact in order to obtain rates from them. The general population base was 

usually far too small for the growth the Queensland government wanted from its 

municipalities. 

The Act suited Brisbane where construction was easy in the mild climate and 

the relatively flat topography, but it did not suit tropical wetlands and rainforests of 

North Queensland where roads became impassable when wet and the population was 

sparse. Road maintenance there was needed almost on a daily basis due to slips and 

flooding. No sooner had a road been opened then it would close again. The wet season 

created a very high road maintenance bill especially on roads over mountains covered 

in rainforest, which were constantly blocked. In the southern latitudes of the colony 

rainfall was less and forest area less dense so that road access was much easier.   

Australia had little experience in local government when Queensland adopted 

the New South Wales Local Government Act of 1858. Parliamentarians looking at a 

map of Queensland in 1859 saw a colony, the bulk of which was still unexplored. There 

were extremes of topography and climate to be dealt with. Essentially Queensland was 

an unknown quantity and the Act that was supposed to create a framework for 

developing local infrastructure was suited to a more densely populated area and easier 

topography.  The reality was that there were not enough people in many of the northern 

municipalities for them to be self-funding from various forms of taxation, particularly 

given the difficult task they had.  
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Provisional Councils Act 1864 

The Provisional Councils Act of 1864 was a half hearted attempt to get settlers 

in isolated areas to govern themselves, aiming at rural areas outside of municipal 

jurisdictions, with funding through endowments. Councils were to be established not by 

election but by government appointment and without any self funding mechanism, and 

as such had no real powers.  

Volunteerism was not generally a notable trait in early settlers, especially when 

it came to serving on government bodies.75 In order to develop a more administrative 

frame of mind among the settlers the Provincial Councils Act actually gave them the 

choice of volunteering for these councils by way of petition (by appointment without 

election).76 Although the Act was passed, there were some considerable differences of 

opinion on its merits.77 With these councils’ limited power and resources, development 

was kept at a minimum and there was continued local reliance on government grants, 

tolls, and rents.78 Only three were known to have been formed, Peak Downs 

(Clermont), Townsville and Rockingham Bay (Cardwell).79 Peak Downs, a boom 

copper and gold mining area, was established as a provisional council on the 

application of pastoralists. Far from the image of local governments as more democratic 

and open, at their first meeting the Peak Downs Council barred the press and gave no 

detailed explanation of why and where the funding was spent.80  

 Tucker argues that the government stopped creating Provincial Councils due to 

the fact that separatists from Townsville had made a petition a month after the 

Townsville Provincial Council had been formed: 

                                                 
75 Tucker ,“ Queensland Municipal Shire Histories” pp. 65-66. 
76 W H. Collinson 1954, “Those Roads and Bridges”, Royal Historical Society of Queensland Journal, 
Brisbane , Vol .5, No. 2, p. 932. 
77 Ibid., p .66 
78 Jan Wegner 1984, Hichinbrook Shire Council, 1879-1979, Master of Arts Thesis, James Cook 
University, Townsville, p. 7.  
79 Tucker, “ Queensland Municipal Shire Histories” , pp. 66-67. Peak Downs was formed in 1864 while 
Townsville and Cardwell were both formed as a Provincial Council in 1866.  
80 Queensland Government Gazette 1871, Vol.12, pp. 115, 605, 779; Vol.13 1872, p.1108, Queensland 
Votes and Proceedings 1873, p.1091. Appointment of  Road Trustees.  
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For its part, the Queensland government may well have feared that a provincial 

council for the Townsville district would serve as a focus for regional discontent 

and separatist impulses.81   

Laverty and Tucker both give the reasons for the failures of these councils as due to 

following the British model too closely, and the fear of high taxation.82  It is unlikely 

that the English model was followed due to its complexity, and which version was 

supposed to have been followed is not explained by Laverty and Tucker. Tucker 

believes the fear of taxation would have been an issue but since the provisional councils 

had no power to tax, the fear of taxation would have been unlikely. 83 Bernays suggests 

that the rationale behind the formation of the provincial councils was to raise revenue 

and “so much” of this revenue would go to public works.84  Again, what is peculiar is 

that the powers under the Act severely hampered any council in raising any sort of 

revenue. Bernays makes the point that the Act was naïve and “ill thought out”.85 The 

failure of the Provisional Council system has still not been fully explained nor the 

reason why it was not repealed until 1878. One possible reason for this was that it did 

not work well enough because the Act was badly drawn up, with no provisions in place 

for definitions, which were usually a necessary preamble in most Acts. For example 

there was no definition for what a Provisional Council was.  

 Another likely reason for its failure was the 1866 resignation of Arthur 

Macalister’s government (which ushered the Provincial Council Act 1864 through 

Parliament) due to the severe financial crisis and bank failures in Europe. The 

government was almost bankrupt and even had the idea of Treasury printing its own 

money.86 This idea was blocked by Governor Bowen who later wrote he had 

“endeavoured to check extravagance out of the constant `log rolling’ of a colonial 

parliament.”87 Though Macalister returned to Parliament one month later he had 

                                                 
81 Tucker,  “ Queensland Municipal Shire Histories”, p.  67. 
82 J.R. Laverty 1981, “A Historical Survey of  Local Government in Queensland”, Local Government in 
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realised there simply was not enough money in the Treasury to pay for the 

establishment of a series of councils and fund their work. The last date for gazetting a 

Provisional Council was 1866.   

 In summary, The Provisional Councils Act of 1864, with volunteerism as its 

basic working premise never really got the attention of the public with only three such 

councils being formed. The colonial government, centred as it was in the  extreme 

south- east of the colony, had hoped that these councils would take the burden of a local 

administration from them yet the Act gave the councils no real powers for producing 

revenue. The financial crisis which started in Europe and produced an almost bankrupt 

Queensland government in 1866 would have had far more effect in halting the 

establishment of provisional councils due to a lack of funds than a fear of pending 

taxation at a district level. 

 Municipal Institutions Act Amendment Act, 1864 

The Municipal Institutions Act Amendment Act was a major improvement on the 

Municipalities Act of 1858 and allowed for municipal development, elections and 

creating a workable local government infrastructure. It was flexible enough to allow for 

major boundary changes due to shifting demographics.   

The 1864 Municipal Institutions Amendment Act’s purpose was to allow any 

regional towns and rural districts (either or both combined) to be constituted as a 

municipality.88 This repealed the relevant provisions of the previous Acts of 1858 and 

1861.89 One of its primary functions was to remove the draconian section (87) from the 

New South Wales Municipalities Act of 1858 of binding council `volunteers’ to remain 

in office no matter what the personal circumstances, even if they were unwillingly 

appointed in the first place.90 There were four main components to this act. The first 

allowed for a distinction between country and town. This was accomplished through a 

provision to petition the governor to form a municipality and also allowed 

municipalities to be split in two to form separate municipalities and shires, the rural 

                                                 
88 Bernays, Queensland Politics, p. 385. Municipal Institutions Amendment Act 1864, No. 23, p. 113. 
89 Ibid., p. 385.  
90 C.H. Knibbs 1919, Local Government in Australia: Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics, 
Government Printer, Melbourne, p. 52. 
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equivalent.91 The second linked the number of councillors proportionally to the 

population.92 The third was voter eligibility restricted to males, at least 21 years of age, 

and an occupier, landlord or proprietor of landed property. The number of votes 

allowed per person was based on the amount of rates paid, with a maximum of three 

votes for annual elections.93 The fourth concerned the division of municipalities into 

wards in proportion to the population.94 This Act resulted in 9 municipalities that 

formed between 1866 and 1877. It lasted for 14 years.95 

The Municipal Institutions Act Amendment Act allowed for a wide scope of 

local development due to its broad ranging powers, which also authorized one 

municipality to take over an adjacent one if the latter failed. It tied the number of 

serving councillors to the number of voters through a proportional system of 

representation and allowed for town and country separation. The Act was a long lasting 

one and paved the way for more municipal Acts.  

Road Trusts 

 The road trusts (boards) were formed almost as an ad hoc concept to allow for 

roads and bridges to be built and maintained in both town and rural areas not already 

under local government. They were never legislated for under any Act and were an 

extension of the policies of the Department of Public Works and as such, had to work in 

tandem with a Government department road engineer. This was subjected to a great 

deal of abuse by trust members, who were not elected appointees and only accountable 

to the engineer and the Minister, who they might be able to influence.    

The road trusts were gazetted in 1871 through the efforts of the Minister of 

Works, W. H. Walsh.96  Road trust formation in Queensland was loosely based on the 

Provincial Council Act of 1864 which gave rise to similar voluntary organisations, 

funded in the same way. The difference was government control over road trusts in the 
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92 Ibid. 
93 Harris, Local Government and Regionalism in Queensland, p.14.   
94 Ibid.  
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shape of the road engineers. The road trusts obtained their finance through government 

grants.97  Queensland was in the middle of a gold rush and there was a need to get 

people and supplies to these areas by roads and to bring out the mineral wealth. The 

sole aim of these trusts was to create roads and bridges.98 The concept grew very 

quickly and by 1872 120 road trusts were in operation.99 The legality of these trusts is 

open to question and was never tested in court. The main question was what happened 

if all five members of a road trust disagreed with an engineer? Would the grant still be 

forthcoming? Only further research on specific trusts might reveal if this happened or 

not. There is little doubt that the district road engineer was to act as an official authority 

on what work was to be done with a view to curbing unnecessary work and expenses. 

The trusts therefore did not have the final say in deciding what transport infrastructure 

was needed to develop their own districts.  

 Collinson notes that one of the main problems with the trusts was log rolling 

which would often lead to roads being built to the property of a trust member.100 

Collinson also states: 

There were still many activities which were the government’s sole 

responsibilities, such as highways and bridge building, stock and mail routes, 

police patrol and gold escorts, and long distance communications. The operation 

of the road trusts did serve a useful purpose, though scandals eventually pointed 

a way to a better system.101  

This clearly indicated that the engineer check did not work. Jan Wegner makes the 

comment that trying to stop log rolling in colonial government politics was futile due to 

the fact that the colonial government in Brisbane kept so many of the public works and 

functions to itself. This allowed influential locals to contact their members of 

Parliament to use their influence for personal favours that would benefit the 

petitioner.102 If a local member wanted re-election for a district then he would have to 

                                                 
97 Ibid. Road trusts or Highway Boards were often used in the other Australian colonies and New 
Zealand. Their origins lie in the United Kingdom where they kept highways open as 18 century Turnpike 
Trusts.    
98 Tucker, “ Queensland Municipal Shire Histories”, p. 69. 
99 Knibbs, Local Government in Australia, p. 84. 
100 W. H. Collinson, “Those Roads and Bridges”, p. 932. 
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placate the people of influence within it and that meant giving out favours when asked. 

Log rolling in essence simply became less visible on organisations such as road trusts 

which were carrying out works within a local area making it very hard to detect from 

outside the district.   

In 1879 a road trust was established in Cairns with W. H. Collinson, W. R. 

Hunt, J. M. Ryan, J. Burke and J. Carr, and the road engineer who advised them was 

Charles MacDonald. This road trust operated just over 12 months but managed to spend 

a £300 grant on establishing a road to Gordonvale by making culverts and cuttings. 

This was necessary as it was the only overland route to the Mulgrave gold field which 

had just opened up. Another small grant was used on clearing the streets of Cairns. A 

road trust was also established in Port Douglas about the same time.103 

The over-arching problem in this period was a lack of government infrastructure 

in rural areas. Tucker sums it up adequately: 

The government has been compelled to begin creating special- purpose “ad hoc” 

authorities to met vitally important needs. Cemetery trusts, fire brigade boards, 

water boards, and of the course the curious but non- statutory, short lived road 

trusts were early example…104 

With calls from all over a large colony desperate for development aid, the government 

was under pressure to find any solution that seemed to work.  

The colonial government was therefore imposing additional boards on local 

communities without any additional financial benefit, cemetery trusts being one such 

example. When new boards were formed the government also fostered onto the 

regional areas responsibilities and tasks that the boards were simply not geared to 

administer.105 In the Cairns area the road trust was expected to make roads in a tropical 

area without being supplied with adequate finances. It is clear that the Queensland 

government was trying to distance itself from its own administrative failures by 

creating the local governments on which to lay the blame for these failures, yet it did 

not supply the necessary powers for local governments to be self funding.106  The key 
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to this failure was prioritisation of spending as local needs differed from those of the 

central government which was dominated by pastoralists whose spending preferences 

were oriented primarily to south-east Queensland.107 This is prophetic of later local 

government bodies such as divisional boards and municipalities. 

In conclusion the roads trusts were an extension of the Public Works 

Department which had the responsibility to make and keep open road and bridges. The 

powers of the trusts were limited being without a tax base, and they existed on 

endowments only. The trusts could not act without the consent of the district road 

engineer with whom they had to work. It is more than likely he was to be the unofficial 

overseer for the trusts so abuses could not occur and money sent would be spent wisely. 

If this was the case then it did not work, as scandals erupted.      

Local Government Act 1878 

The Local Government Act of 1878 was a milestone in tying previous 

legislation into a large single Act that defined the laws relating to municipalities. This 

was the brainchild of Samuel Walker Griffith.108 This 21 part Act gave clear signals for 

the decentralisation of fiscal responsibility that the colonial government was 

advocating, by converting all of the larger urban centres into municipalities.109 Griffith 

was tired of the temporary arrangements in local government and wanted all the 

municipal legislation to be united with each municipality working in juxtaposition with 

the colonial government in Brisbane. When this piece of legislation is considered in its 

totality it is quite remarkable for its time. The Act can be grouped into five modules: 

the formation of the municipal council, how the council functioned, powers of the 

council, revenue sources, and valuations. After the Act was passed there was a huge 

increase in the number of municipalities. The overall problem of this Act was that the 

sparsity of population did not allow the local fiscal self-sufficiency that the spirit of the 
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Act implied. It also did not clearly address the balance between rural and urban 

divisions in boththe rating system and infrastructure.  

Initial Legislation and its Direction  

The Victorian Local Government Act of 1874 was used by Griffith to produce 

his legislation, and in theory was adapted to Queensland conditions. The Victorian  Act 

was most likely chosen by Queensland instead of its counterpart, the  New South Wales 

Municipal Act of 1867 because of this Act’s lack of detail. This reflected the hesitancy 

of the New South Wales settlers in accepting local government which resulted in a 

small number of municipalities formed in that colony by the time of Federation.  The 

adaptation of the Victorian Act to Queensland proved more elusive than Griffith had 

originally expected. This Act was focused on the town areas and allowed for limited 

local autonomy in order for the colonial government to divest itself of further 

responsibilities in frontier areas like North Queensland.110 The problem was that the 

rural districts were not adequately catered for in the Act, though this would be rectified 

in the following year.  

The 1878 Act repealed various Acts from 1864-1876 by uniting them under a 

single act and adjusting numerous sections in previous Acts. Bernays makes the point 

that the Attorney- General admitted that Bill was not finished when presented to 

Parliament:111   

…McIlwraith said the present Bill [Local Government Act 1878] was one out of 

which were eliminated the sections giving the municipalities the right to acquire 

land for the construction of roads; and, as the Attorney General had explained, 

that was matter to be dealt with in another Bill. They were reduced, therefore, to 

something very like a municipal law, because the affairs of the roads districts 

and shires were excluded altogether. Another rather significant thing pointing to 

the fact that this was not a Bill that was expected to be applicable to the country 

districts, was, that it had been brought in by the Attorney- General. A Bill of 
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this kind, it was always considered, should be brought in by the Minister for 

Works.112  

In the Parliamentary Debates, the problem was discussed that the Act originated in 

Victoria where the population base was much denser, and this when transposed on the 

sparsely populated areas of Queensland made the Act unworkable. 113 The Act might 

have worked for the larger towns, but not for a district with a mobile population.114 

Prospectors on a gold field might be in a camp for a few weeks, form the rudiments of a 

town, and then desert it as quickly as it was formed when the gold petered out. A good 

example of this is the town of Goldsborough in the Mulgrave goldfield, situated about 

thirty five kilometres south- west of Cairns, which lasted approximately eighteen 

months. 

These failings left a huge gap in rural government legislation and the only real 

local government that existed in these rural areas was the roads trusts. Cairns was in 

this situation until the first local government was established in 1880.  

The motives of the colonial government should be considered in setting up the 

devolution of local government in Queensland. As noted earlier, it appears to have tried 

to localise the provision and administration of public works by getting local Boards to 

decide priorities for spending. However the new legislation was a departure, whereby it 

tried to divest itself of responsibility for providing infrastructure for remote areas by 

legislating for local government throughout Queensland whether the areas were ready 

for local government or not. The new legislation allowed the Colonial government to 

choose its own priorities for development while leaving the main liability to local 

government. This type of diffusion of responsibility meant a large part of the financial 

responsibilities of the Colonial Government for development was transferred to various 

local governments. The more municipalities there were, the more the financial burden 

could be spread and inadequacies not so easily noticed. Simply put it was a method of 
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hiding the Colonial government’s deficiencies. The municipal councils could even be 

prosecuted by the Colonial government for poor performance.115 Macintyre states:  

While urban and rural authorities were established on an elective basis, they 

were statutory creations of the colonial legislatures so that local government 

remained a stunted creature with residual responsibilities.116  

The word “residual” in this instance could have been changed to “unwanted”.  

The deficiencies in the Local Government Act of 1878 with regard to rural areas 

were recognised and the gap filled by the Divisional Board Act of 1879. The difference 

between the two Acts was that a town under the 1878 Act did not have the ability or the 

responsibility to make and maintain rural roads outside the municipal boundary and 

look after the maintenance of the town as well, which was its main area of duty. 

However divisional boards had to look after any towns in their areas not under 

Municipalities. The main emphasis of the new divisional boards was to be on roads. 

There was need to create a system that kept open the arterial roads in the rural areas so 

that goods could be imported and exported. Roads maintained to the municipal 

boundary and not beyond it into rural areas were of little use. Consequently when a 

divisional board was created with a town or towns within it, it was not able to spend its 

resources on the urban areas as its primary responsibility was the rural areas, road 

making and maintaining these roads in particular. Cairns was a good example. Over a 

five year period under the Cairns Divisional Board the town suffered greatly from 

neglect and lack of adequate resources for the most basic needs such as sanitation.  

Generally, the two Acts became symbiotic, encouraging urban areas under the 1878 Act 

and rural areas under the Divisional Board Act of 1879 to develop, often in co-

operation with each other. The Divisional Board Act of 1879 will not be analysed in 

depth here, as it has been briefly treated in Chapter 3, “The Cairns Divisional Board”.  

  In conclusion the Victorian Local Government Act of 1874 was adapted to 

Queensland conditions as the Queensland Government Act of 1878 but did not go far 

enough. It allowed for municipalities but not for rural local government, with the 

deficiencies being supplied by the Divisional Boards Act of 1879. There is little doubt 
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that the decentralisation of local government in Queensland allowed the government to 

be relieved of the main burden of financing settlement infrastructure, with the little 

funding made available to be spread out among the municipalities and as such poor 

performance in providing the infrastructure for settlement would be blamed on them 

and not the government. However the Act’s greatest failing was its restrictive 

provisions for raising funds. The consequently chronic lack of funding was the root 

cause of local government woes for over a century and there was never enough money 

to properly develop these areas.  

Analysis of the Local Government Act of 1878  

As this Act and its amending Acts provided the framework which determined the 

CMC’s responsibilities, possibilities for action and limitations, it needs to be analysed 

in detail. 

The Formation of the Council. 

The process of forming a municipality was usually started by a petition. A 

petition of at least 50 names had to be sent to the colonial governor requesting a 

municipality along with suggested boundary lines. As a minimum requirement this 

appeared woefully inadequate and what percentage of petitioners would be qualified to 

vote in ensuing local government elections, is indeterminable. The percentage of the 

surrounding population base that the 50 constituted is also a grey area. It could be 50 

from a total of fifty people or 50 from 500. Once this petition was received by the 

governor and no counter petition was signed then it was usually accepted.117  Once the 

petition was granted by the governor in council in Brisbane this then allowed the new 

Council to become an incorporated body with a chairman as head. A boundary line had 

to be agreed on by both the new council and the relinquishing authority, if there was 

one, and the transfer of assets and liabilities arranged. A voting roll was then 

established which in the case of Cairns was taken from the old Divisional Board that 

the Cairns municipality was detached from. Any objections to being or not being on the 

roll were then determined in an open court. Once this was done an election date was 

decided and nominations were put forward. Councillors were elected in rotation with up 

to one third of the council’s members leaving after the first year of service. If there 
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were not enough council members nominated the Governor in Council and the 

Chairman/Mayor had the power to appoint members when and where deemed 

necessary.118 

Before a Council possessed any power it had to be an incorporated body with a 

continued succession and a common seal, capable of suing and being sued.119 A council 

was in the form of a chairman (mayor) and aldermen in the case of a town or borough. 

A municipality could have either six or nine council members, three to each subdivision 

(if they were used).120  Subdivisions were designated areas of land within a 

municipality that were linked to an electorate of a council member or members. If a 

municipality was dissolved then assets, rights and liabilities were transferred to the new 

municipality once it was constituted.121   When the Cairns Municipal Council was 

formed it took over the assets and liabilities of the town portion of the Cairns Divisional 

Board (CDB) with proportional endowments and contractual obligations.    

A similar manner of establishment was used for the divisional boards of which 

many were formed prior to a municipality being established within their boundaries. 

The CDB was a good example of this. It was formed in 1880 and after three boundary 

changes by 1881, covered an approximate 1 000 square kilometre area of wet tropics 

which also included a number of mining fields. Its primary function was to develop 

roads and bridges to these fields and the other mineral fields in the hinterland of Cairns. 

The town of Cairns also came under its governance and it had to administer both urban 

and rural areas. It was simply too large an area to cover and as a result the town 

suffered from underdevelopment of basic necessities such as sanitation. As noted 

earlier, a divisional board had trouble administering to both rural and urban areas as did 

a municipal council. Each needed to stay within the parameters each was designed for 

under their respective Acts. When the twin systems of local government came into 

operation, municipal council and divisional board in 1878 and 1879 respectively, 

relations between the two could be complex. This particularly applied when a town 

wanted to form a municipality within a divisional board. Boundaries, assets and 
                                                 
118 The Act allowed the head of a municipality to be called a chairman but the common term was mayor. 
Councillors could have be called aldermen.   
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liabilities had to be jointly decided on. For example the area of the new Cairns 

municipality was less than one-tenth urban and the rest was rural.122 The CDB wanted 

to pass this rural area to its neighbour, the CMC:  

These reductions in size were not necessarily looked upon unfavourably by the 

[divisional] board as the area was simply too large to govern with the rates base 

available. The board had to keep the district and town roads open, especially 

during the wet season. The rateable income from many of these lost [rural] areas 

was not sufficient to do this…123  

Why the CMC wanted to govern an area this size with all its access problems may be 

because of a potentially higher rates base. However the problems of rate collecting and 

access proved to be far greater than the CMC first thought, and it eventually handed 

over more of its rural area to nearby divisional boards (see Chapter Three).  

Elections  

In order to be elected to a council, a person had to be a natural born or 

naturalised subject of Her Majesty, a registered voter in the municipal district, and 

subject to the requirements of the Act.  The nomination procedures stated that 

nominations would be accepted between ten and twelve days after the election date was 

set and usually advertised through a newspaper. A deposit of £5 was to be given to the 

returning officer and a nomination paper signed by five eligible voters.124 The first 

election in Cairns had 14 nominations.125  The process though was fair and worked 

extremely well within the Cairns municipality. 

If there were not enough candidates available then the Governor had the power 

to appoint a qualified person or persons to the position of councillor.126  Bernays states 

that the difficulty of non election of municipal members was “got over” because the 

power to appoint filled the gap.127 It is an extraordinary statement to make, for this 

decreased democracy at local government level while the Colonial Government could 

become puppet masters for its local appointees whom it could later dismiss if it 
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disagreed with them. Tucker commented that once the appointed members of divisional 

boards started to exert their power, the public quickly realised that it could not be 

apathetic and needed to participate in local government or have local government 

imposed on them.128 

The list of those who could not sit on a local government council is a long one. 

It included no officer of the Crown who was on full pay. This covered the military and 

judiciary. Anyone who was an undischarged insolvent, along with those of unsound 

mind and criminals, was also prohibited. 129  

First elections were generally held within the first three months of constitution 

with the following annual elections the first Tuesday of every February. The basic 

requirement of section 73 was that for every councillor who left office another would 

take his place immediately so there would be no short fall of councillors.130 In the case 

of an extraordinary vacancy an election would be held within 20 to 25 clear days except 

when this fell within one month of an election, when the chairman had the power to 

appoint a person to that position. 131  

The choice of chairman was held on a yearly basis by the newly elected council. 

If a chairman resigned, died or was dismissed from the council then the council would 

elect a new chairman.132 One of the problems associated with electing a chairman was 

that this could only be done by the other councillors and not by the voters. When 

councillors found themselves at an impasse in electing a chairman, the Crown had the 

right to step in and appoint one. The secondary issue was the time lag between impasse 

and appointment as during this period no work could be signed off by the council 

without the chairman’s approval.133 The way around this problem was direct election of 

a chairman by the electorate though this never happened under the 1878 Act.134 In 

Cairns, no impasses occurred under the legislation.  
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It was not only the council which had to be elected but the auditors. They were 

subject to the same procedure as councillors. Like any councillor, if an extraordinary 

vacancy occurred when an auditor resigned, was dismissed or died in office, then an 

election could be held for the position. If no nominations were received the governor in 

council could appoint a person to the position or positions. The remuneration for the 

auditors came out of the municipal fund (revenue).135 The position of auditors was a 

very important one as they made the final decision on the validity or failure of a 

council’s financial report. An election to this position prevented collusion and was 

designed to be a fair system.  

The primary person responsible for book and record keeping within the council 

was the municipal clerk whose work the auditors were checking. A good council might 

have a incompetent book keeper who would in turn make the entire council look bad. 

Clerks at this stage were untrained, and were usually men with a grammar school 

education.  

One of the most interesting sections (35) in the Act involved the process where 

every year one- third of the councillors would vacate their office through a rotational 

system with length of service being the guide.136 Essentially this prevented corruption 

becoming endemic and allowed for fresh viewpoints while still having experienced 

Councillors on board. However there were ways of getting around this precaution. To 

fully appreciate how the Cairns business community worked this system to perfection 

one needs to see the exchange of individuals between the Cairns Municipal Council, the 

Cairns Divisional Board, and the adjoining Barron Divisional Board where members 

simply swapped various council seats. This also applied to other associated bodies such 

as the Chamber of Commerce and the Hospital Committee. These incestuous 

relationships were formed by the Cairns business community and were how things 

worked if you wanted to get something done. The central hub of this wheel of many 

spokes was the Cairns Chamber of Commerce. The isolated geographical location of 

Cairns and its function as a service port for sugar, timber and mineral wealth made it 

imperative that goods flowed through the port with minimal problems. To ensure this 
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happened, the interconnectedness of all these bodies worked well but often meant that 

the rule book was thrown out the window in favour of expediency (see chapter  four).  

To prevent more blatant abuses, the 1878 Act prohibited anyone on a council 

from profiteering from contracts and advertising.137 All newly sworn in councillors had 

to sign a declaration that their power would not be abused. This in reality had little 

substance and under the same “old boy’s network” of Cairns, for example, the tender 

process was sometimes skirted with culpability being attributed to mayors and 

councillors alike over the years of the CMC’s existence (see chapter six).  

The term “extraordinary vacancy” when used within the context of the Act was 

when a chairman or councillor resigned, died in office or was dismissed by the 

Supreme Court.138  The nomination was for the 19th June and elections held on 30th 

June. Some of the causes for dismissal were absenteeism, from four consecutive 

meetings, or a criminal conviction of a felony.139 Any retirements from office were not 

deemed official until the incoming councillor was duly elected. 

The other side of elections is the voters. Some of the conditions for voter 

eligibility in municipal elections included being on the voter list for the Queensland 

Legislative Assembly elections, and subject to freehold and household qualifications.140  

Also, any male or female of twenty-one years and who was a property owner of more 

than three months with fully paid up rates could vote.141 The added advantage to a large 

property owner or occupier was that the number of votes cast was in proportion to the 

value of the property owned or occupied, with a cap of three votes.142 A minimum 

amount of £10 (in a city or town) or £2 (in a shire) had to be paid in rates per year 

before the ratepayer was eligible to vote. In Cairns in the 1880s a sizeable portion of 

land was mostly swamp and therefore of low value, and most of the land was in the 

hands of an elite few. This became problematic as the first election for a municipal 

council in Cairns indicated and was recorded in the Cairns Post: 
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…only fifty - seven out of over three hundred rate-payers were eligible to vote 

or offer themselves as candidates for the office of aldermen, so that from being 

a general election carried out by the whole body of ratepayers the election of 

Saturday became reduced to an election by thirty-four ratepayers of nine of their 

number, and so divested the proceedings of all general interest.143 

The Act was not clear and was contradictory in many areas, section 50 being a good 

example. This stated that when you have up to three people living in a property, all 

three are liable for the rates. The liability was a simple division of the rates into three. 

When more than three were living in a property then the first three names listed on the 

rate book would be deemed liable. This failed to adequately cater for the problem of 

three people living in a property whose rates were £10 a year and therefore individually 

they would not be able to vote because their rate liability was not £10 each. If only one 

person lived there, then that person would have the right to vote.144 This Act firmly 

established a bias for the rich over the poor.  

 The voters’ lists were recorded yearly on the 2nd of November, consisting of 

those with up to date rate payments, and were generally published in local newspapers. 

Objections to not being on the list could be lodged by the 13th November while the 

eligibility to be on a list could be decided in open court on the 20th November and 1st of 

December, with six days notice given in advance. Those presiding over the court would 

usually be the mayor (or designated person in his absence) and three councillors.145  

This system was a good one and allowed adjustments to be made for late payments or 

clerical errors. The publication of a voters’ list was both good and bad. It showed who 

paid their bills, and those who did not could be in jeopardy of credit being rescinded in 

some instances. Looking at it from another viewpoint, it was open to corruption 

occurring once eligible voters were identified. The open court system was an unusual 

one for the court had quite strong powers that were more aligned with a criminal trial 

than civil open court hearing. The court had the power to examine books, interview 

witnesses and for those reluctant to come, it had the power to summons them and 
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oblige them to answer questions.146  Once the list was determined, it was then sent to 

the chairman (mayor) and then to the municipal clerk. 

As noted earlier, when a municipality was formed from an existing district 

which was subdivided, then the old authority would supply the previous voters’ lists to 

be used by the new municipality as its voting register. In Cairns the CMC took over 

Subdivision One from the Cairns Divisional Board, and that subdivision was then 

deemed a municipality.147 

 Ovferall, the Act allowed for a smooth transition for starting a municipality 

from a larger district or from inception. The Act was more problematic for voter 

eligibility and there was distinct bias towards the wealthier land owners, particularly 

plural voting. The open court system and its powers was one of the better aspects of this 

act and it allowed individuals to be heard and produced some badly needed 

transparency in local government. However the publication of voters’ lists might be 

argued as being too transparent and subject to manipulation of those on the list. The 

threat of government appointees on municipal councils as provided for in the Act 

ignited new enthusiasm for voluntary service on a council, supplying the necessary 

motivation to try and make things work on a local level.   

How the Council functioned. 

 A public council meeting should be by definition open and above board. The 

council has to be seen to follow correct procedures as laid down in the Act. All voting 

on motions should be open so that the public record would reflect who voted for what 

and when. This also includes records of who was present and who needed to abstain 

from voting, and discussion when a conflict of interest occurred. Under the Act, 

overturning earlier resolutions was a very structured process that tried to eliminate 

resolutions being passed by too few councillors, strengthening democracy. However the 

wording of the Act also could be contradictory, which could cause a different 

interpretation of sections than originally intended.     

The Act deemed that the council would meet weekly or monthly or at a pre-

agreed date and time. The voting procedures at meetings were as follows: 
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At all meetings of the council save where it is herein otherwise provided all 

councillors present shall vote and the questions there considered shall be 

decided by open voting and by the majority present and the chairman of such 

meeting shall have a vote and if there be an equal division of votes upon any 

questions shall in addition have a second or casting vote. All such meetings 

shall be in public.148  

In order to pass a vote, a quorum consisting of a majority of council members should be 

present.149 

 No alderman was allowed to vote or take part in a discussion on a matter in 

which he or his business partners were financially involved. If this was breached then 

the councillor could be subjected to a fine of £50 for each offence. 150 This part of the 

Act really did not go far enough in penalties, for if the matter involved land then the 

possibility of making many times that amount from a single transaction was very real.  

 Once a resolution was passed it could not be revoked or altered without seven 

days’ prior notice given to each councillor. It could only be overturned by two- thirds 

of council being present, and a majority voting against it.151 This part of the Act solved 

the problem of members passing resolutions when only a minimum number of 

councillors were present. 

 A very important section (140) in the Act was that of creating committees to 

oversee individual issues that would need more time than a general meeting would 

allow. This was because various committees could handle the workload better than a 

full council meeting and also could cope better with time consuming issues.  Such a 

committee would also look into problems of both a special and general nature. A good 

example of this was the works committee which looked into the priorities of what work 

was needed. Another example would be the finance committee which organised the 

raising of finances. Each of these committees had a chairman of its own, though in 

some instances the council chairman might end up being a chairman of both 

committees. There were also various liaison committees that worked with other bodies. 
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An example of these in Cairns concerned the lobbying for a harbour dredge and a fire 

brigade in conjunction with the Cairns Chamber of Commerce.152  No council or 

formally constituted sub-committee could act without a quorum being present and the 

voting in these committees was under the same rules as the council. 

   While the general meeting had to be open and above board and able to be 

viewed publicly, the meetings of the various sub-committees were not. They were 

never advertised. The minutes for such committees were not generally tabled.153  These 

meetings were not public and therefore transparency was lost. A danger was that the 

open voting by the general council meeting could be essentially a public relations move 

while the real decisions were made by the committees.  

Responsibilities and Powers of the Council     

 The main responsibilities of the council were in the construction and 

management of roads, highways, streets, bridges, culverts, drainage schemes, water 

supplies, markets, wharves, jetties and ferries within its boundaries.154 This included the 

power to open new roads and fence them, divert old ones and fence them, increase road 

width and raise the levels of streets and roads.155 The correct levelling of streets and 

properties was a major concern for Cairns. The problem that the council faced was that 

if the levels were fixed then later altered, compensation could be asked for by the 

owner-occupiers.156 This created a situation of the councils not admitting to any errors 

due to the cost involved, as the levels were nearly always in dispute.157 The council was 

also responsible for public health services such as rubbish and sewage disposal. 

 In the 1880s transport in urban areas was under the control of the municipality 

which was to manage roads, bridges and ferries. Closely related to this in keeping the 

roads open was control over culverts and drainage. All five areas interlocked with each 

other for a smoother traffic flow and providing the infrastructure for closer settlement. 
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The Act also gave the council the power to construct a bridge or ferry if either 

bank of a water course was under the municipal council’s jurisdiction.  The proviso was 

that the approaches were feasible.158 A good example of this within the Cairns 

Municipality was when a bridge was constructed over Freshwater Creek which 

constituted the boundary with the CDB.159  The territory on the CDB side was taken 

over by the Barron Divisional Board (BDB). However, the CMC could still construct 

the bridge without any problems from either the outgoing or incoming divisional 

boards. 

  Under section 248, a municipal council had the power to establish any market, 

ferry, wharves and jetties belonging to it and fix tolls on them.160 In the absence of a 

range of businesses in small underdeveloped communities, this was very useful. 

However obtaining revenue from tolls or roads and bridges was extremely difficult due 

to the necessity of paying someone to be at a toll gate during the day, and revenue 

relied on the volume of traffic flowing through these gates. The worst problem was at 

night when a bar across a road could be circumvented if there was no watchman on 

night duty. A ferry however was a different circumstance and could be closed at night.  

In Cairns for example, the expense involved in obtaining ferry tolls for the Barron 

River ferry was solved by leasing it out to A. J. Draper who started a private company. 

The ferry however remained under overall council control.161       

 The council could offer contracts on behalf of the municipality provided it was 

in writing and under a common seal.162 All contracts had to be put out to tender. As 

noted earlier, this was one of the requirements of the Act that could be and was 

circumvented by the CMC.   

The Act also allowed for municipal councils to obtain fill for public works, such 

as the re-levelling of streets and allotments, through section 242. This allowed the 

councils to take material from within their boundaries, with the permission of the 

minister for local government if on Crown land.163  It also gave the councils access to 
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rivers and creeks outside of their boundaries providing the course of the creek or river 

was not interrupted by excavation and any damages to lands of an owner/ occupier 

would be compensated.164  It also had to make sure there were no objects impeding 

traffic flow or disruption of a water course such as a creek or river.165 Any damaged 

areas where the municipal council created a pit or hole had to be fenced (by the 

council) to protect the public.166  

Generally, the municipalities were responsible for all transport in their areas. 

The provisions of this part of the Act worked well, especially the provisions for 

opening new roads, making bridges when needed, and street levelling, which were 

necessary powers for any council. This was clear-cut. The power to go outside the 

boundaries of the district for reclamation and within Crown lands (with permission) 

was useful. The Act’s terms of reference in this area were broad yet straightforward 

enough to cover most eventualities and served the municipalities well. 

Public Health and Safety. 

Public health and safety in this Act related to looking after sanitation, sewers, 

pounds, water supply, and fire prevention. It did not cover hospital committees and 

boards, which came directly under the central government.  

 Sanitation was under the supervision of an inspector of nuisances whose 

function was to look after basic issues such as rubbish, sewage collecting and disposal, 

and animal pounds.  He reported to the town clerk and to the council, and was also 

under the supervision of a municipal health officer who was usually a doctor serving in 

advisory capacity. They would work with each other and occasionally against each 

other. In Cairns for example the health officer inspected water and earth closets (when 

asked by the council) and checked that sections of land that were below the correct 

level and full of water were filled in, along with swampy areas that were central to 

outbreaks of fevers. If the inspector of nuisances did not do his job then council 

members asked the health officer make a report on the areas of concern.   

Animal pounds were important because they could be health and safety hazards. 

Wandering live stock had become a real problem by causing accidents as a traffic and 
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pedestrian hazard and also causing damage to roads and footpaths, as well as 

contaminating streams and water holes used as fresh water resources. Manure left on 

streets and footpaths and dead animals were also objectionable.  Section 239 allowed 

the impounding of wandering cattle but the Act did not go far enough.167  In reality 

cattle were only a part of the problem. The word “livestock” in section 239 would have 

been far better suited than “cattle”.  In Cairns for example horses and goats became 

more of a nuisance, and were not covered in the Act. The CMC solved this problem by 

creating a bylaw that dealt with the impounding of wandering livestock. The problem 

was that in old English ‘cattle’ meant anything with hooves. Borrowing clauses from 

earlier Acts can be problematic when language changes.  

Another area of council power was the laying and fixing of drains and 

sewers.168 This authorized the council to request alterations to houses, dwellings and 

reservoirs for more effective drainage. These alterations extended to going through 

cellars and vaults. Any damage incurred to private property was compensated for.169 

Alterations could also be extended to raising a building to place pipes underneath it. 

Under section 251 of this Act, sewers could be emptied into the sea or river where 

practicable. This part of the Act (sections 249-254) which covered drainage and sewers 

fitted neatly in with parts III and IV of the Health Act of 1884. These parts covered the 

sanitary provisions of sewerage and drainage including sewage disposal. The Act had 

the power to force a house owner/occupier to have a drainage system. It also dealt with 

privies, earth closets and water closets.  Any house could be purified if it was thought 

to endanger health.  Factories had to provide toilets and the municipalities had the 

option to provide public toilets. The Act failed to indicate a baseline standard on toilets 

such as the use of double pan system, which was more hygienic than a single pan 

system. (see Chapter Three). It was stringent on drains and ditch examinations and the 

removal of rubbish from the streets.  
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In order to merge more fully with the Health Act the CMC adopted parts III and 

IV as part of its bylaws.170 The Act made no provisions for the type of material used to 

construct drains nor did it give any construction standard to go by.   

An interesting section (253) within the 1878 Act allowed the annexation of parts 

of an outlying district to the municipal boundary for drainage purposes.171 This proved 

more difficult when the Divisional Board Act 1879 came into being, as annexing part of 

a divisional board area when needed was something that the councils and divisional 

boards had to work out between them. However the Colonial Governor had the power 

to make boundary adjustments where necessary.   

 The Act also allowed the councils to provide a pure water supply, subject to 

rates, such as the power to make and maintain waterworks under section 255.172 The 

necessity for a reticulated water supply usually depended on the climatic conditions and 

population base of a district. In Cairns, water tanks and wells were used because of the 

low population base and the abundance of rain water. The implementation of a 

reticulated water supply was not considered until 1892 and finally constructed in 

1911.173 More usually local councils provided public wells; reticulated water supplies 

were beyond the means of most Queensland towns. 

 The Act made no provision for enforcing building standards for new buildings 

except in areas designated as first class areas which were generally a business district 

with high property values. First class areas were declared as a form of fire prevention. 

Fire was a very real threat in the late 19th century due to the use of naked flame lighting 

sources. Most north Queensland towns such as Cairns were packed full of timber 

buildings which were devastated when fires occurred. Under the Act, in first class 

areas, the erection, additions to and repairs of building using inflammable material were 

prohibited.  It required that buildings be constructed of non flammable material such as 

bricks, iron and stone, the occupier to fix the property at his own expense and claim the 

amount from the owner.174  The powers under the Act pursuant to fire prevention were 

quite stringent and the council had the power to dismantle and remove any building or 
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repairs not deemed lawful under sections 258-259.175 The council also had the power to 

summon the builders of such buildings or partial buildings before two justices who had 

issued a warrant to fix the problem (refusing to remove such building, part of a building 

or buildings deemed a nuisance) within a specified time.176  If the problem was not 

fixed then the builders could be committed to goal and remain there without bail until 

the nuisance was removed at council expense which was then passed onto the 

proprietors.177 This is not be confused with ordinary buildings badly needing repairs, 

and likely to be condemned, which was usually under a town bylaw. The Act did allow 

the council to force an occupier of a property to repair or change it when a notice was 

issued to this effect. 

 In general, adequate power was given to the council to implement sanitation 

issues  Councils could also use their by-laws as an additional device to prevent any 

further problems occurring but this was an ad hoc concept. While the Act allowed for 

drains and water pipes to be laid, it did not specify minimum construction standards 

which would have been useful guidelines for municipalities without much engineering 

experience or expertise. Fire prevention sections were quite well constructed under the 

Act and for their time were quite rigorous. In fact this provision was the earliest control 

that Councils had over town planning. However the Act was somewhat lax in dealing 

with water issues such as providing fresh water, drainage, and sanitation. The Act could 

have given much clearer and better prepared guidelines for the municipalities.  

Revenue 

 Ordinary revenue received by municipalities was defined under the Act as rates, 

endowments, loans, rents and tolls. Rates were the primary source of revenue with the 

Government subsidy on rates collected, ‘endowments’, being a close second. Under the 

rating system revenue was often difficult to raise in municipalities due to absentee 

landlords and money being very tight in newly established districts with a small and 

often mobile population. Loans were technically available based on rates income yet 

there was inadequate finance in the Treasury to pay them.  
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 Property valuations were the primary step in obtaining general rates, for general 

rates were based on property values. Valuations at the time of 1878 Act were based on 

net annual value of rent on improved land. The practice of rating improved land was 

later seen as a disincentive to development and it changed to the value of unimproved 

land. The amending Act and its implications for the CMC will be examined in Chapter 

4.   

Under section 177 of the Act the concept of general rates was a relatively new 

form of standardising the system of rating over twelve months, with the rates levied 

under this system not exceeding one shilling in the pound and not less than six pence in 

the pound of net annual value of rents.178  Special and separate rates could be charged 

when one or more portions of the municipality needed additional services under section 

188.179  These were in addition to the general rate. A separate set of accounts was kept 

for these rates which were charged in six monthly or quarterly instalments, but not less 

than quarterly.180 The special rates were only used when a group of owners/occupiers 

received a direct benefit from public works such as roads, maintenance, water supplies 

and drainage. Generally there would not be many special rates.    

The success or failure of this system depended on the ability of the council to 

collect the rates owed. In Cairns, the system had a difficult time in functioning due to 

sloppy administration by land agents, and council. Addresses of absentee landlords 

were not always made available to the councils and the council did not always make the 

effort to find out, especially in the case of absentee landlords. This is not surprising 

given the isolation of Cairns and the difficulty therefore in tracking down owners. 

Section 199 of the Act stated that payment of rates was to be within 14 days of demand 

and if that was not met a warrant was issued through a justice. Then, the bailiffs could 

be sent in to sell goods and chattels on the property under section 201.181 Alternatively 

the council could take possession but not sell the property, and lease it out for a seven 
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year minimum. This could only be done after four years non payment of rates under 

section 209. 182 The system proved to be almost unworkable in practice (see Chapter 4). 

 The amount of rates collected was important, as it determined the amount of 

endowment that a local government could receive. Endowments on rates were based on 

a proportion of the rates received within the first five years, with amounts in following 

years being equal to the amount raised in the year.183 This provision was subject to 

many changes over the next 22 years with endowments steadily shrinking. The 

endowments were paid half yearly from the colonial government consolidated fund and 

like loans, they could be stopped if not enough government funds were available.184   

The municipalities had the power to borrow from the Queensland government’s 

consolidated fund on the security of special loan rates.185 The amount borrowed was 

then placed in a special account that paid the interest on loans at “£5 per centum” until 

it was spent.186   The government enforced repayment by withholding endowments until 

the municipalities paid the money owed on loan repayments.187 While the powers 

within the Act allowed councils to borrow on future rates, the reality was that the 

government’s consolidated fund had a cap on it and when that was reached no more 

could be borrowed. In the case of Cairns, the CMC kept looking at what they were 

entitled to borrow under the Act rather than how much money was available in the 

consolidated fund, and often did not get their loan.   

 Section 232 of the Act allowed for the council to obtain temporary loans from 

banks by way of overdrafts, providing the limit did not exceed the previous year’s 

revenue.188 This section also made councillors personally liable to repay any moneys 

borrowed if they stepped outside the powers of the Act.189 A temporary way of getting 

around this was to open another account with another overdraft as the CMC did. This 
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proved an effective method of isolating debt. The ever-present need for more funds 

kept the overdraft in use.  

 In conclusion the expected revenue derived from rates, tolls, loans and 

endowments was good in theory but rarely came up to expectations. The provision for 

revenue for the municipalities did not take into account the sparse population and the 

large areas covered within North Queensland local government areas. The use of 

overdrafts as temporary loans from banks was another good move from a theoretical 

viewpoint but problems ensued in paying the money back with limited funds available, 

and this helped create more debt. Overall, the Act was adequate in giving Councils the 

powers they needed to create infrastructure and health services, but the financial 

provisions were restrictive and sometimes unworkable. 

Royal Commission Report into Local Government 1896  

The Royal Commission into Local Government is useful to consider, as it 

indicated thinking on local government by its politically influential members and was a 

critique of existing legislation such as the 1878 Act. Many of the recommendations by 

this Royal Commission were considered either too radical or too costly to be passed 

into immediate legislation. This resulted in them being introduced incrementally in later 

years.190 Another barrier to their acceptance was the world depression of the 1890s 

which severely restricted government spending for over a decade. It is useful however 

to consider its recommendations for changes to the system established by the 1878 Act 

as it indicates problem areas in that system.  

The Royal Commission’s report formed the basis of Local Government Act of 

1902 which was the next land-mark in local government legislation, repealing the 1878 

and 1879 Acts.  This commission looked into local government in Queensland and the 

50 -odd statutes (most of them very minor) that supported it, and recommended that 

they be brought under a single Act. In fact two eventuated: the Health Act of 1900 and 

the Local Government Act of 1902.191 Both are beyond the framework of this 

dissertation and will not be examined in depth. However, as noted earlier, an analysis of 
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the Royal Commission’s recommendations is a useful way of further critiquing the 

1878 Act. 

In the past, the Royal Commission of 1896 has only been summarised briefly by 

Harris and Tucker, yet its full measure can only be ascertained by a section by section 

analysis of its draft Act (included as part of the report) and contrasted with the 1878 

Act.192    

One of the reccurring problems with previous local governments Acts was the 

unfairness of the multiple voting system. The Royal Commission decided to keep the 

three vote cap for owner /occupiers but raised the amount of land value required for 

each additional vote to £500 per vote. The idea behind this was to raise the level for 

triple voting in order to reduce the practice without abolishing it. One interesting 

recommendation was that the right to vote be given to the indigenous people if they 

owned the land, something the 1878 Act did not do. However this was still tied to the 

concept of only one vote per owner which effectively prevented any indigenous group 

from having real voting rights, since they normally lived together in clans.  

Another recommendation by the Royal Commission was on road openings and 

closures. The process was to address a problem whereby roads could be made to areas 

that serviced too few properties to be useful. While the power to open and close roads 

was given under section 237 of the 1878 Act, the new proposal was to first obtain 

permission from the Department of Lands. Local government would then advertise its 

intentions and send any objections to the Minister of Lands. The municipal road then 

could be designated a main road if it came under the correct criteria and permission was 

given.  

Drainage problems arose under the 1878 Act, sections 250 and 251. These 

allowed drains to be built from houses to public sewers, rivers and the sea but gave the 

responsibility for construction to the local government. Under the new 

recommendations all houses had to have drains built under them by the owners, subject 

to approval. This included houses that were rebuilt.193 This solved numerous issues 

                                                 
192 Harris, Local Government in Queensland, p. 20. Tucker, Local Government, p. 83. 
193 Queensland Parliamentary Debates 1878, Vol. 27, p. 867.  
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over drainage but also put pressure on local authorities to provide outlets for the drains, 

especially in new subdivisions.194  

Under the 1878 Act, sanitation was dealt with under bylaws. The Royal 

Commission wanted to have sanitation regulated by a section rather than through by-

laws in a new Act for greater effectiveness, especially with privies and water closets.195 

There were some far reaching suggestions by the Commission on sanitation issues such 

as “cleansing, white washing or purifying” any house in a filthy condition where the 

owner /occupier had become ill. This was mainly to prevent the spread of contagious 

and infectious diseases, both airborne and otherwise. Other stringent requirements 

wanted in cases of infectious diseases extended to destroying all bedding and clothing 

exposed to these diseases, with compensation, and the infected person removed to a 

quarantined area.196  

The Royal Commission was way ahead of its time in recommending food and 

drug testing which were not under the 1878 Act.197  The general health provision for the 

selling of milk and other food products went much further than the 1878 Act and 

included strict adherence to weights and measures.198 Had its recommendations 

succeeded, then illnesses caused by badly stored or prepared food would have dropped 

dramatically. Local government would have done a better job of supervising such 

matters.  

The 1878 Act had 28 headings for bylaws but its provisions were inadequate.199 

The commission’s recommendations were to increase the number of provisions for by-

laws. The matters of concern to the commission were: animals, buildings and 

structures; burials; business; fires; health, safety and convenience; licences; noxious 

weeds; pets; footways; tolls and rates; trams; traffic; water; weights and measures and 

works and undertakings.200  The reason for such detail was that the commission wanted 

a set of model bylaws or template that could be adapted by each local authority to suit 

                                                 
194 Queensland Parliamentary Debates 1878, Vol. 27, pp. 866-867. 
195 Ibid., pp. 869-870. 
196 Ibid., pp. 888-889. 
197 Ibid., pp. 181-182. 
198 Ibid., pp. 181-182. 
199 Queensland Local Government Act 1878, No. 8, p. 132. 
200 Queensland Votes and Procedures 1896, Report of the Royal Commission into Local Government, 
 Vol. 2, pp. 892-902. 
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their circumstances, rather than a simple list.201 This would have been a great 

improvement by allowing greater range and depth for existing bylaws. 

Inflation had made a nonsense of the amounts stated for the ceiling placed on 

rates and greater flexibility to keep up with inflation was needed.  Revenue through 

rates was the primary source of local government funding, requiring a delicate balance 

so that the level was not too high or too low. The Commission considered that the 

general rates maximum should be 2d in the pound while the 1878 Act (rate on 

improved land) was 1d in the pound – a 100% increase.202 However an even more 

useful recommendation would have been for some kind of regular revision of the rate 

levels, or even another method of preventing over-taxation that was more flexible than 

the crude device of maximum rates.  

Under health bylaws, particular areas that needed funding meant a rate would be 

struck to cover that need. Under the 1878 Act, health rating finance considerations were 

vague and the commission wanted to tighten this up so that specific rates for health 

were permitted.203 Like water rates, the health rates came under the sub section of 

special rates. 

The 1878 Act allowed taking possession of land for the payment of rates in 

arrears for four years or longer but it did not allow sale, which the commission 

recommended after 25 years. However tying up land for 25 years before selling it was 

essentially a waste of time for the local authority.204 Taking possession of land for such 

a long period meant keeping it clear of weeds and regrowth and with no compensating 

revenue unless leased out to someone else. If there were a number of non contiguous 

land parcels then the administration of these parcels would be extremely time 

consuming with little reward. If this land was in a prime business position in a town the 

lack of activity would be a severe handicap for town development, depending of the 

number of allotments involved and where they were placed. It would have been better 

suited to the local authority to sell the land after four years of non rate payments and 

allow another owner to take possession  
                                                 
201 Queensland Votes and Procedures 1896, Report of the Royal Commission into Local Government, 
 Vol. 2, p. 903.  
202 Ibid., p. 908. 
203 Ibid., p. 909. 
204 Ibid., p. 917.  
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Endowments to local authorities under the 1878 Act made no distinction 

between municipalities and divisional boards. The Endowment Act of 1890 repealed the 

previous Acts and created a table of shrinking endowments with cessation by 1903.205 

The commission wanted to bring back the full endowment policy so that local 

authorities would be more adequately funded: 

…To pay to the credit of the local fund out of moneys appropriated by 

Parliament as aforesaid, and to an amount equal to two thirds thereof , any sums 

of money not exceeding in the case of any local authority a sum equal to the 

amount actually raised in the area by such rates in the year last past…206 

It recommended that a special endowment fund be created which allowed regional 

characteristics to be taken in consideration: climate; land area; population; road making 

costs; length and size of roads and bridges; and rateable and capital value of land.207 

This was a brilliant new concept that would have allowed a bridge between 

centralization and local needs. There was nothing remotely resembling this is the 1878 

Act, or for that matter the 1902 Act. Far North Queensland regions such as Cairns, with 

its extremes of topography and climate, would have benefited greatly under this 

proposal. It would have corrected a major flaw in the Act that all local governments 

were funded the same when the needs were so different.  

The Royal Commission recommended that in order to take the financial 

pressure of loan repayments off local bodies that all existing loans be extended to a 40 

year term at 5 % interest.208 Originally the Loan Act of 1880 had a range of repayment 

terms from 5-40 years. This recommendation allowed for all loans to paid out to a 

maximum 40 year term.  

A series of provisions by the commission was suggested for the establishment 

and working of a tramway for local authorities. Previous to this the Tramways Acts of 

1882-1890 governed tramway working. 209 These provisions allowed for local 

                                                 
205 Harris, Local Government in Queensland, p. 36.  
206 Queensland Votes and Procedures 1896 Report of the Royal Commission into Local Government,  
Vol. 2, p. 919. 
207 Ibid. 
208 Ibid., p. 922.  
209 Ibid., pp. 931-938.  
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governments to construct and finance tramways.210 This power was useful for local 

governments wanting to assist the development of their areas. 

One interesting innovation put forward by the commission was the use of joint 

boards.211 This would have assisted local authorities such as municipal councils and 

shires to work jointly and also allowed for various other boards to work in similar 

fashion when a crisis arose, such as a natural disaster or plague. It would have helped 

overcome a flaw in the previous Act, that the local governments were structured to 

interact more with central government than each other.   

The 1890s were a period of major economic depression and more fiscal 

responsibility was advocated in government than before. The Royal Commission’s aim 

was to tighten up local government spending through more efficient legislation. The 

Royal Commission’s recommendations produced so many protests it was not 

considered politically acceptable and was shelved.212 Many of the recommendations of 

the Royal Commission were not included in the 1902 Act but were introduced 

incrementally in later Acts. The Local Government Act 1902 was more efficient than its 

predecessors; its 399 sections were designed to incorporate all local government Acts 

rolled into one.213  The 1902 Act replaced the municipalities with town and city 

councils and the divisional boards with shire councils.  

In conclusion the Royal Commission’s report advised the government that the  

legislation that made up local government in Queensland had to be brought under a 

single umbrella Act. The recommendations by the Commission were tough due to the 

depression Queensland was undergoing. One of the most interesting moves by the 

commission was to advise keeping the system of endowments for local authorities. This 

would have meant an initial drain on colonial government finances in distribution to 

local government. These endowments to local authorities would have been a balanced 

allocation of funds due to prioritisation of the needs of each district, which was 

intended to consider the effect of climate and topography.  By 1902 the timing was 

right politically to take on many, but not all of the recommendations of the Royal 
                                                 
210 Queensland Votes and Procedures 1896, Report of the Royal Commission into Local Government, 
 Vol. 2, pp. 931-938. 
211 Ibid., pp. 943-953. 
212 Tucker, “Queensland Municipal and Shire Histories”, p. 78. 
213 Bernays, Queensland Politics, p. 407. 
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Commission’s report  were implemented. It did however give some directional 

indicators to Parliamentarians which helped them form the basis for Local Government 

Act of 1902.  

Overall Conclusion 

Local government in Queensland had its remote origins in the English Reform 

Act of 1832 and the Municipal Act of 1835. Although the Queensland legislature 

retained many of the English titles of borough, county, shire and parish there was no 

real affinity to the 19th century system of local government in England due to the 

complexity of the English system. It is not surprising that Queensland borrowed from 

the other Australian colonies rather than England. However, these Acts expressed many 

of the ideas developed in the English reforming legislation. Queensland local 

government Acts such as the Municipal Council Act of 1864 worked primarily to 

improve infrastructure, which made the implementation of a more comprehensive 

system of local government easier. By constituting municipalities it allowed for a 

distinction between urban and rural local government, and set up the machinery of a 

workable local government structure such as voter eligibility and elections to local 

government bodies on a proportional base to the population within the given 

boundaries. The attempt to institute rural local government through the Provincial 

Councils Act 1854 failed, which resulted in the anomalous Road Trusts being instituted 

to help determine local priorities for road works. These also had their drawbacks and 

central government also found itself unable to fund the infrastructure needed by a 

rapidly expanding frontier. This led directly to the Local Government Act of 1878 and 

its rural counterpart, the Divisional Boards Act  of 1879. Settlers would now be taxed 

for their own improvements, with Government funding restricted to loans and 

subsidies. The advantage was that they had more latitude to decide where that money 

would be spent.   

The Local Government Act of 1878 was conceived by Premier Griffith and 

rushed through Parliament before it had a chance to be considered carefully and 

deficiencies addressed. Nevertheless the Act was a milestone in local government 

reform in Queensland. Contrary to general belief the Act was not completely new but 

incorporated some sections from previous legislation.  
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The formation, responsibilities and powers of a municipal council were 

adequately legislated for but the Act had some drawbacks. Finance was probably the 

worst. Wealthier voters with sizeable areas of land having more votes than the less 

well-off created an imbalance in the voting system. The financial system was a pack of 

cards based on rates, and could collapse if the rates base proved inadequate as it often 

did. Loans applications were always problematic as the Act allowed for a maximum 

amount to be borrowed in proportion to the rates, from a central consolidated fund. This 

fund was never large enough to accommodate all the municipalities even though they 

were legally entitled to borrow. The results were that the municipalities struggled and 

were usually left to their own devices to develop their areas without adequate funding. 

The incremental reductions of endowments to municipalities added to the burden they 

already faced. Other parts of the legislation also needed improvement. For example, 

The structures of municipal councils were designed in part to give transparency such as 

public meetings and audits. This could be by-passed through sub-committees not open 

to public gaze.  

A major failing of the Act was the way it treated all districts in the far-flung 

areas of the colony alike. The needs of each council differed depending on the 

topography, climate and locations of the towns in their areas and many of these needs 

were not always understood from a south-east Queensland perspective.  

Subsequently more local government Acts were passed and the string of Acts 

that locked into local government became very difficult to deal with, resulting in the  

Royal Commission into Local Government of 1896. Many of the Royal Commission’s 

suggestions were shelved or put into effect a number of years after the report was 

released. Some useful recommendations were never implemented, especially making a 

compulsory combination of adjoining rural and urban areas under a single authority, or 

differential funding of districts according to need. This report was the genesis for the 

Queensland Local Government Act of 1902 which repeated what the Local Government 

Act of 1878 did by amalgamating various Acts under it, but went a lot further in 

granting powers and responsibilities to Councils.  

Under the existing legislation of the period the CMC had wide enough scope, 

and in most case sufficient powers, to fix problems that it came up against. However 
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the underlying problem area was not having enough funds, which was the singular 

cause of many of its failures.  
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By 1880, 19th century colonial Queensland was covered by a network of local 

governments, both urban and rural, all under the control of the colonial government in 

Brisbane, the colonial capital and administrative centre. The divisional boards were 

formed to cover the areas the municipalities did not, and bring the rest of the colony 

under local government. The divisional boards governed rural areas which often had 

small towns, or even separate municipalities, within their boundaries. The Cairns 

Division, for example, had the CMC within its area. Many of these divisional board 

districts were sparsely populated and the revenue from rates was not enough for the 

needs of the district. The large size and low rates base of the Divisions required that 

money raised be spent mainly on roads and bridges which left very little for towns. This 

caused boards to borrow heavily and be in debt so that they could function at close to 

an adequate level. 

The Cairns Divisional Board (CDB) was the first local government in the Cairns 

area and began the work the CMC was expected to carry on with. The CDB created a 

pattern of infrastructure that the CMC not only had to continue but also correct.  This 

chapter will examine the formation of the CDB, its finances, works, administration and 

sanitation.  

Like other Divisional Board districts, the CDB  was set up to deal with a rural 

area and its small towns. The CDB controlled a large area of richly diverse topography 

but also one with a difficult climate. Its location was over a thousand miles (1 600 

kilometres) north of Brisbane’s colonial government. The CDB had to overcome many 

obstacles and create an infrastructure for a rapidly developing frontier district with a 

need for roads and bridges in a wet tropical climate.  Its problems included swamps, 

rainforest and a fluctuating population, particularly on the goldfields. All of this was 

accomplished while it was inadequately financed. 

Road Trusts 

Though the CDB was the first real local government in the area, the earliest form of 

local government in the Cairns District was the Cairns Road Trust in 1879. Prior to this, 

the roads were looked after by the Department of Lands, which was controlled from 

Bowen. With the establishment of Cairns and Port Douglas in 1876 and 1877 

respectively there was no local authority presence until 1880 when the CDB was 
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initially created from the remnants of the Cairns Road Trust. The roads trust had been 

formed from the membership of Cairns’ most influential local body, the Cairns 

Progress Association (CPA). The CPA was formed in 1877 with Dr. Myers as its first 

secretary.  The CPA and later Road Trusts were the district’s liaisons with central 

government and also with local representatives of Government departments concerned 

with road and bridge construction.  The CPA also offered rewards for the discovery of 

new suitable tracks up the escarpment to the Atherton Tablelands, on Cairns’ southern 

route to the Tablelands and the gold and mineral fields. 

Cairns’ existence was in doubt until about 1880, which is why a divisional 

board was established rather than a municipal authority. The town had to develop 

considerably before the Queensland Colonial Government would consider it ready to be 

a municipality.  

Local Government Acts that shaped the Divisional Board, 1878-1902 

As noted earlier, the Divisional Board Act of 1879 was created to help resolve 

some of the complexities of the Local Government Act of 1878 which was drafted 

primarily for cities and densely populated areas.214 Its weakness was in its application 

to rural areas where the population was sparse and the earnings from rates were much 

lower, but with road maintenance costs much higher, as longer distances were 

travelled.215 The Divisional Board Act of 1879 fixed the problem by creating Divisions 

for sparsely populated rural areas.216 Even after 1903 when the divisional boards 

became shires, these were still rural local governments. Under the Divisional Board Act 

1879, the divisional boards’ duties were essentially to keep the roads open, look after 

other public works and raise money to pay for them through rates, loans and 

endowments.217  

                                                 
214 Bernays, Charles Arrowsmith 1919, Queensland Politics during Sixty years:1859-1919, Government 
Printer, Brisbane, p. 396. 
215 Ibid. 
216 Ibid. 
217 Divisional Board Act 1879, No.17,  s. 53:. “The Duties of every such board shall be made to construct 
and control all public highways roads streets bridges and ferries wharves well reservoirs and other 
necessary public works within their division and in carrying the objects and purposes of this Act to 
expend such moneys as may from time to time be raised by rates or otherwise placed in the credit of the 
divisional fund …”  
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To be elected to the CDB, one had to be over 21 years old, a subject of Her 

Majesty and a ratepayer, and not holding a government position for profit. A potential 

member could not be a publican or a bankrupt.218 As in the 1878 Act, land owners 

could cast more than one vote depending on the value of the land to a maximum of 

three votes. 219 The Divisional Board Act 1879 worked concurrently with other relevant 

acts. The Tramways Act of 1882 was an example of one such act and it allowed 

divisional boards to construct a tramway, a narrow gauge railway, which had far 

reaching consequences for the CDB for the huge profits it made from its own 

tramway.220  

The Divisional Board Amendment Act 1882 tightened the electoral provisions in 

the 1879 Act.221 It also allowed timber to be taken off land in rates arrears as a partial 

rate payment. Other examples of amendments and supportive Acts are the Divisional 

Board Amendment Act 1883-1884 which allowed the appointment of members to the 

vacancies on the divisional board without election, and the ratification of previous 

appointments.222 The Valuation Act of 1887 repealed a number of sections in the 1879 

Act which allowed a value to be set at two- thirds of the annual rent. The Local 

Government Amendment Act of 1901 shrank further the money given to the divisional 

boards through Governmental endowments.223 

The Royal Commission of 1896 into local government in Queensland resulted 

in the Local Government Act of 1902 which replaced the divisional boards with shire 

councils. 224 The 1902 Act primarily led to a greater financial benefit to the Shires it 

created than the 1879 Act had for Divisional Boards.225 

                                                 
218 Divisional Board Act 1879, No.17,  s. 5-6. 
219 Ibid., s. 11-13. All votes were postal. 
220 Bernays, Queensland Politics, p. 399. 
221 Ibid, pp. 398-399. Some loopholes closed were further restrictions on Divisional Board member 
qualification and disqualification; a limit on the voting power of rate payers whose annual rates did not 
exceed £2/10- and not were less than 2/6d; fines for vote canvassing; and further provisions for roads not 
covered under the previous Act. 
222 Bernays Queensland Politics,  p. 408. 
223 Harris, C. P. 1978, Local Government and Regionalism in Queensland , 1859-1977, Centre for 
Research on Federal Financial Relations, Australian National University, Canberra, p. 39. The over all 
endowments to Divisional Boards went from £250,000 in 1889-1890 to £30,000 by 1902-1903. 
224  Harris, Local Government and Regionalism in Queensland , pp.20-21. 
225 Ibid., pp. 38-41. Some examples of this are the rates, based on land valuation which conform to the 
provisions of the Act; rates based on capital value and unimproved value; proportionately distributed 
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The main difference between the Municipalities Act 1878 and the Divisional 

Board Act of 1879 was that the 1879 Act greatly reduced the complexity of the 1878 

Act so that it was easier to understand and more importantly, easier to administer in 

rural areas.   

The Cairns Divisional Board Formation. 

The first Cairns Divisional Board was proclaimed in November 1879 with the 

first meeting taking place in Port Douglas on 3rd March 1880.226  There is very little 

evidence for its existence other than gazetted boundaries and reports of meetings but no 

record of what took place during those meetings. The first meeting of the second, 

smaller CDB took place on 20th July, 1880, at the Cairns Court House in Abbott 

Street.227 Those present were T.M. Latreille, the manager of Robert Philip & Co., the 

precursor of Burns Philp; George McKay, partner in a butcher’s firm and land owner 

from Wright’s Creek, who leased land to the Hap Wah syndicate; Louis Severin, a 

Frenchman, architect, influential business man  and builder of pre-fabricated  houses in 

Cooktown; S. L. Loeven, well known business man in Queensland and the South 

Pacific, and a Cairns school committee member; D. McGregor, a local baker; and 

Alfred Street, a businessman, landowner and merchant.228 All these men were the upper 

echelon of the business community of Cairns at that time. Some were large land owners 

through a cartel, such as Latreille, whose business interests went well beyond the State. 

At this meeting Loeven was elected chairman and first order of business was to obtain 

the services of a clerk and a valuer or both combined.229 Henry Barr, a part time 

surveyor, was given the dual position at £120 per annum.230 The primary focus of the 

                                                                                                                                              
rates based on occupancy number; minimum value of rates of £30 in the town and less than £20 in rural 
areas; rates for electricity lines, water, gas and sewerage.  
226 Jones, Trinity Phoenix, p. 140. 
227 Cairns Divisional Board Minutes Book 20 July 1880, p. 1. 
228 Ibid., 20 July 1880, p. 4.  
229 Ibid., p. 4. 
230 Ibid., 6 August 1880,  pp.4-5. This salary was extremely low for the time, less than some labourers’ 
wages. Although the Minutes books do not state it, there is an indication that the salary was low due to 
the wet season, making out door work and travel impossible and essentially reducing the workload to 
mainly the months outside of the wet season. In other words the clerk would be active for approximately 
half a year and probably would have other sources of income during the rest. On March 15 th 1881 John 
O’Leary was appointed as clerk for the sum of £75 a year.  
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CBD was to raise money as soon as possible, through a rates levy of 1/- in the pound on 

improved land, and by asking for a £500 loan from the Queensland Treasury.231  

 Two of the major issues CDB members faced were their lack of experience in 

local government and what to prioritise. It partly solved the latter problem by using 

subdivisions. 

Subdivisions 

The concept of subdivisions was an administrative convenience, dividing the 

division into smaller areas for electoral and financial reasons. Their purpose was to 

primarily serve as an electoral base for local representatives, and residents could be 

provided a breakdown of rates revenue against outgoing expenditure in each 

subdivision. Subdivisions were extremely helpful to the CDB in establishing where the 

money went when providing services, particularly when opening up more pastoral land. 

However, keeping the finances of one subdivision separate and not extending to another 

made it difficult to subsidise poorer subdivisions. Within the boundaries of the CDB, 

three subdivisions were created. These were formed in the inaugural meeting of the 

CDB with each subdivision having three members to represent its area.232 Thus 

individual members took some responsibility for the area they lived in and were a 

conduit from the area to the Board itself. Under the CDB, Subdivision One represented 

land selections in the Parishes of Smithfield and Cairns; Subdivision Two incorporated 

portions of the Parishes of Trinity and Grafton; while Subdivision Three related to 

portions of the Parishes of Bellenden Ker, Mulgrave and Russell (see figures 14-15).233  

In 1885, further changes in the subdivisions occurred with establishment of the 

CMC.234   

                                                 
231 Cairns Divisional Board Minutes Book, 17 August 1880, p. 9. 
232 Ibid., 6 March 1884, p. 2.   
233 A Parish served as a main index for recording changes to Crown land. Any changes made to 
boundaries, land descriptions, and new parcels created, as well as other activities such as camping and 
reserves were recorded on the Parish plans. 
234 Cairns Post, 13 August 1885. “-No.1 Subdivision, all of that portion of the present No. 2 Subdivision 
not absorbed into the Municipality. No.2 Subdivision, the Mulgrave portion of the present No. 3 
Subdivision. No.3 Subdivision, commencing at the southern boundary of the division on the top of the 
Bellenden Ker range. Thence northwards along the top of the range to a point west of Donaldson’s 
selection, thence by southern boundaries of selections No. 79 (Donaldson’s), 255 (Walker’s), and 78 
(Tolson’s), thence by Tolson’s eastern boundary to the Mulgrave River, thence by the river to selection 
No.188 (Martin’s), thence by the eastern boundary of Martin’s selection, thence by a line drawn due east 
to the sea, thence to the southern boundary to a point of commencement.” 
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Both subdivisions and the incestuous business community caused problems for 

the CDB. Members looked after their needs first (or those of their friends) and the 

electorate second. Examples of this can be found in tender selection, roads placement 

and road repairs.235 Some rate payers would lobby the CDB to have a road made to 

their allotment even if the allotment was in an obscure area with virtually no general 

traffic. There are numerous examples of roads leading to obscure allotments and from a 

business to the main road. The worst example occurred in the CDB meeting of 8th 

January 1890 whereby Chairman R. A. Tills had a road constructed from his sawmill at 

the Freshwater estates to Redlynch for a cost of £380- roughly one third of the rates 

revenue. This allowed the sawmill access to the railway for shipping timber for railway 

sleepers, railway constructions camps, and Cairns buildings 

The CDB rarely acted with cohesion. Each board member represented the 

interests of his own subdivision. An example of this is that most of the CDB members 

lived out of town, and the pressing sanitation problems of the town were largely 

ignored for four years. Lack of dedication meant that there was great difficulty in 

obtaining a quorum for monthly or bi-monthly meetings, especially during the wet 

season.236 Many of the members had varied business interests that frequently 

overlapped with each other, and they served on numerous boards together. In a general 

sense, the business men who were CDB members would back each other up and run 

local government for the benefit of the business community as well as for themselves 

and their friends, if an opportunity presented itself. In-fighting occurred on individual 

issues, but generally not on important overall decisions. 

Area and topography 

The area allotted to the CDB in 1879 was larger than some of the southern 

Queensland divisions but contained only a fraction of their population, and included a 

couple of small ports. One of them, Cairns, would later become a major port for the Far 

North, creating inevitable demands for infrastructure to feed its growth. It was a large 

area to cover on a thin rates base. The topography was some of the most varied in 

                                                 
235 Cairns Post, 11 January 1890.  
236 It was nearly impossible to get to Cairns overland in the wet season from outside and this may have 
been part of the reason for non attendance at meetings. There is no indication of why some meetings 
were monthly and others bi-monthly.  
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Australia, from coastal swamps to steep-sided ranges, as was the climate which could 

range from frost on the Tablelands to tropically hot and humid on the coast, and from 

drought to cyclonic downpours. The hundreds of square miles of rainforest, swamp and 

coastal forest in the Cairns division made administration and transport difficult and 

when combined with climatic conditions, sometimes impossible, due to roads becoming 

impassable for five to six months during the wet seasons. During the summer months of 

the late 19th century the monsoons produced rainfall so heavy that it stopped travel 

altogether for a week or two. Roads were washed out, fallen trees and minor streams 

blocked the roads and flooded rivers blocked travel to whole pastoral districts for weeks 

at a time. The coastal areas for the most part tended to be water-logged with the only 

sure way of travel by boat.  

 As settlement progressed and gold and other mineral strikes became a common 

occurrence, towns could appear and disappear very quickly and boundaries shrank and 

expanded with them.  The original eastern boundaries of the CDB stretched from Cape 

Tribulation to the northern banks of the Mulgrave River.237 Louis Severin and James 

Pyne were appointed to represent Subdivision One, which included Cairns.238 This was 

unsatisfactory for Cairns, having only two members  to represent most of the Division’s 

population. On June 3rd 1880 the first CDB was split into two divisional boards, 

Douglas and Cairns.239 There were many reasons for this but primarily it was an 

unwieldy area given the lack of transport, especially given the difficulty and cost of 

travel to Port Douglas, which was cut off from Cairns by steep coastal cliffs and ranges. 

There was also rivalry between Port Douglas and Cairns over which should be the 

urban centre. Cairns thought it deserved the honour because of its harbour, which was 

the best of the far northern ports.240  Another probable factor was the establishment of 

the sugar plantations south of Cairns in 1880. The large area of pastoral and agricultural 

land available plus gold strikes nearby, the growing population, and the shorter distance 

                                                 
237 Jones, Trinity Phoenix, p.141. The gazetted description states that boundaries were from Cape 
Tribulation to Cape Grafton on the seaboard and westerly by the Daintree watershed, inland by the 
Hodgkinson River and back to the coast by the North bank of the Mulgrave River.  
238 Jones, Trinity Phoenix, p, 141. These two were appointed because of apathy towards voting anyone 
into the new Board in Cairns.  
239 Ibid, p.141. 
240 Ibid. 
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to the main Tablelands area than Port Douglas, also made it clear that the area would 

prosper and be able to support its own local government.  

Boundaries. 

The boundary of the second Cairns Divisional Board was drawn up in July 1880 

though a spelling error made the gazetted boundaries unfathomable and created 

boundary overlaps.241 The Johnstone Divisional Board (JDB) was formed to its south in 

October 1881 which helped clarify the southern boundary of the CDB.242 The extended 

boundary south in July 1880 coincided with Mulgrave goldfield being gazetted and the 

discovery of major tin deposit in Herberton.  

In 1890, a petition was sent to the colonial secretary to form a new divisional 

board. The northern area of the CDB, including Subdivision One, was simply too big to 

control and there was little resistance by the CDB to letting it go as the board wanted to 

concentrate its efforts on the southern area, the main sugar growing and pastoral area, 

which had the short tracks to the Tableland and the goldfields. Twice as much was 

being spent on Subdivision One as was earned back in rates revenue. The rates income 

for 1886 from this area was £341/11/- and the expenditure was £830. The result was 

that the CBD was glad to get rid of the responsibility to the new Barron Divisional 

Board (BDB) in 1890.243    

The remnant of the CDB was to be a new board, to consist of six members, and 

was again split into three subdivisions. The ease and speed with which it was done was 

surprising, probably because the new BDB was formed without any protests. By 

December 1890 the boundaries of the boards were gazetted. The involvement of A. J. 

Draper, as one of its prime supporters, indicates that there was a great deal of political 

                                                 
241 Cairns Historical Society 16 July 1880,  DO2157.Unsigned paper, headed “Cairns; Description of 
Divisional Board District” The gazetted description states “ Commencing at the sea coast at Double Point 
in about latitude 17 degrees 42 minutes, and bounded thence by a line west to the north eastern watershed 
of the Herbert River , thence by that watershed north westerly to the coast range; thence by that range 
north westerly and by the northern watershed of the Barron River and a line north east to Double Point 
(should read Double Island Point) which is about 15 miles north westerly (this should read north easterly) 
and thence to the sea coast and south easterly to the point of commencement.”   
242 Jones Hurricane Lamps and Blue Umbrellas, p. 172. The gazetted boundary description states: “On 
the sea coast at Double Point and bounded thence by a line west to the eastern watershed and by the 
eastern watershed of the Barron River northerly to spur range leading to Mount Bartle Frere and by a line 
easterly to Mount Arthur and by a spur range of that mountain to Cooper Point, thence by the sea coast 
southerly to the point of commencement.” 
243 Cairns Post, 17 March 1887.  
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prestige involved as a motive for the division, as there was no logical or pressing reason 

for a new divisional board to be formed other than groups of individuals wanting to 

control their own affairs. The eastern and southern boundaries of the BDB would also 

become the western and south–western Cairns municipality boundaries and the CBD’s 

north-western boundaries.244 

The CDB was under constant criticism for its inaction on urgent issues. In the 

case of the township of Cairns, many issues that could be hidden from sight at a district 

level could not be hidden at a town level, where more influential people expected 

results to problems. In particular, the constant flooding and high water table presented a 

drainage problem that could not be fixed in the short term. Essentially the CDB solved 

this issue by passing on the responsibilities to the new Cairns Municipal Council 

(CMC) in 1885. The CMC could concentrate funding in the neglected town areas and 

the CDB was relieved of responsibilities it could not afford. This also freed up the CDB 

to open new roads into mineral and pastoral areas and to new settlements. However the 

CMC reversed the problem because it contained too much rural land, which it neglected 

in favour of the town. This meant that the CMC inherited more of the CDB’s problems 

than it needed to, particularly road maintenance and rural development.  

By the late 1890s, the CMC decided that it controlled far too much rural 

territory for it to be able to fiscally manage and that it had to reduce its western and 

southern boundaries.  In 1900, after some intense negotiations, the CMC relinquished 

approximately 70 percent of its area. This allowed the BDB to expand on its eastern 

border and the CDB to expand its northern area. The CDB took the main share of the 

relinquished land.  
.   

 

                                                 
244 Government Gazette, 17 December 1890, Vol. 51. The Proclamation gives the CDB boundaries as 
follows: “Commencing at the mouth of the Barron River, and bounded thence by that river upwards to 
Freshwater Creek, by that creek upwards to the South-West portion of 278, Parish of Cairns; thence by 
the Southern boundary of that portion in a  line of continuation to the Islay Hills near Mount Sheridan; 
thence by a  line being the Eastern boundary of the Parish of Cairns, Southerly to the North-Eastern 
watershed of all  tributaries falling into the Barron River above the junction of Granite Creek…” 
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Figure 8.   Cairns Divisional Board Boundaries, March 1880. Source of map: 1984 Establishment Trinity 
Bay, pp. 34-35.” 
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Figure 9. Cairns Divisional Board Boundary, October 1881. Source of map: A. Broughton 1984, 
Establishment Trinity Bay, pp. 34-35. 
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Roads. 

Surveying roads within the division was done by the Lands Department, which 

charged the CDB for it, something the Board had no real control over. The roads 

inherited by the CDB from the old government Roads Trust within the surveyed town 

area were a series of tracks along sandy ridges and pathways, bordered by ramshackle 

buildings that would be frequently flooded during the wet season and during extremely 

high tides. The CDB was also responsible for the tracks leading hundreds of kilometres 

across rainforests, swamp and eucalyptus forests, as well as streets in the smaller towns 

in the area.245  

 The major difficulty in road construction and maintenance was the wet season 

which made roads of the time impassable. The construction and maintenance of  

kilometres of roads during a North Queensland wet season produced conditions that 

were new to road builders. These problems were incomprehensible to those overseeing 

finances (particularly loans and endowments) from Brisbane. The result was that the 

board needed more funds to constantly repair roads than their southern counterparts and 

many of their loan requests were ignored by a government which used Brisbane ideas 

for what it thought a budget for road work should be.  

During the first four months of the CDB’s establishment, from July 1880, little 

was done to the town streets. Certainly there was little finance available as no valuation 

was carried out until October and rates were not collected until mid February 1881.246 

The people in the Cairns area were left to languish while the CDB struggled to find its 

feet.247 Most of the requests to the Board during this initial period were for clearing 

town streets.248  Draining the swampy water table was another task that faced the CDB 

and this particularly affected the road from the wharf to the town which was built on 

                                                 
245 Some of these towns such as Smithfield and Goldsborough would be responsible for their own streets 
and sanitation though the CDB would pay the survey costs. 
246 Cairns Divisional Board Minutes Book 17 August 1880, p. 10. The rates were set at one shilling in the 
pound. On 20 August by-laws were passed and in October valuation began with John Atherton’s large 
Station `Emerald End’. This first valuation report was sent on 4 November to the Colonial Secretary and 
the first rates period was 6 weeks from 1 January 1881. Up to this period the Board had survived through 
loans. 
247 Ibid., 28 September 1880, pp. 20-21. Severin and Latreille’s disagreements at Board meetings got in 
the way of passing much needed amendments. 
248 Severin, Louis l 9 December 1880, Cairns Historical Society, DO2157.Cairns Divisional Board, 
Inward Correspondence. A report on the Street clearing by contractor Kelly. 
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mangrove swamp and had a tendency to flood, thus holding up vital supplies that 

needed to be unloaded and carried into the town and beyond. This situation resulted in a 

loan request for £2 000 for building a more stable road to the wharf.249  Good drainage 

was vitally necessary for Cairns and could have been done under the divisional board 

Acts, but very little was accomplished.  

 Cairns needed good roads into its hinterland in order to survive and grow. These 

roads had to be useable and reach the areas in need of them, especially the mineral 

fields. They also required constant maintenance.  The extent of the CDB’s initial road 

maintenance capabilities was shown in its purchase of a £25 hacksaw in 1880 as the 

only tool bought to keep the Wild River Road open to Herberton.250  It took 

approximately seven days to get to Herberton, centre of a rich tin mining boom, from 

the coast.251 After Port Douglas stole the goldfields trade, Herberton was the most 

important mining centre in the Cairns hinterland. In order to make Cairns (and not Port 

Douglas) the recipient of the tin ore for export, a shorter track to Herberton was needed 

quickly. In October 1880 there was a flurry of activity about the roads as the 

Improvements Committee recommended tenders for “blazing a shorter track to the 

Wild River and assessing the upper Barron River area for rateable values”, i.e. potential 

agricultural land beside the river.252 The CDB preferred road routes close to rivers 

where the best pastoral and agricultural land would be. The road would thus open up 

land for selection, off-setting some of the cost of establishment and maintenance. By 

February, 1881, the CDB began to take road improvements more seriously with an 

allocation of £10 for repairs to the main road to Herberton.  

The Mulgrave Goldfield (south of Cairns) was reported in 1879 and gazetted on 

1st July 1880. This began the importance of Mulgrave Road which became the main 

route to the Russell Gold fields further south and later, the starting point for a major 

track to the Tablelands. The Mulgrave Road, stretching from Cairns to the Mulgrave 

River, was originally constructed by the Roads Trust in 1879 over a prospector’s route 

                                                 
249 Cairns Divisional Board Minutes Book 1, September 1880, p. 14. 
250 Ibid., 28 September 1880,  p.19. 
251 Jones, Trinity Phoenix, p.144. 
252 Cairns Divisional Board Minutes Book 5, October 1880, p. 22.  
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to the southern goldfields.253  Keeping the road open for miners and sugar plantations 

was a fundamental necessity for the Board. The state of Mulgrave Road between 

Alley’s (now near Gordonvale) and the Fisheries, at the Mulgrave River crossing on the 

Goldsborough Road, was so bad that by 1881 it was deemed impassable.254 By April 

12, repairs had been carried out and the Secretary for Main Roads sent £297/10 for road 

repairs.255   By the end of June, the Board had expended £276/6/8 on the Mulgrave and 

Wild River Roads and £13/15 on the Smithfield Road. With £47 of rates collected from 

the area, this left the Board in credit to the sum of £43.256 A further £30-40 was soon 

allocated for more work on the road.257 The limited technology available consisted only 

of hand tools, horses for pulling tree stumps, dynamite for blowing out larger tree 

stumps and perhaps a wagon for distributing gravel. Road repairs were a continuous 

drain on the CDB’s resources (see figures 14-15 pp. 116-117).  

It was recognised that any short road connecting Mulgrave Road with the 

hinterland over the escarpment would take days off the travel time between Cairns and 

Herberton. The discovery of a short road to Herberton would open up access to the 

mineral fields and the new pastoral lands in between, and supply the Tablelands towns 

en route. At the end of August 1881 the CDB was divided on spending money on a 

survey of the road to Herberton via the Douglas Track, or waiting until the land across 

the Mulgrave River was opened up and hoping that a better trail to Herberton from that 

area could be found.258 Nine pounds was spent looking for an easier access up the 

ranges between the Fisheries on the Mulgrave River and the top of the range.259 At the 

beginning of May, 1882, the breakthrough the Board was looking for occurred with the 

discovery of Robson’s Track to the Tablelands. Government road engineer, C.H. 

McDonald, was asked by the CDB to inspect it and suggested some deviations but gave 

it his approval, though the steep range section was only a pack track, unusable for 

                                                 
253 Jones, Trinity Phoenix, pp. 139-140. De Haviland, D. 1959 Gold and Ghosts, pp. 362-363, Mulgrave 
Road was the main route to the Russell Gold fields and a track to the Tablelands. Keeping the road open 
for miners and sugar plantations was a fundamental necessity for the CDB.       
254 Cairns Divisional Board Minutes Book, 29 March 1881, p. 51. 
255 Ibid., 12 April 1881, p. 53. 
256 Ibid., 26 June 1881, p. 62. 
257 Ibid., p. 63. 
258 Cairns Divisional Board Minutes Book 30, August 1881, p. 64. 
259 Ibid., 11 November 1881, p.67. 
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vehicles.260 In early July, Treasury sent £226/6 to improve roads leading to Robson’s 

track.261  

Further arterial roads were surveyed and made up to the Tablelands goldfields. 

By July 1890, a road was cut from the middle crossing of Collinson’s Creek (south of 

Edmonton) which subsequently became part of a main route to the gold fields and the 

Mulgrave River.262 The Russell Road, south of the Mulgrave River and leading to the 

Russell gold fields was completed for £49/2-.263 Amounts such as these indicate that the 

‘roads’ were very rudimentary. At the beginning of August a £1 000 loan was given to 

the Board and this was spent primarily on northern roads in Redlynch, Smithfield and 

up to the Tableland on the main route west and to Towalla in the south.264  

The roads that were more problematic than others were those leading to the 

goldfields and nowhere else. There was no way of telling how long a goldfield would 

last and how lucrative it would be, and the roads might need to be lengthened as the 

goldfield expanded, compounding the problem. The CDB and the BDB worked 

together in a year long hand over period during 1891, with both Boards approving joint 

contracts for repair work in the new BDB.265  In May, a deviation track was cut to the 

Mulgrave goldfield at a cost of £2 and there was further repair work on the Russell 

River, Goldsborough and Mulgrave Roads.266  

Indeed, the main drain on the CDB finances was road maintenance rather than 

road formation. It was vital for keeping the main arterial routes open, especially in the 

wet seasons. After the wet seasons, the most common cause of damage to roads was 

through timber cutters dragging logs on the roads, causing deep gouges and ruining in 

one afternoon what took a gang of workmen a week to fix. The exasperation this caused 

is typified in the example of John Robb, the major contractor for the second stage of the 

Cairns- Kuranda railway, who asked and received the CDB’s permission to run a 

                                                 
260 Cairns Divisional Board Minutes Book , 2 May 1882, p.81. 
261 Ibid., 4 July 1882,  p. 85.   
262 Cairns Post, 5 July 1890. 
263 Ibid.. 
264 Ibid., 9 August 1890, 6  September 1890. Towalla diggings were situated 13 miles (20.9 kilometres) 
south of Malanda. 
265Cairns Post, 25 April 1891. 
266 Ibid., 23 May 1891. 
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branch railway to Kamerunga.267 The CDB’s initial amicable association with Robb 

turned into an ongoing stream of accusations, with the CDB reprimanding Robb for 

stacking timber on public roads and dragging logs over the roads. Despite this they still 

gave him permission to create sidings to stack the timber at Kamerunga.268  In January 

1889, Robb was taken to task by the CDB for taking gravel from the Barron River to 

use as rail ballast.269 However, there was no political will by the CDB to stop such 

actions by using its powers under the Act. This was because the railway was vital to the 

future of Cairns and court action most likely would have caused a delay in the 

construction, which was not in the best interest of Cairns and therefore the CDB. 

Letters to Robb, objecting to his methods, were about as far as the CDB was prepared 

to go. 

Within the Board’s area of governance, the difficulty of crossing streams and 

rivers was acute, especially during the wet season. All bridges built had to have design 

approval from the Department of Public Works, which was time consuming, and 

bridges were in any case expensive. The simplest solution was culverts. Unfortunately 

their life span could be measured in months because they were formed by creating earth 

banks in the creek bed, easily washed out in floods. The culvert openings were made of 

rough cut timber planking that had to be maintained regularly and cleared of debris. 

They appeared in many cases not to last a wet season. In order the keep the traffic 

flowing, the CDB had no choice but to keep building and repairing the culverts. They 

were still considerably cheaper than bridges to construct and easier and quicker to 

repair, with most of the built up gravel base coming from the creek beds they passed 

over. Knowing when to put in a bridge rather than culvert was ascertained through local 

knowledge and determined by the availability of funds. 

                                                 
267 Jones, Dorothy, Trinity Phoenix, p. 76. John Robb’s tender was accepted to construct the vital 2nd 
Section of the Cairns –Kuranda railway. He established a base camp called Barronville at the foot of the 
range. Robb immediately bought some property, including a sawmill, in March 1887. The town quickly 
filled with hotels and cottages. The name Barronville was soon changed to Kamerunga. While the town 
was being founded gold was also discovered in the area and a mini gold rush was established with 
Kamerunga as its centre which made it grow even more quickly than before. This gave Robb enormous 
leverage with the local government bodies. 
268 Cairns Post, 28 April 1888.  
269 Ibid., 19 January 1888. 
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 On December 1887 bridge surveys were carried out on Wrights, Blackfellow’s 

and McKinnon’s Creeks, a few kilometres south of Cairns, all of which cut Mulgrave 

Road during flooding.270  A bridge was also built across Simmonds’s Creek for a cost 

of £65, which was double the cost of a culvert.271 Pressure was placed on the Board to 

build two bridges across the Barron River (upper and lower) but the £50 limit imposed 

on tenders was far too low to attract interest from contractors.272  A contractor’s plans 

were submitted in 1889 but they were rejected by the Department of Public Works as 

not being up to standard.273 It was not until 1911 that a bridge was constructed over the 

upper coastal section of the Barron River and 1927 for a bridge across the Lower 

Barron River.  Until then a government ferry was used on the upper shallows of the 

Barron River near Kamerunga.  

All works on behalf of the CDB were tendered out to contractors who organised 

their own labour. On more than one occasion a contractor would complete the contract 

and leave the area, and his men would not be paid. In order to get around this problem 

the CDB normally would hire contractors with whom they had dealings in the past and 

get them to apply for tenders they preferred them to win.  

In 1890, the CDB’s last year of governance of Subdivision One before the latter 

became the CMC, the demands for surveyed roads were a constant source of irritation. 

Surveying new roads was costing the Board up to one-third of its rate revenue. As an 

example in January a new 76 chain road (1.5 kilometres) between the Richmond 

Estates (an area north east of Freshwater) and Redlynch was surveyed along with a 

bridge across Freshwater Creek at an overall cost of £380. It became a maintenance 

burden on the board and carried further obligations for streets and other responsibilities 

in the new land being opened up. 274 

In February1890, the CDB told the Lands Department that it would be 

responsible for the roads (construction, repair and maintenance) but not surveys due to 

                                                 
270 Cairns Post, 29 December 1887. 
271 Ibid., 15 June 1889. 
272 Ibid., 20 June 1889.  
273 Ibid., 7 November 1889. 
274 Cairns Post, 11 January 1890. The Cairns Divisional Board was pressured by the Board of Health to 
select a member, preferably the Chairman and make him the Health Officer for the district, with the task 
of food distribution to Aboriginals. This part is puzzling at it was not a responsibility of the CDB.  
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the cost involved.275 Not only did road surveying take up a large percentage of the 

revenue, but the results were less than satisfactory, with roads being surveyed along 

river banks which would flood in the wet seasons. The CDB then had to deviate to suit 

the terrain. This was an additional cost that the CDB refused to bear.  

Some goldfield roads became linked to other towns that existed briefly during a 

gold rush, Towalla being a good example (see map in Fig 13). For example, by the end 

of August 1893, the CDB had spent a further £50 on the road from the Russell goldfield 

to Towalla.276 The government agreed to give the Board £500, in September, for 

construction of the Mareeba-Towalla Road.277  The Towalla Road began from Boar’s 

Pocket, so that it could link in with the existing road, and repairs were made to the 

bridge at Blackfellow Creek on Mulgrave Road in mid –October.278  In November, the 

Public Works Department forwarded a further £250 for the Russell –Towalla Road.279  

Deviations from road routes on the surveyor’s maps became common in the 1890s. In 

one incident, the CDB informed Surveyor Callahan in February 1897 that it would 

deviate from surveyed routes as the original surveyors ignored the CDB’s suggestions 

and placed many roads through private property.280 Keeping existing roads open in 

swamps, on the ranges and in rainforests, plus creating new ones in the most adverse 

conditions in Australia during the wet seasons, for a minimal cost, was extraordinarily  

difficult. After considerable experience, the CDB was able to do this well and kept 

many of the roads open by deviating around the problem area where possible. 

                                                 
275 Cairns Post, 8 February 1890.  
276 Cairns Argus, August 1893. 
277 Ibid., 23 September 1893. This road would also go through both the Tinaroo and Johnstone Divisions.   
278 Cairns Argus 21 October 1893. 
279 Ibid., 18 November 1893. 
280 Cairns Divisional Board Minutes Book, 26 February 1897, p.174. 
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Figure 10. Arterial roads north from Barron River to Kuranda-Myola and south of Cairns to Mulgrave 
River- 1890s.  Source of map: Cairns Historical Society Map No. A369. 
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Figure 11.  Main Roads South and West of Mulgrave River to Goldfields 1890s: Source of map: Hooper, 
Angor to Zillmanton, p.354 .  
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Finances.   

The primary source of revenue for the CDB was rates and endowments. By June 

1890, the rateable value of property within the CDB’s area was £21 834, giving it a 

potential earning power of £1 191.281 However the CDB had £600 owing in unpaid 

rates.  For non payment of rates the Board could issue a warrant and seize chattels in 

lieu of payment, but rarely did so.282 From 1891 until 1895 the following table indicates 

clearly that the administration of the CDB’s rates collection should have been an 

embarrassment to them.283  The low rates collections were also an embarrassment for 

the CMC which had similar problems with rates recovery, which inturn affected the 

amount of endowment money given to the local government.  
Table 1. Rates, revenue and endowment 1891-1895. 

1891                                £     s     d 

Rates available           1 061  12    3                 

Rates collected   745  17    7  

Rates in arrears   315  14    7  

Endowment                   671    5    9 

1892  

Rates available           1 026    5    3                 

Rates collected              734   18   7  

Rates in arrears             291     6   7 

Endowment                   483   18   8 

1893 

Rates available              942     1   5               

Rates collected              547   10   4 

Rates in arrears             384   11   1 
                                                 
281 Cairns Post, 5 June 1890. 
282  Ibid., “ If any person rated under the provisions of this Act shall fail to pay any rates due by him for 
the space of 60 days after the demand therefore made in writing by any duly authorized collector or by 
post letter to the latest known address of such person or by advertisement in some newspaper generally 
circulating in the neighborhood. The Chairman may issue his warrant for levying the amount with costs 
according to the scale of the sixth Schedule hereto by distress and sale of the goods and chattels found on 
the premises from which such rate shall be due and continuing to be occupied by the person on whom 
such notice hall have been so served. In lieu of distress and sale any rate and arrears may if the board 
shall think fit be recovered from either occupier or owner at the option of the board before any two 
justices in petty sessions at the suit of the chairman of the board levying the same.”  
283 Cairns Argus, 29 January 1896. 
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Endowment                   192    6    3 

1894284 

Rates available           1 167     4   6                             

Rates collected              696   12   8 

Rates in arrears             470   11 10 

Endowment                   230   15   4                  

1895 

Rates available           1 266     3   2                 

Rates collected              783     0   6 

Rates in arrears             483     2   7 

There was considerable reluctance by the CDB to take action against rate payers in 

arrears, other than a threatening letter. By not collecting rates the CDB sacrificed 

endowments which were based on the previous year’s revenue. Many of those who 

were reluctant to pay rates within the required period were the town’s major business 

men who owned multiple sections and allotments. The CMC had a similar problem. 

By June 1895 the CDB was in financial difficulties as it had no more overdraft 

capacity to rely on and to solve the problem it opened up a new account with a new 

overdraft of £250. 285 The illegality of this action is an open question with the 

ambiguous nature of the 1879 Act specifying an overdraft limit for a single account, not 

for dual accounts. It was a method that was also used by the CMC when its overdraft 

went beyond the limits stated by the 1878 Act. By May 1897, the CDB’s overdrafts had 

risen to £794 and rates income collectable reached £494, while the endowments given 

amounted to £158/7/6.286 There was no doubt that the rates revenue could not keep the 

CDB financial. If all the rates were collected then the CDB would have been solvent. It 

is highly likely that without those missing rates it could have put off insolvency for a  

few years, but not avoided it.  

The last decade for the CDB, before it became a Shire in 1903, was one based 

on financial gambles. The expenditure on the subdivisions was primarily on roads to 

open them up, and to the local gold fields. The money spent far exceeded the revenue 
                                                 
284 Cairns Argus, 2 June 1894. The rates were set at one penny in the pound. 
285 Ibid., 8 Jun, 1895. 
286 Cairns Divisional Board Minutes Book, 7 May 1897, p 181. 
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from rates, especially in the gold fields, and endowments and loans did not make up the 

short fall. It was only the Mulgrave tramway, the biggest gamble that the CDB 

undertook, that kept the finances balanced and even created a profit.  

Administration  

The administration of the CDB was very idiosyncratic in the methods it used to 

carry out the Divisional Board Act of 1879. Its lax attitude to rate collection is only one 

example.287 A Cairns Post editorial of June 1884 called the CDB a `bungling 

maladministration’ and attacked the Board members for looking after their own 

interests before those of the public they represented.288 The Cairns Post editorial of 

March 19th exposed Board member Hobson giving his partner Draper a tender when 

the latter put in the highest tender.289 The Cairns Post accused Archibald Meston of 

being illegally elected to the CDB, which he chaired for 16 months. Meston was a 

former Member of Parliament, newspaperman and self proclaimed expert on Aboriginal 

language and customs. He was a gifted orator and a charismatic individual who often 

got his own way. Despite his undoubted flaws, the CDB functioned in a cohesive 

manner for the first time under his steady chairmanship. Meston’s leadership of the 

CDB emphasized a strong focus on issues that needed to be addressed such as roads, 

bridges, better run meetings  and more confidence in dealing with the business 

community. Despite this, the Cairns Post demanded (and got) his resignation under 

section 6 of the Divisional Board Act of 1879.290   

Pressure was also put on the CDB to comply with the correct administration of  

the Land Act of 1884 and record reserves, roads for townships, camping, water, 

recreation and other purposes as well as tenders.291 The poor record keeping became a 

public concern at a special meeting of the CDB on 18th February 1884.  It is difficult to 

                                                 
287 Cairns Divisional Board Minutes Book 6 February 1882, p.73. `Mr. Mackey …referred to the 
necessity of the (new) Chairman taking steps to recover the unpaid rates for last year (1881) and referred 
to the great delay caused by the neglect of the late Chairman…’. This situation was repeated many times 
over the CDB’s existence. 
288 Cairns Post, 19 June 1884.  
289 Ibid. ,19 March, 1885.  
290 Cairns Post., Meston’s dismissal under section six was due to his being a bankrupt (in Townsville) 
when elected to the CDB. It was common knowledge but ignored by the Board. Wimble, who owned the 
Cairns Post, was his friend and sometime business partner. He only published the story after it had been 
revealed by the Queenslander Newspaper. It was an open secret in Cairns. 
291 Cairns Post, 19 March 1885. 
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ascertain how much of the CDB’s poor administrative procedures were due to 

incompetence and how much was due to corruption. Public pressure seemed to work as 

the CDB at least fulfilled its duty to the community in the matter of the reserves, setting 

aside 50 acres (20.2 hectares) between Lilly and Sawmill Creeks for recreation; 100 

acres (40.4 hectares) of the old race course for reserves; 640 acres (259 hectares) for 

camping reserves in the Barron River area adjacent to selection 160 (64.7 hectares), and 

350 acres (141.6 hectares) to be reserved for Botanical Gardens between Salt Water 

Creek and Smith’s selection 35.292   Essentially the problem was two-fold; the 

recording of reserves by the CDB and asking Government to agree to the designated 

areas by declaring them. In 1886 the newspaper attacks on the CDB’s sloppy practices 

continued, especially when the Returning Officer, H.T.S. Douglas, refused to allow a 

nomination of a candidate, Robert F. Walker, to proceed because his rates were claimed 

to be in arrears.293  The problem was that the matter was still in dispute.  In July 1887, 

auditor J. McLeod said that the CDB’s books were “disgracefully kept” and that the 

Board was so deficient in cash that no work could be carried out.294 A former chairman 

had criminal charges (later reduced to civil) against him for defrauding the Board, 

though no further action was taken.295  

The dealings between the CDB and the CMC after it was formed were highly 

informal. Correct protocol between the two bodies was thrown out in favour of the old 

boy’s network, as many of the Councillors were former Board members and business 

partners.296   This did have its advantages as the CDB and CMC co-operated well on 

maintaining arterial routes that they shared.297 The problem was that the CDB did not 

always pay its agreed share of costs on such projects.  

The CDB was also heavily criticised by the Cairns Post editorial of September 

1st for not following correct procedure at meetings. One example cited was the CDB 

revoking resolutions that had been passed, without even the sanction of a motion, when 

                                                 
292 Cairns Post,19 March 1885.  
293 Ibid., 4 February 1886. Under the 1879 Divisional Board Act this was valid but was repealed under 
the 1882 Divisional Board Amendment Act. The Board either ignored the amendment or were not aware 
of its existence. It was sloppy administration work nevertheless. 
294 Cairns Post, 9 July 1887.  
295 Ibid. 
296 Ibid., 25 August 1888.  
297Ibid., 28 July 1888. 
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£50 was added to the clerk’s yearly salary. 298 Another was an illegal appointment of a 

temporary chairman when the previous one was dismissed, under section 136.299 Even  

F. T. Wimble did not escape the gaze of the Cairns Post when he illegally sub-divided 

land and sold it to avoid paying rates, without notifying the Board, contravening section 

221 of the 1887 Act.300 Wimble was a former Member of Parliament and influential 

member of the Cairns Progress Association which later became the Chamber of 

Commerce. There is little doubt that the CDB initially ignored his transgression until 

pressed by the Cairns Post. The Board’s attempts at governing the district were called 

`laughable’ by the Cairns Post.301 Public pressure through the Cairns Post over these 

events caused Kenny to resign as Chairman at the September 18th 1888 meeting for 

failing to comply with the Act on more than one occasion.302  

The CDB went on the attack and boycotted the Cairns Post, which resulted in 

tenders not being advertised for six months and the CDB relying on word of mouth to 

relay information to the public.303 This meant that both the tendering procedures and 

public accountability suffered.  

 In the 1890s, the administrative capacity of the CDB during this decade was 

severely overstretched, especially with the opening of the Towalla Goldfield Road in 

1893, the increased rates, and dealing with the Mulgrave tramway construction (see 

figure 14). The dual function of clerk and inspector left little time to perform each job 

properly as every repair had to be inspected and signed off by the clerk when there was 

no overseer present. The accounting system became more complex in 1890, especially 

                                                 
298 Cairns Post, 1 September 1888.  
299 Ibid. 
300 Ibid., “Whenever a person who is the owner of rateable land within a division subdivides the same he 
shall forthwith give notice in writing, accompanied with a plan of subdivision, in any, to the board. And 
whenever any such person sells or agrees to sell such rateable land he shall give like notice, specifying 
the namer and the address of the purchaser. Any such person who fails to give notice as aforesaid shall, 
until such notice is so given, continue to be liable for all sums accruing by way of rates upon such land in 
the same manner as if he was still the owner thereof.”  
301 Ibid. Another good example of pressure on the Board was when they could not get enough members 
for a meeting and it was usually postponed to the following month. The Cairns Post reported these non 
events with glee.  
302 Ibid., 19 September 1888.  
303 Ibid., 10 October 1888. 
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with individual subdivision accounts when one subdivision helped to fund another.  

This caused CDB members some difficulty in understanding the accounts.304   

Sanitation 

It was the Board’s responsibility to establish a sanitation programme in Cairns. 

Sanitation was under the domain of the Inspector of Nuisances and any work was done 

by a contractor. Up until 1884 there appears to have been no system for sewage 

disposal and cesspits were used by householders.  The uncertainty about Cairns’ 

continued existence may have been a contributing factor. With the high water table in 

Cairns during the wet season, the contents of the cesspits tended to float up with the 

rising water and left deposits close to the surface creating smells and unsanitary 

conditions. Also, the wells were contaminated when the contents of the cesspits leached 

into the water table. The situation became so bad that the Cairns Post initiated an attack 

on the Board’s competence, partly over sewage disposal.305 The board’s lax attitude 

created other problems. With the small population, the swamp surrounding Cairns made 

a handy spot for illicit dumping of night soil and rubbish.306  The bylaws prohibited 

night soil dumping during wet weather as there simply was no way of telling where the 

night soil deposits would come to rest within the town if most of the area was water 

logged.307 This meant that during a wet season or flood, sewage legally could not be got 

rid of.  

 The Inspector of Nuisances recommended a night soil and rubbish dumping 

ground on the eastern side of the big swamp south of Cairns.308 This area was 

controlled by the Saltwater Creek water table and the assumption no doubt was that the 

rubbish would be carried out in the tidal flows through the creek and not back through 

the town.309 Public pressure over sanitation, fuelled by the Cairns Post’s attacks, 

became so intense that at the CDB meeting of 7th May 1884, the use of earth closets (a 

wooden box enclosing a pan below and a seat with a hole cut at the top) became 

required by a new bylaw. A pan would be emptied into the nightsoil cart by a contractor 

                                                 
304 Cairns Post, 5 April 1890. 
305 Ibid., 11 September 1884. 
306 Ibid. 
307 Ibid., 6 March 1884. 
308 Ibid., 20 November 1884. 
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who did his rounds at night. A bucket of ashes was kept in the toilet to disinfect after 

use and discourage flies. Nevertheless it was not until 18th December that a public 

notice was posted, advising that a night soil collection service was available and that all 

cesspits in the town were to be filled in. Regulations stipulated that the closet be 

provided with a trap door at the back which had to be a minimum of 16 inches (40.6 

cm) deep when opened for access to the pan by the nightsoil contractor.310 The iron 

pans and earth scoops were available from Jones’ store.311  The night soil removal rate 

was 5/-  per public house and 1/- per private house, per week.312  A double pan system, 

where a clean one was exchanged for the used one, might have been a better solution to 

the pick up and delivery problems. The reason for not using this solution could have 

only been additional costs to the Board in obtaining a large number of pans and paying 

for them to be cleaned.  

 With the formation of the CMC in 1885, the sanitation responsibility for Cairns 

shifted to it. The smaller towns such as Smithfield, Goldsborough and Barronville were 

left to sort out their own problems. The need for a clean supply of drinking water in 

Cairns was similarly ignored for lack of finances. Essentially, the CDB did almost 

nothing for the town area of Cairns and left the CMC to sort of the sanitation and clean 

drinking water issues which it did not have adequate finances to fix.   

Mulgrave Tramway 

 The Mulgrave Tramway was originally conceived as a freight carrier for 

sugarcane to the mill and then as processed sugar to the wharves. The CDB saw the 

light railway’s potential as a commuter service, and agreed to construct it under the 

Tramways Act, 1880. The profit from the tramway rescued the finances of the CDB and 

assisted its efforts to provide transport for its ratepayers south of Cairns.  

Developments in the sugar industry in the early 1890s meant that the system of 

sugarcane growing altered. It went from plantations to small farms supplying a central 

mill. The new system took in much wider areas than the old plantations did. This 

created the necessity of more efficient transportation for sugarcane from the farms to 

the mill for crushing, and the raw sugar from the mill to the wharves for export.  The 
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cane tramway system was in use by the plantations and was horse drawn. For a faster 

more efficient system, engines were needed for both. A tramway system was preferable 

to the roads, which at that time were almost unusable in the wet season due to boggy 

conditions and flooding. Only the Pyramid plantation used the road to transport sugar 

cane to the wharves and this was a heavy burden on the costs of running the plantation. 

In 1896 the new Mulgrave Mill was established about 16 kilometres south of 

Cairns, and from the initial meeting to set it up in 1893, the concept of having a rail 

system, or tramway was floated as the primary method of sugar transportation.  The 

year 1894 is significant due to the fact that the giant Colonial Sugar Refinery (CSR) 

started buying up existing plantations throughout Queensland. In the Cairns area the 

CSR bought the Hambledon plantation and purchased mill machinery from Pyramid 

plantation in the Mulgrave area to form the Hambledon mill, situated 11.2 kilometres 

south of Cairns. The second mill would also be a potential customer for such a 

tramway. 313 

As the plan for the tramway developed, it was quickly realised that it was too 

large a scheme and too prohibitive a cost for the mills and the project was then taken 

over the CDB.314  The design of the tramway then changed from sugar cane carrying 

alone to other uses such as freight and passenger services to off set building costs. A 

standard Queensland Railway gauge of 3 foot 6 inches (101cm) was decided on, with 

the introduction of a middle rail to allow for smaller sugarcane trains, which required a   

two foot (61 cm) gauge, to the mill.315 An initial loan of £10 000 was granted to the 

CDB for construction of the line which went to Harvey Creek, some 43.4 kilometres 

south of Cairns, in 1903. 316 After 1903 the then Shire Council extended the line to 

Babinda by 1910 and then sold it to Queensland Railways to form part of the North 

Coast line. 
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Figure 12. The completed tramway. Rapkins, A Remarkable Achievement, p. 26. 
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The tramway provided a commuter system for outlying settlers to come into 

Cairns and also as a freight service for produce such as sugar cane.  Furthermore, it 

fitted in with local government aims of providing transport in the district and especially 

so during the wet seasons when the Mulgrave Road was impassable. It was a direct 

benefit to both the CDB and the CMC to keep the goods and passengers moving in and 

out of Cairns. The local business community within Cairns would have benefited from 

the flow on effect through providing services for passengers and freight movement and 

storage. For the CBD, the huge profits generated by the tramway far outstripped the 

funding generated by rates, loans and endowments and it kept the board solvent, unlike 

many rural local governments in the period. 

The Cairns Divisional Board as a lobby for the Community. 

Local governments were often the most effective lobby groups in a rural area. In the 

case of the CDB, there were other organisations such as the CMC and Progress 

Association also fulfilling this role. However one battle that the CDB sought to win for 

its ratepayers was to oppose the formation of the Yarrabah mission.  

In 1890 Aboriginal land on the far eastern coast, across the Inlet from Cairns, 

with its series of small bays containing little mangrove swamps, was an ideal site for 

future development. It was still a difficult area to get to overland and was still 

unexplored by Europeans, with an unknown number of Aborigines living there. The 

area was naturally protected on its western side by a series of high ranges and dense 

rainforest. Aboriginal camps dotted the area, especially the prime boat landing points. 

To go there by boat was to do so in full view of Aboriginal camps and there was a 

reluctance to do so as people who went there sometimes did not return.317 From 1880 

until 1891 the land on the east coast came under the CDB, but it did not know how to 

exploit it because of the Aborigines living there.318 This changed with the arrival of 

Reverend John Brown Gribble, who applied for the land to be classed as a reserve for a 

mission station to be established.319  
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 In 1891 John Gribble and his son Ernest established the Yarrabah Mission 

Station there. This created a problem for the CDB as it wanted to see the land settled 

and exploited by Europeans for its natural resources. On the new mission station there 

were 80 square miles of timber, mineral and pastoral lands that the CDB wanted 

European access to at the expense of the Aboriginal population. The CDB could 

increase its income by such land being opened up for selection. Before the CDB could 

act it had to first suggest an alternative site to which the Aborigines and the mission 

station could be relocated and that became the basis of their attacks on the credibility of 

having a mission station at Yarrabah. Redlynch Valley was the suggested alternative 

which was a great deal smaller than the proposed reserve and mostly swamp land on the 

floor of the valley, with Freshwater Creek flowing through it. Supporting the board was 

the Cairns Post’s owner, F. T. Wimble, who purportedly wanted the Aborigines closer  

to town where he could use them as a cheap labour pool.320 The voice of reason was the 

Cairns Argus, the town’s alternative newspaper that took a pro Gribble stance: 

…The Cairns Divisional Board has deliberately ranged itself with the side of the 

enemy. It has appealed to the Minister of Lands to curtail the area granted in 

this District as a reserve for the Aborigines, and it has formally expressed its 

aversion to the establishment of a local mission station…321 

government.322  Towards the end of the second decade of the CDB, changing times in 

Cairns meant a more liberal attitude toward Yarrabah.323  

The CDB wired its protests against the establishment of an Aboriginal mission 

settlement at Cape Grafton to the Minister of Lands, stating that bringing together  

various tribes would cause them “to fight like Kilkenny cats”.324  After threatening to 

start a separatist movement over this issue, the CDB found itself ignored by the colonial 

government. 
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324 Cairns Post, 16 March 1892. The government made Yarrabah a reserve and effectively closed the 
door on the ambitions of the CDB for development of the area. 



 

 114 

 
Figure 13. Yarrabah  Reserve in blue. Subdivision 1 of Cairns Divisional Board 1902 in mauve. Source 
of map: Jones, Trinity Phoenix. 
 

 It is difficult to blame the CDB for looking after the interests of the Division 

with regard to Yarrabah. The CDB took a viewpoint that the indigenous people could 

be moved from their land like chess pieces, which was a common enough concept by 

the standards of the day. This raises the possibility of ulterior motives which would 

have been business- motivated for the elected members on the CDB, considering the 

large amount of timber  resources at Yarrabah. 



 

 115 

Conclusion  

The forerunner  to the CMC was the CDB which created an infrastructure for 

the Cairns district which encompassed the town of Cairns, then a service port for the 

mineral fields at the back of the tablelands.  The infrastructure for the Cairns that the 

CDB created was barely adequate and most of the primary development was on the 

creations and maintenance of roads and bridges from Cairns to the mineral fields. The 

thinly spread resources in a wet tropical climate allowed for little else to be developed.  

During the 1880-1885 period when the CDB governed the town of Cairns it was 

realised that for the town to survive the elements it needed drainage, which was beyond 

the capacity of the rural CDB to implement. This was the area that was left for the 

CMC to spend most of its resources on. In order to make the administration transition 

from the CDB to the CMC run as smoothly as possible subdivision one of the CDB was 

given to the CMC. This gave the CMC a rates base which was critical for raising 

revenue for the newly formed CMC. The practicality of this decision was that a large 

amount of rural land was in included in the former subdivision one, which impeded the 

CMC from developing that land in later years due to stretched resources.  The sloppy 

administration and the large amount non rates payments from both local and absentee 

owners and occupiers created a lack of will to prosecute since many of those late rate 

payers were part of the business community in a small town as were the councillors. 

Being too hard on people you either bought things from or sold to during hard 

economic times would have been bad for business so a little slack was cut to some non 

rate payers which resulted in much letter writing and little, if any prosecution.  When 

the CMC took this subdivision over it faced the same problem as the CDB and opted 

for the same solutions, ie. letter writing  demanding payment, which continued on 

during the CMC’s tenure.  

While the CMC had a smaller area to look after, its inordinately large rural 

component until 1900 meant it also experienced problems keeping roads maintained, to 

which were added the difficulties in forming, draining and maintaining streets for the 

growing town. It also struggled to pay for infrastructure and services from an 

inadequate rates base aggravated by high levels of rates in arrears. The additional 

primary industries such as timber and agriculture had expanded which resulted in more 
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traffic along the arterial routes and in the town area and more maintenance was 

required. Unlike the CDB, the CMC had more pressure on it to provide the drainage 

and public health services needed for the town, and also unlike the CDB it had no 

profitable municipal undertaking to subsidise its operations.  

A large part of the problem was drainage both in the town and the roads through 

the swamps leading to it. This is what the CMC inherited from the CDB within the 

large town area. When the boundaries of the CDB were gradually reduced it took back 

some of the worst roads from the CMC and reduced the road expenditure budget of the 

CMC. The interchangeable membership on both boards the full impact of what was 

needed overall was not lost on local government. The CDB area encompassed the town 

of Cairns and what the CDB did generally affected Cairns so a certain amount of 

cohesion between the two groups was needed to keep the roads and bridges open. The 

formation of the Mulgrave Tramway for example allowed products like sugar to come 

into the town by the Tramway, even if the roads leading into it were impassable. 
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 The Cairns Divisional Board was a rural board that had to spread its revenue 

over a large district, and the result was that there was not adequate funding to develop 

Cairns as a suitable port or town. As a municipality, the CMC was be able to 

concentrate its expenditure into a smaller area than the CDB, and obtain loans to 

develop the infrastructure needed in the town. It was a simple formula of raising the 

finance to provide better amenities which would then attract more people to live in 

town. An increased population meant more business stimulation and higher revenue 

returns to the CMC by widening its rates base. However, the CMC’s revenue raising 

capacity was hampered by the limits set by local government legislation, by 

unworkable arrangements for recovering arrears of rates, by the restricted amount of 

money available for loans from the Brisbane government, and from its own reluctance 

to prosecute for unpaid rates.  

The formation of the CMC was initiated on 16th September 1884 when the 

Cairns Progress Association (CPA), the precursor of the Cairns Chamber of Commerce, 

held a meeting about forming a municipality in Cairns. The meeting was chaired by 

former Member of Parliament, R. A. Kingsford.  A subsequent meeting was held by the 

CPA on the 18th February 1885, and was chaired by W. C. Smith. This entailed 

studying the procedures necessary to form a municipality, which required giving the 

Governor in Council three months notice of intent to form and send a petition. Once 

this had been accomplished, the land needed for Municipal Council infrastructure then 

had to be applied for, through the Department of Lands. On the 28th May 1885, the 

establishment of the Cairns Municipal Council was announced. The CPA became a 

type of de facto municipal council until an election was held, and subsequently guided 

the electoral process. An election was held on the 18th July 1885, with R. T. Hartley as 

returning Officer. The first meeting of the CMC was held on the 22nd July 1885 in the 

Cairns Divisional Board Hall on the Esplanade. R. A. Kingsford became first Mayor of 

Cairns.325  The main issue concerning the newly formed CMC was that of raising 

revenue through rates and loans which required property valuations. This chapter will 
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consider the valuation and rating practices by the CMC within the legislative 

framework.  

Valuations and Finance.  

The revenue for local governments like the CMC was obtained through rates, a 

tax on land. In order to obtain the rates the land had to be valued first, based on the 

previous year’s annual rental. The colonial government fixed a maximum and 

minimum rate for valuations. A rating figure was then chosen each year by the CMC, 

based on so many pennies in the pound, within the parameters of the then current Act. 

Prior to 1890, the valuation figures were based on improved land but with the 

introduction of the Valuation and Rating Act of 1890, the valuation was then based on 

unimproved land. Like the CDB, the revenue of the CMC was supplemented by loans 

and government subsidies, the endowments. Endowments were on a reducing scale 

until 1903 when they disappeared. The difficulty of collecting rates was one of the 

primary financial concerns of the CMC along with the problems of obtaining and 

repaying loans and overdrafts. The CMC always struggled to find sufficient funding but 

never fully achieved it. The problem was the inadequacy of all available sources of 

revenue to cover the needs of the town, especially in the wet tropics, where more 

funding was required than under normal conditions.   

Valuations.  

Property valuations are the basis of the rating system. They establish a value for 

property within a particular locality, guided by the legislative framework of local 

government, and from this, revenue is raised through rates based on the valuation 

figures. As noted earlier, endowments are then calculated according to the rates 

collected in the previous year. Valuations are thus the benchmark for local government 

revenue, determining the income available for providing essential services such as road 

maintenance, water supply, sanitation and waste disposal.  

 From 1885 to 1890 the CMC worked under the system of valuation of improved 

land. Improved properties had their valuations determined by the annual rent 

chargeable on such a property. The annual rateable value of Cairns properties during 

this period from 1885-1890 indicates large variances as new sections were opened up 

for sale. Under the Local Government Act of 1878, (discussed fully in chapter 2), the 
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minimum valuation on unimproved land was not less than “eight pounds per centum 

upon the fair capital value of the fee-simple thereof”. In plain language this refers to a 

minimum of £8 for every £100, or 8% of the freehold value (capital value) of a land 

parcel. What this meant was that any land with improvements on it was valued a great 

deal higher than land of a neighbour who had nothing done to it. Simply stated, it 

placed more of the rates burden on those who expended money on constructing 

improvements such as houses and allowed land speculators to pay virtually nothing. 

The Valuation Act of 1887 introduced the change in what determined an 

“annual value” which was before this Act the average yearly rent, and after, two – 

thirds of the average yearly rent. This meant a sharp reduction in annual rateable value 

for 1888. Further land sales, and large local inflationary rises in rents which were partly 

driven by increasing population but also possibly to help pay for allotment filling, soon 

increased the totals. Since all allotments had to be raised to a required level in the CBD, 

the owners had to pay for it and the only sensible way of doing that was a rent increase. 

It was not merely filling in an allotment, but having to jack up buildings as well on 

those allotments, and was a costly exercise. Given this trend, the reduction in the 

valuations for 39 properties is anomalous and there is a strong possibility that the 

figures given for 1888 in the CMC records are not accurate, especially given that many 

of the columns were not filled in.  

With the introduction of the Valuation and Rating Act of 1890, the land 

valuation was based on unimproved value so that development would no longer be 

discouraged and the burden of rates would be more equally distributed. To do this, the 

minimum unimproved value had to be raised to a more acceptable level by each local 

authority so that infrastructure such as roads leading to it could be paid for though a 

fairer rating system  where an adequate amount of revenue could be raised . The annual 

rental value was used as a baseline, with the maximum and minimum figure in the 

pound fluctuating between 1d and 3d from 1891 to 1903 and with the maximum rate in 

the pound, under the Act, being 3½d. The minimum level was set by the municipality, 

and this level also would fluctuate subject to needs. They had the power to raise it if it 

was sustainable  by the rate payers. With the change to unimproved land the general 

rule of thumb (with the occasional exception to the rule) was that 1d in the pound on 
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capital value (improved land) was equal to 1/- in the pound of annual value (rental 

value).326  The capital value of land was based on the average value of unimproved land 

of the same quality in the same neighbourhood. The annual value was ascertained by 

two thirds of the yearly rent.327 Both sets of reporting formats were used. The 

consequence for the CMC was a slight drop in revenue. Under the old Act the capital 

value of land in 1891328 was £48 2214 with a rates revenue, based on this figure, of £3 

516 using a rate of 1¾d in the pound. 329  In 1892, the new Act then gave Cairns a 

capital value at £38 9715 and a rateable income of £3 248 based on 2d in the pound.  

The peculiarity of the drop in property value after the 1890 Act, as shown by the 

above figures, has a tendency to mask the immediate effectiveness of the Act and can 

only be partly explained by the recession of the 1890s. At the first local bodies 

conferences in Herberton in 1891, it was noted that this drop in revenue also occurred 

in other areas. At that conference, Alderman Smythe stated: 

That it having been found in the practical working of the Valuations and Rating 

Act 1890, the revenues of the various municipalities had been seriously 

diminished…330  

The idea of the Valuation and Rating Act 1890 was to make it a fairer Act, not 

necessarily make more revenue. Though less money did come in initially the rates were 

more evenly distributed.  

The change from improved to unimproved value was experimental and 

Queensland was the second colony in Australia to use this system. South Australia was 

the first in 1884 under the Bray Act, setting the rates at ½ d in the pound. The idea was 

championed by American democrat Henry George whose controversial book Progress 

and Poverty created an uproar in Australia in 1881 when it was first reviewed by 

Catherine Spence. This set the trend for the entrenched polarisation, both for and 

against George, through a number of articles published throughout the Australian 

colonies. The articles stimulated so much interest that Georges’s book was serialised by 
                                                 
326 Queensland Parliamentary Debates, 1890, Vol. LXII, p. 936. 
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the Sydney Daily Telegraph twice weekly in 1883, over a three month period.  The 

concept was, in theory, a method to make the rates base more even across both 

improved and unimproved land, and not allow those who improved their land to be 

penalised. On the other hand it was less fair to owners of unimproved land, as under the 

previous legislation they had paid less for local government services that they did not 

use. However unimproved land gained in market value due to provision of local 

government services, so the owners of such land might be expected to pay something 

towards the cost of those services, even if not actually using them. The 1890 Act also 

brought pastoral and mining leases under a valuation system so that these two types of 

tenure could contribute to the local authority for services.  The penalties for non-

payment, under sections 48, 49 and 50, included the seizure of goods and chattels on 

the property, including standing or lying timber, and their sale at public auction.331  

There were other modifications to valuations practices in the 1880 s. The Local 

Government Act Amendment Act of 1886 allowed for valuations on fully improved 

properties to be worked out at less than the normal minimum rate limit of 8% of capital 

value.332  What this did was to help drop the high level of rates paid on improved land. 

This was reorganised again with the Valuation Act of 1887 which differentiated 

between urban and rural land. This distinction had been made by the Crown Lands Act 

of 1884, described by Harris:  

Under the Crown lands Act of 1884 Town land was all Crown lands proclaimed 

as such by the Governor in Council  and Suburban land was all Crown Lands 

within a distance of two miles in a  straight line from any town lands. All other 

land was defined as Country land. 333  

Tucker describes the changes implemented by the 1887 Act: 

…Town and suburban land was to be assessed on the principle of annual value - 

two-thirds of the estimated annual rent in the case of occupied land, or not less 

                                                 
331 Valuation and Rating Act 1890, 4th December 1890, Supplement to Queensland Government Gazette, 
s. 48-50. 
332 J. D. Tucker 1981, “Local Government in Queensland”, A Report for the Qld Division of Australian 
Institute of Urban Studies, Vol. 1, p. 81.  
333 C. P. Harris 1978, Local Government and Regionalism in Queensland , 1859-1977,  Centre for 
Research on Federal Financial Relations, Australian  National University, Canberra. p.36.  
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than eight percent nor more than ten percent of the fair capital value on 

unimproved or unoccupied land…334 

Urban land was assessed on capital value and rent, and valuations differentiated 

between occupied and unoccupied land.  

In essence, local government valuation was in a constant state of flux between 

1886 and 1890, with new Acts being introduced using a trial and error method to find a 

fair method of valuation for all.335 In 1890 the valuation process stabilised with the 

introduction of the Valuation and Rating Act of that year, which determined practice for 

the CMC for the bulk of its tenure between 1885 and 1903.  This Act was subject to 

some changes in later years but the concept of using unimproved land for valuation 

remained into the 21st century. 336  

The actual valuation process was done by a valuer, who had to convince 

Council of his skills. There were no standard qualifications at that time to become a 

valuer for local government other than being a land auctioneer or someone known to 

the Council and whose judgement was trusted (see page 132).  The Act stated that when 

valuing, similar allotments in the immediate area and street would usually be similar in 

valuation.  The valuer would adjust these according to local conditions such as corner 

positioning, side of the street, distance from the CBD, or position within it.   

Valuation and Rates Notifications under the Valuation and Rating Act 1890. 

Delivery of the valuation and rates notices might seem unimportant but could be 

problematic. If they could not be delivered in cases such as absentee landlords, then a 

fine or other penalty would be forthcoming for non rates payment. Postal services on 

the frontier could also be infrequent in rural areas. Rates notice delivery dates were 

important as they were the baseline for the penalties imposed upon the 

landowner/occupier and set the time frame for an appeal. The 1890 Act improved the 

situation by allowing the local authority to search for the owner more exhaustively eg. 

by finding and contacting the owner’s agent. 

                                                 
334 Tucker “Local Government in Queensland”, p.81. 
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Rateable Land 

 There were six exceptions to land not being rateable in a district under section 

11 of the 1890 Act, which was qualified by section 176 of the same Act: 

1. Crown land which is unoccupied or is used for public purposes. 

2. Land in the occupation of the Crown, or any other person or corporation, which 

is used for public purposes, including land vested in trustees for any agricultural 

or pastoral society for the purposes of a show ground. 

3. Land vested in, or in the occupation of, or held in trust for  the Local Authority; 

4. Commons. 

5. Land used exclusively for public worship, or for public worship and educational 

purposes, or for mechanics’ institutes, schools of arts, schools of mines, public 

schools, libraries or cemeteries.  

6. Land used exclusively for hospitals, lunatic asylums, benevolent asylums or 

orphanages.337  

 All valuations remained in place until a fresh valuation was undertaken.  

The non payment of rates for Crown land was always an issue between local 

and central government and the more land that was taken up by the Crown, the bigger 

the issue was. Crown land was taking up space that could be rated and yet still had 

access to the same facilities such as roads and bridges. Endowments went some way to 

making up for this but after the endowments ceased in 1903 then there was no 

compensation to Local Authorities for not having rates on Crown land.  

 Mining field tenures (which included claims, the very few mining freeholds, 

gold mining leases, homestead leases, and mineral leases – i.e. any land tenure set up 

under a Mining Act) were not rated initially, but were after the 1890 Act. Section 13 of 

the 1890 Act stated that, as for ordinary properties, a valuation was estimated on a fair 

average value of unimproved land of similar quality in the same neighbourhood. It 

included goldfield and mining tenures together with buildings erected on them, but 

without regard to the value of other improvements or metals contained within them. 338  

The valuation was taken on the surface of the ground. Mining leases and claims, 
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whether gold or mineral, were a special case because the value of the unextracted 

mineral would complicate a valuation, whether on improved or unimproved land. An 

unimproved mine would actually be more valuable in a sense because it would still 

have all its ore, yet estimating the amount of that value would be almost impossible. An 

improved mine would have surface plant and workings as part of its valuation, and 

would be in a better position to estimate the value of its ore reserves, but would have 

lost a portion of its ore. It would also be more likely to need the services provided by 

local government, such as roads. So going on the surface area alone was a sensible 

thing to do. 

 The government wanted to deal with mining leases separately as they were 

thought to be a nature “peculiar to themselves”.339  There could not really be a 

workable comparison between gold leases and freehold for valuation purposes. 

Freehold land on a goldfield, such as town lots, could not be used to compare with 

neighbouring mining tenures apart from the very limited freehold mining land left over 

from the Mineral Lands Act, 1882.340  After the passing of the Mineral Land (Sales) Act 

Amendment Act of 1894, mining leases and other tenures specific to mining fields could 

not be freehold.341    

 Under the same section (13) any land within the local authority boundaries held 

for pastoral purposes or classed as a grazing farm under the Crown Lands Act of 1884 

or as an agricultural farm had a value equal to twenty times the annual rent to the 

Crown at the time.342  There was a £30 minimum value, except for separate land parcels 

that were contiguous but owned by the same person, which were classed as one 

parcel.343 In other words, if land parcels were at a distance from each other, the owner 

would have to pay more for rates. An example of this in Cairns was parcels of pastoral 

land in different parts of the municipality leased by James Aching, whose rates bill each 

year was hundreds of pounds. However, this was fair because non-contiguous land 

parcels required separate services such as roads and bridges whereas contiguous land 

parcels used fewer services.   The initial reason for the minimum value was that some 
                                                 
339 Queensland Parliamentary Debates, 1890, Vol. LXII, p. 1025. 
340 Bernays Queensland Politics, p. 364, 371-2. 
341 Ibid., pp. 371-372. 
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343 Valuation and Rating Act 1890, s. 13. 
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land parcels had very low rates to pay each year, as low as 2/6d according to their 

correct valuation.344 This provision prevented collecting trifling amounts which would 

in some cases cost more to collect. Absentee owners of unoccupied land would be a 

case in point.345 Different rates were charged under different local authorities and the 

£30 minimum was a good mean average for all local authorities for a rates base. The 

problem with mean averages is that there will always be exceptions. While it is a fair 

system for most, declining towns that were founded on a gold rush might have found 

the burden too high, Cooktown being one such example. Even with the power to set the 

rates low, due to the minimum value, a local authority might be hindered in its ability to 

lessen that burden. 

Pastoral leases, because often they were very isolated, could be difficult to 

value. The Act catered for this by allowing the local authority to value the property by 

getting the owner to fill out a form as to the annual rent payable to the Crown, the basis 

of leasehold valuations. The Local Authority could send in a valuer to the property to 

value it if the owner/occupier of the lease did not fill out the correct paperwork and 

return it within sixty days of being sent a notice by the local authority. 346 In some 

circumstances, where warranted, it could change the original valuation with “the land 

being valued irrespective of the annual rent”.347 An incorrect return or declaration was 

subject to a maximum £20 fine.348  While all properties in Cairns were accessible in 

some way, some of the roads leading to and from them were often impassable in the 

wet season and some properties had no cleared roads to them at all, especially in West 

Cairns and some parts of Upper Freshwater Creek.  

. Identifying the ratepayer for a property could sometimes be problematic. 

Occupiers of part of a property were responsible for a proportion of the rates according 

to the proportion of the building or land occupied, which was extrapolated from the 

land value as a whole.349 Some allotments in Cairns’ Chinatown had up to eight 

dwellings on them and because of the large number of transients staying in buildings it 
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would have been an almost impossible task to assign a proportional rates payment 

which the Act designated, especially with the language difficulty. If the occupiers did 

not pay the rates then the owners were liable. In high density areas like Chinatown with 

multiple buildings there is no evidence to suggest that rates were not always paid. The 

most likely scenario was that the occupier came to an arrangement with the sub- 

lessees. It is unlikely that CMC would have determined who paid what percentage of 

rates and would deal with the occupier or occupiers, those whose names were on the 

lease.  In other areas of Cairns where the population density was a great deal less, then 

this section under the Act would have been much easier to implement.350 

 In order to carry out valuations, the Act stated (section 15) that a valuer “may be 

hired” and then after the valuation was completed the local authorities had the right to 

make changes to the valuation.351 The power to adjust valuations was given to the local 

authorities to amend extreme valuations when they occurred. One purpose of section 15 

was to encourage local authorities to employ professional valuers. In some instances 

local authorities did not use them. This section improved on a weakness in the 1878 Act 

(sections 177-184) that did not specify the use of a valuer and only stated that the land 

was to be valued. Section 15 of the 1890 Act really did not go far enough in its 

wording. It stated that a local authority “may” employ a valuer rather than “shall” 

which still allowed the local authorities to do their own valuations using eg. estate 

agents.352 Section 16 stated that a valuer giving a “wilfully incorrect valuation” was 

liable to fine not exceeding £20 for each valuation that was deliberately altered, for the 

personal gain of the valuer or another.353 

 The Valuation and Rating Act 1890 created a fairer system of valuation for all 

ratepayers with the introduction of unimproved land values and under this arrangement 

it was effective. This Act prevented land owners who were rated previously on 

improved land from paying the bulk of rates for the municipality while their neighbours 

with unimproved land paid very little for the same services such as road and bridge 

making and maintenance. Both pastoral and mining leases were also valued under this 
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Act because they used local government services that had to be paid for. The Act 

worked well in Cairns, but those who owned pastoral land within the CMC boundaries 

would have had an increase in rates for use of services such as roads, especially in West 

Cairns which was mainly pastoral leases. 

Valuation and Rates Notifications under the Valuation and Rating Act 1890. 

Delivery of the valuation and rates notices might seem unimportant but could 

cause problems. If they could not be delivered in cases such as absentee landlords, then 

a fine or other penalty would be forthcoming for non rates payment. Postal services on 

the frontier could also be infrequent in rural areas. Rates notice delivery dates were 

important as they were the baseline for the penalties imposed upon the 

landowner/occupier and set the time frame for an appeal. The 1890 Act improved the 

situation by allowing the local authority to search for the owner more exhaustively eg. 

by finding and contacting the owner’s agent. 

Appeals against Valuations 

 Just as today, an appeal against a valuation was generally made if a 

property was about to be sold and the valuation was not perceived to be high enough; 

then an appeal could be made to raise it. Alternatively, higher valuations were appealed 

because they meant higher rates.  Valuations were often challenged in Cairns.  

 The highest rate of appeals in Cairns occurred in June 1891, when 147 appeals 

out of 2 300 valuations were lodged when the effect of the 1890 Act was felt. The 

majority were unsuccessful.354 Most of these appellants were multiple section owners in 

a wide cross section of landowners within the CMC area. When this is compared with 

the appeals in 1886, in which seventy-five were lodged with forty successful, it 

indicates that speculators in 1891 were the ones who were appealing, as they had the 

most to lose under the 1890 Act.355 The sudden increase in appeals was because those 

who owned land and had not improved on it, or it was not contiguous prior to the 1890 

Act, had higher valuations, which resulted in more rates paid.  
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Section 19 in the 1890 Act stated that any appeal against valuations was through 

the nearest Court of Petty Sessions within 28 days after receipt of a valuation notice. 356   

This corrected a problem in the previous Act, that the appeal had to be made within a 

month, but if the notice was received at the end of the month then the appellant would 

have no real time to organise an appeal.357  Under the 1878 Act, the appeal could be in 

any standard Court of Petty Sessions but under the Act of 1890, section 21, the appeal 

had to be part of a court in session for the purposes of appeals only. The idea behind 

this amendment was to give the Justices time to familiarise themselves with the 

valuation procedure and in effect become a specialist court. This was the basis for the 

land and valuations courts of today.  

One of the major restrictions on the justices of section 185 of the 1878 Act was 

that the basis for rejection or acceptance of an appeal was “on the ground of 

incorrectness”.358  This eliminated circumstances that might have had a bearing on the 

value but had nothing to do with incorrectness. In the 1890 Act, section 22-23, the 

appeal was placed under section 226 of the Justice Act of 1886 which allowed for wider 

terms of reference such as the inclusion of liability to be considered as part of the 

proceedings. Section 22 of the 1890 Act states: 

…And the Justices shall hear and determine the question accordingly, and make 

such order on the application as they think fit. Any such order may be varied 

upon a subsequent application by either party if the facts in the meantime have 

been altered.359 

Any further appeal, under section 23 of the 1890 Act, against the decision of the 

justices could be taken to the Supreme Court.360 While this was similar to the 1879 Act 

the difference was that an appellant did not need security to do so under the 1890 Act.  

This was a very fair alteration and allowed an appeal to a higher court regardless of the 

financial situation of the appellant.   

Raising the rate was the way the CMC could circumvent the effect of some 

Appeal Court decisions in favour of the appellants, though this would only work if 
                                                 
356 Valuation and Rating Act 1890, s. 19. 
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there was an overall low valuation and would not be feasible against individual 

valuation appeals. Robert Sturt, a valuer frequently employed by the CMC, caused 

more problems than other valuers due to his consistently low valuations. An example of 

this was in 1891 when Sturt valued an allotment at £150 when it was worth £300, with 

Sturt admitting his valuation error.361 In 1894 Sturt’s valuations were so low that a 30% 

loss in CMC revenue was apparent. The CMC got around the problem by raising the 

rates.362 Why Sturt was employed as a CMC valuer when so many errors were made is 

an open question.  

The 1890 Act under section 24 allowed for Justices to adjudicate if they were 

ratepayers in the district and this would not be deemed to be a disqualification unless 

they themselves were also appealing in that year.363  This was not in the 1878 Act and 

the reason for its insertion in the 1890 Act could only have been to prevent a verdict of 

a court being rendered invalid or the possible conflict of interest being held grounds for 

an appeal. The same principle in this section was also extrapolated to the Judges of the 

Supreme Court as well when they adjudicated valuation appeals.  

Powers of Valuers 

Under the Act of 1878 (section 182) the valuer had the power to enter premises 

at a reasonable hour and ask questions pertaining to the valuation.364  Sections 25 and 

26 of the 1890 Act were almost identical except that the fine for refusing to answer 

questions was raised from £10 in 1878 to £20 in 1890.365 This power was needed in 

some instances to determine the number and names of occupiers for the valuations and 

rates books as well as to gain a proper appreciation of the value of a property.  There 

are no indications that CMC valuers had any difficulty accessing properties. Possibly 

the large number of absentee landlords may have been a factor that contributed to a 

smoother access to properties by valuers.  

Rates 

The purpose of valuation is to determine the rates that can be charged to a 

property. The wording in the Act designated two kinds of rates: General, and special. 
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Special rates can also come under the heading of ‘separate rates’ and there is often 

confusion as to whether they should be classed together or kept separate, producing 

three levels of rates. For the purposes of this thesis they will be considered separate so 

the three rates types will be examined. The first was general rates which paid for 

general services and the local authority’s administration costs. The second was separate 

rates, which were really general rates but were declared over subdivisions of the 

municipality, so that each subdivision could pay a different level of rates. The third was 

special rates to pay for special projects within a part or the whole of a district. All types 

of rates when totalled could not exceed the maximum rating level as laid out under the 

Act. All rates had to be recorded in a rates book so that they could be viewed by the 

general public. 

The CMC consisted of the CDB’s old Subdivision One and used the existing 

valuations during its first six months (May to December of 1885), until it had a chance 

to do its own valuations and set the rates values for 1886. This gave the CMC time to 

ascertain a suitable rate through contacts with the local community.  Had it not had the 

CDB precedent, under the 1878 Act, section 187, the new municipality would have had 

to levy a minimum rate of 6d in the pound of annual value within four months of its 

inception. This changed with Section 32 of the 1890 Act which stated when the local 

authorities were formed, a general rates level was imposed (not less than the minimum 

requirement) within six months of that start date.366  The extended time frame under the 

1890 Act was to allow a proper valuation before the rate was levied, implying that the 

four month time frame was not enough for a full valuation and attendant appeals. For a 

local government in the wet tropics, this was particularly needed as valuers wouldn’t be 

able to work over a wet season. The exception to this rule was when a newly 

established local authority had enough funds in its account to cover all expenses for that 

year and no rate needed to be made.367  A complementary clause was section 64 of the 

1890 Act, when any land that came under a different local authority due to a boundary 

change continued to be charged the old rates until a fresh evaluation was completed.368   
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Limit on Rates.  

The central government had a maximum limit on rates which could be levied by 

local government. This severely restricted revenue raising. Section 29 of the 1890 Act 

stated the limit on all general rates, which did not exceed those specified in the 1878 

Act of 2d in the pound and in the case of Divisional Boards, 3d in the pound.  Section 

29 is confusing, for this original figure was on improved land and the same amount in 

this Act was transferred to unimproved land.369 Even if the rate limit was high it was 

doubtful that any local authority would have gone to the maximum figure as the 

political survival of its elected officers would  have depended on a reasonable level 

being fixed.370 A certain amount of flexibility was possible between the maximum and 

minimum levels but it is clear that the colonial government did not trust local 

governments to be reasonable beyond those limits.  The CMC charged a general rate of 

1¾ d in the pound in 1891, raising it after the 1890 Act to 3d in the pound, in 1902. The 

CMC would fluctuate between 1 and 2d below the maximum general rate allowed.   

Section 30 of the 1890 Act stated that any local authority had a general 

minimum rate of ½d in the pound of the value of all the rateable land in the district for 

General rates.371 If the rate was too low then the district would have to apply the 

following year to increase it because of the corresponding reduction in the endowment 

figures which were based on rates charged.372  

There was also a maximum limit on special rates. Special rates were levied on 

areas benefited by certain works, such as sewerage, drainage, reticulated water supplies, 

and services for streets such as watering, cleansing and street lighting, and could be 

applied  to either the whole or a part of a district.373 Special rates could also be separate 

rates if applied to the whole of a subdivision. An interesting exception to the normal 

rating procedures was the special rate for reticulated water supplies, which was based 

on the area potentially benefited by that supply i.e. within a specified distance of a 

water main. Special water rates, under section 40 of the 1890 Act, were applied to 

allotments within 300 feet of the middle of the street or road which had water mains 
                                                 
369 Valuation and Rating Act 1890, s. 29. 
370 Ibid. 
371 Ibid., s. 30. 
372 Ibid., s. 29-36. 
373 Queensland Parliamentary Debates, 1890, Vol. LXII, p. 977. 
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laid down, whether connected or not.374   Like general rates, there was a cap on special 

rates, in this case 1d in the pound as specified in section 41.375  The use of special rates 

by local authorities had always been treated with some caution by Parliamentarians. 

The Parliamentary Debates make it clear that they feared that without any limit to 

special rates the local authorities in some cases might exceed the rate limit and cause 

additional financial hardship to the ratepayers. This seems extraordinary, given that the 

whole purpose of local government was local taxation for local works which the 

Queensland Parliament was unwilling to fund itself.  The erratic reporting procedure of 

the CMC makes it impossible to determine of the rates struck how much was special 

and general. By 1902 this started to change, with a loan rate of  ½d in the pound and a 

health rate of ¼d in the pound recorded.  

The problem with rate limits was that they were rigidly enforced and therefore 

the local government’s revenue capacity could not respond to real needs. Special rates 

helped to overcome this inflexibility by allowing special works projects in a district for 

which a ratepayer would pay an additional rate to the general rate. Parliament set the 

limit at what it considered to be a reasonably generous level, believing that no 

municipal council would charge the maximum rate level and still expect to be re-

elected. The CMC knew the overall maximum rate that the business community could 

afford. The council never went anywhere near the maximum rate, due to a common 

sense approach.  It still gave the CMC the flexibility to raise the rate to the maximum if 

they needed, but it was flexibility that was never used. Another problem in fixing a 

maximum rate was that a rate of 3d in the pound for one district would be the 

equivalent to 1d in the pound for another due to higher land values in a city as opposed 

to a town. 

 The 1890 Act effectively lowered the minimum rate but also doubled the 

maximum rate which was done to offset dwindling endowments.376  Under the 1878 

Act, endowments equal to the rates raised per annum for the first five years had been 

given to local government. The Local Government Endowment Act of 1890 changed 

this to incrementally reduce endowments due to the economic recession and a self 
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sufficiency policy for local government implemented by the Colonial Government.377 

During the second reading of the Bill for this Act, pressure was placed on the premier 

to reduce the maximum general rate from 3d to 2d in the pound, which was as low as he 

was prepared to go. Sir Horace Tozer, the then Colonial Secretary, was very much 

aware of the problems potentially created by the government when it reduced 

endowments and established a new maximum-minimum rating system. He stated that 

he did not want local authorities complaining that the government took away 

endowments and did not give sufficient power to rate.378 Simply put, Tozer relied on 

the common sense of the local authorities to work out a reasonable rate without 

overtaxing the ratepayers in the districts.  

Rating and Subdivisions 

As noted earlier, subdivisions are geographically defined voter areas divided up 

within a local government electorate.  Their purpose was to establish clear cut divisions 

so that money raised in that subdivision was spent on that subdivision.  

Dealing with rating in subdivisions of districts was also problematic, as section 

31 of the 1890 Act meant rates could vary from one subdivision to the next. A 

weakness was the fact that a subdivision could contain both urban and pastoral land 

which created an imbalance in rates. It was imbalances like this that encouraged 

Parliament to consider the use of town, urban and country subdivisions rather than just 

municipalities and divisional boards for small developing towns like Cairns. Under 

such a system, subdivisions differing according to land use would have brought about 

three general rates instead of two. The issue was brought up in Parliament in the 

debates leading up to the passing of the 1890 Bill, but was never implemented.379  The 

system as it existed could be unfair as poorer subdivisions would end up with fewer 

services, with no cross-subsidisation. However the CMC avoided this trap by ordering 

its finances differently. The CMC initially recorded works expenditure by each street or 

road in the cash books, rather than by separate divisions. That way the money could go 

where it was needed and the accounts system for each subdivision within the CMC 
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would appear in order. By 1900 subdivisions were used by the CMC but records of 

these divisions do not to exist as to their start date and designated areas.  

Separate accounts were kept for each subdivision for all moneys received by 

way of rates and also for endowment, according to section 34 of the 1890 Act.380  The 

idea was to allow for proportionate endowment to go into the relevant accounts. It was 

essentially a good mechanism for accounting but it did have problems. One example of  

this is that this system could become complex when one subdivision in credit borrowed 

from one that was in debit. In small municipalities where homestead selectors were in a 

different division to the central part of the town, one subdivision could end up 

supporting other subdivisions due to a smaller rates base in the latter. It was a system 

that had to work on both a practical and fiscal level and needed skilful handling by a 

good accounts team.  The key to it being successful in Cairns was the flexible 

application of separate and special rates for each division.381  

The CMC did not have subdivisions recorded in any accounts statement until 

after 1900. This is curious as the number of councillors in a municipality was usually 

related to the number of subdivisions. There is virtually no information on this in 

existing CMC records and it is an area that needs further research.  

Special Rates 

Special rates are rates raised for a particular purpose. The local authorities also 

had to keep separate accounts for special rates (as well as the consequent endowments) 

under section 42 of the Act. This necessitated a system to keep track of the finances and 

make sure the money was spent for the purposes that the rates were levied for.382 This 

was identical to section 189 of the 1878 Act. The purpose of this section was to allow 

for greater transparency in the accounting system of local government. However it 

hampered flexibility, as it did not always allow for the free flow of money between 

subdivisions to fix a particular problem that needed greater resources than an individual 

subdivision could produce. What local government generally did was increase the rates 

in a subdivision according to needs identified. This sometimes resulted in protests and 

                                                 
380 Valuation and Rating Act 1890, No. 24, p.1157. 
381 Queensland Parliamentary Debates, 1890, Vol. LXII, pp. 1009-1010. 
382 Valuation and Rating Act 1890, s. 42. 
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ratepayers seceding from the districts they were in.383  The CMC only recorded general 

rates and not special or separate rates preferring to have an overall cost to each work 

project which would be unlikely to be analysed retrospectively.  

Under section 36 of the 1890 Act, rates could be made for limited 

periods, which could be varied.384 These usually applied to construction costs for 

individual projects.  There were also separate rates that were charged perennially. An 

example of these in Cairns was the sanitation rates, which ranged from 7/6 to 12 /- per 

year from 1893.  

 The local authority could levy a special loan rate under section 43, to help pay 

loan instalments on large works (under the Loan Works Act 1880) if sufficient finance 

was not available. The rate levied under section 44 was for the district as a whole or 

that part of a district which gained from the loan.  The Treasurer had the power to force 

local authorities to levy such a rate if they refused. 385  As mentioned on page 132, 

previously, a special loan rate was put in place by the CMC by 1899 at ½d in the pound 

to cover a variety of loans. There are some indications that this was likely a standard 

rate, but the loan rates percentage do not appear in the CMC accounts books and only 

appeared in the newspapers columns, and their accuracy is therefore indeterminable. 

Rate Books. 

 The local authority had to record rates and details of rateable properties in rate 

books, which were as important as the minutes. The CMC recorded its rates revenue in 

accounts books, under general rates, along with all costs incurred within its boundary 

such as sewerage, sanitation and loan interest, which would not normally be classed 

under general rates.   Instructions at the start of the rate book clearly indicate that the 

rate books were to be part of, and had to be considered with, the valuation books. There 

was simply not enough space to have all the records in one book. A dual system also 

allowed for more than one set of records to be worked on at the same time, if needed. 

So both sets of books should have had corresponding records. In the Cairns Municipal 

Council for example the rate books consisted of columns of numbers, names and 

                                                 
383 Doug Tucker  1995, “ The Invisible Transformation of Local Government in Queensland”, 
Queensland Review, Vol.2, No.1. p.68. 
384 Valuation and Rating Act 1890,  s. 36. Subject to the provision of General rates being made annually. 
385 Valuation and Rating Act 1890, s. 44. 
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amounts which were supposed to match the columns in the valuation books. In some 

cases this did not actually happen. The problem was that no names or amounts were 

attached to individual allotments. A name would appear several times under different 

numbers and from that a total would be added up to what the owner or occupier paid in 

rates each year. It appears that in some instances the instructions for keeping rate books 

were ignored.386   

Rate books belonging to small local authorities tended to be hand written while 

larger local governments had theirs printed. Printed books were less likely to be prone 

to error than written. Under section 45, all rate books from a local authority had to be 

signed off by at least three elected members, at the conclusion of the rating year, and 

before the start of a local authority election. This was done so that so the figures could 

not be altered retrospectively to allow illegal voting by non-rate payers, who could have 

their status altered to appear as an up to date ratepayer either as an owner or 

occupier.387 The voter list was not made out in some local authorities until there was a 

contested election, when the rate books were used a reference as to who paid what and 

when.388 Under the 1878 Act, the Revision Courts were used to solve the problem as to 

whose name should have been on the lists for voter eligibility, though this did not occur 

under the Divisional Board Act 1879. The use of the rate books for both municipalities 

and divisional boards to draw up voter lists was a lot easier than holding Revision 

Courts each year.389  Amendments were made under section 46 to the rate books “from 

time to time” in adjusting the names of both old and new owners and occupiers when 

needed. 390    

 The accounts and rates book of the CMC were not as accurate as they could 

have been and existing CMC accounts books indicate large sections not filled in, even 

though the books were signed off by the various mayors at the end of each financial 

year. The loan rates that appeared in newspapers were spasmodically given, and where 

the information came from has not been resolved as they do not appear in existing 

CMC records.  The change in reporting format  by the CMC may have helped to hide 
                                                 
386  Valuation and Rating Act 1890, s. 45-46. 
387 Queensland Parliamentary Debates, 1890, LXII, p. 1018. 
388 Ibid. 
389 Ibid. 
390 Valuation and Rating Act 1890, s. 46. 
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some of the figures. Sloppy accounting procedures within the CMC would have 

accounted for a great deal of these omissions rather than deliberate misrepresentation. 

The change in reporting format is one that can be viewed with suspicion as the accounts 

books did not alter as a result of it. This was likely a ploy by the CMC to hide figures 

that should normally be reported, such as special rates, outside of the general rates. It is 

more than likely it was done to hide the sloppy accounting. 

Rate Payers. 

Sections 47 and 48 indicated that the occupier had the primary responsibility for 

paying rates, but could then recover them from the owner in lieu of rent unless there 

was a special agreement between owner and occupier indicating otherwise.391  The 

Premier stated that the idea was to make rates easier to collect and failure to pay easier 

to prosecute, given that the occupier was easier to locate than the owner. 392 

Reclaiming unpaid Rates. 

  As noted earlier in Chapter 2, any unpaid rates under this Act 30 days after a 

notice was delivered to the occupier could result in goods and chattels (including 

timber) being seized and sold to recoup the losses under section 49. In order to take 

goods and chattels, bailiffs could only do so by warrant, using the rate book as evidence 

that the rates were not paid as laid down in sections 50 to 52 of the 1890 Act.393  The 

premier stated that the main purpose of this provision was as a threat, with the potential 

to follow through using a warrant if the rates were not paid in the allotted time frame.394  

This section improved on the Divisional Board Act 1879, which had allowed only 

seizure of timber on the property in lieu of rates owed. In reality, if the timber was only 

fit for firewood the bailiff would do the non-ratepayer the favour of clearing the land.395 

Section 49 still allowed for cut timber to be seized for non payment of rates, but this did 

not fix the earlier problems. In some instances the value of the timber would fetch 

many times the value of money owed and in other instances it would not pay for the 

                                                 
391 Valuation and Rating Act 1890, s. 47-48. 
392 Queensland Parliamentary Debates, 1890, LXII, pp. 1018-1019. 
393 Valuation and Rating Act 1890, s. 49-52. 
394 Queensland Parliamentary Debates, 1890, Vol. LXII, p. 1019. 
395 Ibid., p. 1018. 
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advertisement of the auction to sell it.396 There is no indication of the CMC having 

access problems to property to recover such timber.  

 Section 56 of the 1890 Act was an improvement in that the local authorities had 

the power to take possession of unoccupied land and lease it out, if back rates had not 

been paid for four years.397 In situations like this, under section 57, the possession could 

only take place when three months’ prior notice was given.398 If an owner could not be 

found a notice was affixed to the property and generally advertised in a newspaper, 

both local and in one or more cities. If no response was received then the lease went 

ahead. Leases were for 14 year periods, a length of time necessary to attract tenants. 

Section 57 allowed for the land to be returned, if the back rates and 5% interest per year 

were paid, when any lessee would then become the tenant of the owner. Taking 

possession of land was something the CMC avoided at all costs, mainly because of the 

resulting legal costs. There is no evidence of seizing land occurring under the CMC. 

Under sections 60 to 62, any land taken into possession by the local authority 

was to be handed back to the original lessee upon payment of outstanding rates and 

additional expenses owed to the local authority if done within a 30 year period, which 

allowed for two 14 year leases on the land.399  If the land was released back to the 

owner within the 30 year period then all moneys over the original amount of rates due 

to the local authority were given to the original lessee.400 However if rates were not 

paid within those 30 years, the land became the property of the local authority. This 

was a section the CMC never had to invoke.  

If a rate payer left a selection before a full year was up then that rate was only 

liable for the proportion of time spent there.401 This may have meant chasing up more 

than one ratepayer in any year, adding to the expense and trouble of the process.  

The owner of any rateable land that was subdivided in a district was required to give 

notice to the local authority under section 63 of the names and addresses of the 

                                                 
396 Queensland Parliamentary Debates, 1890, Vol. LXII,, p. 921. 
397 Valuation and Rating Act 1890, s. 56. 
398 Ibid., s. 57.  
399 Valuation and Rating Act 1890, s. 60-62.  
400 Ibid.,s. 62. 
401 Ibid.,s. 53. 
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purchasers. 402 The CMC had a policy of writing to the land owners, or finding out the 

names of the land owners and their addresses, to obtain the rates owed by absentee 

owners. In the end it was mildly successful in obtaining rates owed, but the time frame 

between rates owed and paid could be some years.  

In summary, the concept of using rates or property tax to finance local 

government was fair because property owners or occupiers benefited most from the 

type of services provided by local government. The Acts governing rating allowed for a 

local Authority to judge a suitable rate in the pound, within the parameters set by the 

colonial government. This was the principal source of finances to provide essential 

services within the district governed by the local authority. The three levels of rates, 

general, separate and special were categorised according to purpose and area rated, with 

the bulk of the general rates going into making and maintaining roads and bridges, an 

absolute necessity for the whole area. 

The Valuation and Rating Act of 1890 produced a system of rates payments 

based on unimproved land. The previous system, based on the value of improved land, 

was seen as penalising those who made those improvements at a time when the colonial 

government was anxious to encourage development. It added slightly to the burden 

carried by those owning unimproved land, who paid more for services they weren’t 

using, but these services also increased the market value of their properties. It could be 

considered a reasonable compromise within the parameters of government policy. 

This 1890 Act was designed to be a fairer one and not necessarily one to bring 

in more revenue. In Cairns, the value of land and revenue dropped dramatically and 

with an increased rate by a farthing in the pound when compared to the old Act. 

Overall, this Act was not a popular one with local authorities though the world 

recession made it impossible for the Act to be judged on its merit. The lower revenues 

of the CMC during this time resulted in more borrowing and more debt. There was 

simply no other choice for the CMC, as services and infrastructure had to be developed 

and kept in good working order.      

 The rating system overall, tended to favour larger centres. Cairns suffered due 

to its small population and limited rates base. The general rule of thumb was the greater 

                                                 
402 Valuation and Rating Act 1890, s. 63. 
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the population then the larger the rates base, and the greater likelihood for more self 

sufficiency in developing essential services.   

Financial operations of the CMC: other factors 

While the various Acts provided a broad framework which both enabled and hindered 

the CMC’s financial workings, there were other factors affecting its ability to raise 

funds which can only be elucidated by a closer look at those operations. They included 

the methods used by valuers; the reasons why actual revenue raised by rates did not 

match expectations; and the role of loans and overdrafts, endowments, and tolls.  

Valuations in Cairns  

Clearly, the methods used by the valuers would affect the CMC’s income, and a 

detailed analysis is necessary to uncover these. However so would economic 

conditions. The 1880s was a boom period in the North, and once assured of its railway, 

Cairns also benefited from this boom. The 1888 period with its now valuation is most 

likely to have due to the major dispute over allotment levels with the CMC and its 

antagonists and the uncertainty of what levels to fill them to, if they needed filling (see 

pp.179-182).   

Annual Rateable Value        Number of Rateable Properties 

1885 £23 069            1 115 

1886 £42 007            1 305 

1887 £46 643            1 502 

1888 £42 890            2 201 

1889 £47 897            2 162 

1890 £48 423            2 244403 
Table 2. Annual rental value of properties on improved land valuations.  

With the introduction of the 1890s Valuation Act in 1891, some allotments with 

improvements such as buildings in the central business district dropped in the next 

valuation, which meant a significant reduction in rates. However the severe 1890s 

depression also devalued property, and both acted to push down valuations as the 

figures below indicate: 404 

 

                                                 
403 Queensland State Archives, 4646/1/1, 4646/1/2, 2646/1/3. 
404 Cairns Argus, 13 March 1895. 
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Year   £ Property Value    

1890     507 399           

1891     482 212               

1892     389 715                

1893     358 229                

1894     246 454  
Table 3. Capital value of property on improved land 1890-1891, and unimproved land 1892-1894.               

Within the time frame of the CMC, there were no set valuation criteria or 

methodology other than a property should reflect its neighbour’s value.    

One of the few valuation books that have survived from the CMC, and that with the 

most complete details, is the 1893 valuation book.  It reveals something of the valuers’ 

methods. The valuations for 1893 in Cairns’ main town area appear to be affected by 

position on the grid of streets, according to column (east-west) and rank (south- north) 

(see Appendix 2). For columns, the highest valuations were nearest the wharves and sea 

in the east and south-east and got lower the further they were from the sea. The rank 

format had the highest valuations closest to the wharves in the Inlet, and values dropped 

the further north they were. Within this column and rank approach to valuation there 

were a number of variables due to frequency of flooding, proximity to swamps and 

uncleared forests,  road access, natural drainage, sea breezes on the coast thought to 

negate miasma, proximity to reserves, and allotment levels. While there are very few 

individual allotment prices recorded except for sales in newspapers, a system of 

averages was employed on working out allotment valuation groupings which is shown 

in the 1893 valuation book.  This has been compared with individual allotment sale 

prices which accorded fairly closely to those valuations, allowing for dwellings on 

allotments in some cases. While the valuations appeared to be fair overall there were 

some obvious anomalies that defied any explanation other than clerical error. Although 

there is no record of any overall price for sections (i.e. the frontage of a block to any 

one street), there is a strong possibility that there was one and that would account for 

some of the peculiarities of allotment valuation done in a group format. An example of 

this is when valuations of allotments have group prices recorded in the valuation books 
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instead of individual prices, such as was done in 1893.  A breakdown of the 1893 

valuations in the CMC, with possible explanations for these values, is in Appendix 2.  

 In summary, the valuation figures for Cairns from 1885-1890 were based on 

annual rental values up until 1887, and from 1887 to 1890 were based on two thirds of 

the annual rental value. During the first five years of operation, the CMC doubled its 

number of rateable properties and the rateable value of the properties, which indicates a 

healthy development of the town during that period. However, from 1890 to 1894 the 

property values halved overall. This extreme situation is most likely due to the severe 

economic recession which lasted over a decade. 

 The methodology used for valuations in Cairns during the tenure of the CMC is 

not known. However, analysis of the column and rank format on the town grid indicates 

higher valuation figures on the Esplanade in the east and a lower valuation in the west. 

The south near the port had higher, and the north lower, valuations. Local conditions 

such as drainage, elevation and vegetation cover were also influential.  Intriguingly, 

some allotments within sections were valued in a group and not individually listed 

except on the odd occasion. This suggests that each section had a value attached to it. 

Any group of allotment valuations which seems unusually high compared with 

surrounding valuations is most likely a result of an adjustment figure which can only be 

guessed at, but is probably allowance for size variation, street and corner placement, or 

drainage problems. 

Other factors affecting revenue   

          The revenue of the CMC came from a combination of general rates, special rates, 

endowments and loans, which included overdrafts. Each type of revenue will be 

examined to see how the CMC worked within the legislative and economic framework 

of the time as indicated above, and why it made some of its expenditure decisions. 

Unfortunately some financial information is not available from 1888, 1895, 1896, 1898, 

1899, 1900, 1901, and 1902, but there is still enough available to make a detailed 

analysis of the CMC’s finances.     

General Rates 

 For the first few years after it was incorporated as a municipality the CMC used 

loans and endowments to pay for its running costs until general rates collected, the 
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main source of revenue, reached a level that could support it. The following table looks 

at the amount of general rates received and the amount in arrears, which when 

combined shows the potential income for each year.405 The CMC was gazetted as a 

Borough of Cairns on the 10th May 1885 and it is from that date that the rates were 

calculated. While only three rating figures are available prior to 1891, they were all 1/- 

in the pound for the years 1887, 1888 and 1891.  It is most likely the general rate was 

the maximum, 1/- in the pound, from 1885 to 1891.406  Following the Valuation Act of 

1890, the rates went from 1/- in the pound to 1¾d in the pound, as explained by the 

Premier: 

…one shilling in the £1 on annual value would be nearly the equivalent to 1d in 

the £1 of capital value. That was the proper basis to go upon. The Bill [1890 

Valuation Act] was framed to give 2d in the £1 on the capital value, and 1s. in 

the pound of annual value…407  

Despite this reassurance rates struck in Cairns from 1891 to 1894 were lower than the 

1890 figure due to the world wide depression.  

        The following table shows the general rates received and in arrears for the CMC 

during its tenure. This was its primary revenue. It also shows that rates in arrears was a 

massive problem:  
 

Table 4.  General half yearly rates received and in arrears 1885-1902.  

Year. Months. Amount Received. Amount in Arrears. 

         £        s.       d £       s.      d 

1885 May –December      304      5        0 370   12       0408 

1886 January-June        65      0        0 298     9       0409      

 July-December   1 670    19        0 718     9       0410 

                                                 
405 The amount in arrears and amounts received each year are effectively running totals. 
406 Cairns Post, 21 April 188. Cairns Post, 25 March 1888. Many of the pages of the Minutes books for 
this period are badly damaged and the newspapers at the time have only recorded 3 rates struck prior to 
1890. The rates book did not always include a rate for the year. 
407 Queensland Parliamentary Debates, 1890, Vol. LXII, p. 938. The capital value was often used as the 
Queensland colonial government’s debt was taken up in stock debentures on the London stock exchange 
with the capital value of the land needed as guarantee price.  
408 Cairns Post. 15 March 1886. 
409 Ibid., 19 August 1886. 
410 Ibid.,17 February 1887. 
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1887 January-June        87      0        0 626     8       0411 

    2 005    14        9 952     6       3412 

1888 January-June      728      8        0   1 296   13      3413 

 July-December   1 382    18        9      Not available 414 

1889 January-June      154      5        9 833   15      3415 

 July-December   2 047      3      10    1 262   16      3416  

1890 January-June      298      8      11    1 201    18     8417 

 July-December   1 993      3        2    1 398      5     4418 

1891            January-June     1 281      9     2419  

            July-December 2 453      5      1½   

1892            January-June 681      3      10    1 556      7     4420 

            July-December 2 826      5      10    1 936    18   10421  

1893            January-June 201    11      8¾    1 535    18     4422 

1894            July-December 

           January-June 

   1 706       7      8 

527       9      8½ 

   2 261      1     4423  

Not available.424 

 

            July-December 1 511     12      2 2 573      6     6425 

1895            January-June 262       1      2¾   Not available. 426 

            July-December 1 919     13    11½ 2 300      3   11427  

1896            January-June 143     12       3    2 128    13     5428 

            July-December 309       0       8   Not available. 

                                                 
411 Cairns Post, 29 October 1887. 
412 Ibid., 13 March 1888. 
413 Ibid., 22 August 1888.  
414 CMC Cash Book, 1888-1897. 
415 Cairns Post, 25 December 1889. 
416 Ibid., 8 October 1890. 
417 Ibid., 12 November 1890. 
418 Cairns Argus, 29 May 1891. 
419 Ibid., 14 August 1891.  
420 Ibid., 19 November 1892. 
421 Ibid., 22 April 1893. 
422 Ibid., 28 October 1893. 
423 Ibid., 18 April 1894. 
424 Ibid., 15 September 1894. 
425 Ibid., 24 April 1895. 
426 CMC Cashbook, 1888-1897, Cairns Historical Society. 
427 Cairns Argus, 11 April 1896.  
428 Ibid., 21 November 1896.  
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1897           January-June 247       1      5½    2 436    16    9429 

           July-December 2 361     18       5    2 923      7  11¾430 

1898           July - December 110       3      7¾   Not available.431  

1899           January-June 268     17       0    1 841      5    6432 

           July-December 1 803     12      8½    Not available.433 

1900           January-June 314      8       2    Not available. 434 

           July-December 1 927     6       1½    2 585    11    1435 

1901           January-June 314      8       2    Not available. 436 

           July-December 191      8       2    Not available. 437 

1902           January-June Not available  

           July-15th November                       3 412    13        4    Not available            

 

During the first eight months of operation, the CMC only collected 45% of the 

rates levied, as many of the landlords were absentees and difficult to contact. As new 

sections were opened the rates base increased. Many of these rates were eventually 

collected but it sometimes it took years to recover them.  From May 1885 until 

December 1886 the nominal rates base of the CMC had increased by almost 400%, but 

with uncollected rates going up 200% from the May-December period of 1885. This 

was most likely due to a recession and many of those land owners occupiers did not 

have the money to pay the CMC. By 1886 a major jump in land valuations had 

occurred due to the beginning (May 1886) of construction for the Cairns to Herberton 

railway.  Collection of rates slowed as the recession was in full swing. By 1889, 33% of 

the rates were in arrears and collection of rates had become a major issue for the CMC.  

This continued until the late 1890s, when nearly 50% of rates were uncollected.  The 

                                                 
429 Cairns Argus, 12 November 1897. 
430 Ibid., 7 July 1898. 
431 CMC Cashbook, 1898-1903, Cairns Historical Society. 
432 Morning Post, 19 September 1899. 
433 CMC Cashbook, 1898-1903. 
434 Ibid. 
435 Morning Post, 28 June 1900.  
436 CMC Cashbook, 1898 -1903. Cairns Historical Society.  
437 Ibid. 
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problem was aggravated by sloppy administration by land agents in not recording the 

names and addresses of those to whom they sold land. The lack of effectiveness by the 

CMC in rates collecting was indicated by continued pressure of local newspapers on the 

CMC to collect unpaid rates, and the failure to do so appears to imply a lack of will to 

proceed. However the limited resources and manpower at the disposal of the CMC may 

have been another reason for not pursuing non-rate payers through judicial channels.  

The legislation was no help because the Council’s powers under the respective 

Acts, as noted above, were limited and the process time-consuming, as well as 

impractical. If economic depression was responsible for non-payment of rates, it was 

unlikely that there would be a large pool of potential tenants anxious to rent the land 

once it had been seized by the council. It was an impossible situation for a small 

council with limited funds. 

Special Rates – Sanitation.   

       Sanitation was the main focus of special rates in Cairns since the beginning of the 

town, yet there was no organised sewage disposal until 7 May 1884 when Cairns was 

still under the CDB.438 As noted earlier, regular newspaper attacks by the Cairns Post 

regarding sanitation became so intense that the CDB was forced to bring in earth 

closets through a CDB by-law, which was the first real effort in sanitation in Cairns.439  

The pan would be emptied into the night cart as it did its rounds (the “single pan” 

system). This was the sanitation system that the CMC inherited from the CDB. 

Sanitation was an issue in Cairns up until a sewerage system was introduced, well after 

the CMC became the Cairns Town Council (CTC) in 1903. Information on the special 

rates, and sanitation in particular, is sparse with records for a number of years not 

indicating any sanitation rates received. From 1885 -1887 sanitation rates were 

recorded but from 1889 until 1899 there is no mention of sanitation rates or the arrears 

figures. All special rates in arrears from 1889 were classed together which also 

included loan rates, and made the special rates arrears impossible to classify by 

purpose. The sanitation rates were for the main part of the town area only.   
 

 
                                                 
438 Cairns Post, 6 March 1884.  
439 Ibid., 18 December 1884. 
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Table 5. Sanitation rates 1885-1899. 
Year Months        Amount Arrears                               

      £     s.     d. £     s.     d. 

1885 May –December              2      8 106     0      0440 

1886 January – June      54    4      6 201    18     6441 

 July-December    168  17      0 229    11     0442 

1887 January – June    187  13      0 185      5     0443 

 July-December   Not available 183    19     0444 

1888 not available   

1889 January – June   Not available  

 July-December       6   10    3445  

1890 January – June   179   14    2446  

 July-December   319     6    4447  

1891 January – June   100     8    5448  

 July-December     21   13    0449  

1892 January – June       3     5    1450  

 July-December     24   12    0451  

1893 January – June       1     9    8452   

 July-December       4     2    0453  

1894           not  available   

                                                 
440 Cairns Post, 15 March 1886. 
441 Ibid., 19 August 1886.  
442 Ibid., 17 February 1887. 
443 Ibid., 29 October 1887. 
444 Ibid., 13 March 1888. 
445 Ibid., 25 December 1889.  
446 Ibid., 8 October 1890. 
447 Ibid., 29 May 1891.  
448 Cairns Argus, 14 August 1891.  
449 Cairns Post, 4 June 1892. 
450 Ibid., 19 November 1892.  
451 Ibid., 22 April 1893.  
452 Cairns Argus, 28 October 1893.  
453 Ibid., 18 April 1894. 
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1895          not available   

1896         January – June       6     9    8454  

         July-December Not available   

1897         January – June     44   18    0455   

         July-December   216     3    6456   

1898         not available   

1899         January – June     46   16  10457    

         July-December Not available   

1900         not available    

1901         not available   

1902         not available   

  

The above table indicates a lack of documentation which means that it is 

impossible to determine the sanitation rate in the pound. Usually, general and special 

rates were paid together and then broken down by the administrative arm of the CMC 

into appropriate categories. That system allowed them to blur accounting figures to suit 

their purpose eg. misleading the government about where revenue was actually being 

spent. There is little doubt that the CMC had a maximum rate in mind which included 

then current sanitation rates, and it was reluctant to charge more.  The CMC could have 

raised the sanitation rates but this would have meant a reduction in the works 

programme (through a general rates reduction) which the CMC did not want. In other 

words there was combined rate level that the CMC would not go beyond and the CMC 

then had to balance its priorities within that limit. The result was that sanitation was 

short changed each year in favour of other priorities, usually transport and drainage. 

There were simply not enough rate payers to pay enough rates to fix all the problems in 

Cairns, and sanitation suffered more than most and was the least effective, in terms of 

objectives of rates raised by the CMC.  

                                                 
454 Cairns Argus, 21 November 1896. 
455 Ibid., 12 November 1897. 
456 Morning Post, 7 July 1898.  
457 Ibid., 19 September 1899. 
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 The amounts received from special rates (which included sanitation rates) were 

not enough to pay the salary for an Inspector of Nuisances, who was in charge of day to 

day sanitation procedures, nor that of the night cart attendant (£158/11/0 in 1886) who 

collected nightsoil from the earth closets.458  In 1887 the sanitation issue reached a flash 

point when the Cairns Post tried to galvanise the public into action (through meetings) 

to force the CMC to find better solutions.459 It was after this that the figures presented 

to the public on rates payments did not include the rates in arrears. The sanitation rate 

arrears had given a clear indication that the bigger the figure was, the less the CMC 

could do about fixing the sanitation problems. However the Cairns Post-led rebellion 

indicates it was clear that the public was no longer willing to accept this excuse and 

might have resulted in a closer look at the sanitation rates, which were too low. 

 Loans and Overdrafts 

 Loans by the CMC came under the Local Work Loans Act, 1880, and were paid 

from, and repaid to, a consolidated fund under the Treasurer. Bernays says of this: 

The Local Works Loans Act, passed by Palmer in 1880, specified a schedule of 

existing loans to local bodies, amounting to £413 991, and brought them under 

the provisions of this new measure. It then proceeded to classify loans for 

specific classes of work, and assigned a term of repayment to each class. In case 

of default in repayment of interest and principal, the Treasurer was empowered 

to levy a rate sufficient to discharge the obligation.460  

The 1880 Act specified six classes of loans available, and each level had a specific loan 

term period under section  6: 461 

1.  Waterworks, wharves, jetties, and other permanent and reproductive 

                  undertakings, if constructed of stone , brick, concrete, or iron, or a            

                  combination of the whole or any of these materials (40 year term). 

2. Permanent works for drainage or sanitary purposes, if constructed of stone,    

                  brick, concrete, or iron, or a combination of the whole or any of these              

       materials (30 year term). 

                                                 
458 Cairns Post, 19 August 1886. 
459 Ibid., 14 April 1887. 
460 Bernays Queensland Politics, p. 397. 
461 Queensland Government Gazette, Loans Works Act 1880, s. 6. 
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3. Tramways, bridges, culverts, fords, and crossings, if constructed of stone,       

      brick, concrete, or iron, or a combination of the whole or any of these              

materials; and permanent works for drainage or sanitary purposes other than 

those herein mentioned (21 year term). 

4. Buildings constructed of stone, brick, concrete or iron, or a combination of 

the whole or any of these materials (14 year term). 

5. Roads properly cleared, drained, graded, and formed not less than half a 

chain wide at formation level, satisfactorily pitched and metalled with hard 

stone, the latter at least six inches thick to a  width of not less than sixteen 

feet; bridges, wharves, jetties, culverts, fords, and buildings substantially  

       constructed of hardwood timber (10 year term). 

6. Roads newly cleared , drained, graded, and formed but not metalled, and all 

“log” or “plank” roads, and other works of temporary character (5 year 

term). 

Repayments for these loans were in half yearly instalments and included an option to 

postpone payments for five years, under section 8.462 There were a number of other 

Acts that changed the loan procedures slightly such as the Local Works Loan Act 

Amendment Act, 1894 under which repayment of the principal could be suspended for 

four years and the repayment terms lengthened.463 The Local Works Loan Act 

Amendment Act, 1899, was largely due to the efforts of the 1896 Royal Commission 

and reduced the interest rates on loans from 5% to 4%.464  

 The following table of loans by the CMC is incomplete. The reporting format 

changed a number of times resulting in individual loans being obscured. One of the 

extraordinary omissions from the published figures was the amount of interest due each 

year on overdrafts, when interest figures for other loans due were included.  The Total 

Liabilities figures are running totals.  None are available from 1901 – 1902. 
Table 6. CMC Loans and Overdrafts 1885-1902.              
Year Months Interest 

Owed 

Loan Owed Purpose 

                                                 
462 Queensland Government Gazette, Loans Works Act 1880, s. 8. 
463 Bernays Queensland Politics, p. 404. 
464 Ibid., pp. 404-405. 
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         £     s.  d.       £       s.    d.  

1885 May-

December 

   405    15   0  Inherited from CDB. 

     723    19   0  Inherited from CDB 

         9       0     8 Overdraft Q.N.B. 

   1 214     16    8 Total Liabilities. 465 

1886 January –June    

       15   14    6    492     19    6 From CDB.    

       16     1    0 1 159     11    2 Overdraft Q.N.B.  

         3     6    7    300       0    0 Council Chambers.  

      940       8    4 Overdraft. 

   3 958     12    7 Total Liabilities.466 

 July-December  10   14   8    300       0    0 From CDB.  

      940       8    4 Overdraft Q.N.B.  

        7   10   0 300       0    0    Council Chambers. 

   4 933       5    7 Total Liabilities.467 

1887 January –June    

        8     2    5 324     14    0     From CDB. 

      940       8    4 Overdraft Q.N.B.  

        7     4    0 288       1    6     Council Chambers. 

   4 356     11  11 Total Liabilities.468 

 July- 

December 

   

      10   15    0 219     18    0     From CDB. 

      506       3    3 Overdraft Q.N.B. 

       7    10    0 276       3    0     Council Chambers. 

   5 000       0    0 Works Loan.469 

                                                 
465 Liabilities and Assets figures were a running total and ended up as the same figure.  
466 Cairns Post, 19 August 1886. 
467 Iboid., 17 February 1887. 
468 Ibid., 29 October 1887. 
469 This loan was for street formation. 
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   10 994     8     2 Total Liabilities.470 

1888 January –June    

         4    2    6 109    19     0     From CDB.   

       309    16     0 Overdraft Q.N.B. 

         6   15   0     236    12     6 Council Chambers.  

     5 000     0     0 Works Loan. 

     8 951   18     0 Total Liabilities.471 

 July –

December 

  Not available. 

1889 January –June    

     4 570    10    5 Overdraft Q.N.B. 

         5   19    6      237    19    0 Council Chambers. 

     115     1    3   4 602    10    0 Works Loan (1). 

     125     0    0   5 000      0    0 Works Loan (2).  

     1 600      0    0 Hap Wah Road Loan. 

   16 369    10    2 Total Liabilities.472 

 July - 

December 

   

     4 739    11    0  Overdraft Q.N.B. 

         6    5     6   224    16    0       Council Chambers. 

     115    1     0  4 393    16    0 Works Loan (1). 

       39  10     0  5 000      0    0 Works Loan (2). 

       32    8     9  1 600      0    0 Hap Wah Road Loan. 

   16 228    18    0  Total Liabilities.473  

1890 January –June    

     7 058      3    5  Overdraft Q.N.B. 

         5     5    6   210    19   1       Council Chambers. 

                                                 
470 Cairns Post, 13 March 1888. 
471 Ibid., 22 August 1888 .  
472 Ibid., 25 December 1889. 
473 Ibid., 8 October 1890. 
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     109   16    0   4 185      2    0    Works Loan (1). 

     125     0    0   4 801      5    0    Works Loan (2). 

       10     0    0   1 536      8    0    Hap Wah Road Loan.                                                           

   19 340      0    5   Total Liabilities.474 

 July – 

December 

   

     4 959     11   0 Overdraft Q.N.B.  

         5     5    6    197      3  10     Council Chambers  

     109   16    0   3 986    17    0 Works Loan (1). 

     125     0    0   4 582      2    6 Works Loan (2). 

       40     0    0   1 472    16    0 Hap Wah Road Loan.                                                                                                               

   16 974      1    0 Total Liabilities.475 

1891 January –June    

     5 932    10    1 Overdraft Q.N.B. 

         4    18   6   193      7    7     Council Chambers 

       99      3   0  3 915    17    5 Works Loan (1) 

     115      1   6  4 512    10    1 Works Loan (2)  

       36    16   6  1 450    10    6 Hap Wah Road Loan.  

   17 182    19  10  Total Liabilities.476 

 July – 

December 

   

     6 380     1     4 Overdraft Q.N.B. 

         4    18   6    189    11    4     Council Chambers. 

       99      3   0   3 845      7  10 Works Loan (1). 

     115    10   6   4 442    17    8 Works Loan (2). 

  36   16   6   1 428      5    0 Hap Wah Road Loan. 

   16 588      0    0 Total Liabilities.477 

                                                 
474 Cairns Post, 12 November 1890.  
475 Ibid., 29 May 1891. 
476 Ibid., 14 August 1891. 
477 Ibid., 4 June 1892.  
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1892 January –June    

     6 730    16    1  Overdraft Q.N.B. 

  4    14   7      189    11    4  Council Chambers. 

  95    12   6   3 771      7    9  Works Loan (1). 

  111    12   0   4 369    15    9  Works Loan (2). 

  35    14   3   1 404    17    3  Hap Wah Road Loan. 

   16 710      1    4  Total Liabilities.478 

 July –  

December 

 
 

 
 

 
 

     5 442      2    4  Overdraft Q.N.B. 

  4     14   7     181     11    0  Council Chambers. 

  95     12   6   3 697      7    8  Works Loan (1). 

  111     12 10   4 296    13  10  Works Loan (2). 

  35     14   3   1 381      9    6  Hap Wah Road Loan. 

   15 246    17    8  Total Liabilities.479 

1893 January –June    

     5 393     0     8  Overdraft Q.N.B. 

   4     10   0     177     17    7  Council Chambers. 

   91     18   5   3 619    13    6  Works Loan (1). 

   107     18   0   4 219    18    0  Works Loan (2). 

   34     11   0   1 350    18    6  Hap Wah Road Loan. 

   15 260      4    0  Total Liabilities.480 

 July –  

December   

 
 

 
 

 
 

     5 011     5   10    Overdraft Q.N.B. 

   4    10   9      173     3     0    Council Chambers. 

   91    18   5   3 541   19     1    Works Loan (1). 

   107    18 10   4 143     3     8    Works Loan (2).  

                                                 
478 Cairns Post, 19 November 1892. 
479 Ibid., 22 April 1893.  
480 Ibid., 28 October 1893. 



 

 156 

   31    11   3   1 332     7     6   Hap Wah Road Loan.                                

   14 453     6     4   Total Liabilities.481 

1894  January –June 

unreadable. 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 July –  

December 

 
 

 
 

 
 

     4 560     3     1  Overdraft Q.N.B.    

     4     8    4      164     6     5  Council Chambers. 

     88     0    9   3 459   16     8  Works Loan (1). 

     104     2    3  4 062   12    0   Works Loan (2). 

     33     6    3   1 280    16    0   Hap Wah Road Loan. 

   14 133    12    8  Total Liabilities.482 

 Change in  

Report  

format. 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

1895 January –June    

     4 967      5    4  Overdraft (1) Q.N.B. 

        326    13    9   Overdraft (2) Q.N.B.  

    230   18     4   8 905    19    4   Government Loans. 

   14 302    14    6  Total Liabilities.483   

 July – 

 December   

 
 

 
 

 
 

     4 259      6    3   Overdraft (1) Q.N.B. 

   not available.   Overdraft (2) Q.N.B. 

   440     5     0   8 805    18    4   Government Loans.   

   13 518    11    7   Total Liabilities.484 

     

                                                 
481 Cairns Argus, 18 April 1894. 
482 Ibid., 15 September 1894. 
483 Ibid., 24 April 1895. 
484 Ibid., 11 April 1896.  
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1896 January –June    

    4 059     19    7   Overdraft (1) Q.N.B. 

       412       6    4   Overdraft (2) Q.N.B. 

     220    0     6  8 805    18    4   Government Loans. 

   13 498    11    9   Total Liabilities.
485

 

 July –  

December 

 
not 

available. 

 
 

 
 

1897 January –June    

     3 092      6    3   Overdraft (1) Q.N.B. 

     1 165      0    2   Overdraft (2) Q.N.B. 

    290     3     6   8 805    18    4   Government Loans. 

   13 229    13    4     Total Liabilities.486 

 July – 

December   

 
 

 
 

 
 

    2 243      8     0 Overdraft (1) Q.N.B. 

       491      4   11 Overdraft (2) Q.N.B. 

    220     2     6 8 805    18    4   Government Loans. 

   11 873     9     8   Total Liabilities.487 

1898 January –June    

     3 343     3     0  Overdraft (1) Q.N.B. 

     3 907     4     8  Overdraft (2) Q.N.B. 

    220    2      6   8 603   17     7  Government Loans. 

   14 688     0   10  Total Liabilities.488 

 July –  

December 

 
not available 

 
 

 
 

1899 not available       

                                                 
485 Cairns Argus, 21 November 1896. 
486 Ibid., 12 November 1897. 
487 Morning Post, 7 July 1898. 
488 Ibid., 29 November 1901. 
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1900 January – June not available   

 July – 

December   

 
 

 
 

 
 

     2 343     3     3  Overdraft (1) Q.N.B. 

     1 935     0     0  Overdraft (2) Q.N.B.   

   172    1      7   8 603   17     7  Government Loans. 

   13 246     2     9  Total Liabilities.489 

1901 All year  2 343     8     0   Overdraft (1) Q.N.B. 

     3 179     1   10 Overdraft (2) Q.N.B.490 

1902 

 

July – 

November 

 
 

 
 2 343      8     0 

 
  Overdraft (1) Q.N.B. 

    1 926    10     9   Overdraft (2) Q.N.B.491 

    7 303      4     9   Government Loans.492  

1903 January-March  not available. 
 

 
 

 
 

 

As the above table shows, the first loan to the CMC was a de-facto one in the 

form of an overdraft for £1 159/11/2 with the Queensland National Bank (Q.N.B).  The 

CMC also found that once it was gazetted it was already indebted by taking over the 

responsibilities of the town area in the form of an account adjustment from the CDB for 

£405/15/-. In order to pay this, the Treasury gave the CMC a loan for £500.  The CMC 

was further indebted to the sum of £723/19/- for a loan inherited from the CDB that 

was referred to as the “Town Boundary Loan”.493 By December 1885 the CMC had 

decided not to share the Divisional Board hall with the CDB as part of the hall was 

rented out and it became too noisy for CMC meetings.494 As a result of this, a decision 

was made to build council chambers in Abbott Street by raising a £300 loan with the 

                                                 
489 Morning Post, 29 November 1901.. 
490 Ibid., 21 November 1902. These are all the figures available for this year.  
491 Ibid. 
492 Ibid. 
.493 Cairns Post, 10 December 1885. 
494 Ibid., 24 December 1885. 
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Treasury plus £50 for a boundary yard (plant storage facility).495 On 16th December 

1886 the CMC asked for a £20 000 loan which it thought was assured, based on the 

town’s annual rateable value of £23 069 in 1885.496 It was in fact an unrealistic request 

for there was not enough money in the consolidated fund to borrow. The CMC could 

not seem to accept that the consolidated fund was not an unlimited source of funding 

for local government. Since the loan was not forthcoming the CMC asked Charles 

Lumley Hill, former Parliamentary Member for Cook and Sub-inspector of customs, to 

approach Treasury about the loan. The Treasury compromised and offered a £5 000 

loan on the  condition that the CMC specify what it was to be used for and that the loan 

would be used for no other purpose.497 The CMC at first refused the £5 000 and decided 

to try later as it did not want loan finance to be tied to specific projects. Common sense 

prevailed when the CMC realised that it was not going to get any more major loans in 

the short term and the £5 000 loan was accepted.498 This was then placed into two 

accounts, Works (1) and (2) to keep track of the loans and measure them against 

projects. 

 The main arterial route south of Cairns, the Hap Wah Road (now Mulgrave 

Road), needed constant attention as it crossed a swamp and a series of streams and 

creeks. This was the main route to the Mulgrave goldfields and had to be kept open, 

and an additional Treasury loan for £1 600 was given to the CMC for this purpose.499 

Apart from keeping the arterial routes open, loans were needed for the reclamation 

project of raising Cairns’ height above sea level, filling in the swamps, clearing the 

land, and making and maintaining streets and roads which the rates were insufficient to 

pay for, but loans and overdrafts could.  

Overdrafts were a de facto loan and were extremely fluid as to where they could 

be applied, depending on the need.  They could be applied to road maintenance, on a 

single road or applied to a series of them. The loans provided a steady daily cash flow 

to allow the CMC to continue. The issue of the overdraft became very problematic for 

the CMC. The overdraft went from £4 570/10/5 in 1889 to £7 058/ 3/5 approximately 
                                                 
495 Cairns Post, 29 April 1886.  
496 Ibid., 16th December 1886. QSA CMC Minutes 1885-1886, SRS 4646/1/1.   
497Ibid., 3 August 1887, 22 October 1887. 
498 Ibid., 16 February 1889,16 March 1889, 7 September 1887. 
499 Ibid., 16 February 1889. 
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12 months later. Since the CMC could not get the loan it asked for, the overdraft was 

the next best thing to achieve what it wanted. The original limit of  £2 000 placed on 

the overdraft had blown out to three times that amount, yet finances were needed and 

the overdraft appeared to be the only way to obtain them. The Cairns Post editorial of 

19th November 1892 placed the CMC’s debt at £1 600 and demanded that the CMC 

tighten up on borrowing and place more emphasis on rates recovery. By 1895 the loans 

and overdrafts still totalled £13 428 and the CMC was still struggling with its 

repayments. Alderman and former Mayor A. J. Draper gained immediate attention 

when he publicised his scheme for reducing the debt of the CMC by using a double 

account system: 

To give my motion more practical effect it is necessary that the old account in 

the banks be no longer operated upon except by way of reduction caused by the 

payment of arrears in rates, and in its place a new account be called No. 2 

account, through which current business of the Council shall pass. On this 

account a cheque must be drawn on the first of each month equal to the arrears 

collected the previous month, and placed to the credit of the old account. By this 

measure the aldermen at a glance can see the true positions of the Council at any 

given moment.500  

Draper’s proposal was a sound one and with a £900 interest bill to face for 1895, there 

was little choice but to adopt it. A quarter of the rates collected went to pay interest on 

loans and overdrafts in 1895. This was also the year that public account statements of 

the CMC were streamlined to show amounts more collectively than in the previous 

format. It was a subtle way of obscuring figures such as interest rate repayments. 

Draper also proposed stringent cuts to salaries and general costs, leading the Argus to 

comment:  

It may be not usually asked for what purpose are the councillors to be elected, 

and where is the necessity for mayor and aldermen when there is nothing for 

them to do?501    

                                                 
500 Cairns Argus, 10 March 1895. 
501 Ibid., 15 May 1895.  
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By the end of 1896, Draper’s cost cutting proposals were starting to work with £400 of 

debt paid off for that year.  

 The loans and overdrafts for 1898 amounted to £11 873 which was still a high 

figure. By 1899 this figured had ballooned to £14 088/0/10 and by 1900 it had shrunk 

only to £13 200/3/9. This showed that despite the cost cutting measures the CMC was 

still struggling, especially with overdrafts.  

By 1900 boundary alterations saw the CMC lose two thirds of its area to the 

CDB and the BDB, and they took over the debts for those areas.  Specifically, the CDB 

and BDB took over portions of the CMC Government loan of £8 388 spent on that land. 

The CDB took over £781 6s. 9d. of debt, while the BDB took over £304 7s. 8d.502  

In 1902 the CMC pressed the State treasurer for a £10 000 loan which had been 

previously promised.  Yet again the CMC were offered £5 000 as a compromise, due to 

a depleted Treasury, and reluctantly accepted. A deputation consisting of the mayor and 

Alderman Lyons had planned to bring up a £35 000 loan for a reticulated water supply 

with the Treasurer, but realised that the timing was not right.503 The CMC justified its 

capacity to pay off the loan by pointing to likely increases in population and 

shipping.504  It was ambitious for the CMC to propose paying for a loan of that size 

when the combined debt in 1902 was already £14 278/10/ 2.505 In fact it could not have 

paid off a loan that size unless it was low interest and long term, 40 years, and even 

then it would have been quite difficult.  

The inability to get government loans was a constant nemesis of the CMC. The 

CMC failed to realise that they would not get the loans they wanted due partly to their 

proved inability to reduce debt. The rates base was simply not large enough to repay 

large loans and as noted earlier, the money was seldom in the Treasury to give large 

loans. 

 The public reporting system of the CMC’s finances each half year was 

conspicuous by its absence in the late 1890s and early 1900s. This indicated poor 

administration procedure or a desire not to reveal the figures via the newspapers 

                                                 
502 Morning Post, 21 November 1902. 
503 Ibid., 17 October 1899.  
504 Ibid., 24 January 1902.  
505Ibid., 24 January 1902.. 
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because of embarrassment. The CMC was effective in raising the right loan amounts in 

comparison to its revenue, if low interest loans are taken into consideration. Some of 

this was due to the government, which made sure the CMC did not overextend itself 

with debt. By 1902 that debt limit for the CMC had been just about reached.   

Endowments   

As explained previously, endowments were government subsidies given each year to 

Local Authorities and were based on the previous year’s rates. Endowments were not 

earmarked by central government for any specific purpose and the local authorities had 

the flexibility to spend the money where needed. The Local Government Act 1878 

allowed for endowments to be double the previous year’s rates for the first 5 years after 

incorporation.506 Up until 1886, the government’s endowment policy favoured 

Divisional Boards over municipalities at a ratio of over two to one on available funds. 

The Local Government Act Amendment Act 1887 increased the available funds overall 

to municipalities by 40%, but placed a cap on them until 1890, when the figure was 

then at Parliament’s discretion for both municipalities and divisional boards.507 The 

recession of the 1890s brought in the Local Government Endowment Act of 1890 which 

placed the local authorities on notice that the endowments would cease by 1903. The 

endowment reduction was claimed to make local government more self reliant by 

placing more emphasis on obtaining money through rates and loans. Under the new 

arrangements the total amount for all local governments was decided by government 

and then allocated according to rates, with divisional boards and municipalities 

supplied from separate endowment funds. The purpose of endowments was essentially 

to help local authorities as they struggled with financial burdens caused by the need to 

provide infrastructure in newly settled districts. The reduction in endowments ignored 

the fact that this infrastructure burden did not necessarily lessen as closer settlement 

took place.  

 The low endowments for the CMC were a reflection of the low volume of rates 

collected. 

Table 7. CMC Endowment Payments 1885-1901.  

                                                 
506 Local Government Act 1878, s. 234. 
507 Bernays Queensland Politics, p.401. 
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Year   Half Year    Endowments   

      £ s. d.  

1885   May - December   No Endowments given. 

1886   January - June         933       4 0 508 

   July - December   886 2 0 509 

1887   January - June   1 736 0 0 510 

   July - December   1 736 0 0 511 

1888   January - June   2 100 4 9 512 

   No figures available.       

1889   January - June   2 018 6 9 513 

   No figures available.       

1890   January - June   2 201 11 7 514 

   July - December   2 201 11 7 515 

1891   January - June   682 7 0 516 

   July - December   676 19 0 517 

1892   January - June   736 11 7 518 

   July - December   732 12 7 519 

1893   January - June   612 18 4 520 

   July - December   721 18 4 521 

1894   Figures illegible.       

   No figures available.       

                                                 
508 Cairns Post, 19 August 1886. 
509 Ibid., 17 February 1887. 
510 Ibid., 29 October 1887. This figure is given in both half yearly accounts and is a duplication. This is 
the yearly figure not the half yearly one 
511 Cairns Post, 13 March 1888. 
512 Ibid., 22 August 1888.  
513 Ibid., 29 December 1889. 
514 Cairns Post, 7 November 1890. This figure is given in both half yearly accounts and is a duplication. 
This is the yearly figure not the half yearly one. 
515 Cairns Argus, 27 May 1891. 
516 Ibid., 14 August 1891.  
517 Cairns Post, 4 June 1892.  
518 Cairns Post, 19 November 1892.  
519 Ibid., 22 April 1893. 
520 Cairns Argus, 28 October 1893. 
521 Ibid., 18 April 1894. 
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1895   No figures available.       

   July - December   436 1 11 522 

1896   January - June   417 19 3 523 

   No figures available.       

1897   January - June   306 11 10 524 

   July - December   306 11 10 525 

1898   January - December   969 0 0 526 

1899   January - June   405 19 4 527 

   No figures available.       

1900   January - December   579            8 2 528 

1901   January - December   478 19 7 529 

1902   No figures available.       

1903   No figures available.       

 

The endowment figures above indicate that after the first five years, the amounts 

given by the government were hardly adequate as a major cash injection. Endowments 

from the late 1890 s barely reached 10% of the CMC’s liabilities from loans and 

overdrafts. The report of the 1896 Royal Commission into Local Government clearly 

saw the value of the endowment policy and recommended keeping it. The reality was 

however lack of funds in the Treasury to pay it. The end of endowments in 1903 ended 

a policy that should have been extended until at least the end of the first decade of the 

20th century in areas that required them. Regions suffering difficult climatic conditions 

such as the wet tropics placed towns within them at a disadvantage compared to areas 

further south that had more clement weather, for reasons already noted. Endowments 

                                                 
522 Cairns Argus, 11 April 1896. 
523 Ibid., 21 November 1896.  
524 Ibid., 12 November 1897. 
525 Morning Post, 7 July 1898. This figure is duplicated in the second half of the year and it is unlikely 
that it is correct. Rates figures for the second part of the year are not available to contrast it with.  
526 Ibid., 1 February 1899. 
527 Ibid., 19 September 1899. 
528 Ibid., 29 November 1901. 
529 Ibid.  
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were a measure that the Colonial government could have used to redress this inequity 

as it was a more flexible measure than other kinds of finance.  

Tolls 

 Tolls were yet another way of paying for services rather than levying special 

rates. In Cairns there was never a toll road or ferry service run by the CMC. The idea of 

a ferry service was touted in 1888 by Draper, but never eventuated, possibly due to 

local politics. Draper had wanted to transfer his own ferry license to the Lilly Bank 

Ferry Company, which consisted of local landowners who wanted to ship their produce 

across the river and then by road to by-pass the packet boats which charged heavily for 

taking the produce to the wharves in Cairns.530 The concept was rejected when a new 

mayor declared that Draper had no lease to transfer because the licence was never legal. 

The rejection of this scheme by the CMC was more anti-Draper than anti-ferry. If 

implemented it would have increased income for the CMC and was a lost opportunity 

to connect Cairns with the farms north of the Barron River. A ferry of a sort did exist 

across the Barron River in the 1890s in the Stratford area during the tenure of the CMC, 

but this was an individual with a row boat.  A government ferry connected the Cairns - 

Thornborough road at Kamerunga. 

Conclusion 

The main source of revenue for the CMC was a tax on land, general rates and 

special rates, and loans (which included overdrafts) and endowments which were 

obtainable in quantities determined by the rate revenue. Collectively all sources of 

revenue were, in theory, supposed to be enough to develop a town that was built in a 

swamp and a rainforest and subject to severe flooding during wet seasons and high 

tides. The CMC was expected to provide adequate essential services based on the 

general rates returns which were the core components of revenue and on which the 

other major source of regular income, endowments, were based. Instead, it had to rely 

on loans to provide infrastructure. Consequently the loan repayments in some years 

were almost a third of the total revenue. 

The non-payment of general rates was one of the primary reasons that finances 

were in a pitiful state and this was major area in which the CMC was less effective. 

                                                 
530 Cairns Post, 28th September 1889.  
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This had a flow on effect on endowment payments, which the CMC desperately 

needed. The problem of unpaid rates was always a major issue and the arrears expanded 

and contracted with varying councils and clerks over the tenure of the CMC. A great 

deal of the problem of rates recovery was down to sloppy administration procedures, 

but also due to complex process for recovery in the legislation. The CMC preferred not 

to rely very much on prosecution for non payment of rates possibly due to the cost of 

the process.  

The policy change by the Colonial Government expressed through the 1890 

Valuation and Rating Act was designed to encourage development by rating land on 

unimproved values rather than improved. The 1890 Act was designed to produce a 

wider and fairer rates base which produced more revenue. Unfortunately for the CMC, 

the world wide economic recession of the 1890s coincided with the introduction of the 

new Act and dampened its full effect for over a decade with lower valuations, resulting 

in a lower general rates base. The CMC could not compensate for this by raising rates, 

due to the rate limits under the various Acts. 

          Special rates also had a limit imposed by Parliament. The CMC was subjected to 

severe criticism by the newspapers for almost the whole of its tenure over lack of 

adequate sanitation services with the rates collected not being enough to pay for the 

service. While the sanitation rate could have been raised, the CMC was reluctant to do 

so for economic reasons and felt those in Cairns had been rated enough. It appears that 

the CMC decided upon an overall figure for all rates and would not go beyond it, even 

if some of the special rates collected were inadequate for the task. Moneys were then 

diverted from other areas to pay for salaries.  

 Large loans asked for by the CMC were rarely granted. Most of the loans 

amounts asked for were unrealistic, with little hope of the CMC being able to repay 

them. This however meant that the amounts received were inadequate for what was 

needed. The use of the overdraft, a loan by another name, to fund works, resulted in the 

overdraft limit of  £2 000 allowed for under the 1878 Act being ignored in favour of 

continued borrowing which well exceeded the limits of Act. However there appeared to 

be little choice in obtaining funds and there was no other way open to the CMC. This 

reached a climax in the mid 1890s after which A. J. Draper was able to cut superfluous 
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spending, including wages, so that the loans could be repaid. However the development 

of the town needed more funding and loans were still the only way to raise the capital 

needed.  

 Generally, all sources of finance were never enough to allow the CMC to pay 

for all the works needed within the Cairns Municipality. The local government 

legislation of the period of the CMC’s tenure had not adequately catered for the 

particular financial needs of areas such as the wet tropics, which required more funding 

in proportion to southern districts. This was due to constant repair work needed on 

roads and bridges, and the more urgent need for drainage and reclamation due to wet 

season flooding and cyclone surges. What was needed was a priority based funding 

system to municipalities that could have been worked through the endowment 

payments, rather than large loans which the CMC would have great difficulty in 

repaying.  The CMC still managed to pay back loans and produce adequate services, 

though the primary exception to this was the lack of a reticulated water system. By 

1900 the outstanding loans figure was still manageable by thanks to long term 

repayments and low interest rates.    
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Cairns was founded in a swamp. Making a town from this unpromising 

beginning was largely the work of the Municipal Council through its public works 

program, of which the most important was reclamation. The rise of Cairns from a rough 

port in a tropical swamp is one the most remarkable reclamation projects undertaken in 

19th century Australia. The town was slowly built up, with the bulk of the work being in 

the late 1880s and early 1890s. Once the desired level had been achieved then a 

drainage plan was formulated to take the waters from the tropical monsoons, cyclone 

surges and high tides and drain them out to sea. Arterial roads had to be built through 

swamps surrounding the town, and maintained, and these swamps later drained. All of 

this was accomplished on a minimal budget. The CMC used whatever tools it had at its 

disposal to accomplish this, and in the late 19th century these were primitive. Further 

restricted by lack of finance to complete the task, the CMC still managed to accomplish 

a great deal in a short time. The town could not exist in a swamp and remain a 

functioning service port for the mineral, agricultural and timber produce for export 

unless it underwent a transformation through clearing the mangroves and allowing road 

and rail access to one of the best harbours in North Queensland. It also had to be as free 

as possible from tropical diseases for which the swamps were blamed, and had to 

develop a sanitation system, provide clean water supplies, and cope with diseases that 

ranged from malaria to bubonic plague. All of this was accomplished in a wet tropical 

rainforest environment to which Europeans had to adapt with 19th century tools and 

resources.   

Clearing Surveyed Streets of Vegetation and Trees. 

The Cairns area before settlement consisted of a mixture of various forms of 

rainforest, tall grass and assorted sclerophyll and swamp vegetation including ti-trees, 

wattle, gum trees and a large variety of mangroves. Understorey flora was made up of 

shrubs, vines and grasses such as sedges, bladey grass, and couch grass.531  There was 

very little work done on Cairns street clearing between the founding of Cairns in 1876 

and the formation of the CMC in 1885. The only clearing done was what was 
                                                 
531 Environmental Advisory Group, 1970, Report to the Mulgrave Shire Council on Admiralty Island, 
Appendix A, pp. 36-37.  Admiralty Island is in the Cairns Inlet and has much the same timber and 
vegetation Cairns had before it was cleared, around the edge of the mangroves. This report lists the 
species timber and flora present in detail. There is no exact date given on the report though some 
documents contained in it do not date past the mid 1970s.  
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considered essential for traffic to pass (refer to chapter 3, the Cairns Divisional Board). 

The CMC inherited a town with streets full of weeds and trees, with only southern 

Abbott Street, the main street of the business district, being kept reasonably clear.  

By December 1885 the clearing of the surveyed principal streets in the business 

area had begun in earnest. The streets first cleared were reported as being: 

Abbott, Lake, Sachs , Sheridan and McLeod Streets. From the inlet to Minnie, 

Spence, Shields and Aplin Street from the Esplanade. From McLeod, Florence, 

Minnie Streets; and the Esplanade to Minnie Street.532   

This was essentially today’s central business district. It was not until August 1886 that 

the mangroves were cleared from the Esplanade.533 While this allowed the Esplanade to 

be a made street it was also problematic in the sense that the mangroves and trees 

 
Figure 15.  Vines and trees in Southern Abbott Street 1877. Many of the streets looked like this well into 
the 1890 s. Cairns Historical Society.  
 
held the sand together during storm surges. Also, tree stumps had to be removed along 

the Esplanade and Spence Street. By December 1887, the CMC was pushing to get 

more streets cleared and made beyond the central area. A good example of this was the 

push to extend Abbott and Shields Streets as far as the hospital in the north of the town, 

past Upward Street. The CMC decided not to issue a tender for the project and used 

                                                 
532 Cairns Post, 1 October 1885. 
533 Ibid., 5 August 1886.  
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their own staff. The job was given to CMC Overseer Rignold who worked very well 

and cheaply, particularly in tree stump removal, which was an extremely costly 

exercise.534  

  Many of the streets had been cleared of timber in May 1888, but with the timber 

gone, the tropical climate caused a huge growth of grass and weeds over the streets and 

footpaths, growing beyond knee height in a single wet season and becoming dangerous 

as a fire risk in the dry seasons. The CMC had many acres of unweeded streets that cost 

£8 an acre to clear and this became an endless, expensive and time consuming task.535 

  Vegetation on the streets was just one of the problems the CMC faced, as the 

west to east streets, such as Aplin Street, by the end of 1885 were really a series of 

lagoons that emptied out into the sea. Drainage plans had to be incorporated into the 

street works. 536 The main push from August to September 1886, when enough revenue 

was available, was street clearing so that the streets could be properly surveyed for the 

correct levelling.537 Many of the so called main streets were little more than muddy 

tracks and required some fill to give them a firmer foundation. On the western side of 

Lilly Creek, street clearing had not really begun by 1886 other than main arterial routes. 

The CMC decided to work with natural drainage when it cleared the west to east streets 

on the western Lilly Creek border – Aplin, Minnie, Upward, Gatton and Martin 

Streets.538  

The Draining and Filling in of Swamps. 

While street clearing was an immediate necessity, raising street and allotment 

levels was the next major issue confronting the newly formed CMC. The bogs in the 

streets in the CBD were so deep and wide that some streets could not be crossed 

without aid of some sort, which usually was a series of planks across the roads. There 

was no way for pedestrian traffic to travel from the railway station to the Hides Hotel 

on the corner of Shields and Lake Street, some three blocks west, and the business 

district was suffering because of it. A petition was sent to the CMC about the 

                                                 
534 Cairns Post., 7 December 1887, 18 January 1888. 
535 Ibid., 12 May 1888. 
536  Ibid., 21 January 1886. 
537 Ibid., 2 September 1886.  
538  Ibid., 16 September 1886. 
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situation.539 Wharf Street suffered from the same problem at the southern end of town, 

next to the inlet, as ruts in the street had to be regularly filled in with clay, and it was 

partially underwater even during the dry season in mid year.540 The overall problem 

was the high water table of both salt and fresh water in a flood prone area, and the only 

way around it was to raise the street levels and bring in adequate drainage.  The town’s 

highest level was only 18 inches (45.7 cm) above the high water mark and that did not 

inspire confidence in the CMC’s ability to fix the drainage issue. Finance and a solid 

overall reclamation plan were the two things the CMC needed, but did not have, other 

than a broad concept of what was required to be done. Before draining and levelling 

could be started the CMC needed the services of a qualified engineer and tenders were 

issued.541 In order to pay for this a loan for £2 000 was asked for (and later granted) 

from the Colonial government.542  

In May of 1886, Surveyor Thomas Behan’s tender for £400 was accepted by the 

CMC to survey the streets of Cairns in preparation for raising the street levels.543 This 

process also related to draining and angling the streets so that they were formed for the 

correct fall for flow patterns of water during the wet seasons. This ultimately led to a 

flow from west to east towards the Esplanade, and the north to south streets draining 

into the west to east streets, which was the natural drainage of the area before 

settlement.  

By November 1886, Behan had finished his street, footpath and drainage 

surveys. These were approved by J .S. Forbes, District Engineer:  

…I have examined the drawings and have taken check levels of various points , 

and I consider that they have been prepared in a  satisfactory manner , and that 

the levels shown are accurate…The scheme of drainage proposed by Mr. Behan 

seems to me to be the best available in the locality where it is very difficult to 

                                                 
539 Cairns Post, 15 June 1886.  
540 Ibid., 23 July 1886.  
541 Ibid. 
542 Ibid., 1 October 1885.  
543 Ibid., 20 May 1886. The Western Champion, 17 August 1929. Thomas Behan was born in Country 
Clare, Ireland 1860 and died in 1929 in Jericho, Queensland. He obtained a certificate in surveying and 
civil engineering from Queensland Railways where he served his cadetship. Prior to working for the 
CMC he also worked for the CDB and surveyed the Hap Wah/ Mulgrave Road. By the time he worked 
for the CMC, though young in age, he was an experienced surveyor of the Cairns region.  
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obtain a  good fall in the sewers, and it appears to me that the proposed scheme 

has this further advantage –that it is not necessary to construct the whole at 

once, but as the town progresses the work can be continually extended until 

complete…544    

There is no record left of how far north Behan’s plans extended to, except Collinson 

who stated that “He only dealt with Abbott to Aplin Street, and part of Lake  

Street…” 545  

If Collinson is correct, then Behan’s survey was to drain the long swamp, which 

went between Abbott and Lake Street, and stretched for a number of kilometres 

northward. This would have included Spence and Shields Streets and the lower 

southern part of the town near the wharf. Behan was clearly working on a street by 

street drainage plan of one street emptying out into another  in such a way that the flow 

would be directed towards the sea. To do this properly the construction of the street 

falls, especially in the wet season would have been an extremely difficult task. Behan 

worked on a fall angle allowing for two inches (51mm) of water per hour which was 

adequate in normal heavy rainfalls, but not the extreme ones occurring in the wet 

tropics. He suggested this compromise to save money for the CMC.  

The survey was only the first part of the problem. The second phase was to 

build a tramway to the quarry to deliver the fill, and decide the route to be taken. The 

use of a railway was thought to be the best method of fill delivery with the soil coming 

from the nearest hill, Edge Hill, situated three and half miles (5.6 km) north of the 

business area.546  In May 1886 a suggestion was put forward for a temporary tramway 

to be laid up Sheridan Street to the Edge Hill quarry. The idea of the CMC running a 

parallel set of railway tracks to the existing Queensland railways track was nonsensical 

from a cost perspective, and the idea was not acted on.547 It was Forbes who supplied 

the answer in a report to the CMC: 

                                                 
544 Cairns Post, 1 November 1886. This report to the CMC was important for validating Behan’s street 
levels, considering the accuracy of levels which was disputed for years after his original survey.  
545 J. W. Collinson Early Days of Cairns, p.92. 
546 Cairns Post , 6 August 1885.  
547 This did happen under the Cairns Town Council some 25 years later, with the tramway extending as 
far as Grove Street which it turned west to the Railway Reserve where the ballast was unloaded.  
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…the [Queensland] railway will be available for the purposes of bringing 

material for your roads for a long time. I would further suggest that Mr. Behan’s 

proposal to obtain a certain length, say half a mile of Fowler’s portable railway 

and a locomotive be accepted: for, provided that gauge of the line be that of the 

railway, viz., 3 foot 6 inches, it would be very easy to tap the railway at any 

point where it crosses either Aplin, Florence or Minnie Streets, or any streets 

parallel to these. The ballast wagons conveying the material could come down 

the railway and be taken on to the portable  railway at any spot desired , and 

carried to their destination, thus involving no trouble or expense having twice to 

load and unload the material…548  

Both 1886 and the first part of 1887 were years of planning and preparation for the 

reclamation project. In January 1887, Louis Severin won the tender to construct a two 

foot wide tramway link from the corner of Spence and Abbott Street, south along 

Abbott Street to the railway wharf.549  This was horse drawn, and designed to take 

heavy loads of fill over a street that had a muddy bottom and high water table. 

 Thomas Behan was appointed as a part time civil engineer to the CMC, which 

was a type of consultancy position. It is unclear at this point if he still retained his 

position as part time surveyor which was also a consultancy for the CMC, but Behan 

had qualifications both as a surveyor and engineer and was well suited to the job, 

though he was attacked by the Cairns Post  as being inexperienced.550 Behan found 

himself in trouble when as part of his private business he started charging the public for 

alignment maps of the town so that each person who owned property would know to 

what level to fill that property.551 This was based on the information he had worked out 

while working in his capacity for the CMC. The complaints fell on deaf ears as the 

                                                 
548 Cairns Post, 11 November 1886. Gordon Grimwade & Associates, Cairns Herberton  Railway and 
Municipal Tramway, 
http://www.cityofcairns.qld.gov.au/services/botanic_gardens/files/botanic_cultural_heritage_study.pdf, 
accessed 1 January 2008. Gordon Grimwade, in his paper on the Cairns Herberton Railway and 
Municipal Tramway, gets confused as to the route taken by the CMC, by quoting CMC minutes that were 
moved for favouring the route Sheridan Street to the quarry,  but failed to note if they were acted on. No 
definite answer was provided by Grimwade as to what route was taken. What Grimwade  did not  realise 
was that there were two separate time frames of tramway construction and two separate routes taken, 
which essentially were pre -1903 and post - 1903. 
549 Cairns Post, 13 January 1887. 
550 Ibid., 17 February 1886.  
551 Ibid., 3 March 1887. 
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CMC stated Behan was not a permanent officer of the CMC and could charge what he 

wanted.552 The CMC was in the position of having an engineer to do the job and 

certainly did not want a falling out over a few pounds and some questionable ethics.  

Behan proposed a plan to the CMC for the first streets to be raised to the 

required level in February 1887, and suggested that mangrove mud taken from the inlet 

by the government dredge be used as fill for the southern end of Lake Street.553 The low 

cost of mud fill and the closeness of the lower end of Lake Street to the wharves, which 

cut transportation distances down to a minimum, were attractive for the CMC.   

 In April 1887, pressure was placed on Behan by the CMC to start moving on the 

large scale projects as frustration with him began to boil over.554 The Inspector of 

Works also complained that many of his reports to Behan were not answered.555 On 

14th May, Behan was summoned to a special meeting of the CMC to explain his actions 

or failure to act. He blamed the ganger for being incompetent while the ganger accused 

him of contradictory instructions. Behan decided he had had enough and resigned from 

his position as council engineer, giving nine months notice.556 Behan was an ambitious 

individual and did not like to have his authority questioned. 

Pressure on Behan also had come from the Cairns Post editorial on 7th May 

when the drainage issue reached a flash point, demanding that the CMC do something 

about it. Public pressure was rising because it was becoming clear that the elevation of 

the town was not high enough for natural drainage to occur quickly enough. Shop 

keepers were building plank bridges and containment banks across the streets so that 

their customers did not have to wade through mud, water and refuse.557   

 One of the problems that the CMC encountered in street making and drainage 

was that the government reserves at the southern end of the town, near the wharves, 

were in the way of extending the streets south. Since the reserves were not being used 

                                                 
552 Cairns Post, 3 March 1887. 
553 Ibid. 
554 Ibid., 28 April 1887. 
555 Ibid., 28 April 1887, 11 May 1887.   
556 Ibid., 14 May 1887,  28 May 1887.  The term ‘ganger’ is the equivalent of a road foreman. There is a 
sense that there was more to this than what appeared in the council minutes and associated disagreements 
over Behan’s costing of fill appear to be helping to cause the problem. The CMC was also accusing 
Behan of spending more time on his own business than that of the CMC.  
557 Ibid., 7 May 1887. 
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and were mostly swamp they impeded the drainage as well as alternative routes to the 

wharf. A request to allow access to the reserves by the CMC was initially refused by 

the Colonial Secretary.558 This is probably because these included railway reserves. 

Construction on the Cairns to Herberton railway had just begun and the line would need 

to be linked to the port. Due to its distance from Cairns, it is possible that the 

government in Brisbane did not understand the drainage problem in Cairns, or was 

resistant to interference with departmental issues – until the line was built and 

underwent regular flooding. It was not until September 1896 that Queensland Railways 

finally granted permission to extend Sachs and Sheridan Streets through the reserve to 

the Esplanade and give wharf access.559 This allowed the CMC to drain through the 

reserve, with the added benefit of ending flooding of the railway.  

 By November 1887 the CMC had finally realised that the £20 000 loan it had 

applied for (see page 168) was never going to happen and that the best it could do was 

to accept £5 000 from the Treasury. This figure restricted the scale and time frame of 

the reclamation to be carried out. However, buying a mile and a half (2.4 kilometres) of 

portable tramway system at £500 was well within budget. Before this could go ahead 

the CMC had to get the permission of Queensland Railways to link with and use its 

railway tracks. It was proposition which was agreed to.560 

 The original idea for fill was to use mangrove mud or metal, whichever was the 

best for the drainage system. The mayor held meetings with Queensland Railways 

representatives and they agreed to bring in sand from Robb’s sandbank on the northern 

end of the Barron River for the reclamation. The estimated cost of applying the fill 

caused some disagreements in the CMC over whether to just level the middle of the 

road or spread it over the entire road. Commonsense prevailed and they decided to 

cover the entire road. Mangrove mud would be used as a base and then covered with 

ballast. To do this they needed a civil engineer to replace Behan.561  Behan had taken a 

leave of absence for his remaining term until March 1888 so the CMC was without the 

services of an engineer and could not hire another until then. Given this, the 

                                                 
558 Cairns Post, 16 November 1887. 
559 Morning Post, 21 September 1899. 
560 Cairns Post, 19 November 1887.  
561 Ibid. 
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arrangement over leave is somewhat of a puzzle. What is stranger still is that while 

Behan resigned as an officer of the CMC he was back in association with the Council a 

few months later as Alderman Behan. It appears that Behan had friends in the CMC 

who wanted him as part of the decision making process. Without the backing of the 

business community he would never have been elected to the CMC.  

 In late December the CMC appointed Engineer John Gwynneth to take Behan’s 

place, for £300 a year. Behan still had three months to go on his contract as Council 

Civil Engineer and they could not appoint one while the other was still technically 

employed. The CMC decided to pay Behan off with a £25 settlement, so Gwynneth 

could start.562  

 Gwynneth submitted his first report on town levels in March 1888 and 

recommended surface drainage due to the high cost of an underground system. His first 

recommendation was to drain the lagoon surrounding the hospital to the sea nearby by 

culverts or connecting drains, which would then alleviate severe flooding in Lake 

Street, with an option of another drain in Shields Street. This was designed to carry 

surface drainage from Shields Street and the streets between Grove and Shields, and 

take one third of the water drainage in that direction to the inlet. The scheme was an 

ambitious one and gave the CMC an overall plan for alleviating major drainage 

problems.563  

 While the street levels had to be raised so did the allotments, and if this was not 

carried out then stagnant waters would accumulate and cause diseases, a point which 

Gwynneth made in his initial report. He added that the CMC should supply the fill for 

these allotments at fixed prices per yard (0.9 of a metre), which at the time of the report 

had not been worked out.564 

By June 1888, the CMC had built its tramway from the Cairns railway station 

up Shields and Abbott Streets. A line was extended from the railway station to the 

wharves at the southern end of Abbott Street, by Queensland Railways. From that point 

the CMC built an extension to run along the Esplanade. Ballast trains ran on a daily 

                                                 
562 Cairns Post, 24 December 1886. Alderman Wimble led the anti Behan faction at the meeting, a 
position he took previously in May of 1887.  
563 Cairns Post, 3 March 1888. 
564 Ibid.  



 

 179 

basis and moved 120 yards (109.7 cubic metres) of quarry material from Edge Hill. 

This was a considerable amount per day and was restricted by Queensland Railways, 

which only made seven or eight trucks available at a time.  

The raising of the street levels was done most easily along the tramway route. 

The wagons transporting the fill could be tipped out each side of the tracks, which 

allowed a quicker distribution on either side of the street. The same concept would 

apply to lagoons in the streets, which would be filled in after draining, using the same 

efficient method.  

 
Figure 16. Reconstruction of known tramway routes.  

 
Before this could be accomplished, only one part of the street needed to be filled first, 

and that was where the tracks went over.  

In town, the people had their own method of filling up sections to the required 

level when they did not want to pay for the ballast trucks, and that was to go down to 

the Esplanade and take the mangrove mud lying at its base, at no cost to them.565 

                                                 
565 Cairns Post, 23 March 1889. 
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The most labour intensive part of the reclamation work was on the Esplanade, 

opposite the wharves, where 60 men were employed along with eight drays. Another 22 

men worked at the quarry under G. E. Champion on behalf of the contractor, J. D. 

Rudd. By mid 1888 the southern part of Abbott Street had been raised to a point where 

the finishing touch of road metal could be laid.566  

The heavy wet season of 1891 forced a number of people, who had ignored the 

CMC’s directive to fill allotments up to the appropriate level, to comply. Demand was 

so high that a tramway was constructed on the Esplanade to bring mangrove mud to the 

allotments by a contractor named Davidson.567 

 As the pressure to raise allotment levels by the owners became more apparent, 

so did the problems. An open letter dated 23 May 1888 to the Mayor from Cairns 

architect J. T. French, on behalf of contractors James Stewart, David Langridge and 

George McCallum, stated: 

I tendered in accordance with the plans and specifications for the forming of 

your streets. I now find the levels shewn are incorrect, and I have been led 

astray by them. I refer particularly to the levels given in a plan shewing section 

of the Esplanade. The amount shewn thereby is so much in excess of that 

actually required, that I respectfully ask for an investigation to prove the truth or 

otherwise of my statement…568  

This letter started a series of rumours that had to be addressed by the CMC. Three 

points arose from it. The first was that there was no possible way to know if the levels 

were correct or not unless they were re-surveyed. The second was that if the levels were 

proved to be incorrect, the onus was on the CMC to fill in the allotments at its expense. 

The third was that the contract undertaken by Rudd would have to be re-negotiated to a 

lesser amount and that alone would have caused enormous difficulty for the CMC and 

the contractor and his men. On the 22nd of June, French wrote another letter to the CMC 

on behalf of Ready, McCallum, Langridge, Stewart and Lannon: 

I am in receipt of yours today’s date, in which you say ‘If you are still desirous 

of having Mr. Gwynneth’s levels tested.’ In reply I have never questioned Mr. 

                                                 
566 Cairns Post., 23 June 1888. 
567 Cairns Argus, 10 April 1891. 
568 Cairns Post, 27 June 1888. 
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Gwynneth’s levels on the Esplanade or anywhere else. But I do question the 

gentleman’s plans and specifications for the contract now let to J. D. Rudd –the 

lengths of streets, depths of fillings as shewn on the plan to that actually 

required…569 

The repercussions of his letters over the levels plagued the CMC for some years 

afterwards. In order to quell the rumours of incorrect levels, the CMC wrote to the 

Colonial Secretary to ask for an engineer to go over the levels to satisfy public 

opinion.570 French decided to continue with his project, which appears to have become 

a crusade for him, and paid a £25 deposit to the CMC to bring an engineer to Cairns to 

test Gwynneth’s levels.571  

 French was invited to present his case at a CMC meeting but no specific charge 

could be presented by him against Gwynneth. Proof was required that an error was 

made. French tried to wriggle out of the affair by stating that he had only written the 

letters on behalf of others. The CMC stated that they would only bring in another 

engineer if French could produce a specific charge.572 The Cairns Post editorial made a 

scathing attack on French as a ‘know it all’ who was being manipulated by some 

unknown person.573 

 The issue was kept alive by French who attacked the 132 foot (40.2 metres) 

width of the Esplanade and the use of the incorrect metal for the road, which was not of 

the required stone. This time his voice was joined with that of G.W. Monk, a former 

engineer of Queensland Railways.  He maintained that the finished level of Abbott 

Street was 10 inches (25.4 cm) lower than on the original plan.  Monk also stated that:  

…With regard to the Esplanade, I may state that as the surface is not finished it 

is difficult to judge what the finished formation is intended to be, but if the same 

level is to be adopted then for the height of the Esplanade as the project appears 

                                                 
569 Cairns Post,27 June 1888. 
570 Ibid., 4 July 1888.. 
571 Ibid. Jones  Trinity Phoenix, p. 214. Jones points to the figure behind the scenes of this drama as G.W. 
Monk, an engineer, who was egging French on. French as an architect was a professional, and only 
would have acted as did was if he was advised by another professional equal to that Gwynneth, and 
Monk certainly fitted the bill.  
572 Cairns Post, 7 July 1888. 
573 Ibid. 
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at the lower end of Abbott Street, then there will be a difference of depth of 

filling of 2 feet for the whole of the 8 chains of the Esplanade…574  

Monk had provided the CMC with specific errors according to his calculations. 

Although this was the first time Monk’s name was linked with French publicly, it is a 

small step to realise that his was the hand guiding French’s public criticisms. The entire 

thing was minefield for the CMC. 

 In order to solve the problem once and for all the CMC approached Willoughby 

Hannam, Chief Engineer in charge of surveys of the Northern and Central Division for 

Queensland Railways Department, to recommend an impartial engineer to check 

Gwynneth’s levels. Hannam suggested E. Claydon, a young engineer who checked the 

levels and found the charges against Gwynneth were unfounded. Some suspicion 

should be entertained for that result as Claydon was a former employee of Gwynneth. 

The positive result saved the CMC a great deal of expense.575 The problem of obtaining 

the services of competent engineers was a universal one. Generally people coped any 

way they could, with whomever was available, especially in small isolated frontier 

ports such as Cairns. The best available source of suitable people in Queensland was 

Government departments such as Queensland Railways and there was usually a heavy 

demand for their services, resulting in major delays to construction projects. Politics 

sometimes meant that opposing experts would be hired, such as current and former 

Railways engineers.  

To add to the woes of the CMC in September, the Esplanade reclamation 

project undertaken by Rudd, apparently well ahead of schedule, suddenly ground to a 

halt. It was found that Rudd had not paid his workers and was insolvent.576 The CMC 

decided that it could not wait for a new contract be tendered (as it was too close to the 

wet season which started in November) and decided to employ day labour. Under the 

supervision of Gwynneth, these finished Rudd’s contract. 

 When Gwynneth was asked to take on Rudd’s contract he refused unless 

granted additional funds. The Works Committee agreed. Gwynneth drove a hard 

bargain and wanted an extra 5% of Rudd’s unexpended contract added to his current 

                                                 
574 Cairns Post., 4 August 1888. 
575 Ibid., 22 August 1888. 
576 Ibid.,  12 September 1888. 
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3½%, making a total of 8½%. Since Gwynneth was still a part time engineer the 

arrangement was that Gwynneth would earn his money from Rudd’s contract outside of 

his normal duties. This amounted to over £116 a month or  

£1 400 a year should the work continue. At this time, £4 a week was a good 

wage. The Mayor threw his support behind Gwynneth and this caused a debate in the 

council chambers that was to last for the next eight weeks. Simply put, Gwynneth 

wanted a percentage of the contract money paid to him while the CMC thought it was 

part of his general duties. Gwynneth knew how to write a contract and the Works 

Committee of the CMC clearly did not. From this point on Gwynneth then started 

asking for additional fees for extra projects and the CMC realized that it had been 

placed in a very unenviable position financially with this sort of arrangement.577 The 

shortage of competent engineers and the CMC not wanting to turn the Esplanade 

contract over to tender allowed Gwynneth to hold the upper hand and forced the CMC 

to compromise. Gwynneth was a competent engineer but had a high handed manner in 

dealing with the CMC aldermen, and would not follow any chain of command when he 

wanted something done. When criticised for his work by French and Monk, he simply 

ignored them, which was another point of contention with the CMC.  When this was 

added to his charging additional to his salary for CMC work, it is not surprising he was 

then given three months notice. 578    

Rudd’s former contract for the Esplanade was completed by Gwynneth on 20th 

September 1888. It also included a small bridge over Aplin Street, which was still part 

of the west to east drainage pattern. One major error that occurred was that out of the 

71 chains (1.42 kilometres) of the Esplanade, only 24 chains (482.8 metres) had a log 

retaining wall to hold back over four feet of soil. Why this was allowed is a puzzle as 

heavy storms would wash away the soil. The only reasonable explanation is lack of 

finances.579  

 

                                                 
577 Cairns Post, 27 October 1888. 
578 Ibid., 24 November 1888. 
579 Ibid., 20 September 1888. 
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 In September 1888, the CMC decided to raise the levels of Sachs Street from 

Shields to Aplin Streets and then Aplin to Abbott Streets to the railway crossing. 580 

The engineer’s report to the CMC, of the 27th October 1888, gave two options. The first 

was to drain Sheridan Street by using a box culvert and an open drain through the 

railway reserve. Part of the drainage system was the use of box drains in key positions 

to assist with overall water flow in the CBD. Sandi Robb makes the point that the 

works undertaken in the railway yard in 1887 hampered the natural drainage from Lilly 

Creek which then prevented adequate drainage for Chinatown in Sachs Street between 

Shields and Spence Street.581  In order to circumvent this, the CMC requested a drain be 

laid over the railway reserve, but permission was refused.582  To help with this, the 

CMC constructed a sewer in Shields Street (the town’s first) to ease the overflow from 

surface drainage. 583 

The second point was to fill up Sheridan Street to a permanent level, which was 

not cost effective.584 This indicates that Sheridan Street was full of stagnant water from 

the overflow from Lilly Creek.  Reports of this outside the wet season also suggest that 

this may have been a year round problem rather than a seasonal one, possibly 

aggravated by flooding during high tides.  

A third option materialised after the Engineer’s report was written: opening 

Sheridan Street through the Railways Reserve. Permission was granted for this.585  

Queensland Railways refused an open drain but granted permission to extend an entire 

street through the Reserve. Since this request was initially rejected, as discussed earlier, 

there must have been intense lobbying behind the scenes for this to have been 

accomplished. 

 Once started, the reclamation project was undertaken in stages over a number of 

years. The year 1889 saw a large amount of construction, reclamation, street clearing, 

road maintenance, drainage and construction of the retaining wall on the Esplanade. 

The first log retaining wall along the Esplanade stretched from Shields Street and the 
                                                 
580 Cairns Pos., 20 September 1888.  
581 Sandi Robb September 2004, Cairns Chinatown: Cultural Heritage Study, Cairns & District Chinese 
Association, Cairns, p. 27. 
582 Ibid. 
583 Cairns Post, 28 September 1888.  
584 Ibid., 27 October 1888.  
585 Ibid., 27 October 1888. 
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Customs boat shed, near the start of the southern end of Abbott Street, and was laid by 

the contractor Flannery.  It was far too low and many of the bolt holes to join the logs 

were not in the correct place. This resulted in the CMC refusing payment until it was 

fixed. The wall was built not only to retain earth, but also act as a dyke to hold back 

storm waves and high tides. At the southern end of the Esplanade it was meant to hold 

back high tides into lower Abbott and Lake Streets.586  

 By the middle of 1889 only two streets (going east to west) in northern Cairns 

still had to be filled with mangrove mud.587 These were streets just outside of the CBD 

but still within the area of surveyed town allotments, and cut across the long swamp 

going east to west. Part of the long swamp (south to north) that went through both 

streets had to be drained first. When this was done, three inches of top soil was laid 

over the top of it.588 

 Florence Street was part of the lagoon runoff from the long swamp and during 

the wet season it turned into a fast flowing creek which deposited a large quantity of 

sand on the mangrove flats at the base of the street in the east.589 By September 1889 

this street was filled in by using a portable tramway system. The rails were supplied by 

Queensland Railways which approved the use of 50 chains (1 005.8 metres) of rails by 

26 October 1889.590 The length of rails requested by the CMC was unusually high and 

possibly it wanted to use additional rails for other projects. There is no indication if the 

Florence Street portable tramway system connected with the main CMC tramway or 

just was part of a stand alone tramway system that took mangrove mud from the mud 

flats in front of the Esplanade and deposited it in Florence Street.  

By late October 1892 the tramway rails had been lifted from Abbott Street.591 

This indicated that the levels in that street had been successfully reached and no more 

allotment owners were asking for fill for their allotments, though it was clear that there 

were still a larger number to do. The tramway tracks in Shields Street were lifted in the 

                                                 
586 Cairns Post, 20 July 1889, 31 August 1889. 
587 Ibid. These were Gatton and Grove Streets. 
588 Ibid., 3 August 1889. 
589 Ibid., 14 September 1889. 
590 Ibid., 26 October 1889.  
591 Ibid., 19 October 1892. 
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beginning of July, which showed that the lines had out-lived their usefulness for 

reclamation purposes and were an obstruction to traffic.592  

 By October, the CMC had started to test concrete pipes for a drainage system by 

having drays and rollers pass over them a number of times. The first piped drainage 

system was to cover the CBD. The firm of Rooney & Sons applied for the contract and 

were accepted without going through the tender process. 593 Wells were sunk to collect 

and convey the street water into pipes under the Esplanade to discharge onto the mud 

flats. It was soon found that the pipes started to break easily, under normal traffic, with 

six inches (15.cm) of sand covering them. Without these pipes there could be no 

satisfactory drainage. At the urging of Alderman Draper, construction was halted until 

they could find a solution. 594 In the meantime, the CMC had no choice but to cut an 

open channel across lower Spence Street to relieve the backed up water.595  

 The CMC found that eroding sand beneath the pipes was the principal cause of 

the problem, especially during the wet seasons, with a recommended 9 inch (22.9cm) 

base of sand underneath them. The six inch (15.2cm) covering was also found 

inadequate, making the pipes susceptible to damage. There were some in the CMC who 

thought the pipe manufacturing standards were not up to scratch and in desperation the 

CMC decided to construct its own pipes, purchasing the pipe moulds from Rooney & 

Sons.596   

 The Cairns Post editorial of 15 January 1890 put the CMC under pressure by 

insisting on more use of surface drainage. The footpaths had trapped water in 

allotments that had not been built to the required level and these resembled artificial 

lakes.597   

 Further surveying of the town continued in 1890 to correct levels and resulted in 

confusion over which set of levels to use. By February it was clear that the alterations 

done to Behan’s original drainage levels meant that the CMC was hopelessly 

bewildered as to which plans to use and which levels should be given out to allotment 

                                                 
592 Cairns Argus, 8 June 1895. 
593 Cairns Post, 5 October 1889. 
594 Ibid., 9 November 1889. 
595 Ibid., 30 November 1889.  
596 Ibid., 27 November 1889. 
597 Ibid., January 1890.  
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owners to fill their allotments. The last survey, of 1889, had been done by Hugh Fraser. 

From the three surveys done by February 1890, three sets of figures were available and 

none of them matched. Many of the alterations to the levels were suggested by the 

overseer and subject to CMC approval. The power of the overseer at this point appears 

to have eclipsed that of the town clerk, and Alderman Draper on more than one 

occasion had to rebuke him for his dictatorial manner at CMC meetings.598 Alderman 

Behan stated:  

…The Mayor and the Overseer seemed to be working together, and Works 

Committee was never consulted [on alterations] …the Overseer was God 

almighty…599 

The placement levels of the alignment blocks on the streets indicated a three inch 

(7.62cm) difference between the levels of Behan and Fraser, Behan’s being lower. By 

September 1890 new alignment blocks had been laid to Fraser’s figures.600 

That year, the CMC wanted to have the whole town resurveyed to stop public 

questioning of the validity of the survey. The Surveyor General told it bluntly that 

resurveying the town was out of the question.601  It would have involved disputes over 

allotment boundaries, as if the boundaries were incorrect, buildings might had been 

placed on another’s land. Surveyor Fraser checked aspects of the survey done by 

Surveyor Starcke, finding that Minnie and Grove Streets were out of alignment by 2 

feet 6 inches (76.2cm). He also found that Starcke had resurveyed it but none of these 

corrections were marked on the original plans.602  

The closure of 9 of the 11 banks in Queensland in 1893 started the main part of 

the 1890s recession. During this time reclamation and general works projects were cut 

back severely. Dramatic cost cutting exercises including cutting the salaries of the 

permanent staff.603 Alderman Draper proposed a tougher fiscal policy whereby 

                                                 
598 Cairns Post, 18 January 1890.  
599 Ibid., 18 January 1890.  
600 Ibid., 10 September 1890. An alignment block is a baseline block for street or building. It is from that 
point that a surveyor takes alignment to the next block. It also can designate the height of a street for 
drainage purposes. 
601 Ibid., 10 September 1890. 
602 Cairns Post, 15 March 1890. Cairns Post. 26 September 1890. Surveyor Fraser continued the 
alignment of the town started by Behan.  Fraser and Behan shared accommodation and were friends and 
there is little doubt they helped each other in aligning the town.  
603 Ibid., 10 February 1892. 
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expenditure should not exceed income. Any public works would be stopped until the 

CMC could afford to undertake them.604 Only work considered absolutely necessary 

was done and was usually concerned with clearing existing roads in the town and repair 

work. By 1895, it was clear the CMC was in dire straits financially and that it could not 

go on with the reclamation project.  Eventually it stopped all works for six months. 

Only the Overseer and one maintenance man were fully employed for public works and 

their main focus was directed towards street weeding and a few repairs to essential 

access roads, the Esplanade and bridges.605  For the entire year the CMC only had £200 

for works, which did not take up a great deal of their time at meetings. 

Despite the Depression Sheridan Street had to be developed as one of the main 

streets north, and West Cairns Road needed a great deal of work to it. Sheridan Street 

North at that time must have looked nothing like a street at all for in 1893 the Mayor 

was pushing for a track 10 feet wide (3.3 metres) and 3 miles (4.83 kilometres) long to 

be made over it.606 The CMC, due to public pressure, also focused its attention on 

cleaning up Chinatown, which was deemed a health risk due to hygiene issues, 

overcrowding, and allotments that had not been raised to the required level becoming 

full of stagnant water and refuse.  

In 1896 as the Depression eased, works resumed. By September 1896 the street 

levels of the CBD were up to requirements, though planked bridges were still needed 

across Aplin and Spence Streets. This indicates that the drainage system was far from 

ready to cope with tropical downpours and the overflow from the street drains.607 Many 

of the original flood problems still remained at the lower or southern end of Sachs 

Street where people had to wade through water to get to work. It was also clear that the 

flooding in the lower end of town during the wet season could not be fixed by levels 

within the CBD, as the overflow from the surrounding swamps was far too great. Small 

dams had been built in both Lake and Wharf Streets to hold the water back, but the real 

need was to fill in the swamps at the southern end of town and stop the overflow 

                                                 
604 Cairns Argus, 15 May 1895. 
605 Ibid., 12 March 1892, 8 April 1892. 
606 Ibid., 14 April 1893. This took the pressure of the southern part of West Cairns Road and allowed a 
crossing into it through Anderson Street from northern Sheridan Street. 
607 Ibid., 2 September 1896. 
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coming through. As noted earlier, this was partly done by draining the railway reserve 

there. 

The drainage problem was no more acute in Cairns than in the southern area of 

town, section 41A, which was bordered by Spence, Sachs and Lake Streets. Allotments 

1 to 9, which went from the corner of Spence Street into Lake Street, had a permanent 

lake of stagnant water over them. There was no method of draining them, and none of 

them at that time had been raised to the required level.608 This was typical of many 

adjoining and unfilled allotments. Freshwater ponds were health risks due to stagnant 

surface water and were a breeding ground for mosquitoes and therefore mosquito borne 

diseases such as malaria and dengue fever, which were rife in Cairns.  

The CMC wanted another report on the drainage issue before any more 

significant amounts of money were spent, and District Engineer G. A. Hobler provided 

them with one in September. Hobler discovered what the CMC already knew: that the 

drainage system at that time did not match the plans held by the CMC. To remedy the 

situation Hobler suggested the CMC get a standard set of permanent bench marks 

around the town and use them to base other levels on and provide a detailed set of 

drawings showing grades, levels, depths of water channels, street cross sections and the 

work completed up to date, and cost estimates. Hobler’s recommendations included all 

culverts and waterways to be designed to cope with a rainfall rate of two inches 

(50.8mm) per hour, yet Cairns can experience 13 inches (330mm) an hour. Cost again 

appeared to be the motivating factor  in designing the surface water flow rate, which 

followed Behan’s original concept. The plan allowed for Sachs Street to be adopted as 

the drainage division between Lilly Creek, flowing north, and the Esplanade. The new 

plan further suggested: 

…The grades of the water channel gradients should be steeper than [the] crown  

of streets by making a depth of kerbing at the upper end of sections, six 

inches[15.24cm] deep and grading down to  at 18 inches [45.7 cm] at the 

deepest place….609 
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The CMC had never employed a permanent engineer and simply altered the plans to 

suit the economic situation for the moment. 

 Drainage Engineer Stephens was hired by the CMC in November 1899 to give 

an overall plan that would build on the suggestions of District Engineer Hobler.610  In 

his report Stephens pushed for a separate drainage from house roofs and not allowing 

the runoff to go into the streets; opening up a new drainage outlet through the sanitary 

reserve to help stop the flooding of the railway line and surrounding area; a permanent 

underground system of draining stormwater through concrete pipes to the sea; no fixed 

slope for the roads to the gutters, allowing flexibility within a parameter of 1 in 60 to 1 

in 20, according to the amount of material available; and using a  20 foot (6 metre)  

wide strip in the centre of the road for tree planting for appearances and saving on road 

maintenance. Stephens estimated the cost for this was £7 017. Some of these were 

implemented piecemeal over the life of the Council but the financial situation precluded 

any large capital works undertakings.  

The Esplanade was the area that took the brunt of the storm waves and high 

tides which regularly flooded the town. The raising of the Esplanade by both Rudd and 

CMC was in the form of an embankment which was needed to protect against erosion. 

Disaster struck the Esplanade in February 1891 during a storm when 25 chains (502.7 

metres) of log retaining wall were washed away between Aplin Street and the hospital. 

611 It indicated that logs could not stand up to storm waves, but without the funds for a 

concrete wall, the CMC had no choice but to reinstate the logs. 

A number of concrete pipes used to take the overflow to the sea were also 

broken and 2 000 yards (1 828.8 metres) of Esplanade was washed away, helped by a 

large volume of flood water flowing eastward down Florence Street into the sea. This 

also would have put pressure on the retaining wall from behind it.612  It also made 

passing over the Esplanade at Florence Street impossible until the gouge across the 

Florence street entrance was filled in. 

  The wet season continued to play havoc in Cairns through March and April 

1891 when the bogs were so deep in Lake Street that a solid crossing had to be put up 
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611 Cairns Post, 14 February 1891. 
612 Ibid., 25 February 1891.  
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on the corner by the CMC to avoid serious injury. Further down, crossing one side of 

Lake Street to another was so difficult due to the bogs that businesses were forced to 

put in small plank crossings.613   

The heavy rains continued in April and caused further parts of the Esplanade to 

be washed away. The newly laid drains were found to be too small to carry off the 

excess flood waters. A result of this was that water accumulated and flowed over the 

footpaths so that they were washed away in Florence Street, and between Abbott Street 

and the Esplanade along with some drains.614 The wet season appeared to continue into 

May when the northern end of McLeod Street was underwater, between Upward and 

Minnie Streets.615 Problems in this area persisted during the wet seasons until the 

1950s. 

The technology in use for the reclamation project was very basic. A traction 

engine was on loan from the CDB for road work in November 1901, which when tested 

was not as successful as horses with light ploughs and scoops.616  Once the fill was in 

the railway wagons it was dumped and the horse scoops would distribute the fill evenly. 

A team of horses could move quite quickly and could turn faster than a slower and 

more cumbersome traction engine which would also bog more easily. Two or three 

horses with ploughs and scoops could distribute the fill widely. When the fill had to be 

applied to where the portable rail did not go, the horse teams would take it there by 

dray, dump it and flatten it.  

The last major work for the CMC, before it became the Cairns Town Council in 

1903, was the building of a concrete sea wall. A total of five chains (100.5 metres) was 

approved for construction in November 1902, though it was not completed until 

January 1903.617 The rest of the retaining wall was made of logs, a large number of 

which were washed away during a cyclone in March 1903. It was urgent that the whole 

retaining wall be made stone and concrete but the CMC was split over priorities and 

cost. The wall prevented erosion and also damage to the reclamation projects which 

                                                 
613Cairns Post, 25 February 1891. 
614 Ibid., 10 April 1891.  
615 Cairns Argus, 22 May 1891. 
616 Morning Post, 29 November 1901, 23 May 1902. 
617 Ibid., 21 November 1902, 13 March 1903. 



 

 192 

were ongoing in Cairns up until the mid 20th century. It also protected property on the 

Esplanade from being washed 

 
Figure 17. Photo (facing north-west) of the bridge across the lagoon running out of Aplin Street on the 
Esplanade, 1889.  Source Cairns Historical Society.  
 
away and lessened the effect of high tides covering the southern portion of the town. 

Flooding did still occur but at a lower level than if the wall was not there. Storm waves 

due to cyclonic weather conditions often battered the Esplanade and wharf area causing 

severe damage and the wall lessened the intensity. The Town Council which took over 

from the CMC in 1903 completed the concrete retaining wall over a number of years.  

It took another 60 years before reclamation was fully complete and all the 

swamps were drained except the Central Swamp well west of the CDB. The southern 

part of the town was slowly filled up to the required levels by having the harbour 

dredge pump mud from the harbour into pipes that stretched for over a mile into the 

swamps and mudflats. There is little doubt that the levels of the  
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Figure 18. Photo looking south over Lake Street, 1890. Note the earth bank at the end of the street at the 
intersection of Spence and Lake Streets to hold back the swamp and high tides. During the wet seasons 
this whole street was a bog. The dark patches were the muddy areas that could not be walked or ridden 
over and were the result of underground water seepage from a filled in swamp. Source: Cairns Historical 
Society. 

 
Figure 19. Reconstruction of street drainage flow patterns following some reclamation, based on CMC 
minutes.   
town are still too low for cyclone-induced storm surges, king tides and particularly 

heavy rainfall, with flooding still a recurring problem in the town. 
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Figure 20. Photo taken 1949 of flooding over the southern portion of the Esplanade, on reclaimed land. 
This would have been almost a metre over the retaining wall. Without the reclaimed land, the storm surge 
would have been 2 metres feet deep in the lower end of the town. Source: Cairns Historical Society. 
 
The Difficulties of Making and Maintaining Arterial Roads.  

 The main roads leading south and north in and out of Cairns were essential as 

the lifelines of Cairns’ existence as a port and therefore important to the economy of 

Cairns. These main roads in 1886 were a series of tracks through swamps that were 

frequently flooded. Roads had to be surveyed and where necessary, filled. 

 The most problematic were the roads leading north and south. The most 

challenging and expensive of all the roads in Cairns, both to make and repair, was the 

Hap Wah Road (now Mulgrave Road) which was the main southern route out of 

Cairns.618  J. W Collinson described the road conditions of that period: 

                                                 
618 After 1900 when the CMC border was reduced, the entire road became known as Mulgrave Road. The 
name Hap Wah was the name of a Chinese plantation that the road went past. When this was sold by 
1890 there seemed little point in keeping the name though this name was used for another 10 years.  Hap 
Wah Road became known as Mulgrave Road when it crossed the CMC border with the CDB  
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…the first arterial roads took the line of least resistance, avoiding the worst 

natural obstacles, and where possible following the limit of tidal waters. This 

certainly assured the most satisfactory natural drainage in a district with such a 

heavy rainfall, when flood waters receded rapidly when the tide fell. As might 

be expected the first roads or bush tracks were unmade –sand on ridges and 

boggy in the swamps. The worst of the boggy places were “corduroyed,” in 

some cases this only applied to water courses, until eventually, filling up, and 

culverts, overcame some of the worst and most trying difficulties of early 

transport. The further evolution of soil and metal surfacing, of reclamation and 

better ridges, belongs to a later period.  

   The corduroy crossings were never intended to be permanent, but were so 

well made that some of them, particularly those in the Long Swamp on the Hop 

Wah Road, endured for years afterwards, the side logs made convenient 

crossings for us as school children on what we called the Old Road. The main 

road [Mulgrave Road] was afterwards made on a straight causeway with proper 

culverts, but the decking of round timber (or only roughly squared) soon worked 

loose and rattled with every passing horse or vehicle...619  

In early 1886, the Hap Wah Road was described as a narrow track following a sandy 

ridge through a swamp that overflowed during the wet season, with 15 culverts needed 

within three miles.620  Each culvert would have crossed a swamp which would have 

flooded during the wet seasons, when the road would be under water.  It crossed the 

swamps at their narrowest points. The exception to this was the most easterly part of 

the road which crossed two major swamps, the first being almost half a mile across and 

subject to tidal flows from the inlet.621 

 To the north there were two access roads. The primary one was the West Cairns 

Road which followed a sand ridge north-west to avoid the larger swamps, then abruptly 

turned westward towards White’s Gap in the Whitfield Range. According to 

Houseman’s map, the road followed the path of least resistance and crossed over 10 
                                                 
619 J. W. Collinson  1941 Tropic Coast and Tablelands, W. R. Smith & Paterson, Brisbane, p. 15-16. The 
term “corduroyed” refers to the laying of logs or planks transversely across a road. The quote seems to 
indicate that timber culverts or low bridges were also present.  
620 Ibid., p. 14. 
621 This route followed an old mining track to the Mulgrave goldfield. 



 

 196 

swamps at their narrowest points. Like the Hap Wah Road this was often impassable 

during wet season flooding and high tides. The second road was constructed in 1891 

and surveyed by Behan, and started from the western end of Hap Wah Road. It made a 

dog leg to the north to avoid the swampy area of West Cairns. 

There was another road north that ran parallel to the railway tracks and 

continued north then west. This was part of the Cairns- Thornborough Road from Edge 

Hill to Stratford, where it linked up with the Old Smithfield Road. It was constructed in 

1877 by Engineer MacMillan for the Department of Works.622 This was a secondary 

route north if the West Cairns Road was closed, and was a few miles longer.623 It was 

not as good an option for haulage of agricultural produce to Cairns. The widening of 

the Old Smithfield Road did not start until March 1889. Like the Hap Wah Road, it 

went through a series of swamps and was still little more than a narrow track, and yet 

was an important route north of Cairns to keep open.624 This road was the connecting 

link to the Freshwater Road and was the north- east part of the circuit from Cairns. If 

the West Cairns Road failed then this would have been the alternative route to those 

settlers and market gardeners north of the Barron River. 

The Freshwater Road was just as bad as the Hap Wah and West Cairns Roads, 

though it was considerably shorter. This road was an extension of the West Cairns Road 

and proceeded in a northerly direction towards the Barron River through low lying 

swamps, then skirted the river to lead to both the Douglas’ and Smith’s Tracks at the 

                                                 
622 18 December 1876, Department of Works, file no. 77.272 WOR A 167. This was part of the original 
government road to Thornborough and was part of the route Sub-Inspector Douglas first took into Cairns. 
623 J. W. Collinson 1941 Tropic Coasts and Tablelands, Smith & Patterson Pty. Ltd., Brisbane, p.15. 
Collinson makes the point that this road was the main road and the West Cairns Road was not a primary 
one. CMC records and newspapers at the time place the West Cairns Road as the primary one north and 
disagree with Collinson’s recollections.  
624Cairns Post, 2 March 1889. 
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Figure 21.. Cairns Municipal Boundary, 1885,with main arterial to and from Cairns: Hap Wah Road 
(red); West Cairns Road (blue); Freshwater Road (orange); Old Smithfield Road (green); Cairns-
Thonborough Road (pink). Due to conflicting statements of the early period, the Freshwater Road also 
could be considered to go from where the West Cairns Road went parallel with Freshwater Creek, 
between White’s and Palmer’s selections. The blue road to the east of Ah Ching’s selection was also 
considered part of the West Cairns Road and did not go through the swamp area. Map Source: 
Queensland State Archives, PRV7186. 
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Figure 22.  This is a reconstruction of the swamp patterns in Cairns. The darker shadings are fresh water 
swamps and the lighter are salt water swamps. The Hap Wah Road is red and the West Cairns Road is 
blue. Source: Houseman 1967 Coastal Sand Dunes and Estuary Formations in Relation to Urban 
Development. 
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base of the escarpment. The CMC shared the repairs of this road with the CDB and 

once it passed over Freshwater Creek it became the responsibility of the CDB. This 

road became impassable so often that selectors who used it, such as Douglas and 

Brinsmead, offered to do the repair work themselves for a financial consideration.625  

Both these selectors, and others, had previously done the work voluntarily, out of 

necessity, but then decided the two local government bodies should pay for the work. 

These arrangements reflected common practice in rural areas. Because it was the only 

way supplies could get through to the selectors the CMC did nothing to prevent settler 

repairs but did not officially sanction them as it could have led to exorbitant charges if 

the principle of payment was applied retrospectively. The alternative was for the 

selectors to tender for the contract like every other contractor, but this limited repairs to 

those times and places considered important and affordable by the Council, not the 

selectors.626  

In 1891 the West Cairns Road was still little more than a miner’s track through 

a swamp, even though it was the main arterial route north of Cairns. The CMC had 

done little to the track other than try to repair it when necessary, using ti-tree culverts 

and decking through the swamps and fill quarried from a part of a hill owned by Alfred 

Street, on the western side of the Whitfield range. The road could really only be used in 

the dry season, or a few dry patches in the wet season. In November 1891 the CMC 

decided to take a serious look at making this track into a road. The lesson the CMC had 

learned about making roads in swamps, and applied in this case, was that tropical couch 

grass could be used on an embankment and made it just as stable as using log retaining 

walls. The CMC widened the road and used mangrove mud as an additional fill, which 

set as hard as concrete in dry weather. 627 During the wet season the West Cairns and 

Freshwater Roads were mainly under water, making the widening and levelling 

extremely difficult.628  

 

 

                                                 
625 Cairns Post., 27 May 1886. 
626 Ibid.,  24 June 1886. 
627 Ibid., November 1891. 
628 Ibid., 8 April 1892. 
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Road making Methods and Arrangements. 

The wet tropical conditions could make roads boggy so often, it was necessary 

to cut a deviation track until the original road could be repaired. Problems arose when 

the deviation became the road and the old route was abandoned. In a rural unsurveyed 

area this could happen without consequences, but not in a surveyed area, as any new 

track would go through a property situated on either side of the road. Nevertheless this 

is exactly what the CMC did. The Hap Wah Road on the border with the CDB cut 

through Pettigrew’s selection number 63. 629  This caused the CMC to come under 

intense scrutiny by the Department of Public Lands in Brisbane. The Council got a slap 

on the wrist and a warning not to do it again.630  

 Road making and repairs on or near their common border caused a recurring 

problem between the CMC and CDB, as neither local body wanted to pay the other and 

would delay payment as long as possible. The correct procedure was often not followed 

by either local body. In 1888 Thomas Behan was asked by the CMC to survey a road in 

the upper Freshwater Creek area for £80. The road was to lie within both the CMC’s 

and CDB’s borders. The CDB had originally asked the Council to survey the road and 

the CMC had done so without any reference to sharing payment. The blunder was the 

CMC’s for going ahead without a contract.631 The underlying reason for the road was 

that CDB Chairman Kenny had half shares in a saw mill and wanted a road to take his 

timber to the railway where it could be sold to the Queensland Railway Department. 

The road served no other purpose than Kenny’s and the survey could have only been 

ordered by the mayor directly, indicating probable cronyism. A committee was formed 

to look into the matter with the result favouring the CDB. The survey was requested 

without a written contract with the CDB. When the CDB refused to pay, surveyor 

Behan had to settle for £25, the CMC’s half of the survey.632  

 In order to raise more finances for public works and payoff debts, the CMC 

used a tactic of not repairing roads in front of or to selectors who had not paid their 

rates. An example of this was that of a selector, Dalrymple, who lived in the then rural 

                                                 
629 Cairns Post, 30 September 1886. This is now the Forest Garden Estate in Cairns.  
630 Ibid., 9 December 1886. 
631Ibid., 1 January 1888.  
632 Ibid. The members of the committee were McNamarra, Kingsford and Brown.  
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area of Freshwater. When he asked for repairs to a road near him, he was told to pay his 

rates first before any repairs would be forthcoming .This forced him to pay his rates on 

time.633  

 The CMC, where possible, used contractors for most of the road work instead of 

its own labour force. A contractor would cut costs to the bare minimum, and operating 

to a deadline would have a greater sense of urgency about finishing the work on time. A 

letter from contractor James Stewart shows the problems for road work caused by the 

wet season:  

With regards to forming the road from Minnie to Aplin Streets, as agreed by 

the Council. I beg to inform you that on account of the wet weather I have been 

unable to carry it out, if the Council is anxious to have the work done at once, 

the only way to do will be, to get the material [mangrove mud] from the beach 

at a cost of 1s. 3d. per yard, and should you be willing to give me that amount 

extra I can commence as soon as the present rain ceases, or if you can let it 

stand over till the end of April, I shall be able to get the material [mangrove 

mud] out of the swamps, and do so at the price I stated, viz., £27, but at present 

it would be impossible to get to the swamps on account of the water.634  

Working in hot, wet and humid conditions like this would have been a heavy cost on 

the health of the labourers, though there is little or no evidence about what happened to 

them.  

Bridges. 

Bridges were also at the mercy of the torrential rain of the wet seasons. An 

example of this was during April 1891 when the bridge at the 5¾ mile marker, near 

Stratford, on present day Kamerunga Road north of Cairns was washed away, taking  

5 000 yards (4 572 metres) of earth approaches with it.635 Floods destroyed abutments 

built up of large earth banks on either side of the bridges and this was often a worse 

problem than bridges being swept away, as further erosion was hard to stop.  Bridges 
                                                 
633 Cairns Argus, 1 February 1896. 
634 Ibid., 4 April 1894. There is no indication of what road Stewart is referring to, but it is probably 
Abbott Street. What this entailed was to walk out into the mangroves or swamp in thigh deep mud then 
dig up the mud, then transport to the road, dry it out so that it was pliable enough to use and build the 
road up to the required level with it; let it dry further; then place soil then road metal on it. This would 
have been quite a feat during a wet season.   
635Ibid., 11 April 1891. 
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could not be replaced until fine weather which further compounded the problem, as the 

same pattern could then be repeated during a single wet season. It was not simply flood 

waters covering a bridge that caused the damage but flash floods which caused walls of 

waters to descend down small streams, gathering debris as they went. Few bridges 

could withstand this type of treatment. The only difference between one wet season and 

the next was the level of destruction each left behind.  

Health, Water Supplies and Chinatown. 

 Reclamation and drainage were important for improving health in mosquito and 

fly ridden Cairns especially as there was no rubbish collection service or sewerage. As 

noted earlier, the theory of disease at that time was that of miasma, a vapour that was 

thought to rise from the soil, swamps and rotting organic waste and cause fevers such 

as malaria and typhoid. It was this theory that was behind the push to fill in the swamps 

in Cairns. It also was responsible for efforts to provide a sewage disposal service, 

sanitation, night soil collection and rubbish removal. Clean water supplies had been 

recognised as essential for good public health since the cholera epidemics in England in 

the middle of the 19th century. 

Sanitation.  

The CMC had a duty to make sure the streets were clean and free of rubbish and 

waste matter. Under CMC bylaws, none of these could be deposited in creeks or 

streams but had to go to various reserves designated for the purpose. The reality was 

that the town’s people would get away with everything they could and deposited some 

rubbish in street depressions and vacant allotments that had not been filled in. It is 

doubtful that some of the owners of the allotments cared much, for the more rubbish 

deposited in the allotments, the less fill the allotment owner would have to pay for. 

Although there was a night soil collection service, those who did not use it deposited 

their waste matter any way they could, anywhere they could. The most common place 

of depositing the contents of chamber pots in those days was on the gardens, if one was 

available, and if not any convenient place such as the local swamp would do. This 

action supported vermin, such as rats, which were carriers of bubonic plague in the 

1900 outbreak in Cairns, which will be discussed more fully, later in this chapter.  
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The CMC was guided in its campaign to make the town as sanitary as possible 

by its appointed medical officer. Once he made a recommendation then it would be 

followed through if enough funds were available and the will of the CMC was 

sufficiently resolute. Public pressure could be applied to force more attention to health 

issues but it was generally up to the inspector of nuisances and the health officer to do 

the inspections.636 Miasma theory meant that the health officer would usually 

recommend to the Council that certain allotments and swamp areas should be filled in. 

By1891 a number of allotments that were low lying were once again swamps as 

surrounding allotments were built up, especially in the Chinatown area situated in 

Sachs Streets between Shields and Spence Streets.637 Given the insanitary state of the 

town, this made them a potential health hazard. This area was inspected by the CMC 

Health Officer, Dr Brown, who described it in his report to the CMC: 

Some of the allotments in this section [Chinatown] were nothing more or less 

than cess pools as they are continuously being made the receptacles of all forms 

of refuse and excrementitious matter. The effects on the Public Health produced 

by the inhalation of the products of decomposition of the large amount of 

vegetables and animal organic matter contained in these swamps, it need 

scarcely be stated, was the most injurious and without doubt the main factor in 

the causation of the malarial fevers at present so prevalent. Should the town be 

allowed to remain long in its present insanitary condition there would be every 

probability of an epidemic of typhoid or malaria breakout. In conclusion [I] 

recommend strongly that the Council should compel owners to fill in allotments 

to the proper level. 

Clearly Dr Brown was a follower of the miasma theory. However cleaning up 

insanitary areas would have certainly benefited public health by ridding the town of 

breeding-grounds for rats and flies.  

 British lawyer Edwin Chadwick wrote a Report of the Sanitary Conditions of 

the Labouring Population (1842) which had far reaching effects on British sanitation 
                                                 
636 Christopher Hamlin 1997 Public Health and Social Justice in the Age of Chadwick, Cambridge 
University Press, p. 180. The title of Inspector of Nuisances was derived from the English common 
concept of nuisance which was “anything by which the health or personal safety or the convenience of 
the subject might be endangered or affected injuriously” .  
637 Cairns Post, 4 June 1890. 
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and was the impetus for the General Health Board to be formed in Britain.  It not only 

supported the older theory of miasma, but added the new dimension of morality to it, 

with filthy conditions producing moral filth.  The Australian adoption of this theory is 

reflected in the article of the Sydney Morning Herald in 1851which related Chadwick’s 

theories to vice and the “unwashed”. This reflected the view that sanitation had a direct 

effect on morals and was part of the mission to the lower orders by the “evangelical 

middle class” in Australia.638 This view was still in vogue in Cairns during the tenure of 

the CMC. 

Chadwick miasma was most likely a prime mover in anti Chinatown feelings 

that could be construed by some as racial discrimination. The Chadwick element, when 

combined with belief in miasma, along with its social implications has not been given 

the attention it deserves in the literature and requires further investigation in future 

studies on areas like Chinatown. The association between miasma and morality was the 

most likely element that shaped the health views of the population of Cairns.639 To 

conclude that racism was a single reason for all the complaints about Chinatown, 

without taking the social implications of miasma into account, does not always present 

the full picture of the attitude of early settlers of Cairns. 

 Jan Wegner makes the point that: 

…“Miasma” was rather like an evil and invisible mist arising from the 

“nuisances” such as swamps, open drains and sewers, garbage, rotting 

carcasses, excreta, and anything else which stank. A stink in fact indicated a 

presence of miasma. Public health policy revolved around preventing or 

disposing of these nuisances. Because this theory was prevalent at the time rural 

government was formed in 1879, it determined the role assigned to local 

authorities in pubic health. They were to prevent or suppress nuisances. Even 

after miasma theory had been discarded, the “miasmatic” approach persisted in 

local government and limited its response to public health problems…640 

                                                 
638 Sydney Morning Herald, 8 March, 15 March 1851. Sharon Beder 1989,  Phd Thesis, Pipe Dreams to 
Tunnel Vision, University of New South Wales, p.31-35.  
639 Ibid. Hamlin Public Health and Social Justice, p. 168.  
640 Jan Wegner 1991 , ‘Nightcarts and Nuisances; Rural Local Government and Public Health in North 
Queensland, 1879-1945”, Health and Healing in Tropical Australia and New Guinea, Roy MacLeod and 
Donald Denoon (eds),  James Cook University, Townsville, pp. 181-182. 



 

 205 

In 19th century Cairns, when smells emanated from decaying matter in an area, that area 

was deemed to be contaminated with miasma, and Chinatown was such an area.  

Public Health in Chinatown. 

What was happening in Chinatown was happening in other areas around Cairns, 

but the fundamental difference was the high population density in this area and all that 

it entailed. Racism was involved, but only in confining Chinese businesses to the two 

blocks either side of Sachs (now Grafton) St between Shield and Spence Streets. This 

meant a higher concentration of refuse and cesspits in a more confined space resulting 

in a higher risk of disease outbreaks if hygiene broke down. Chinatown was also the 

major food source in Cairns. Sandi Robb states:  

Chinese shopkeepers were the single largest commercial category of the 

Chinese population from at least 1886-1891, dominating trades such as 

fruiterers, bakers, and fish vendors. They were exclusively situated in 

Chinatown. As a service centre Chinatown consisted of eating houses such as 

soup kitchens, lodging houses or recreational places, many of which would be 

located in one building or on the same allotment. 641 

It is easy to see that if any contagious diseases broke out in Chinatown, food sources 

would be affected and thus the whole of Cairns would be at risk. Sandi Robb takes Dr 

Brown’s report to the CMC to task by stating: 

His attack on the Chinese residents does little to hide his contempt and 

reinforced the popular view that Chinatown was the source of the town’s ills. 

Low areas were filled with stagnant water yet he made no attempt to direct the 

council to install or improve sanitation collection to those allotments or compel 

owners to fill in their allotments.642 

Dr. Brown’s full report does not imply this. In fact he asks the CMC to fill in 

allotments. The sanitation issue also goes beyond night soil collection and into food 

handling, a point which is not mentioned by Robb. Chinatown was in 1890 definitely a 

potential risk area for disease, a point which Dr. Brown recognised. There is no 

evidence that Dr. Brown took a racist attitude, as Robb implies, simply because he 

                                                 
641 Robb Chinatown, p. 28. 
642 Ibid., p.30. 
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wanted to clean up Chinatown. There is also no evidence that the CMC were 

particularly harsh on Chinatown because of racial intolerance. While it is certainly 

possible that some members of the various CMC councils may have been racially 

intolerant, there is no proof that the CMC invariably acted in accordance with this 

philosophy.  

While it is difficult to determine the exact population density of Chinatown 

during this period, the 1886 census showed that that Cairns district had a Chinese 

population of 3 765 males or 30% of the entire population of the district.643  Most 

would be concentrated in Chinatown, at varying times, though it would have been a 

floating population . The area would have been a focal point for them, especially in 

selling produce. Its population would expand and contract according to the maturing of 

fruit and vegetables, and the arrival of the wet seasons.  

A gastric epidemic broke out in Chinatown in 1891. This proved the worth of 

the warning given by Dr. Brown earlier in the previous year. The health  officer for the 

CMC was Dr. Koch who was called in by the CMC to do a report on sanitation in 

Chinatown. Koch’s report is a curious one and the exact opposite of Brown’s. Koch’s 

reputation as an MD and surgeon has local legendary status. This report however 

showed his Achilles heel in medicine as he was certainly no bacteriologist, for he 

states: 

The danger lies on the contamination of the soil and the locality in question… 

due to the overcrowding of dwelling places…644 

Koch’s guiding principle was clearly that of miasma. This was the time of change from 

miasma to germ theory in medicine. Koch was still clinging to miasma theory at that 

time, indicating either his lack of knowledge, or lack of faith in the work of Pasteur, 

Lister and his namesake the bacteriologist Koch. His report following an inspection of 

Chinatown, during a very dry spell, indicated that apart from overcrowding, slime 

covered urinals, dirty kitchens and dilapidated buildings, sanitation was in order. A few 

weeks later five people had died from the gastric epidemic that started in Chinatown.645

 Chinatown was always a thorn in the side of the Council, with public pressure to 

                                                 
643 Queensland Votes & Proceedings, 1886, S. 4, V.2, p. 7. 
644 Cairns Post, 19 December 1891. 
645 Ibid., 9 January 1892. 
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clean it up. In 1894 it was so crowded that in numerous instances up to four or five 

buildings were on a single allotment with earth closets situated at the back, reached 

through a back laneway for the nightsoil man. The nightsoil man could not collect all 

the pans and many of these he did collect were rusted through, which rendered them 

useless, and some of them were submerged in water.646 There was nothing in Koch’s 

report of December 1891 about the rusted pans making earth closets inoperable. It is 

highly likely that his inspection of the closets was not as close as the CMC would have 

liked. Many of the back parts of the allotments were under water due to allotments 

levels not being raised. On the eastern corner of Shields and Sachs Street there was a 

large pond during the wet season, which inundated a number of allotments. The 

drainage problems in this area during the wet season aggravated the insanitary state of 

the area, and are still a problem in the 21st century. 

Filling Allotments 

 Koch’s report in June of 1897 on the state of Chinatown was again relatively 

uncritical. It did not match the other, negative reports that had come through to the 

CMC. The problem was that Dr. Koch only examined the eastern side of Sachs Street, 

Section 27. Dr. Koch estimated there were 87 people living there based on information 

he was “given” (presumably by the Chinese occupiers) and 25 closets (toilets) which 

was a reasonable enough ratio. He added a caveat to this, stating that the number of 

people staying there could have been great deal more. Simply doubling this figure for 

the other side of the street that made up Chinatown to get a population of the whole 

precinct is too simplistic. Chinatown would have had a large floating population of 

people coming in from the outer districts, as discussed previously. This was where 

people were hired for vegetable and fruit picking and money was spent.647 Then there 

were those still on the gold fields coming into town periodically. A wet season in the 

tropics was not a good time to be out ‘bush’ and Chinatown was the most logical place 

for Chinese to come. Supplies also had to be bought. When gambling and prostitution is 

                                                 
646 Cairns Argus, 7 March 1894. 
647 Cathie May 1996 Topsawyers, James Cook University, Townsville, p. 101. Generally floor space in 
shops could be rented out for the night, so relying on occupiers gave no indication of numbers using the 
buildings. 
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added to the equation then an accurate head count is extremely difficult to make at any 

given time except it could have been double or triple the figure given by Koch. 

In mid 1898, the mayor and Alderman Tills decided to do their own inspection 

of Chinatown with results which appear to be at odds with Dr. Koch’s previous report. 

The mayor stated: 

…At the back of the premises were piles of filth and refuse, and stagnant water 

everywhere. There was nothing but rotten filth and muck and stagnant water to 

be seen. Half of the water closets were unfit for use and were covered with filth 

and slime. Some of them had pans and none of them had any pan dust or 

utensils for holding same, and yet the inspector [of Nuisances] sent in a report 

that these pans were in good order. The wonder was that there was no outbreak 

of disease. 648 

Alderman Tills added: 

…The refuse at the back of the premises, and the narrow pass between the 

buildings was a mass of filth 18 inches or 2 feet high. Four out of five closets 

should be pulled down for they had neither decency or cleanliness…649  

The report by these two is quite graphic in detail. When contrasted with Dr. Koch’s 

report it shows that Dr. Koch did not examine the earth closets and did not report the 

rubbish between the buildings. The descriptions in the later report are too graphic to 

have been made up or exaggerated. Dr. Koch’s earlier report to the CMC then comes 

under a cloud, unless the people of Chinatown suddenly decided not to clean up, which 

is unlikely. The most likely scenario is that Dr. Koch did not do a full inspection and 

simply asked the occupiers how many closets they had and the number of people 

staying with them. If this did happen, it was not because Dr. Koch was too lazy to do an 

inspection, but possibly because of his underlying fear of breathing in miasma and 

becoming infected. 

 

                                                 
648 Cairns Argus, 9 June 1898. 
649 Ibid. 
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Figure 23. Chinatown early 1890s, from Hides Hotel roof, facing west.  Note the unfilled allotment on 
the right which would fill up to be a lake during the wet seasons.  The allotment in the centre of the photo 
has six or seven buildings on it, and the one beside it has the same. Both sets of buildings appear to share 
only three visible closets, possibly a fourth in partial view. Source: Cairns Historical Society. 
 

Dr. Koch’s phobia about contagious diseases also shows up when he refused 

entry to the hospital of a man with measles and allowed him to return to the goldfields 

by train. When asked at a hospital committee meeting if it was the only time it 

happened, he replied: “Not so, a man who died the next day was refused the previous 

day”.650 The patients had been refused because they had not arrived during hospital 

hours and Koch stated that it was out of his hands.651  However, a measles outbreak in 

February 1899 resulted in patients (again) being refused treatment at the hospital by Dr. 

Koch for fear of passing on the contagious disease to other hospital patients or perhaps 

Dr. Koch himself.  Mayor Brown came to the patients’ aid by purchasing a number of 

tents and had them erected on the hospital grounds as a type of isolation unit.652 This 

aversion by Koch to dealing with contagious diseases surfaces yet again during the 

                                                 
650 Cairns Argus, 9 October 1894. 
651 Ibid., 9 October 1894. 
652 Morning Post,  22 February 1899. Morning Post,  29 March 1899. By the end of March, Dr. Koch had 
resigned from the Hospital Board after another disagreement with them. It had now become very clear 
that Koch could not work in a restricted environment where he had to be accountable to others.  
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plague epidemic at the turn of the century, when a Joint Health Board to fight the 

disease was set up, and will be discussed more fully in chapter six. 

 As a result of the inspection of Chinatown by the mayor and Alderman Tills, the 

pressure to clean up Chinatown increased. The primary concern was to get the levels of 

the allotments raised to get rid of the stagnant water. The legal way around the problem 

was to not to sue the owners of the unfilled allotments, but the occupiers.653  

 Koch reported more helpfully on public health issues in other parts of town, 

concentrating particularly on the need for filling allotments. His report to the CMC, in 

his capacity of health officer in May 1894, was vastly superior to the one he issued 

previously in 1891, both in detail and in scope. From it, not only can health issues be 

determined, but also the process of the reclamation work and its pitfalls: 

…The forming of the streets and footpaths did away with the natural system of 

drainage. All running water was diverted to the water-tables654, whilst the 

forming of the footpaths which nearly in every case, were made higher than the 

section enclosed by them were in wet weather converted into shallow lakes, 

through which no current of water ever runs, only an overflow from them 

finding its way into some places through the drains provided, in others across 

the footpaths into gutters. The result was that the depression [old water courses] 

which in former times received some kind of washing out during the wet 

season, now act as veritable traps for all impurities, that find their way into 

them…655   

Dr. Koch’s recommended remedies to the CMC against the potential health problems 

included a garbage collection service; a more stringent check of back yards; and filling 

up allotments. His report covered the whole of the CBD and any large water hole that 

was full of decaying matter and rubbish. Koch’s use of both miasma and germ theory 

indicates he is having dollar each way when he says: 

…Before the town grew to its present dimensions this organic matter consisted 

mainly of vegetable substances, which when decaying in the presence of 

moisture form the principal seed bed for all kinds of malarial diseases… 

                                                 
653 Cairns Argus, 9 June 1898. 
654 Low depressions in lieu of gutters, often full of water. 
655 Ibid., 5 May 1894. 



 

 211 

consisting now of a considerable portion of decaying animal matter, only 

requiring the importation of the germs of typhoid and other filth diseases to 

become the proper soil for their propagation...656  

Residents, both European and Chinese, used rubbish to fill water logged allotments 

which impeded natural drainage and allowed stagnant water to remain longer and 

become a breeding ground for disease.  

Another method of getting rid of rubbish in Abbott Street when not filling the 

allotments, was for the residents to sweep the rubbish from their shops into the water 

tables  on the street. This consequently caused stagnant pools to accumulate and 

required constant clearing.657  Since there was no garbage collection in Cairns at that 

time, this appeared to be the most readily available method of getting rid of rubbish. 

The alternative was a nightmare journey in a dray on a series of waterlogged roads and 

over a swamp to a tip. 

 The CMC’s reluctance to prosecute owners who had not filled in their 

allotments to the required levels was finally articulated by Alderman Draper at a 

Council meeting in May, when he stated that if landowners were obliged to fill in 

allotments then 50 out of 60 would be forced into bankruptcy.658 This was possibly 

because many landowners were multiple allotment owners.  The Cairns Argus editorial 

of 16th February 1895 placed a great deal of pressure on the CMC to do something 

about allotment filling and charging absentee landowners for it for the sake of the 

town’s health.659 There is no indication that it took any notice, and any action taken 

would have been nothing more than writing letters which were never followed up. If 

Draper was correct, there was little benefit in having the town’s businessmen, who 
                                                 
656 Cairns Argus, 5 May 1894. Koch’s support for miasma theory led him to support filling in the 
swamps, to prevent foul odors and the forming of miasma, which he thought caused fevers, including 
malaria. This has sometimes been misinterpreted as filling in the swamps and stagnant water to stop 
mosquitoes breeding. Morning Post, 16 November 1899.  Dr. T. F. MacDonald of Geraldton (Innisfail) 
wrote “Everyone knows now -a -days the importance the important part mosquitoes play in spreading 
malarial fever.” He then went on to give an extremely detailed report that certainly torpedoed the miasma 
theory that Koch had held on to for so long.  There is no indication when or if Koch converted to 
recognizing the mosquito’s influence in causing malaria between 1895 and 1900 when MacDonald wrote 
his malaria prevention article.  The parasitic origin of malaria was generally accepted between 1885-
1890, primarily through the work of Dr. Alphonse Laveran (1845-1822), who became a Nobel laureate in 
1907 for his work in the field. Source of this material on MacDonald and Laveran? 
657 Cairns Post, 11 April 1891  
658 Ibid., 11 April 1891. 
659 Cairns Argus, 16 February.  
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owned multiple allotments, going bankrupt or tying up cash in a recession, which meant 

they could not operate their businesses.  

A typical response from allotment owners who were pressured to fill in their 

allotments by the CMC is shown in a letter written by the secretary, J. J. Wilkinson, 

from the Oddfellows: 

…My lodge is of the opinion that no benefits would be derived from filling in 

an allotment while swamps are left each side of it. At the same time we are 

prepared to assist in improving the public health if the neighbours on each side 

do their share…660  

The simplicity of this argument was irrefutable, and the letter but one example of many 

which took the same attitude,. By 1900 a change in attitude prevailed along with the 

easing of the economic recession.  

The Bubonic Plague in Cairns. 

As noted earlier, because of miasma theory, local government was responsible 

for health and infectious contagion. An example of this was the preparation for the 

Bubonic plague epidemic in Cairns. In 1894 the Bubonic plague was spreading in 

southern China and Hong Kong and thousands of people had died. Australia’s 

proximity to Asia made people nervous and fearful of plague epidemics coming into 

Australia from ships, via the Asian route. The plague had a number of different strains 

producing different symptoms. In its more common form it attacked the lymph system 

resulting in high fevers, headaches and chills, then often death.661 It came to the east 

coast of Australia in 1900. 

 The local newspapers of the Australian colonies kept people informed of what 

was happening in Asia in the 1890s, warning of the outbreaks there, which created a 

need to find out how each colony and town would deal with a plague outbreak.  The 

readiness of Cairns to cope with large numbers of contagious disease patients was 

indicated in October 1894 at a Cairns Committee (CC) meeting, when committee 

member Graham asked Dr. Koch, the Medical Officer, how the hospital would cope.  

Dr. Koch replied: 

                                                 
660 Cairns Argus, 9 January 1897. 
661 Myron Echenberg, Plague Port: The Global Urban Impact of Bubonic Plague 1894-1901, NYU 
Press, New York,  p. 266. 
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…The number of prohibitive cases makes the institutions very difficult to work, 

especially as no provisions for contagious or other diseases were elsewhere 

available. Tents on the [Hospital] ground may isolate people…662  

In time of disease, the Local Authority Act of 1878 allowed Municipal Councils to form 

a Joint Health Board (JHB) with other local bodies. This was the option Cairns took 

with the arrival of the bubonic plague in 1900.  

 Matthew Richards sums up the emotive mood of Cairns in the prelude to the 

arrival of the bubonic plague: 

By 1899, it had become clear that a devastating bubonic plague outbreak in 

central China was approaching the proportions of a global pandemic. In far 

north Queensland, great physical distances from larger population centres and 

rudimentary lines of communications tended to foster easy detachment from 

such global currents. Cairns had a culturally diverse population of about three 

thousand people in 1900, including some thousand Chinese, but the pragmatic 

equanimity that generally existed between Chinese and Europeans was about to 

be disturbed by an unwelcome intruder. The menace of bubonic plague lit up 

racial feelings in Cairns. For some Europeans, the notion of plague 

corresponded not so much with the terror of the ‘Black Death’, but with a 

particular idea of ‘oriental squalor’. Consequently, the potential risk of bubonic 

plague skewed the official policy directly towards the Chinese.663 

As noted earlier some authors tend to call what happened to the Chinese during this 

period as “racism” to explain some of the attitudes towards the Chinese in Chinatown. 

They suggest that any criticism of Chinatown by those outside of it was racially 

motivated. Chinatown was also the most densely populated area of Cairns and by any 

logical deduction would have the most garbage in the most confined space, resulting it 

in being a prime target for rats carrying the plague, though it must be said that rats were 

everywhere in Cairns. Many of the arguments for Chinatown being a source of disease 

due to lack adequate sanitation practices were well founded, for Chinatown was a slum. 

                                                 
662 Cairns Argus, 10 October 1894. 
663 Matthew Richards 2007 “The People Must Save Themselves: Cairns, the Chinese and Bubonic Plague 
of 1900”, Rediscovered Past, Kevin Wong Hoy (ed),  Chinese Heritage in Northern Australia Inc., North 
Melbourne, p. 32.  
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When this was coupled with fear and prejudices it became an irresistible target, 

especially when it was also a red light area complete with gambling and opium 

smoking. In the minds of the people, at the time, if a plague was going to occur in 

Cairns then Chinatown would have been the primary area of concern. However, no case 

of plague occurred in Chinatown.  

 The colonies of Australia prepared for the arrival of the plague by having a 

series of conferences in Melbourne, Sydney and Brisbane which were designed to keep 

the medical profession abreast of the latest discoveries and methods of dealing with the 

plague, especially with rats as a spreader of the plague.664 By February 1900 the 

Queensland Board of Heath had urged locals to be prepared for the arrival of the 

plague. Both Adelaide and Sydney had confirmed plague cases. The CMC and 

especially the mayor, Tills, seemed to think that distance would protect them from the 

plague and initially did nothing. It is also likely that they preferred to wait and see how 

other ports and town would deal with the situation first before they committed any 

resources. There was definitely an element of denial.665 Apart from distributing plague 

pamphlets, written in Chinese, there was very little done to make sure all those in 

Chinatown knew what was about to happen to them. Fear brought public pressure to 

bear on the CMC about doing something practical about plague preparation.666 It was 

Alderman Mayers who made the point that “aliens” (a euphemism for Chinese) were 

not to be housed in hospital wards with whites, a point the Chairman of the JHB, R.A. 

Tills, agreed with.  The Protector of Aborigines maintained that the only powers he had 

for the preparation for the isolation of the indigenous people in an event of plague was 

simply “to keep the blacks out of town”.667   

 There is very little evidence of public feeling about plague coming by ship. 

Cairns had no quarantine station and any suspected plague carriers would not be 

allowed to land and would be sent to Townsville. Those who showed no symptoms on a 

ship suspected of the plague had to wait the obligatory 10 days before disembarking. 

During this period the vessel would move to the eastern side of the inlet rather than 
                                                 
664 C. Ameit, 1995 “The Second Angel: Plague, North Queensland 1900-1902”, Honours Thesis, James 
Cook University, p. 31. 
665 Cairns Municipal Councils Minutes, 13 February 1900, Cairns Historical Society.  
666 Morning Post, 3 February 1900.  
667 Ibid, 5 May 1900.  
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remain at berth. Essentially the decision to land or not to land plague patients was 

Koch’s, who often contradicted himself on what approach he would take. 668  

  It appears that the Morning Post started to create a fear of the plague arriving 

and the CMC had no choice but act. The trigger in the first half of March 1900 occurred 

when Dr. Koch advised them to fence half a acre of show grounds, construct a building 

there, retain three CMC men as nurses and have plenty of disinfectant ready. There is 

no indication that Dr. Koch attended any of the colonial plague conferences and part of 

the delay in acting may have been caused by Koch waiting to receive some advice of 

what actions to take. It is an area that needs further research.  

There are no indications at that point whether Koch had passed on the 

information about fleas on rats spreading the plague. The understanding of how the 

plague spread was not introduced until 1898, when Paul Louis Simmonds put forward 

his theory, which met with much resistance. Whether Koch knew before 1900 is an 

open question. In an interview with the Morning Post 31 March 1900, Koch finally 

explained the role of fleas on rats as plague carriers and said that as many rats as 

possible should be destroyed, suggesting a bounty on them.  

The next step was to clean the town of rubbish, and in order to do that money 

was needed. The ever practical A. J. Draper came forward and suggested that a health 

rate be struck at ¼d in the pound to pay for cleansing the town which provided £250, 

hardly enough to cover a possible epidemic. 

In preparation for the outbreak of the plague, on 5th May 1900, the first meeting 

of the JHB took place. The CMC, BDB and CDB were represented. Mayor Tills was 

elected as Chairman and Dr. Koch as Chief Medical Officer.669 The first major issue the 

new board had to deal with was establishing a quarantine procedure for incoming 

shipping. The problem was the quarantine period, as Koch did not or could not 

recommend one. Any dithering Tills had done in the past in not preparing for the arrival 

of the plague was certainly not present at this meeting. He gave sound advice, 

especially in erecting tents for victims which was based on a suggestion that Koch had 
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made previously in 1894. Everything went ahead very quickly with a small plague 

hospital built by Louis Severin (on the show ground) for a cost of £131/19/-.670 

 When the vessel Cintra berthed at the port of Townsville it was quarantined. 

This caused some anxiety for those in Cairns, its next port of call. Chairman Tills 

contacted the home secretary and asked him if the Cintra was to be quarantined for a 

full period. The led to a sharp rebuke from the Home Secretary for Tills’ suggestion 

that a vessel would not be fully quarantined when it left port and the need to quarantine 

it at every port thereafter, which included Cairns. The JHB now had to accept full 

responsibility for the quarantine procedures and would pay for the privilege. 671 Dr. 

Koch should have advised Tills on this matter without the necessity of writing to the 

Home Secretary.   

 On 24th May 1900, a seaman named Lawson, on the vessel Aramac was thought 

to have the plague but after three days of quarantine was found not infected. Dr. Koch 

tried a plague diagnosis based on symptoms only and not through the lens of a 

microscope. Dr. Koch was out of his depth and knew it.672 Another suspected case was 

found in the Mining Exchange Hotel and the hotel was quarantined.673 Plague diagnosis 

had become a real issue as Koch could not initially tell who did and did not have the 

plague as opposed to another illness with similar symptoms.   

 Initially, Koch sent a telegram to the Home Secretary for instructions and 

refused to let Lawson land.674 This was backed up by W. J. Munro, Acting Chairman of 

the JHB who also contacted the Home Secretary.675  Dr. Turner, the primary 

bacteriologist to the Queensland Board of Health, was in Townville and took the next 

boat to Cairns to inspect the plague victims. Munro agreed to place the two suspected 

plague cases in the hospital. One of the cases died on 25 May 1900.676  

 Dr. Turner arrived in Cairns around the 29th May and found the hospital locked. 

He took Dr. Koch to task for not having the hospital open and made him open it. 

Koch’s phobia against contagious diseases had at this stage severely affected his 
                                                 
670 Morning Post, 5 May 1900. 
671 Ibid, 12 May 1900. 
672 Ibid., 1 June 1900. 
673 Ibid. 
674 Queensland State Archives, 24 May 1900, File12950/18187. 
675 Ibid.  
676 Ibid., 26 May 1900, File12950/18187.  
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judgement. The hospital was locked to prevent the sick people in it catching the plague. 

Amiet states: 

Koch’s medical procedures were erratic and unreliable. During the initial 1900 

outbreak, he failed to preserve specimens of plague bacilli for examination at a 

later date. Even more amazingly, Koch burned the medical records of important 

plague cases before Turner could review the situation and confirm the 

diagnosis. Complaints rolled in from all sides. The Adelaide Steamship 

Company complained to the Home Secretary in June 1900 that Koch was not 

performing his duties adequately and followed his own whims over the official 

plague prevention regulations. The procedures dictated that six hours were 

sufficient for the fumigation of suspect vessels. Koch demanded twice that 

[fumigation] time span, a decision that the shipping companies were unable to 

observe if they were to keep to time [tables]. When they [shipping companies] 

did not comply with his demands, Koch simply vanished from the scene, 

making it impossible or illegal for the ships to leave port without a signed 

fumigation certificate.677 

Dr. Koch was not behaving in a rational manner and this reflected on the JHB who had 

to deal with results of Koch’s actions. The potential danger at that time, for trade, was 

that some vessels might be tied up for overly long periods, past the recommended 10 

days. The fear was that some shipping companies might bypass Cairns completely. 

Koch was quarantining ships that had preciously been quarantined in other Queensland 

ports. 

 Dr. Turner‘s authoritative manner and structured approach were greatly 

appreciated by the JHB. It was given clearly defined steps to take with plague victims 

and cleaning up premises where they had stayed. This was through a report that Turner 

issued to the JHB.  Turner’s approach was methodical while Koch and his erratic 

behaviour created an element of doubt regarding what procedure to take.678  Because 

Turner had effectively taken charge of issuing instructions to the JHB, Dr. Koch took a 

                                                 
677 Christina Amiet  February 1998, “An Uphill battle: The Plight of the Medical Fraternity in North 
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stance of passive opposition to Turner’s work. Dr. Turner began a clean up of Cairns. 

He took the view that rats survive on rubbish and if rubbish was removed then the rats 

would have nothing to live on.679 

 By January 1901, Cairns had five plague cases resulting in two subsequent 

deaths. One more plague case was reported in July 1901. Cairns was still not out 

trouble with odd cases re-appearing over the next few years during repeat visits of the 

plague. Dr. Koch died in June 1901 of a stroke and Dr. W. Cummings was appointed as 

Medical Officer to the JHB. The JHB existed for a number of years, though it was only 

activated in times of crisis. The effectiveness of the JHB can be summed up by Dr. 

Turner when contrasting it with its Townsville counterpart in June 1900 (over rubbish 

removal) when he stated: “The Joint Authorities in Cairns did more work in three days 

that you have done in three weeks.”680 

 In summary, the appearance of the plague in Cairns was a turning point for the 

medical profession with Turner’s modern bacteriological approach compared to that of 

Koch, a country doctor in a frontier town who was out of his depth.  Koch’s vacillating 

attitude caused a great deal of embarrassment to the Joint Health Board. It was Turner 

who steered the Board back on the correct course through diagnosing plague cases 

through microscopic examination and not through symptoms, as Koch had done. The 

Joint Health Board was formed out of necessity and the CMC was the primary driving 

force within it since Cairns was the area where the plague was discovered. It required a 

team effort to clean up the town by getting rid of the garbage and improving sanitation 

during the plague outbreak and the CMC provided that service. A series of meetings 

with the Chinese community should have been called, as many Chinese could not read 

the pamphlets issued, and informed them of what was happening rather than rely on the 

hope that everything would be relayed to them by those Chinese who could read 

English. These are areas that Koch should have outlined and shown concern for as the 

medical advisor to the JHB. This was also an area that the CMC should have taken the 

lead in, as part of the JHB, and it failed dismally to do so. Koch was not the only voice 

that should have been raised against the apathy of having no plan for informing the 
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Chinese community and dealing with the local indigenous people who may have 

become infected.    

The Cairns Water Supply. 

Obtaining a water supply was generally up to the individual. This was usually 

obtained from tanks which collected rain water from galvanised corrugated iron roofs, 

or by sinking fresh water bores and wells. When the town was founded in 1876 fresh 

water could be obtained from the lagoons flowing west to east. The reclamation project 

started to fill in these freshwater lagoons in 1888, producing the need for a town water 

supply.  Wells were only a temporary answer to the problem with the ultimate aim 

being a reticulated water supply. During September to October a well was sunk by the 

CMC, the Council’s first, in Abbott Street to provide water for the ratepayers.681  

Well water in Cairns was full of impurities and was considered for drinking 

only as a last resort. Pressure was placed on the CMC to develop a reticulated water 

supply for both drinking and irrigation. Providing a clean water supply was difficult, as 

it involved large expensive schemes. As a stop gap measure until a reticulated water 

supply could be afforded for the town, the CMC knew it had to do something  and 

decided on building a  huge well with a 10 000 gallon (45 000 litres) water tank in 

1889. The total cost for the windmill powered pump was £185.682   

Public pressure built for a reticulated supply. The CMC tried to side step the 

issue by asking the Chamber of Commerce to write to the Minister of Lands to send up 

a Hydraulic Engineer to do a feasibility study on having town water supply, but also 

agreed to liaise with the Cairns Chamber of Commerce on the matter.683 The issue was 

at first ignored by the Department of Lands and it was not until December 1891 that the 

CMC was notified that Hydraulic Engineer J. B. Henderson was coming to Cairns to 

ascertain options for the development of a reticulated water supply for the town.684  

In March 1892, Henderson submitted his preliminary report which cited 

Freshwater Creek as the best option of three possible schemes. The first was to drop 

                                                 
681 Cairns Post,  28 September 1888.  
682 Morning Post, 3 November 1898. Robertson and Son won the tender for the tank construction for 
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water from 1 400 feet (434 metres) from the hills at the back of Hambledon and then 

through an 800 foot (248 metres) tunnel. The second also required another long tunnel 

and the third was from the upper reaches of Freshwater Creek. Because Henderson’s 

report was only preliminary he suggested to the CMC that Behan do the surveying for 

the correct levels on the upper reaches of Freshwater Creek.685 One advantage of living 

in the wet tropics is that water in rainforest streams is unusually pure, as the forest roots 

filter out particles and organic matter. All three of these schemes would have tapped 

this source. 

The Freshwater Creek scheme appeared to be the one that held the most interest 

but was also the most expensive. The estimated cost at that time for the Freshwater 

Scheme was £19 146 plus yearly working costs of £1 690 with an ability to produce 

 8 200 gallons (37 310 litres) of water an hour. If the hourly capacity was increased to 

 26 200 gallons (119 210 litres) then the cost would have been £32 950. Unfortunately 

this was discussed at the time of the world wide recession which was hampering other 

Council works, and the Queensland Treasury was reluctant to part with funds.686 

Nothing was done about the water supply until Alderman Draper pushed for a 

more permanent solution in December 1897 and suggested having a special water rate 

between £3 to £4 for each household, per year, to repay a loan for a reticulated water 

scheme. It would have also reduced high fire insurance premiums by lowering the fire 

risk. There was no immediate action on this suggestion due to the CMC not wanting to 

place additional burdens on ratepayers at that time. 687  As a stop gap measure a motion 

was passed in December 1897 to erect a large well and 10 000 (45 000 litres) gallon 

tank in Abbott Street, but this was not tendered for until October 1898, and completed 

by December 1898.688  This project had been first discussed in Council some nine years 

previously. 
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In February of 1898 a private syndicate wanted to tap the water resources of the 

Barron Falls. These falls are situated on the Barron River 15 miles (24.1 kilometres) 

north west of Cairns, on the edge of the escarpment.  Mayor Aumuller stated at a public 

meeting that the Barron Falls should not be used as a water supply and that it was for 

the heritage of the people. This was a remarkably modern outlook for that period, no 

doubt because it was a major tourist attraction. A resolution was passed at the meeting 

also protesting the granting of a lease to a private company or corporation within the 

immediate vicinity of the Barron Falls. The idea was that the Falls were to be for public 

enjoyment and not private use.689  

In February 1898, a Melbourne firm, J. Coates and Company, contacted the 

CMC and offered to supply Cairns with water by acting as a water contractor which 

was essentially a de facto water board as laid down under the Queensland Water 

Authorities Act of 1891. This meant that J. Coates and Company would supply the 

water and lay the water lines, subject to CMC approval. The firm wanted the CMC to 

establish a special rate of 2d in the pound, which was reducible if the profit margin of  

7½ % was reached.690  If the 1897 rates were used as a baseline, then this would mean 

over £4 000 a year for the firm. It would have effectively doubled the rates paid which 

the town could not afford. It also meant control of the water supply would be in the 

hands of a private company. If the company went into receivership or was sold, then the 

whole water supply would have been in jeopardy. There were far too many hurdles and 

uncertainties in the proposal and it was rejected by the CMC.  

In October 1898 the 10 000 gallon tank water ran out and the town was forced 

to use unclean well water. The Morning Post pushed for the establishment of a Water 

Board. People in Cairns had only two choices, either build more tanks or pay higher 

rates for a supply scheme.691  The CMC decided to wait as it knew full well that any 

loan asked for at the time would not be forthcoming due to its high level of debt. In 

1900 a loan of £45 000 was asked for by the CMC to the Government to fix the water 

supply.692 It was unsuccessful. 
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The water situation was at a standstill until August 1901 when the CMC 

pursued a loan again. Water samples from Freshwater Creek were sent  to be tested 

which proved the water was pure by the standards of the day. 693 Henderson updated his 

1892 report and stated that 32 000 people could use up to 40 gallons (182 litres) of 

water a day – a total of up to 1 280 000 gallons (5 824 000 litres) daily. For the next 6 

years no solution was reached, but the Freshwater Scheme was considered to be the 

best option and was the one eventually implemented. 

 By 1906, 14 years after the start of initial investigations by Henderson, the then 

Town Council had mounting pressure put on it by the rate payers to do something about 

a reticulated water supply. In May of that year, Cairns was visited by Premier Kidston 

and the Council asked him for a loan of £42 000 (which was subsequently granted) to 

implement a water supply to Cairns. 694 The first part of the scheme was operational by 

1911. 

In summary, the delays in establishing a water supply in Cairns came down to a 

combination of lack of available funds from the Treasury, the high debt of the CMC, 

the world wide recession and poor judgement. The most practicable scheme was the 

one that Draper proposed which involved charging each household between £3 to £4 

per year, which would have over a short time supplied enough money for a water 

supply, and using J. Coates and Company as a de facto water board. The CMC did not 

want to take that gamble even when Draper was Mayor.  

Botanical Gardens  

 Today the Cairns Botanical Gardens are a premier tourist attraction which local 

government has always been responsible for administering. However, the achievement 

of establishing the botanical gardens was accomplished in spite of the CMC rather than 

because of it.  

The CMC did virtually nothing for the development of a botanical garden. It 

supplied the land and let it for a nominal sum to a horticulturalist, Euguene Fitzalan, 

who could ply his trade and also look after the reserve. The botanical gardens were 
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situated five kilometres north of Cairns. Its size went from 71 acres (28.7 hectares) in 

1886 to 108 acres (43.7 hectares) by 1892. 

 Eugene Fitzalan, botanist and former apprentice to the head gardener of the Earl 

of Belmore, had obviously read in the Cairns Post of the establishment of the 

recreational reserve and wrote to the CMC asking to be caretaker of the reserve. 

Looking after the reserve was conditional on the CMC allowing him to grow trees, 

flowers and shrubs that he could sell to make a living through the establishment of a 

plant nursery.695 A committee of Councillors Wimble, Street and Ryan was formed to 

look after the details and the CMC agreed to pay Fitzalan a nominal sum of £5 per 

year.696 Part of the agreement was that he would create a botanical garden which would 

be attractive enough for public viewing.  

 Fitzalan was extremely successful at what he did and the gardens became a 

premier tourist attraction very quickly. This was accomplished with no credit to the 

CMC. Fitzalan left for Brisbane due to ill health in 1897. The CMC kept his plants and 

trees, as per their original agreement. A new caretaker, Morgan, was appointed but  

died in 1900. During the remaining tenure of the CMC the botanic gardens never 

received the care and attention that was given them under Fitzalan. The surviving 

vegetation from the early years of the gardens’ establishment became the nucleus of the 

gardens of today. 

Conclusion  

 The flora, fauna, topography and climate of Cairns were foreign to the first 

European settlers who had chosen a swamp in the middle of the wet tropics to establish 

a port to allow the region’s mineral, timber and agricultural wealth to be exported.  

Before this was accomplished, the primary goal of the CMC was to raise revenue, in 

order to clear the swamps, reclaim the land, and establish a thriving port, work which 

would also help to keep its population free from disease. This proved an incredibly 

difficult task, since the first streets surveyed from west to east were all a series of 

lagoons which were overflows from a large swamp that cut through the centre of the 
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new town. The surveyors however did their job well and adhered to the natural drainage 

of the town, which was initially a series of sand ridges. 

 The living conditions of Cairns in 1885 were appalling, with bad drinking 

water, tropical diseases, heavy monsoon rains, lack of sanitation, malaria and dengue 

fever mosquitos, not something Europeans were generally used to. The swamps were 

part of both the streets and allotments and had to be drained to make streets useable and 

allotments liveable. Swamps during the 19th century were equated with bad health 

through the miasma theory of disease causation. For the CMC, filling the swamps also 

reduced the health risk. Although the miasma theory was unsound, the method of 

dealing with it was not, as filling in the swamps did prevent a number of diseases and 

fevers, such as malaria and leptospirosis. Malaria was still a problem in Cairns in the 

1950s and dengue fever still exists in the 21st century in the area, though no longer 

blamed on pools of fresh water from lack of drainage.  

The achievement of the CMC in raising the street and allotment levels in the 

Cairns CBD to avoid the risk of regular flooding during the wet seasons was a 

mammoth task by any local government standards in colonial Australia. If there was 

single contributing factor to the success of the CMC in achieving this goal it was the 

single mindedness of successive councils, backed by the business community  Its 

benefits outweighed the cost of the reclamation project and allowed businesses in the 

CBD to continue to operate in the wet seasons, and though flooding still occurred in the 

more severe seasonal monsoons it was more limited than in the pre-reclamation period. 

The use of mangrove mud, sand and quarry metal for fill and the railways for delivery 

were two factors that were cost effective and allowed most of the CBD to be raised up 

to the required level within a short time over such a large area, using primitive 

technology.  

The one area that the CMC could have improved was deciding on which set of 

levels to raise the CBD to. The highest set of levels was not used due to higher costs. 

The issue of deciding the levels of the town was handed badly by successive councils 

who were technically out of their depth. A lower level did mean a faster conclusion to 

the reclamation project in the CBD, with less fill used and less disruption to local 

businesses.   
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It took only six years from 1888 to fill up the CBD streets, and most, but not all 

of the allotments to the required levels. The CMC could have been more active in 

fining those who did not fill their allotments, but were reluctant to do so, possibly due 

to concern over accumulated court costs for those who refused to pay. If the CMC had 

created additional by-laws to cover this matter, with fines high enough, and used the 

courts, then it is more than likely that initial examples would have caused others to fill 

in sections quickly rather than risk a hefty fine.    

The advantage of using the lagoons flowing east as streets was that it helped 

direct natural water flows to the sea but it also produced another problem. When the 

lagoons were filled in, so were the fresh water supplies, which resulted in more wells 

and water tanks being constructed. This resulted in the push for a permanent water 

supply which was acted on from 1892 when Engineer Henderson put forward the first 

overall plan for a reticulated water supply. It was able to utilise a major advantage of 

living in a rainforest area, the pure water produced in rainforest streams. The CMC was 

unable to implement the plan due to a lack of funding during the 1890s recession. The 

CMC never saw Henderson’s completed water scheme which was begun in 1906, under 

the then Cairns Town Council. The alternative scheme by J. Coates and company had 

merit, and the CMC should have considered variations of this scheme.  While water 

rates under J. Coates and company were considered far too high for the town to pay, 

they were not high by local government standards and rates still would have been no 

more than 5d in the pound under the Coates scheme.   

The focus of the CMC on Chinatown as a major potential health problem is 

problematic thanks to the mixed reports it received on its sanitary state. Chinatown was 

essentially an over-crowed slum with multiple buildings on small sections, not enough 

earth closets, with rubbish piled in any available space. On top of this it was primary 

source of fruit, fish and vegetables of Cairns, which made it a health issue. However the 

town and CMC targeted Chinatown more because of the miasma theory and its moral 

implications, particularly as Chinatown was the town’s centre for gambling and 

prostitution. However it also distracted attention from the town’s other sanitation needs, 

which could have been dealt with much faster. The bubonic plague problem clearly 
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demonstrates this; until Dr Turner’s arrival, the pressure to clean up rubbish was all on 

Chinatown rather than the rest of the town where the bubonic plague cases were 

actually occurring.   

In other respects, though, the handling of the plague was a credit to the CMC 

through the Joint Health Board. It was the CMC’s organising ability that was the 

driving force behind the JHB which was extremely effective in plague preparations, 

particularly after the arrival of Dr Turner. Had the CMC chosen to listen to Dr Koch, 

who was clearly incapable of dealing with the medical aspects of the plague, the 

situation would have been much worse. The coming of the plague indicated that Cairns 

needed a permanent quarantine station and quarantine and medical provisions for 

dealing with the indigenous people.   

The transformation from a swampy reserve at Edge Hill, into a botanic garden, 

can be solely credited to horticulturalist Eugene Fitzalan, who worked alone, for a 

nominal fee, from 1886 to 1897.  From the CMC’s perspective, it achieved a maximum 

effort for a minimum cost, and it inherited a functional botanical garden when he left. 

His efforts laid the groundwork for later Councils to achieve a world class tropical 

municipal garden.  

The CMC achieved remarkable results with 19th century tools and equipment, 

with which they had to deal with a difficult topography, unfamiliar climatic conditions, 

and differences in professional advice, all on a minimal budget.  The CMC faced all 

these difficulties and it was a case of a remarkable achievement against all odds. 
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The CMC was structured into two major divisions. The first was the Council, 

consisting of Aldermen who were the governing body who made overall decisions. The 

second was administration, the backbone of the CMC, which looked after the day to 

day clerical and operational work and also the accounts, which came under the 

jurisdiction of the municipal clerk and the mayor.  The role of the mayor was a 

combination of a managing director over staff and chairman of a board.  The CMC had 

to be transparent in its dealings and also seen to be transparent, with its books, dealings 

and meetings open to inspection. The writing of CMC bylaws and boundary division 

changes also came under the administrative wing of the CMC. To be considered also as 

part of the administrative process was the Council’s dealings with other local bodies 

such as the Cairns Chambers of Commerce, the Fire Brigade, the Joint Health Board, 

the Cairns Gas Company and its assistance in the creation of new organisations such as 

the formation of the Cairns Harbour Board.  

Boundaries of the CMC  

As noted earlier, boundaries were an administrative issue in many ways. They 

were initially set with little regard to the problems of population dispersal or 

topography, and needed to be adjusted regularly to take account of settlement patterns 

as towns expanded.  

The initial boundary of the CMC was set by the previous local government, the 

CDB. When a petition (consisting of 58 names of Cairns businessmen) requesting the 

formation of the CMC was sent to the Queensland government, it included maps of the 

proposed new Municipal boundary of Cairns and a detailed description of the boundary 

for gazetting purposes.697  Essentially this boundary followed the Barron River from its 

entrance to Freshwater Creek, then worked its way south along Freshwater Creek, 

directly east towards the coast following a line which skimmed just north of Mt 

Sheridan and managed to include most of the swampy ground to the West and south of 

the town in the CMC area (see figures 28 and 29). The area was a large one and 

incorporated some of the worst swamps and roads in the district. The only reason why 

the boundary ran so far west was because the area covered some large parcels of good 

                                                 
697 Cairns Post, 27 November 1884. Cairns Historical Society 3941, 3940, 3942.  
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land that could be opened up for settlement on the western side of the range and were 

not all swamp.   

 The area consisted of the CBD’s Division one. Out of its three sub-divisions 

this was the most problematic for the CBD due to the large amount of swamp, the high 

maintenance requirements of roads through it, and the needs of the growing town. By 

giving away an entire subdivision to the CMC the CDB also freed itself of a great deal 

of debt for loans taken out for repairing the main arterial routes. The CDB was under a 

great deal of pressure to reduce this debt and this appeared to them as the best way of 

removing a large portion of it.698 This debt was then passed onto the CMC (see Chapter 

4) creating a heavy burden for a new council.  

The boundary of the CMC was formed in 1884 through the combined efforts of 

the CDB and the CPA. It enclosed an unusually large area for a municipality. From the 

CPA’s point of view, more land equalled more rates; for the CDB it was an expensive 

area to retain.. That is why the CDB decided on a boundary that did not incorporate the 

massive swamps surrounding Cairns in the west and south-west areas into its remaining 

area, as the edge of the boundary line here is also the boundary of the swamps.  

The adjustment of accounts from the CDB to the CMC to cover the boundary 

change was under the guiding hand of J. A. Peterson, the Government Audit Inspector. 

The CMC was credited with the 1884 rates from the CDB and the collected rates for the 

1885 Subdivision One, and overdraft and loans for which this subdivision was liable.  

In 1898 the CMC wanted to reduce its area to something more manageable, by 

relinquishing part of its territory to both the CDB and the Barron Divisional Board 

(BDB).699  In June 1899 the three local authorities got together for a preliminary public 

meeting to form a joint sub-committee on boundary changes700.  At this meeting, A. J. 

Draper, on behalf of the CMC, made the point that councils and divisional boards had 

different functions but that the current CMC was in fact acting as both, and that the 

                                                 
698 Cairns Post, 15 May 1885.  
699 Cairns Advocate, 28 March 1900. The matters of the boundary changes had been brought to public 
attention due to meetings on the 19 November 1898, December 1898, June 1899, 29 July 1899 and 10 
August 1899.  
700 Morning Post 12 July, 1899.  
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CMC should withdraw into its mandate by getting rid of the rural areas normally under 

the care of divisional boards.701 

In November 1899 a petition was sent to the Colonial Secretary to reduce the 

size of the Municipal Council’s area to something more manageable (see figure 28).702  

At a further meeting in March 1900 the rationale for the new boundaries was given to 

the ratepayers’ delegates. The CMC wanted the two Divisional Boards to also take a 

part of the overall debt of the CMC, in proportion to the area being excised, amounting 

to £15 000.703 The other point discussed was the boundary line and where to place it for 

the best advantage of all three groups.704  

One of the major reasons that helped expedite this was the establishment of the 

Mulgrave Tramway by the CDB. In 1898 the CDB had an income of over £15 000, 

thanks to the tramway, and was financially viable enough to take over the problem 

areas given back to it due to the boundary change.  

One regret of the CMC was that with the loss of territory, money spent on road 

repairs was also lost. Hap Wah Road (now Mulgrave Road) had cost over £3 000 in 

maintenance since 1885.705 When new sections were opened up, new roads had to be 

surveyed and built which was extremely costly, and was one of the reasons the CMC 

did not push for more new land to be opened for development than it did. However by 

going back to what was essentially the old surveyed town boundary, there was less need 

for new roads. Without doubt, the town’s major problems were sanitation, draining the 

swamps and reclaiming land for public use, and keeping the streets useable. By handing 

over its rural lands in the west and north-east, it could now concentrate its spending in a 

much more limited area rather than scattering the finances on rural road repairs which 

served relatively few ratepayers: 

                                                 
701 Morning Post. 
702 Cairns Advocate, 28 March 1900. This was first put forward on the Cairns Argus 29th July 1893, with 
the onus put on the Cairns Municipal Council to work out a proposal to be put to the CDB and BDB. It 
took 6 years before any internal agreement within the Municipal Council was finalised enough to 
approach the Barron Divisional Board about boundary reductions. Subsequent discussions had come up 
on 29 November 1898, June 1899, and July 1899, and on 10 August 1899 the verification of the decision 
was made. 13th November 1899, Correspondence to Colonial Secretary, file Col/015, Queensland State 
Archives,  PRV7186. For some unknown reason, the CDB was omitted from the petition.   
703 Cairns Advocate, 28 March 1900. 
704 Ibid. 
705 Cairns Morning Post , 12 July, 1899.  
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The amount of territory the CDB took from the Cairns Municipal Council was 

worth £34 450 in valuations with an income from rates of £250/10/10 per year. 

This included 800 acres [323.7 hectares] of pastoral land which had a selling 

value of £5 an acre [4 hectares]. The liability the Board accepted from the CMC 

was no more than £1 700. The CDB had acquired almost two thirds of the 

CMC’s area. The Barron Divisional Board took over the land on the eastern side 

of Freshwater Creek in the Redlynch Valley.  

Pastoral leases within the CMC’s boundary were like toxic assets as the CMC had no 

money to supply the infrastructure needed to develop them. By relinquishing the 

pastoral areas to the CDB and the BDB the CMC saved a great deal of money it would 

have had to potentially spend on infrastructure for these areas which were essentially 

rural. Another important issue was that the: 

…CDB wanted to take control of the territory that the Tramway ran through as 

it could obtain revenue sufficient to the interest and redemption of that 

proportion of the loan indebtedness which the Board would have to take over 

from the Council...706  

There was certainly some friction between the CDB and the CMC over boundary 

adjustments. One of the major concerns of the CBD rate payers was that with the new 

boundary changes the voters in the newly acquired areas were more concentrated than 

the rural areas and would vote in a manner that would create a majority block vote for 

the needs of Cairns and not that of the entire division707. This concern proved 

groundless, and the decision to take the land was good one for both the CBD and the 

BDB. It allowed more land to be subdivided and produced more income from rates than 

was collected by the CMC when the area belonged to it.  
 

                                                 
706 Morning Post , 24 March 1900. Explanation by Munro, Chairman of the CDB to delegates of the 
ratepayers as why the CDB took the decision to accept the new boundary. 
707 Cairns Advocate, 28 March 1900. The point was raised by T. Swan, as a ratepayers delegate, but 
dismissed as absurd by Munro. 
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Figure 24. Barron Divisional Board (yellow), Cairns Divisional Board (pink) and Cairns 
Municipal Council (green) boundaries, 1890.708

                                                 
708 Source of map. Queensland State Archives.PRV7186, Col/015.  
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Figure 25. Cairns Divisional Board (pink) and Barron Divisional Board (yellow) extended 
boundaries into former Cairns Municpal Council boundary (green) 1900. Source. Queensland 
State Archives, PRV186, COL/015. 
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Administrative Structure 

The roles and responsibilities of council, mayor and municipal clerk, in terms of 

lines of management, were not set out clearly in the legislation.  Within the CMC, 

administration was managed by the municipal clerk and the mayor. The municipal 

clerk, and sometimes an assistant, performed the day to day functions and the mayor, 

who had overall responsibility for administration, was deferred to in matters needing 

his direct attention. Expediency was the administrative policy that the CMC utilised 

most and a great deal of flexibility was shown when the official rules were either 

blurred or did not cater for unexpected situations. If the administrative workload 

became too much for the Clerk, then an assistant clerk was hired. The positions of 

municipal clerk and mayor were renewed each year: the mayor through council election 

and the municipal clerk through the tender process, decided on by the council. As a 

general rule, the mayor and municipal clerk worked very closely together, especially 

with correspondence. It was the municipal clerk’s duty to inform the mayor of daily 

actions the CMC was involved with. Often in municipal councils, the position of 

municipal clerk was that of a de-facto mayor as far as daily responsibilities went. This 

occurred because the municipal clerk was in charge of the CMC office and was the 

person with whom the general public dealt.  

The functions of the municipal clerk were essentially to carry out the 

instructions of the mayor and resolutions of Council, liaise with the overseer when 

required and deal with the records and the accounts. The records kept were voters’ 

rolls, revenue and expenditure, valuations and rates, account books with banks, 

correspondence to and from the Council, copies of contracts, and CMC minutes. The 

Local Government Act 1878 stated that accounts and voter rolls had to be kept for 

inspection and audit but was vague on other records to be kept, such as correspondence. 

The accounts recorded the payment and non payment of rates, payments of contractors 

and advertisements, other receipts and expenditure, and petty cash. All valuations were 

recorded and these went in a valuation book which interlocked with a rates book and 

general cash books. The cash books interrelated with every other account book. The 

cash book included rates payments, loan accounts, contract payments, plant and general 

expenses. These books could be looked at on request from the general public and 



 

 235 

aldermen under the supervision of staff, who generally were the municipal clerk and his 

assistant. The restrictions on viewing them were so that the ledgers could not be altered. 

As noted earlier, the accounts ledgers were kept badly and were far from being up to 

date.  The clerk would also have to be familiar with and keep up to date copies of local 

government legislation. Duties that took the municipal clerk or his assistant away from 

the office were rates collecting and finding out addresses of owners of unoccupied land. 

This also meant journeys to rate payers in arrears demanding payment, and meant the 

clerk could be away from the office for some time, so the job was quite varied. This 

would have required a competent clerk. The qualifications for work like this could be 

summed up in a single word: “experience”.  

Apart from an assistant clerk, who was added to the administration team by the 

CMC in the late 1890s, the other important members of council staff were the inspector 

of nuisances and the overseer. The overseer’s function was to oversee the works 

projects and make sure that everything was going according to plan. He did not report 

to the municipal clerk but directly to the CMC by way of a written report which was 

read out at the regular fortnightly meetings. He would however have had to liaise with 

the municipal clerk on job completions and daily records. It is difficult to place the 

function of the overseer under the administration or directly under Council. The 

reporting line appears to shift between both. His function had a lesser profile than the 

municipal clerk under normal circumstances.  This changed for a period in the CMC 

due to the enormous reclamation, road repairs and general development projects 

undertaken which were under his direct control. The importance of his function cannot 

be overstressed and has been alluded to in the previous chapter on reclamation when 

the overseer ignored the engineer’s instruction on drainage and worked his own system.  

The inspector of nuisances’ main function was to look after sanitation and make 

sure that the streets were free of animals and rubbish. He reported directly to the CMC 

at general meetings and would also assist the health officer (through the municipal 

clerk) if any issues came up that he felt needed expert attention. He usually had a 

worker directly under him who did the nightsoil collecting. 
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The gangers were essentially job foremen and there were a number of them. 

They worked directly under the overseer and kept things moving according to schedule, 

and were directly responsible for CMC plant used in various jobs. 

Two part time positions were the health officer and engineer/surveyor. The 

health officer was usually a medical doctor and was on call to make reports on the 

sanitation and various existing and potential health hazards. He was paid a retainer each 

year by the CMC. His position would be for a 12 month period and reviewed after each 

CMC election. Usually he was also the town medical officer through a hospital 

committee appointment. He would be called on to make a series of reports from time to 

time to the council on the state of the health and hygiene of the town. He would liaise 

with the municipal clerk and work directly with the inspector of nuisances. This would 

occasionally lead to a report that was not favourable to the inspector of nuisances if he 

did not perform his job correctly. 

The CMC engineer/surveyor was a part time position which required him to 

work with the gangers in the field and make a report directly to council at CMC general 

meetings. This could also lead to great deal of friction in the CMC, for example when 

the gangers ignored Thomas Behan’s instructions on drainage angles and heights as 

was discussed in the chapter on works. Some engineers acted as surveyors, such as 

John Gwynneth, when they were not qualified to do so. At other times both engineers 

and surveyors were hired independently for specific jobs. A surveyor, like an engineer, 

would report directly to the CMC at general meetings. 

 Any public enquiries to the CMC went directly to the administration, through 

the municipal clerk who oversaw the correspondence on behalf of the CMC. The 

aldermen with the mayor were responsible for the decision and policy making process, 

especially on tendering, loan applications, overdrafts, interacting with other local 

bodies and making new bylaws.  

Within a small community such as Cairns, impartiality by the CMC was always 

difficult, especially when the people who were either favoured or rejected by Council 

decisions belonged to the same network of clubs, societies and other community 

organisations as Councillors. This would have created a strain on some personal and 

business relationships of councillors. The temptation to ignore the rules in favour of 
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these relationships was always present and did happen.  An example of  a possible 

conflict of interest involving mayors and aldermen who were members of the CDB, 

business partners, and fellow Masons was when Alderman Hobson gave a tender to A  

J  Draper without the benefit of tender process, which drew the ire of the Cairns 

Post.709 This incident involved bestowing CDB contracts on Masonic brethren without 

the tender process and although Masonry has not yet been proven as the cause it is 

nevertheless highly suspicious. Both Draper and Hobson were later members of the 

CMC and their behaviour in the CDB gives an indication of how things worked in the 

Cairns business community, local government and small elite groups within them 

during the early period of Cairns’ development.  Of the Mayors of the CMC, Louis 

Severin, A. J. Draper and R. A. Tills were Masons. Of the aldermen, Hobson, McKay, 

Allen, Brown, Smith, Behan, Mayers, Hansford , Cannon and Fernley were all Masons. 

The first Masonic lodge in Cairns, Gregory Lodge No.2139, was founded on 10th April 

1886 by high ranked Mason Willoughby Hannam.710 Masonry, or freemasonry, was 

never a secret society as its members and officers were often listed in Cairns 

newspapers. The public activities of masonry were well known and well received in 

19th century Cairns. Though not a secret society, it was a society that did have some 

secrets, mainly on initiation rituals and teachings. An important principle was 

acknowledgement of a fraternal bond between members with a duty to try and help 

each other where possible. It was common knowledge that the help did extend to 

contracts and Cairns was no exception. How far this help extended into local authority 

works is not known, except for the above incident, but more than likely it underlay 

some decisions the CMC made. Other authors, such as James Franklin, certainly think 

so. 711 

Bylaws. 

 Bylaws were a kind of legislation for local government. They provided the detail 

needed to implement colonial local authority legislation. They gave the councils an 

opportunity to shape local laws for local conditions, but still within the confines of the 
                                                 
709 Cairns Post, 1884. 
710 E. W. H. Fowles, E. G. White 1909, Jubilee Review of English Freemasonary in Australia, Outridge 
Printing, pp. 120-123. A second lodge was founded in Nelson (now Gordonvale) on 18 August 1906.   
711 James Franklin 1999 “Catholic verses Masons”, Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society, 
Vol. 20, pp. 13-14 
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existing colonial or state legislation. Once the bylaws were drafted they were then sent 

to the government to be approved and gazetted as law. Bylaws are essentially the laws 

set out by a local government which have force only in that local government area and 

carry penalties for non-compliance. However they don’t have the status of 

Parliamentary legislation as they have to be approved by the state and the state can 

over-rule them in cases applying to the state.  A set of model bylaws were contained in 

a booklet explaining the Divisional Board Act 1879 and it is most likely that a template 

set were also drafted for the Local Government Act 1878 and were utilised by the 

incoming CMC.712 

  Generally breaches of a bylaw would result in a penalty of a fine, or confiscation of 

goods or property in the case of the non payment of rates. Breaking a bylaw was not 

considered a criminal offence but the offender could be taken to court over non 

payment of fines. What bylaws did succeed in doing was to make clear what you could 

and could not do in a municipal area. This had the effect of improving health and safety 

in the town by applying the bylaws to such matters as following correct sanitation 

procedures, especially in dumping rubbish, and keeping animals fenced to prevent 

accidents. Bylaws filled in the gaps not catered for in central governments’ local 

government legislation and could be shaped to suit local requirements.  

  The usual method for a local authority to develop bylaws was for the municipal 

clerk to source bylaws from other towns. These would be then looked at by the 

Aldermen, usually in a special committee, and where changes were necessary the 

committee would make them. If no pre-existing bylaws were available, then the CMC 

would write its own. This was one of the areas where overlapping occurred between the 

office and Council, such that the clerk and the aldermen would work together. 

 The first set of bylaws for the CMC was completed by October 1886 and gazetted 

in that month.713 There were only seven bylaws, each with various sub-sections: 

1. Regulating the procedure of the CMC and duties of its Officers and 

servants and to preserve order at the CMC 

                                                 
712 Wegner, Hinchinbrook, p.69. 
713 Queensland Government Gazette, 9 October 1886, Vol. XXXIX, No.68, p. 1427. 
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 There were 91 sub-sections in this bylaw which laid down the order of Council 

business at meetings and the manner of processing reports and notices. This bylaw also 

dealt with amendments to resolutions, petitions, letters, and questions for the meetings. 

It covered protocol for meetings, such as the mode of addressing others, raising 

questions, methods of voting, protests against the manner of proceedings or content, 

creating and running sub-committees, creating records, and deciding and recording 

expenditure. This was essentially a straight forward instructional guide for the conduct 

of council meetings and how to deal with problems that could come up at meetings.   

2. Public carters. 

This bylaw had 7 sub – sections which included licences for pubic vehicles, rules for 

carting, penalties for breaches, and revoking of licences. This covered areas of revenue 

earning for the CMC through licenses and fines.  Safety concerns were introduced at a 

later date with safely tied loads made compulsory.  

3. Generally maintaining the good rule and government of the Borough of  

   Cairns.       

 There were 63 sub-sections in this bylaw which were primarily concerned with  building 

projections over roads, throwing rubbish and filth into the streets,  drainage,  sanitation, 

waste removal, unlicensed advertising on the streets, building approvals, fire safety and 

the correct stacking and placement of materials. This last item was more to ensure the 

business community did not overload their goods in displays, or when stacked outside 

their premises, and was aimed at safety and keeping the footpaths clear. This also related 

to loading and unloading of goods and the placement of advertising signs to prevent 

obstructing views in such a way as to  cause an accident. Fire prevention was another, 

with inflammable goods having to be stored in a safe area. The bylaw also encouraged a 

free flow of traffic on the road and footpath, and better lighting.    

4. The Council to give notice of the intention to pave. 

The bylaw was a small one with only 2 sub – sections. The reason for the  

warning was to keep the footpath clear for paving and also for the occupier be ready to 

pay fifty percent of the cost of the paving to the CMC.  

5. Omnibus and hackney carriages. 
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 This bylaw had 62 sub-sections and was primarily concerned with licensing vehicles 

and drivers, vehicular safety, proprietors’ licenses, fare fixing for vehicle hire, luggage 

storage, number of people in a vehicle, “standing vehicles” (parking) and driver 

behaviour. It overlapped with bylaw three. This section relates to vehicular licensing by 

the CMC and safety of passengers, for example by requiring parking in a safe place for 

boarding and disembarking of passengers, and not overloading. The ability of the 

Council to stop drivers from being in charge of a vehicle if deemed unfit is also under 

this bylaw. An example of this was that a driver could be charged with drunkenness 

while taking fares and if found guilty, could be classed as unfit to take passengers 

which would most likely result in a license suspension. There were additional sub-

sections concerned with structures that had calico or canvas walls and ceilings and 

where they could not be built, which would have been better placed in a separate bylaw. 

Essentially these were more to do with fire prevention than anything else. 

 6. Regulating the payments of rates. 

There were only 2 sub-sections in this bylaw concerning the rates payments in half 

yearly instalments and payments to the Town Clerk or rates collector. This was a 

sensible straightforward bylaw which allowed for the payments of rates by instalment. 

  7.   For the abatement and removal of Nuisances affecting the Public Health.  

In this bylaw there were 17 sub-sections that concerned the cleanliness of premises, 

depositing rubbish, keeping closets clean and operating sanitary  collection services. 

Sanitation was the area of concern here and it was the bylaw that was the most ignored, 

or the least enforced, because it needed the most frequent inspection. It also caused the 

most trouble for the CMC through newspaper critiques (see previous chapter). There 

was very little political will by numerous councils to pursue this matter.  The various 

Inspectors of Nuisances the CMC employed were almost as lax, though the lack of 

finance to prosecute was a drawback.   

 On 28 October 1886, the CMC adopted parts 3 and 4 of the Queensland Health Act, 

1884, as part of its bylaws.714 These two parts of the Act were very detailed, more so 

than the previous bylaws on health issues.  An administrational format was embedded 

                                                 
714 Cairns Post, 28 October 1886. 
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within the adopted sections which allowed the CMC to act quickly when a health crisis 

occurred. The new bylaws were as follows: 

  1. Sewers and Drainage. 

This gave the CMC power to purchase, make and maintain sewers. Another part of the 

duties of the CMC under these bylaws was to map out the sewer systems, keep them 

clean, and close them when necessary. Owners of sewers were allowed to tap into the 

main CMC sewers, as could people beyond the district, subject to conditions. Any 

building that did not posses a drains system could be compelled by the CMC to have 

one constructed. There was a penalty for building a home without a drain in a 

municipal district. All sewers built in the district had to be authorised by the CMC. This 

bylaw enforced the drainage issue which was critical to the well being of the people of 

Cairns. Practically, this was more directed to the business district as it would have been 

difficult to enforce in outlying areas.  

  2. Sewage Disposal. 

The CMC had the power to treat, store and dispose of sewage, provided it did not create 

a nuisance in doing so. It had the power to contribute to works under agreement for the 

supply, collection, and treatment of sewage. Very little was done with this bylaw under 

the CMC . At least one sewerage system was in place in town though there is virtually 

no information available on it. What this bylaw did was give the CMC power to allow 

private enterprise to treat sewage. It was an option that was never taken up under the 

CMC’s tenure.  

   3. Works beyond a District. 

 A minimum of three months notice had to be given before the CMC could  

commence sewerage works beyond the municipality. This notice was to be served on 

owners, naming when and where the works would be carried out. Any works outside of 

the municipality were subject to approval by the Governor in Council who could have 

the plans and area inspected first.  Overall this is a good well balanced bylaw that gave 

people time to prepare for major changes within areas soon to be under works. 

However, as noted for the previous bylaw, it was never used by the CMC.  

 4. Privies, Earth and Water Closets.  



 

 242 

All buildings were to have privies (toilets) consisting of either earth closets or water 

closets, and those buildings that did not have them were subject to a fine not exceeding 

£20. An earth closet was for the reception and deodorisation of human waste, 

constructed to the satisfaction of the local authority. The CMC had the power to supply 

dry earth for earth closets. All factories were required to have privy accommodation 

and any factory not complying was subject to a £20 fine and a further fine for every day 

of the default period. The CMC had an option to open public toilet facilities. All drains 

and toilet facilities had to be constructed so that they would not cause a public nuisance 

and become injurious to health. Any toilet facility could be inspected after the owner-

occupier was given 24 hours notice. Toilets were to be cleaned regularly and if not 

there was a 10/- fine for every day in default. The Act also included “privy provisions 

for horses” ie. provisions for the disposal of horse manure. This is another 

comprehensive bylaw that was readily enforceable in courts.  

   5.  Scavenging, Cleansing –Regulations as to Streets and Houses. 

The CMC had a duty under the Act to clean streets and remove rubbish that cluttered 

them, and if not a penalty could be incurred on the CMC by the Department of Health. 

Cairns at that time had no real garbage disposal facilities yet it was compelled by the 

Act to keep the streets clean. In reality this bylaw was not enforced enough. This meant 

that the owner-occupiers had to store and get rid of their own garbage, usually in the 

nearest swamp or thrown into their yards for the fowls to eat, which was a major reason 

for the rats which spread bubonic plague. If a health officer affixed a notice to a 

building to the effect that it was deemed unhealthy, then it was to be cleaned, repainted 

or pulled down. Such houses had to be purified to the satisfaction of the health 

inspector or medical practitioner. Failure to do this incurred a 10/- fine for every day of 

default. During the bubonic plague in Cairns this bylaw was firmly enforced. This by 

law should have been enforced from its inception, along with a regular rubbish disposal 

service.   

   6. Regulation of Cellar Dwellings.  

Cellar dwellings were prohibited and subject to a penalty if built. This was because they 

were a notorious feature of old-world slums, likely to be damp and ill-ventilated. Since 
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there were no cellars in Cairns due to the high water table it was a bylaw that was never  

enforced.  

            7. Common Lodging Houses. 

All common lodging houses were to have a register of lodgers living there. The CMC 

had the right to refuse registration of lodging houses. Those which were registered were 

required to have a certificate of registration affixed to the outside the house and 

prominently displayed. Each lodging house was to have a registered keeper whose 

function was to notify the local authorities when fevers developed.  All lodging houses 

were to have a water supply attached to the house. This was another good bylaw but in 

practice was never really fully enforceable due to the laxity of boarding house 

proprietors CMC inspectors who did not force this bylaw.  

Generally bylaws were never static, and subject to change when there was a 

need, which was often after new legislation was passed, or as a district or town 

developed and new technology made an old bylaw redundant. The use of flush toilets, 

for example, would have eliminated the need of a night cart collection. Bylaws were 

seldom enforced, and given that a fine could be levied with court action, the 

administration could have been firmer with prosecutions when a bylaw was broken. 

The reason why the CMC was reluctant to use prosecution is an open question. 

However, it is likely that any prosecution would have needed mayoral approval, and the 

cost of prosecuting most likely would have deterred him from acting.  

The CMC’s dealings with Other Local Bodies in Cairns. 

 The CMC often liaised with other local bodies to lobby central government to 

provide services and infrastructure to develop Cairns. A good example of this was the 

help provided by the Cairns Progress Association, which later became the Cairns 

Chamber of Commerce. This was the hub of the wheel on which were centred the 

spokes of the business community and local authorities. Among their gains were 

improvements to the harbour.  

The Harbour Dredge. 

 The problem with the Cairns Harbour was that the approach to Trinity Inlet was 

shallow due to a build-up of soft silt. This harbour had a depth of only 2.1 metres at low 

tide for over a mile from the inlet. This prevented many of the larger steamers coming 
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into Trinity Inlet and many of those that were too large for the low tide level had, like 

some sailing ships, to wait for high tide or use lighters. This caused inordinate delays to 

shipping schedules and resulted in higher shipping costs for importing and exporting. 

The cutting through the bar needed to be, at low water mark, 3.96 metres deep, 60.9 

metres wide and nearly 3 924 metres long to allow large ships entry to the harbour.715  

The Cairns Harbour was under the jurisdiction of the Department of Harbours 

and Marine and not directly under a local authority. Just prior to June 1885, a petition 

was sent to Parliament from the Cairns Progress Association (CPA) asking to have the 

shallow harbour channel dredged for larger ships, with no positive result.716  

A public meeting was held on 17th December 1885, with the mayor as chairman, 

to obtain a petition to Parliament to send a dredge to Cairns. 717 The results of the 

petition did not shift the government’s position on the dredge. The CPA’s influence 

with the government had been tested successfully in forming the CMC and it was still 

the best body to deal with Parliament on the dredge issue.  In May 1886, the CPA 

became the Cairns Chamber of Commerce (CCC).718   However even the CCC found its 

influence limited when it requested dredging for the harbour in 1886. The reply by 

Cullen, the Colonial Undersecretary, was evasive.719  

The CCC was the most influential body in Cairns next to the CMC. Because 

Cairns was such a small place the influence of one group on another was always an 

undercurrent to their affairs, and this was particularly strong between CMC and the 

CCC. Both shared many of the same members. While many of these links were never 

official, they still were strong and possibly affected the outcomes of one group dealing 

with another. The CMC’s role in the dredge issue was one of support to the CCC which 

took the primary role in obtaining a dredge for Cairns. Public pressure, through the 

newspapers, was continued on all local bodies to keep lobbying to obtain the services of 

                                                 
715 Peter Ryle, 2006 By Air and Sea, Cairns Port Authority, Cairns, p. 22. 
716 Queensland Votes and Proceedings, 1886, S.4, Vol. 3, p. 619.  
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718 Dorothy Jones, Trinity Phoenix, p. 216.  
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a dredge as soon as possible.720  In November 1887, the Platypus dredge arrived in 

Cairns and the town celebrated.721    

 Once the dredge started operating in Cairns the next problem was to keep it 

there as long as possible as its dredging duties had to be shared with other ports on the 

eastern Queensland coast. At a CMC meeting in May 1891, Fred Wimble in his 

capacity of Member of Parliament for Cairns, discussed the likelihood of the dredge 

leaving Cairns before it had reached the required depth of 15 feet in the channel.722  

This discussion was carried through until the end of the tenure of the CMC in 1903. 

The dredge remained controversial until Cairns obtained its own suction dredge, the 

Trinity Bay, in 1913.723  

Fire Brigade. 

 The CMC almost single-handedly kept the pressure up on other local bodies and 

business groups to form and support a Cairns Fire Brigade Brigade Board, with the 

object of establishing a functioning fire fighting service. The fire brigade did not come 

directly under a particular local authority but all influential bodies, through a joint 

board. Forming a fire brigade was first raised by the CMC in July 1886. A motion was 

passed to contribute £30 towards Fire brigade equipment, with Aldermen Ryan and 

Tills liaising directly with the CCC over this issue.724 The idea seems to have 

languished until June of 1887 when the CMC members appointed to liaise with the 

CCC, Aldermen Wimble and Redden, were asked to canvass for a fire brigade in order 

to raise funds for the purchase of necessary appliances.725 The Cairns Post continued to 

push the fire brigade issue which stalled again.  

The large Abbott Street fire in Cairns in July 1891, which caused £9 000 to  

£10 000 worth of damage, injected a sense of urgency into the creation of a fire 

brigade.726 Fires were common in the timber buildings of Queensland. The fire 

destroyed many businesses belonging to the town’s elite, such as Draper, Craig, 

                                                 
720 Cairns Post, 28 April, 1887, 4  May 1887, 11 June 1887, 10 July 1887, , 3  September 1887.  
721 Ibid., 10 December 1887. Ryle, By Air and Sea,  p. 22 
722 Ibid., 31 May 1890. 
723 Ryle, By Air and Sea, p. 70. 
724 Cairns Post, 23 July 1886. 
725 Ibid., 18 June 1887, 16 July 1887. 
726 Cairns Argus, 17 July 1891. 
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Loeven, Brown, Redden and Wimble.727 By the end of July 1891, the CMC had the 

Cairns Naval Brigade offering to be volunteer firemen.728 However, to have a fire 

brigade, the town had to have an adequate water supply and this was the responsibility 

of the CMC. The Abbott Street fire had been fought with water from the Burns Philp 

pump, as there was no CMC water supply available.729 The CCC placed additional 

pressure on the CMC to sink a number of wells in strategic locations around the town 

so that once formed the fire brigade would have water access should a fire occur.730   

 A public meeting was held in late July 1891 to work out a list of financial 

supports for a fire brigade.731 Insurance companies at this stage were bound to 

contribute a percentage of their premiums in the establishment of a fire brigade, as were 

municipal authorities and the colonial government, which matched the others in 

proportional contributions.732 A temporary committee consisting of  Alderman D. 

Patience, A. J. Draper, and business community leaders R. Sturt, W. Mudford, P. 

Marshall and E.P. Graham as secretary, formed the Cairns Fire Brigade Board.733  This 

was possibly the most influential group of citizens that Cairns could offer at this time. 

Another public meeting was held on the 18th August of that year with the committee 

agreeing that the fire brigade would consist of a force of 25 men.734  

 The problem was in getting volunteer firemen. The official launch of the fire 

brigade was on the 6th November 1891 in the Divisional Board Hall and was presided 

over by Mayor Draper.735  The CMC then contacted the colonial secretary to make the 

brigade official, and the government gave its consent in December 1891.736 The first 

official meeting of the Cairns Fire Brigade (CFB) was held in April 1892 with Mayor 

                                                 
727 Cairns Argus. This was also problematic if the Naval Brigade had to leave the area temporarily for 
training. This was considered a stop gap measure until a full volunteer Fire Brigade could be resourced 
from individuals who were not on call elsewhere.   
728 Cairns Post, 25 July 1891. 
729 Ibid., 21 July 1891. 
730 Cairns Argus, 24 July 1891. 
731 Ibid., 31 July 1891. 
732 Cairns Argus, 31 July 1891. Draper was the agent for the; National Fire, and Marine Insurance Co. of 
New Zealand, National Mutual Life Association of Australasia and South British Fire and Marine 
Insurance Co. and would have had to pay triple the single insurance percentage to the Fire Brigade. 
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Draper as Chairman and a financial balance of £97/6/-. 737  The amount contributed in 

setting up the Fire Brigade was quite a low one. 

 A Manson fire engine was purchased by the CFB, which was essentially a hand 

pump capable of delivering 100 gallons of water a minute, and a water tank with a 

capacity of 450 gallons.738 In order to produce water for the CFB the CMC sank its first 

well for them on the corner of Spence and Abbott Streets at a cost of £15.739 This was 

the hub of the business district at that time and was situated over a former lagoon, with 

plenty of water available, running under both streets. The first fire the CFB attended 

was on the Esplanade where sea water had to be used until the pump choked up with 

sand. After this incident the CMC had more wells strategically placed around the 

town.740 The fire pump was used under CMC direction during the wet seasons to 

compensate for inadequate drainage by pumping out accumulated water held back by 

foot paths.741 

 It was the CMC’s responsibility to monitor the CFB, though it could do little 

about the problem of some of the board members appointed by Government not 

attending meetings. The lack of interest became a serious frustration for the CFB which 

at that time was a solely volunteer force. Up until 1903, it was the CMC which kept the 

Cairns Fire Brigade Board going, though it shared some of the same lethargy other 

local bodies did. This is indicated by infrequent meetings of the CFB being mentioned 

without any regularity in council minutes. There is no evidence in the CMC minutes 

that the council pursued other CFB members to attend meetings on a regular basis.  

After 1903 the Cairns Town Council continued the CMC’s role under the new Local 

Government Act of 1902, and demonstrated greater interest as shown by the push to 

have more regular CFB meetings. The CMC was always considered the primary body 

behind the formation of the CFB but did not give it its full attention, which could have 

been more rigorous in pursuing other bodies to attend meetings, making them more 

frequent, and seeing that the needs of the CFB were met.    

                                                 
737 Cairns Post., 30 April 1892. 
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740 Ibid., 1 June 1895.  
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Joint Health Board. 

 This is a case of joint action between the CMC and other bodies. The Joint 

Health Board (JHB) in Cairns, mentioned in the health section in Chapter 5, was 

formed in times of health crises and was made up of various local bodies. The 

membership of the JHB rotated as members’ positions on the government bodies they 

represented changed with elections and resignations. Dr. Koch was Chief Medical 

Officer to the JHB until his death in June 1901 of a stroke.  Dr. W. Cummings was then 

appointed as Medical Officer to the JHB. The membership of the JHB was made up of 

Mayor R. A Tills (Chairman), G. R. Mayers, A .J Draper (CMC), W. J. Munro, I. E.  

Fretwell (CDB), and W. W. Mason (BDB).742  In mid 1901, E. C. Earl was appointed 

on behalf of the BDB.  G. R. Mayers was still on the JHB but he now represented the 

CDB. The secretary of the JHB was M. L. Cochrane.743  The effectiveness of the JHB, 

as noted earlier, was confirmed by Dr Turner’s praise for its work during the 1900 

bubonic plague outbreak.744  

The cost of forming the JHB was divided between the Government, the JHB 

and the CMC.745 The government paid two-thirds of the cost with the remainder 

divided equally between the JHB and CMC.  In August 1901 the government offered a 

pound for every pound raised by the Joint Health Board for future crises beyond that 

date. A levy or health rate as it was sometimes called, of  ½d in the pound, was 

collected through the auspicious of the CMC, which also acted in this instance as a 

collection agency for the JHB.746 The costs of the JHB during its time of operation 

within the time of the CMC’s governance were as follows:747 

Months                                     Year                          Cost (£) 

June                                          1900                          297.10. 6. 

30th June – 16th October         1900                           768.  7  2. 

17th October -30th June            1900-1901                 556.  1. 4. 

1st January -30th April              1901                            54.11. 0 

                                                 
742 Morning Post, 5 May 1900. 
743 Ibid.,  2 August 1901. 
744 Ibid., 2 June 1900. 
745 Ibid., 20 August 1901. 
746 Ibid., 2 June 1900. CMC Minutes book, 6 July 1900.  
747 Queensland State Archives Col/240; PRV 8750/1/2. 
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1st May-30th June                     1901                            73.  6. 8. 

17th October -31 December     1901                           441. 7. 2. 

1st January  -  30th June            1902                          131 13. 4.    

                                                                                 2 328   3. 2     Total.   
Table 8. Joint Health Board Expenditure. 

   This implies a considerable commitment on the part of the CMC. The cost for a 

number of plague outbreaks in Cairns was not a high one, but the hidden costs to 

business in Cairns could have been a great deal higher overall, especially with Dr. 

Koch’s lengthy quarantine periods (see Chapter 5). As an organisation, the JHB 

functioned well as a cohesive team of different bodies, although the driving force of the 

JHB was the CMC.   

The Gas Company and Cairns. 

 The CMC assisted in gaining the appropriate legislation and regulations for a 

company to supply gas to the town, as gas supplies were within the CMC’s purview. 

While the Melbourne firm of John Coats and Co. was not successful in obtaining a 

contract to supply Cairns’ water, they were successful in supplying Cairns’ gas. George 

Swinbourne of John Coates & Co. arrived in Cairns in April 1898 and put forward a 

proposal to construct a town gasworks. This would have in effect placed Coates & Co. 

as a de facto Gas Board for Cairns.   

 Coates & Co. needed the CMC’s approval due to a provision in the then local 

government acts which stated local government was responsible for providing power. 

On 1st June 1898, the CMC accepted Swinbourne’s proposal to erect a gas works and 

lay down the gas mains for the town.748 The CMC then had to contact the government 

to pass an Act of Parliament to deal with the establishment of a gas company in Cairns. 

This would produce a framework to supply an operating structure and allocate 

responsibilities for both the new Cairns Gas Company and the CMC. The CMC had to 

ensure that the Cairns Gas Company fulfilled its responsibilities under the contract. The 

Cairns Gas Co. Ltd., was registered on 11th August 1898.749  The contract was signed 

with Cairns Gas Co. Ltd., on the 1st July 1899. 750 The Cairns Gas Co. Act was passed 
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in October 1898 by Parliament with the wording of the Act almost identical to section 

17 of the Charters Towers Act, which allowed for a quick smooth transition through 

Parliament. This new Act gave the Cairns Gas Co. almost identical powers of access to 

that of any CMC Officer. Any street laying or repairing of pipes had to be with 

permission of the CMC. There was also a 14 year option for the Cairns Gas Co. to sell 

its holdings to the CMC. One of the most peculiar sections was section 39, which 

allowed the Cairns Gas Co. to sell electricity within the Cairns Area. Considering this, 

it is not surprising that electricity never came to the general public in Cairns until 

1925.751 

Many of the difficulties of establishing a gas works in Cairns were due to the 

topography and climatic conditions:   

Mayor Brown officially opened the Cairns Gas Works in June 1899. Two 

hundred tons of material and machinery for the works arrived by the ship, 

Q.R.M.S. Banffshire. The 40ft in diameter and 12ft deep gasometer had to be 

stored in a cast iron tank on sand due to the Bunda Street site’s nearness to 

water. The erected buildings were built from wood with an iron roof and 

included “a retort house, 42ft x 30ft; coal store, 42ft x 15ft; pumping shed, 26ft 

x 20ft; meter and governor house, 15ft x 15ft; workshop, 20ft x 15ft; and office, 

15ft x 15ft.” The architect was Mr R. A. Tills and the contractors were the 

Bulcock Bros. The works were capable of an output of 40 000 cubic feet of gas 

per week. The Bunda Street gas works were a familiar landmark of Cairns and 

source of employment for many residents. Cairns’ works was considered a 

model gas works enterprise and its success, despite frequent flooding, 

occasional cyclones and strikes, has been attributed to its first manager, W. W. 

Friend. There was some controversy surrounding gas tariffs (see the History of 

the Cairns Gas Co Ltd) and the public was charged a fixed rate for gas, 

somewhere between 25/- and 30/- per 1000 cubic feet…gas [at that time] was 

derived from coal. This was a very dirty, hot and smelly process. The coal was 

heated in a closed oven called a retort and Cairns had three sets of retorts with 

twelve retorts in each set. Due to frequent flooding, the Cairns retorts were built 
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above ground unlike other gas works, and coke (a by-product of coal) was burnt 

underneath. 752 

 The Cairns Gas Co. produced a real air pollution menace, which the CMC seems to 

have ignored. 

 The old boy’s network was very much in play in this project, with former 

Mayor Tills being the Cairns Gas Co. work buildings architect. Alderman A. J. 

Draper’s hand was also obvious when in September 1899 he advertised as being a share 

broker for the Cairns Gas Co. while still being an Alderman of the CMC.753 The Cairns 

Gas Co. had a nominal capital of £15 000 and 12 500 paid up shares. This indicates the 

Draper would have made a great deal of money from the Cairns Gas Co. as its Cairns 

share broker.  

The Cairns Gas Co. signed a contract with the CMC on 1st July 1899, to supply 

gas to the town of Cairns for the next seven years. Part of that agreement was that all 

street levels had to be re-established after pipes were laid. All street lamps and repair 

costs were the responsibility of the Cairns Gas Co.754 The yearly cost of gas lighting for 

25 street lamps was £5/12/6 per lamp.755  The brightness of lamps was a concern and 

the Cairns Gas Co. doubled its rates for double strength lights and trebled it for triple 

strength lamps. Only 25 lamps out of 32 in Cairns were lit by gas when the gas was 

made available, with cost being the prohibitive factor. 756     

The CMC also hoped to benefit in other ways from the gas contract, for Bunda 

Street, the site of the gas works, was notoriously boggy and subject to tidal incursions. 

The CMC in all likelihood thought that if the Cairns Gas Co. laid the pipes down Bunda 

Street, it would also improve the street conditions, and possibly increase the street level 

when the pipes were covered.  This would have taken pressure off the CMC and 

allowed it to save money.  The engineer for the Cairns Gas Company, C. Hatton, was 
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very much aware of this and put pressure on the CMC to improve the street conditions 

before the pipes were laid.757 

 
Figure 26 . Looking south at Cairns Gas Works from Bunda Street 1905. Cairns Historical Society.  
  

The relationship between the Cairns Gas Co. and the CMC was anything but a 

smooth one during the first seven years. One particular issue was that of service 

delivery not being up to standard. The CMC, and later Cairns Town Council, was far 

from satisfied, and this was reflected in the contract renewal in 1905 which was for five 

years only. However, the Cairns Gas Co., under a variety of names, continued to 

distribute gas to Cairns into the 21st century.   

Cairns Harbour Board. 

 The CMC initially did not want a Cairns Harbour Board (CHB), as it wanted to take 

control of the wharves and their lucrative earnings for itself. CMC members voted 

against the idea of the establishment of a CHB at joint local bodies meetings. The CMC 

wanted the harbour dues to subsidize the CMC’s finances.  This was opposed by a 

group of merchants who preferred to see money spent on the harbour. The CMC was 

outvoted and then reluctantly took two seats on the new Cairns Harbour Board. 

 Prior to the establishment of harbour boards in Queensland, ports came under the 

Department of Harbours and Marine, which was under the direct control of the Colonial 

Treasury.758  Due to the recession of 1894, the Departments of Harbours and Rivers and 
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Ports and Harbours amalgamated to form a single department, which combined the 

general duties of physical port improvements and providing navigational aids.759  

Harbour boards were set up in Queensland due to the depletion of government funds 

and the world wide depression which involved cutting back government services. The 

position of government was that ports should have local control which took the day to 

day management of ports away from central government and into local authority 

boards.760 The revenue for the new Harbour Boards, as they were called, came from 

port dues and from the Queensland Government.761 

  The concept of a harbour board originated in 19th century England when town 

councils, such as Liverpool, were in charge of the wharves and started using harbour 

dues for the town instead of the port facilities. This was typical of other English ports at 

that time. This idea was based on a tax levied on coastal towns and villages during wars 

to pay for coastal defence in the 900s, and was eventually called Danegeld. The tax was 

raised to pay the Vikings not to raid the coastal areas. In 1634, Charles I produced a 

variant on the original medieval tax and raised a ship money tax, in peace time, which 

was a contributing factor to the start of the English Civil War. By the 19th century in 

England, something was needed to place the interest of the port before that of the town, 

which resulted in an elected body called a harbour trust to see to the needs of the 

port.762 This also created a rivalry between harbour trusts and town councils. The towns 

inevitably saw the harbour trust as bodies that took income that the town and municipal 

council should have. The process was to be repeated in Colonial Queensland.  

 In Cairns, the Department of Harbours and Marine (DHM) had control of the rivers 

and harbours with all jetty and wharf dues taken by that Department, and not the CMC, 

which leased its own wharf from DHM. As the port started to progress with shipping on 

the increase, the CMC decided that it wanted to buy the wharves so that the additional 

revenue would flow through it and the town overall would benefit. Cooktown, 260 

kilometres north of Cairns, had bought its own wharves off the government and was 

receiving substantial revenue from them. 
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 The complexity of controls over the harbour in Cairns is shown in a March 1891 

CMC meeting over mud that was required for reclamation: 

…[The CMC] had no power to control any property inside the high water mark and 

the Council could be stopped from taking mud from the beach by the Authority of 

the Harbours and Marine Department. They had to get permission from Mr. 

Hartley, and he had to write to Brisbane before permission to take the mud could be 

given… 

This highlighted some of the bureaucratic complications between CMC and the 

Harbours and Marine Department.763 

 In August 1891, further pressure was placed on the CMC to buy the wharves, or 

even its own wharf, when it was revealed that in Rockhampton (1 076 kilometres south 

of Cairns) the wharfage fee for one month was £650. This was another indication of 

what the CMC could potentially obtain.764 Further pressure by the newspapers to buy 

the wharves was countered by the government’s determination not to sell. However 

buying the wharves was such a hot topic in Cairns that it became a prominent election 

issue through the 1890s.765  

 By the end of 1898, it was clear to the CMC that they could not manage the harbour 

and were not going to obtain the wharves from the government.  Even if the 

government did decide to sell, the dire financial position of the CMC would have 

prohibited it. It is also doubtful that the CMC could have coped with running a growing 

harbour which needed the full time attention of a separate board, as Cairns continued to 

increase its shipping trade. The only other option was for the formation of a Cairns 

Harbour Board. The idea of a harbour board was first officially considered by the CCC 

in November 1898 in the form of a resolution: 

A sub-committee to be formed for the purpose of collecting all information as to the 

steps necessary for the formation of a Harbour Board at this port. The such sub-

committee shall have the power to communicate with all local bodies and ascertain 

their views on the matter, collect statistics and make an estimate of ways and 
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means,   probable revenue etc., and report to a subsequent meeting of the Chamber. 

[Alderman]G. R. Mayers, [Alderman] M. Walsh, [Alderman] R. A. Tills,  

[Alderman] J. J. Lyons, [Alderman] M. Boland, E. Henriquest, C. McKenzie and 

Thos Givens [to be its members].766  

The CMC at this point found that its options were very limited.  When the CMC tried to 

sub-lease its wharf to the firm of Howard Smith & Son, the Treasury would not agree to 

it.767 The Treasury knew that a Cairns Harbour Board was to be created and sub-leasing 

a wharf just before its creation would have caused problems, as all leases would have to 

be taken over by the new harbour board. 

 Mayor L. Brown, A. J. Draper and J. Lyons as CMC delegates, attended an initial 

meeting of various local bodies to form a Cairns Harbour Board, on 21st June 1899, 

with J. Hansford from the CCC elected as chairman.768  Another meeting on the 

formation of the CHB was held in July, with Mayor Brown as chairman. A resolution 

was passed in favour of forming the CHB and a petition was sent to the Premier stating 

that a Cairns Provincial Harbour Board Committee had been formed.769 Unfortunately 

with no harbour board Act being passed for Cairns, the committee had to wait, and only 

a single meeting occurred between August 1899 and June 1900. There appeared to be 

no sense of urgency as nothing could be done. A Cairns Provisional Harbour Act was 

drawn up in 1901, which was based on a government template, though it was not 

passed in Parliament immediately.770 It was not until 1906 that the original draft of the 

Bill was greatly improved on the Cairns Harbour Board Act was finally passed.   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
766 Morning Post, 24 November 1898. 
767 Peter Ryle, By Sea and Air, p. 28. 
768 Morning Post, 31 May, 5 July 1899. The various local authorities who attended the meting were 
CMC, CCC, BDB, CDB, Einasleigh Divisional Board, Walsh Divisional Board, Herberton Divisional 
Board, Woothakata Diviosnal Board, Tinaroo Divisional Board and the Cairns United Farmers 
Association. 
769 Morning Post, 12 July 1899. 
770 Queensland Votes and Proceedings, 1901, S4, Vol.1, p. 639. 
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The improvements made the Harbour Board more democratic, with representatives 

from a general election every three years. This was held in conjunction with local 

authority elections. It is highly likely that the seven year delay in passing the Act was 

because the then current wharf leases had not run out and it would have been expensive 

to take them over before the leases expired. A delay by the government until finances 

were available was also not unusual. By allowing most of the wharf leases to expire, 

then the Cairns Harbour Board would be able to renegotiate leases on its terms. Lewis 

maintains that the delay of passing of the Cairns Harbour Board Act was down to local 

opposition 771  While opposition existed, it is doubtful that it would have any real 

impact, nor is any evidence offered by Lewis in favour of this theory. As far as the 

government was concerned the Cairns Harbour Board did exist, albeit in the form of a 

Provisional Board. The internal bickering was up to the board to work out. 

 The primary opposition to the Cairns Harbour Board came initially from within the 

CMC. There were two view points that were in direct opposition to each other. The 

anti-harbour board group, headed by A. J. Draper, wanted to retain the status quo and 

control wharf levies with the hope the government would sell the wharves to the CMC, 

which would then lease them out. Draper also felt that a Harbour Board would need to 

borrow more than it could repay. 772 The pro-harbour board group, led by Michael 

Boland, saw the bigger picture of better port facilities which meant more ships, an 

increase in trade, and less strain on the CMC. The Morning Post was pro Draper and 

took every opportunity to ridicule the concept of a harbour board. Since Cairns was a 

service port for the Tablelands, the various timber and mineral companies wanted 

access to better port facilities. In effect, the Tablelands towns threw their support 

behind Boland’s group.773 The Harbour Board formation was one fight that A. J. Draper 

lost. Ryle makes the point that Draper tried to use politics as a cover to get his way by 

calling Boland’s group socialists.774 Apparently Draper did not want an additional 

body, such as a harbour board, infringing on his business interests as agent for various 

                                                 
771 Lewis, History of the Ports of Queensland, p. 172.  
772 Ryle, By Sea and Air, p. 36. 
773 Lewis, History of the Ports of Queensland, p. 227. 
774 Ryle, By Sea and Air, p.42. 
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shipping companies and also as a board member of the Mulgrave sugar mill.775 

Additionally, Draper thought that revenue from the Cairns harbour and CMC would 

have been better off if it was gathered under single body, rather than two.  Boland and 

his group of businessmen were an unlikely group to be called socialists and opted for 

the pragmatic approach of a harbour board would have resulted in more shipping and 

more business for the area. Boland knew that a CMC did not have the capability of 

running a harbour as well as a council. 

 The CMC finished its term of governance before the CHB was fully established. Its 

efforts in bringing together the various groups, and working with them, was very 

influential in keeping the structure of the CHB together during the provisional period. 

Conclusion  

 In conclusion, the CMC’s administration cannot be called entirely successful, but it 

was enough to allow the organisation to run. There was clear lack of real accountability 

within the administrative structure of the CMC and the approach was amateurish.  The 

lack of funding prevented any more administrative staff being hired by the CMC. What 

the CMC needed was a full time accountant to work with the Clerk, as the accounts 

were badly kept and better reporting system which was more transparent.  Other staff 

did their jobs reasonably well given the constraints of resources, though the CMC did 

experience problems because an overseer tried to make decisions independently of 

Council’s instructions. The various mayors had overall control of this area and should 

have taken direct responsibility for this and prevented it from happening. Since an 

overseer was less skilled than an engineer, the latter’s view should have had precedent, 

even if he was only employed part time. The CMC learned to balance its administrative 

and governance sides through trial and error, such as the overseer dictating to the 

council and being rebuked for it. The council’s function was to make decisions and the 

administration’s duty was to carry them out. Both areas needed the other for the CMC 

to function efficiently. 

 Writing and enforcing bylaws was another administrative responsibility, and an 

important one, as bylaws were the equivalent of local authority legislation. The bylaws 

gave the CMC the power to adjust to local conditions, not covered in Queensland 

                                                 
775  Ryle, By Sea and Air, p.35. 
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legislation. The CMC clearly did not utilize the bylaws enough due to the cost of court 

challenges on small fines were not worth the effort as far as the CMC was concerned. 

 The liaison of the CMC with other town and local bodies was an essential part of 

local government, which was in order to create infrastructure and service delivery. The 

duty of local government was to provide the conditions under which the town could 

survive and grow and for that to happen, it had to liaise with other local bodies, 

especially in areas of health and epidemics, which were not covered adequately by local 

government legislation. When additional services were needed that were not always 

under local government control, central government had to be lobbied for the funds and 

often it was done through the non government local bodies which usually had some 

influence at central government level. Some organisations such as the Cairns Fire 

Brigade were closer to the council’s sphere of responsibilities, as the fire brigade 

needed a reliable source of water and the CMC had to provide it.  Council 

representatives, both formal and informal, usually sat on such bodies, the Cairns 

Harbour Board being one such example. When the CMC had representatives on joint 

bodies they certainly adhered to what the Council set out to accomplish were 

sometimes prevented from doing more by the lethargy of  the other bodies working in 

tandem with it, each having its own agenda. 

 The primary matrix that held these local bodies together was the needs of the 

business community, and those needs were often discussed first at the CPA and its 

successor, the CCC. This body was the central point of focus and discussion for the 

business community and could be described as the heart of Cairns. Many local 

government representatives came from its ranks. In many respects, it established a 

frame of reference for local government priorities. However to pursue aims further, it 

was the CMC that was the essential body to achieve new infrastructure due to its 

privileged position under legislation.  

   The reduction of the CMC’s area in 1900 made administration easier, as it 

allowed the CMC to streamline its costs, reduce debt and focus more on the town area 

for development. This meant that projects long delayed due to lack of funding could be 

progressed quicker than if the old boundary, with the crippling costs entailed by the 

major roads within it, was still in place. The rates reduction due to the change meant 
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less income but also a decline in debt as well. The 1900 boundary changes were 

beneficial for all three local government bodies, even though there were some tensions 

between them when deciding the actual boundary changes. The rural bodies had an 

increase in land size and ratepayers, while the CMC lost ratepayers but also lost 

expensive services  

 The administration under the CMC was a system that functioned well in spite of the 

lack of funding and available manpower. The mayor’s position as head of both 

divisions, administration and Council, enabled them to work smoothly with only an 

occasional criticism over a 27 year period.  The areas of most concern were the sub-

committees which had virtually no transparency by meeting out of public view and with 

no record taken of what transpired other than a general report to the Council. 

Nevertheless these sub-committees were the backbone of the CMC’s functionality. The 

pressure of local opinion was enough to ensure transparency as the business community 

was small enough that lapses were soon exposed. Though there were occasional lapses 

over the years, the system worked well enough, even when disagreements between 

aldermen became public.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN. 

 

EVALUATING THE CMC’S PERFORMANCE: QUEENSLAND  COMPARATORS. 
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Figure 27. North Queensland Local Governments, Source Jan Wegner 1984 Hinchinbrook: the 
Hinchinbrook Shire Council, 1879-1979. 
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Figure 28. Approximate Cooktown Municipal Boundary 1888. Source Cairns Historical Society, P/T 
A000865.  
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 Cooktown and  Hinchinbrook were towns and ports that existed in the same 

time frame as the CMC. This chapter will look at the similarities and differences 

between these places and Cairns in order to better evaluate the performance of the 

CMC.  Cooktown and Hinchinbrook are around 300 kilometres north and south of 

Cairns respectively, and share similar climatic conditions.  

Contrasting Cooktown and Cairns. 

 The history of Cooktown and Cairns are interwoven due to their geographical 

locations as ports to far northern mineral fields during the gold rush era. Both had 

railways into the interior, though Cooktown’s short rail line could not compare with the 

extensive network established in the Cairns hinterland. The roads to the hinterlands of 

each were a constant problem to keep open in tropical conditions, particularly during 

the wet season. Both towns shared many of the same problems of providing health 

services in a tropical climate and trying to supply infrastructure for an area of recent 

settlement with inadequate finances. Cooktown’s council was able to purchase the 

town’s wharves from the government and survived comfortably from the leases during 

the boom years of shipping, while Cairns’ council did not, having to survive on the 

traditional sources of local government funding.  

Cooktown was a rising star when Cairns was founded, until its mineral and 

agricultural boom failed and its fortunes started to evaporate after 1880. Cairns on the 

other hand steadily grew with its mineral, timber and agricultural boom after 1880 and 

for a brief period in the late 1880s-early 1890s the fortunes of the two towns were level.  

Their populations were similar, 2 000 in each town in 1896.776 The decline of 

Cooktown’s hinterland, the Palmer goldfield, and the high cost of linking the railway 

line to the goldfields past Laura resulted in an eventual abandonment of railway 

construction. Cooktown’s railway thus ended in poor pastoral country of little benefit 

for a port.777 While the initial reason for Cairns’ existence, the Hodgkinson goldfield, 

also declined it was replaced by an extensive mining, timber and agricultural hinterland 

tapped by long railway extensions to the original Cairns – Mareeba rail line.  Cairns 

businesses, and therefore the CMC, also benefited from the construction of a Divisional 

                                                 
776 Queensland Votes and Proceedings, 1897, vol.3, p.340. 
777 Ibid., 1888, Vol.3, pp. 641-145. 
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Board tramway that made huge profits for the CDB.778 The Cooktown Shire Council 

took over its railway and made some small profits in 1904 but then the line was given 

back to Queensland Railways when it again ran at a loss.779 

 
Table 9. Comparing Cairns and Cooktown agricultural figures Source: Ryle, Cooktown 1885-1900. 

Comparing the two towns in 1881 would indicate that Cooktown had  

the better wharf facilities, with £500 spent on repairs and wharf extensions.780 However 

Cooktown had a shallow and narrower inlet than Cairns. The port facilities were crucial 

to the survival of both towns.781  A comparison of harbour dues indicates that 

Cooktown’s harbour dues were £399 in 1895-1896 with Cairns Harbour dues being £1 

                                                 
778 Knowles, Cooktown Railway, p.22-25. 
779 Ibid. 
780 Ibdi., p. 200.  
781 Ibid., p. 198. 
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266 in 1896 and £1 556 in 1898.782 During the 1890s Cairns’ exports grew while 

Cooktown’s went into decline. When the Cooktown Municipal Council offered to buy 

the wharves from the government, it was in anticipation of the huge mineral wealth of 

the region continuing on the same level and even increasing, which it did not. It was 

bad decision by the Cooktown Municipal Council.  

The lack of productive use of the land for primary industries around Cooktown 

can be attributed to distance from the markets; transportation costs; lack of government 

assistance; decline of population; and poor shipping services. There was little assistance 

from local government, urban or rural, to look after the agricultural industries around 

Cooktown. The roads were in a bad state of repair and there was little money to keep 

them open, which prevented more agricultural produce from being planted. Some trial 

areas for sugar cane were set up by the Cooktown Municipal Council in 1888 but it 

failed due to sugar cane disease and labour problems. Sugar cane was grown in small 

quantities near the Bloomfield River, south of Cooktown.  However the sugar cane was 

taken directly south to Port Douglas rather than through Cooktown. Both ports had the 

problem of being far from fruit markets.783 

 Peter Ryle made the comment: 

…For some time it was hoped that agriculture would provide the stimulus to 

save Cooktown’s position as an important port. However, while the district 

proved capable of producing a range of agricultural products, the lack of 

economic transport proved an insurmountable obstacle to success.784 

The Cooktown Municipal Council was severely limited in what it could do in this 

instance. Some examples where they could have assisted more were the introduction of 

and support for coffee growing, maize, and a variety of fruit and annatto trees for butter 

and cheese dye. Agricultural shows of the time indicated quite a variety of crops that 

could be grown there.785   There were five major obstacles in this area that the council 

faced. The first was that the colonial government could have done more work in 
                                                 
782 Knowles, Cooktown Railway,  p. 206. 
783 Ryle, Cooktown 1873-1999, pp. 80-95.  
784 Ibid., p. 240.  
785 Ryle, Cooktown, 1873-1999, pp.83-84. James Dick, 2003 Peninsula Pioneer; James Dick (1849-
1916) Visionary of North Queensland,  privately printed, pp.81-86. James Dick also proved that crops 
such as coffee, cotton and annatto could be grown and were potentially good export earners, and were 
able to endure the long shipping journey to southern ports without deterioration. 785  
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funding and setting up agricultural stations to see what would thrive in Cooktown’s 

climate. The government also did not always supply seed crops asked for and planters 

had to bring in their own. James Dick, an early Mayor of Cooktown, started his own 

private agricultural station when lobbying the government proved fruitless. The second 

was that there were no roads to potential agricultural districts, and what roads there 

were, came under the Daintree Divisional Board which did not have the money to make 

new roads. The existing roads were in a bad state of repair. If agricultural products 

could not get to the port then they could not be exported. The third was the distance 

from the southern markets, especially with perishable food products, produced an extra 

cost to transport. The fourth was that while some crops thrived and were exported, there 

were simply not enough of them grown to make a difference. The fifth was the lack of 

labour to harvest crops.  

Cairns had advantages over Cooktown, such as a wetter climate, closer access to 

the mineral fields, availability of surrounding rainforest timbers and a strong 

agricultural industry.  When the mineral wealth of both towns’ hinterlands started to 

decline Cairns was able to rely on agriculture and timber on its own rich coastal plains 

and the Atherton Tableland, whereas Cooktown’s hinterland was a much poorer base 

for these industries. It was an area that both the CMC and CDB could claim some 

success in for producing the infrastructure.  

The Cooktown Municipal Council area was a very small one. This would have 

been decided on by the government before the formation of the Cooktown Municipal 

Council. Peter Ryle makes the comment: 

For the Council raising rates was always problematic as a large number of 

people in the Cooktown area lived outside the town boundary. 

These were rated under the Daintree Divisional Board yet they still used the facilities of 

the town, such as roads and wharves provided by the Cooktown City Council.786 The 

relationships between the Daintree Divisional Board and Cooktown were far less 

amicable than between the CMC and the CDB. 787 Like Cairns, Cooktown also had a 

                                                 
786 Ryle, Cooktown,  pp. 367-368. 
787 Ibid., p. 251. 
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rates recovery problem. The penalties, such as fines under the Act, were not severe 

enough to make prosecution worthwhile.  

 

Year Cooktown  Liabilities Cairns Liabilities 

1886 20 556 4 993 

1887 20 345 10 945 

1888 18 803 8 952 

1889 19 994 16 399 

1890 17 835 16 974 

1891 17 995 16 508 

1892 16 666 15 247 

1893 15 633 14 443 

1894 15 183 14 137 

1895 14 799 13 519 

1896 14 782 13 498 

1897 13 894  11 873 

1898 13 407  14 688 

1900 12 041   13 246 
Table 10 . Cairns and Cooktown liabilities comparisons for some years. 

 

When comparing totals of costs liabilities between Cooktown and Cairns it will 

show that there is very little difference between them, despite the huge initial 

differences in 1885 when Cooktown had £17 270 in liabilities while Cairns had £1 215. 

At that point Cairns had just formed with only partial figures available for 1885, and 

Cooktown was paying off its loan to buy the wharves from the Queensland Colonial 

Government  

The Cooktown liabilities peaked in 1886 at £20 566 while Cairns had £4 933. 

Cairns however needed infrastructure, driving up its liabilities to £10 954 in 1887, with 

Cooktown slightly decreasing its previous year’s total to £20 345. Cooktown further 

reduced its liabilities in 1888 to £18 803 while Cairns went down to £8 952. In 1889 

when the reclamation project in Cairns started in earnest, the liabilities jumped to £16 
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229. Cooktown also had a slight increase in its liabilities to £19 949. By 1890 

Cooktown had reduced the figure to £17 835 and Cairns had increased it liabilities to 

£16 974. From 1890 to 1900, the liabilities figures in both towns started to reduce at an 

even declining rate. Cooktown in 1891 had reduced its debt to £17 995 and Cairns to 

£16 508. In 1892 with the introduction of the 1891 Valuation Act the liabilities figures 

still reduced to £16 616 in Cooktown and £15 247 in Cairns.788 The Cooktown 

liabilities figure for 1893 was £15 633 and Cairns figure was £14 443.  The deficit 

between the two figures was fairly consistent as the liabilities figures went down each 

year. In 1894, 1895 and 1896 Cooktown’s figures were £15 183, £14 799, £14 782. The 

Cairns figures for the same years were £14 134, £13 519 and £13 498 (figures were 

incomplete for this year).  In 1897 Cooktown’s liabilities was £13 896 and Cairns was 

£11 873 indicating a more rapid reduction by the CMC. By 1898, the Cairns liabilities 

had increased to £14 688 due to allowing the 2nd overdraft account to expand from £491 

to £3 907. The Cooktown liabilities figures for that year was £13 407 and was the first 

time the liabilities were lower in Cooktown than in Cairns as the CMC was pressured to 

develop further services. By 1900 the Cooktown liabilities were £12 041 which was 

still lower than that of Cairns for the same year, which was £13 246. By 1890 the two 

towns had roughly equal liabilities. Overall, on a year by year basis, the CMC out 

performed the Cooktown Municipal Council from 1885 to 1900 in liability reduction 

(see pages 161-168 for Cairns figures).789 The figures do not give the full context, 

which indicates that Cooktown’s exports were in decline and Cairns’ were in the 

ascendant by 1900. 790  The resurgence of agricultural exports after a world wide 

depression in the 1890s helped Cairns maintain a steady development in exports.791 

  The wharves were the main source of revenue for Cooktown during this period 

while for Cairns it was rates, as the following examples indicate:792   

                                                 
788 Ryle Cooktown, p. 468.  
789 Ryle, Cooktown, p. 468. 
790 Belinda McKay 2000, “Constructing a Life on the Northern Frontier: E.A.C. Olive of Cooktown”, 

Queensland Review, Vol.7, No.2 , pp.46-65. 
791 Ryle, Cooktown, p.206 
792  S. E. Stephens 1962 History of Cooktown, p. 5. Letter  from Under Secretary of  Treasury to the 
mayor of Cooktown, 21 October 1881.  The government offered the sales of the wharves to the 
Cooktown Municipal Council in 1881 for  £7,200 which was reduced to £5 821, which was still an 
excessively high price at a twenty-one year repayment plan at 7.5% interest. 
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Year           Wharf  Fees      Cooktown General Rates   Cairns General Rates  

                        £                          £                                        £ 

1888             878                      1 447793                         Only partial figures available.                       

1889          2 223                      1 538794                         2 202 795                        

1890          2 105                      1 531796                         2 295797 

1891          1 827                      1 596 798                        2 554799 
Table 11. Cooktown and Cairns 1888-1891 rates and wharf fees comparison, nearest figure to the pound. 

  

This shows that Cairns was ahead in general rates revenue yet the combined figures of 

the wharf fees added to general rates show Cooktown had the advantage.800 The 

average total of wharf fees for 1889-1891 was £2 052 per year. This also gives some 

indication of what Cairns would have received if the CMC had been allowed by the 

government to buy its own wharf. Indeed it would have been a considerably higher total 

due to the larger amount of mineral, agricultural and timber produce being exported.  

  £      £   £      £  

Year       Cooktown Rates    Cairns Rates  Cooktown Valuation  Cairns Valuation 

1892     1 368            3 507              219 000             398 715 

1893     1 412  1 908            177 354          358 229 

1894     1 402             2 039            169 440             246 454 
Table 12.  Cook and Cairns Rates and Valuations Comparisons.  
 

The years between 1892 and 1894 are the most likely years between the cross over 

point when Cooktown’s star declined and Cairns’ star rose. The figures indicate an 

overall difference of approximately £100 000 in yearly valuation figures in favour of 

Cairns and as expected Cairns did manage more rates received this period. However, 

                                                 
793 Independent,15 August 1888. Independent, February 27, 1889 There are no wharf fees listed in the 
public accounts for the period 1 July until 31 December. It is extremely unusual that there were none and 
the low figure given above is the result of the first half of 1888 only. Possibly clerical error could be the 
cause of the omission of the second set of wharf fees.  
794Independent, 10 August 1889. Cooktown Courier, 14 February 1890. 
795 Cairns Post , 22 December 1889. Cairns Post, 8 October 1890. 
796 Cooktown Courier, 17 February 1891. 
797 Cairns Post , 12 November 1890. Cairns Post. 29 May 1891. 
798 Cooktown Courier, 18 August 1891 Cooktown Courier. 1 March 1892. 
799 Cairns Argus, 12 August 1891. Cairns Post, 4 June 1892. 
800 The Cooktown figures given by Ryle in Table 10 differ from those published in the newspapers.  
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when looking at rates collected against valuations, then Cooktown did better than 

Cairns in this instance. Figures past this point are difficult to obtain for Cairns and are 

spasmodic, resulting in an unclear picture in valuation comparisons.   

The low figure of rates collection in both towns in 1894 was a result of the 

depression and more absentee owners than usual, who did not always have tenants to 

pay the rates for them. The rates collecting in Cairns appeared to be a far greater 

amount than Cooktown in terms of overall totals. From 1900 until 1901 the Cooktown 

rates figures also dropped dramatically to £926 and £924. Cairns during the same 

period had £2 242 and £506 with the latter figure being far to low (see table 5, Chapter 

four). 801 The additional revenue from the Cooktown wharves made the total revenue 

for the two towns about equal. 

 Looking at the assets in terms of value of rateable land, the capital value of 

property in Cairns (see Chapter four) was a great deal higher than that of Cooktown, 

which is not surprising considering the CMC had much larger area. For example Cairns 

had a 1890 capital valuation of £507 399 which reduced to £264 454 by 1894. The 

valuation figures for Cairns are far from complete.  

The annual revenue base of both towns was similar in the late 1880s to early 

1890s. However the number of services that Cooktown supplied was small when 

compared to Cairns and most of the income appeared to be spent on the road leading 

out of Cooktown. Cairns on the other hand had major problems with multiple roads 

leading out of town, as they were in swamps, and tended to flood on a regular basis. 

Cooktown did not have the drainage problems suffered by Cairns such as swamps and 

low-lying areas easily flooded.  

The administrative burden in Cairns was also larger, partly because the 

Cooktown Council area was approximately two thirds smaller than that of Cairns.  

Cooktown also had its problems with sanitation but the heavier wet season of Cairns 

made the problem more acute when combined with high tides which hampered night 

soil dumping where the night soil dump was placed in the southern part of Cairns, near 

the swamp. Cooktown’s drier climate and elevated ground did not present the same 

problems.  

                                                 
801 Ryle, Cooktown, p. 468. 
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The Cooktown Municipal Council was accused of incompetence when the 

money needed for the wharves and sanitation was used to repair roads.802  However 

Cairns took a similar approach to priorities and neglected sanitation in favour of 

maintaining the streets and arterial routes in and out of town. Another problem for 

Cooktown was its antagonistic relationship with the Daintree Divisional Board (DDB) 

which prevented a co-operative effort in both road and bridge maintenance.803 While 

the CMC had some issues with the Cairns Divisional Board (CDB), they generally 

worked well together, with almost interchangeable membership at various times. The 

pressure on the DDB to improve roads and bridges near Cooktown was not as great as 

in Cairns because settlement in the Cooktown area was not as dense as around Cairns.  

 In conclusion Cairns and Cooktown seem obvious candidates for comparison, 

being municipalities as well as service ports for the mineral fields with shallow 

harbours, railways, and a similar population size. The lack of government funding for 

the two towns hampered development and transport. Cooktown’s failure to grow as a 

town shows its reliance too much on the mineral fields as its source of primary industry 

without other industries to stabilize its economy. The Cooktown Municipal Council 

realised this and tried unsuccessfully to obtain government investment in an agricultural 

station for crop development. It is doubtful they could have done any more in this area 

which led to Mayor James Dick starting his own private agricultural station. However 

this was not enough to stimulate any substantial agricultural growth. The CMC on the 

other hand never had the same problem due to its district’s richer natural resources and 

private enterprise willing to invest in them.  

The business networks in Cairns were more extensive and integrated with local 

government than in Cooktown, due to its larger primary industries. As the growth of 

Cairns increased so did its business complexity. In Cooktown it was the reverse. While 

some business men remained in Cooktown in the hope that primary industries would be 

established to pick up the economy, many deserted it. The Cooktown Municipal 

Council made bad decisions financially.  However, no matter what decisions it made, 

                                                 
802  Ryle, Cooktown,  p. 231. 
803 Ibid., p. 251. 
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the town was in a state of decline and there was nothing more that could be done it as it 

was beyond the sphere of council’s influence with the limited resources available. 

Hinchinbrook Division. 

 The Hinchinbrook Divisional Board (HDB) was gazetted when the Divisional 

Board Act of 1879 was passed. The area of the Hinchinbrook Division was initially a 

large one and contained a number of small towns within its boundary. Eventually its 

area shrank to the sugar growing area on the coastal plain centred on Ingham. When the 

CMC is compared to the HDB, both local bodies had to supply similar services in a 

similar climate. Many of the problems faced by both groups were also similar but the 

methods that each local body used in trying to solve those issues differed.  

 The original boundary of the Hinchinbrook Division in 1879 went as far north 

as Cape Grafton, a point directly east of Cairns. Its southern boundary reached a point 

directly opposite Palm Island. Within this boundary there were three subdivisions, each 

taking in a large rural tract of land which included an occasional town. The area was 

similar to Cairns in topography and climate with similar drainage and health problems 

but with a slightly heavier rainfall and more wet tropical rainforest.804    

                                                 
804 Dorothy Jones 1959 Cardwell Shire Story, Cardwell Shire Council, Brisbane, pp. 248-249. 
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Figure 29. Source: Jan Wegner 1984 Hinchinbrook: the Hinchinbrook Shire Council. This map shows the 
original and current boundaries. It takes in part of the southern and western portions of Cairns Divisional 
Board before the latter was formed. 
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Figure 30. Source: Jan Wegner 1984 Hinchinbrook: the Hinchinbrook Shire Council. 
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With the establishment of the CDB in 1880, the Johnstone Division in 1881 and the 

Cardwell Division in 1884, the size of the Hinchinbrook Division shrank to the area 

around Ingham.805   

Jan Wegner makes the point that much of the early progress of the area of 

Hinchinbrook was due to the development of the overland telegraph line from 

Townsville in 1869 and pastoral land selection.806 With the telegraph came roads, and 

with roads more people. The telegraph went west to the mineral fields. However unlike 

Cairns, Ingham was unable to tap a large hinterland because it did not have the benefit 

of a railway to overcome the barrier of the steep coastal ranges.807 However, like 

Cairns, its coastal plains did develop from a pastoral area into a rich sugar growing 

district. The HBD and the CMC, though both local governments, were respectively 

rural and urban in their focus. The makeup of both could not be more different. The 

HDB had more than one town within its boundaries, while the CMC had just one, 

Cairns itself. The CMC was therefore more centralised while the HDB spread itself 

very thinly in applying works to different areas. The town of Ingham, within the HBD 

boundary, parallels Cairns in the way it developed and the problems it faced.   

Like the CMC, the HDB experienced problems with their revenue due to rates 

recovery. The HDB lacked adequate information on property ownership and official 

surveys, which created a problem when making up rates lists. The result was that rates 

payments were a lot less than they should have been.808  Rate appeals were difficult 

when the local justices were members of the HDB. Persecutions for absentee landlords 

in arrears of rates which would result in fines in excess of £30 were abandoned as that 

was the ceiling on fines in the petty debts court. This was an inherent problem with the 

Act as the court fines were far too low. The CMC had similar problems in rates 

recovery, especially with absentee landlords, and were not more successful than the 

HDB.  

 The lack of representation was also another important issue the HDB had to deal 

with. The lack of volunteers for the HDB resulted in the government making 
                                                 
805 Jones, Cardwell Shire Story, pp. 248-249.  
806 Jan Wegner 1984 Hinchinbrook: the Hinchinbrook Shire Council, 1879-1979, M.A. Thesis, James 
Cook University, p. 253. 
807 Ibid.. p. 256. 
808 Ibid., p. 264. 
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appointments to it as it did initially for the CMC and the CDB. The bad state of the 

roads and bridges especially during the wet season in the large Subdivision One made it 

difficult for members to attend Board meetings. The Cardwell members were 

particularly disadvantaged.809 This was another reason why Cardwell demanded its own 

Division. Although there is no evidence, it is highly likely that low representation, 

distance and difficult travel also were responsible for the early separation of Cairns and 

Port Douglas from the first CDB where Port Douglas was the main centre, and Cairns 

on the periphery. The initial division of new areas of settlement was faulty because 

public servants in Brisbane didn’t take the lack of transport infrastructure, the difficult 

terrain and the tropical conditions into account when they created these large areas. The 

areas were usually decided on by population. Board members living in out of the way 

areas had to try to attend meetings during the wet season on impassable roads and 

through swollen crocodile infested creeks and rivers.810  

 A lack of funding for road works was a problem for both. For example  the 

government refused to fund a dray road to the tin fields at Kangaroo Hills from 

Ingham.811  There was also a large amount of money spent by the HDB on bridges to 

address a major problem, the large number of deep creeks and rivers blocking transport. 

Two such examples were the Palm Creek Bridge (costing £900) and the Gairloch Creek 

Bridge, both of which attracted criticism from ratepayers as being excessively costly. 

The HDB was successful in obtaining over £1 500 for the Gairloch Bridge over the 

Herbert River. It also bridged Trebonne and Cordelia Creeks. The CMC, by 

comparison, had over a dozen small crossings over small creeks and swamps, but 

nothing near the scale of the Palm Creek and Gairloch bridges. For the CMC, bridges 

were too costly, while culverts were cheaper and easier to repair. The CMC did not try 

in any serious way to build a bridge across the Barron River for access to the northern 

part of the district during the wet season.812 The building of a bridge across the Barron 

River was never considered urgent. The difference in outlook between the HDB and the 

CMC for such works was that the HDB had to distribute its funding over a large rural 

                                                 
809 Jan Wegner, Hinchinbrook p. 265 
810 Ibid., p.65. 
811 Ibid., p. 276. 
812 Ibid. 
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district while the CMC could concentrate its expenditure in the urban area.  If the CMC 

had built a bridge across the Barron River, on its boundary, to open up more 

agricultural lands outside of its area then it would have cost up to half the revenue for a 

year. This would have prevented much needed money going to roads, such as the Hap 

Wah and West Cairns Roads as major arterial routes in and out of town and which 

linked the port to Cairns’ hinterland. While the CMC took calculated risks with 

finances it was never foolhardy. The CMC would take chances, but knew that its 

decisions would affect its members as businessmen, so chances were generally 

carefully weighed and measured before hand.   

 The introduction of the Valuation and Rating Act of 1890 showed a drop in the 

capital value of land by 50% in the HDB’s 1891 returns and income never reached the 

1890 figure during the years examined. The CMC had a similar drop and slow rise of 

capital value of land. In 1890 the capital value for land in the CMC was £507 399, 

which dropped to £482 212 in 1891. The capital value of the HDB was half that of the 

CMC in the early 1890s. The rural land was unimproved value was much lower in than 

urban unimproved land and makes the comparison between urban and rural very 

difficult since rental value is  deciding factor.  

The Hinchinbrook rural board was sugar planter dominated, with conservative 

leanings, which affected its funding priorities and its performance by concentrating 

improvements in the sugar growing areas. This was not an unusual situation for rural 

boards of the time to be in.813  The CMC however was dominated by businessmen, 

primarily merchants, and its decisions mainly benefited business interests by 

concentrating on town needs and the transport necessary for a port to function. The 

CDB supported this concept through maintaining arterial routes as many of the CDB 

members had businesses in Cairns.  

For the most part, the rates returns for the CMC were about £1 000 higher than 

the HDB during that period. From 1885-1890 the CMC and the HDB had similar 

figures for a rates base. The CMC appears to have been better at collecting rates than 

the HDB, which indicates that the HDB was even worse than the CMC at rate 

                                                 
813  Jan Wegner, Hinchinbrook, p. 267. “…The crash of 1886 ended the numerical supremacy of the 
planters but their influence continued to affect the Board until the turn of century.” 
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collecting. The main period of development in Cairns was from the late 1880s onward 

thanks to the construction of the railway. This is reflected in comparing the rates 

received in the pre rail and post rail period (see page 144). The HDB did build two 

tramways, which also assisted to develop the district and boosted the town’s growth as 

well. The decreasing endowment figures also indicate similar financial pressures on 

both the CMC and the HDB causing both to borrow heavily.  

The following table shows the HDB’s general financial figures for the years 

1885-1902.814  For as comparison with the Cairns rates figures see Table 4 (page 144). 

They show that the capital land value was lower than Cairns, as was the rates return 

which was so low that it barely made four figures totals. For Cairns loans comparisons 

see Table 6 (page 151) and for Cairns endowments pages Table 7 (page 162). These 

demonstrate that they were very low when compared to Cairns and also Cooktown and 

that development in the HDB District would have been equally changeling on roads and 

bridges over a much larger area. However the lack of money spent on infrastructure in 

Hinchinbrook indicates the HDB kept spending to a bare minimum which had the affect 

of keeping loans low.  
Table 13. Capital value, Loans, rates and endowments Hinchinbrook Divisional Board 1885-1902.  
Year Capital Value Loans Rates Endowments 

 £.         £. £. £. 

1885 843 316 516              1 089               2 465 

1886 Not available 906              1 764               2 179 

1887 378 960 858              1 228               3 597 

1888 453 640 1 355 1 164 2 458 

1889 442 120 1 235 1 178 2 329 

1890 442 120 1 090 1 439 2 356 

1891 246 000 1 050 1 020 1 439 

1892 240 000 4 843 1 242 965 

1893 164 642 4 685 617                       818 

1894 164 672 4 520 844                       279 

                                                 
814 Wegner, Hinchinbrook, pp. 628-632. 
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1895 166 054 4 349 1 005 279 

1896 124 030 4 336 993                       338 

1897 136 198 4 267 1 122 320   

1898 143 339 4 262 892                       356 

1899 143 441 28 159   881  351 

1900 184 725 31 931   1 118     483 

1901 184 657 31 538   1 172     612 

1902 184 737 30 999   1 163     342 

       

 

 In summary, the HDB had many of the same problems the CMC faced: 

flooding, heavy rainfall which made roads impassable during the wet seasons and lack 

of adequate funding. The small rates base was similar to that of Cairns during the early 

years of the town’s development and both areas suffered from declining endowments.  

The lack of funding was in fact the key issue for the local governments of Ingham and 

Cairns but the real issue was to place spending where it was needed most, especially in 

such a large area as the HDB. The problem was that the HDB had subdivisions, so that 

rates raised in a subdivision were spent there. This meant that poorer pastoral 

subdivisions were not subsidised by the richer sugar growing areas. The CMC had 

more flexibility in deciding funding priorities. Providing services over a very large rural 

district such as Hinchinbrook when compared to a smaller urban one like Cairns, 

indicates that Hinchinbrook had the more difficult task of the two local government 

bodies. 

 One of the key differences between the Ingham (HDB) and the Cairns local 

authorities (CMC and CDB) was that in Cairns, the CMC took chances, while the HDB 

did not. The CMC opened up more than one banking account so that it had an overdraft 

ceiling that was twice as high as allowed under the Act .When the overdraft got beyond 

that figure the limit was ignored as the finance was needed to get the work done. It also 

prioritised public works for the area it controlled as a whole whereas the HDB 

compartmentalised the various subdivisions’ spending, and kept within the regulations 

of the Act.  
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 The problems of the HDB were accentuated by a planter dominated Board 

who saw things from that perspective as most of the work was done in an area that 

suited the planters rather than in the Division as a whole. In Cairns, both the CDB and 

the CMC were run by business men who were more pragmatic in their approach when 

dealing with urgent issues and who ignored the constraints of the Act when they needed 

to in order to make things work.  

 In summary, the Cooktown Municipal Council had a very small area with a 

limited population to obtain rates from, when compared to the area under the CMC, 

which was four times its size. On the surface, this appears to benefit to the CMC from a 

revenue standpoint, but with a larger area comes more expenditure on roads and 

bridges. The Cooktown Municipal Council’s smaller area indicates less expenditure on 

roads and bridges, with a slight overall benefit to Cooktown when compared to Cairns, 

especially when the revenue was similar. However the Cooktown MC also had less 

ability to assist the economic development of its district. The Cooktown Municipal 

Council’s performance was hardly inspiring, especially with bad financial decisions 

such as buying the wharves for an inflated price. In performance, the CMC grappled 

with more complex issues than Cooktown had to face, such as reclamation, topography 

and climate and still managed to achieve many of its aims with similar funding. The 

difference came down to the businesslike CMC attitude and the rich resources of the 

Cairns district and hinterland, which had more potential for growth than the 

diminishing mineral fields that Cooktown acted as a service port for. Cooktown was not 

as supportive to its fledgling agricultural industry and could have lobbied for more 

Government assistance, such as State experimental farms, dams for irrigation schemes, 

or a central sugar mill, than it did. It generally left such development to the locals and at 

their expense, with the exception of the odd unsuccessful excursion into sugar cane 

growing. There appeared to be a general reluctance on the part of business community 

to plan ahead in this area, for example, better road transportation to possible 

agricultural areas.  

 The funding mechanism under the legislation for Queensland divisional boards 

at the time was similar in origin to that for municipalities, but administered differently. 

The funding in Queensland local government did not allow for direct funding for small 
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towns under divisional boards where the town had a population less that what was 

required to form a municipality. The only direct form of local government 

representation in Queensland was elected council members, who represented 

subdivisions, both rural and town.  While rates could be raised by a subdivision it had 

no independent borrowing power which limited its effectiveness and did not target 

towns and rural land parcels separately. 

 One area where the HDB did better than the CMC was funding for rural areas, 

but the CMC was better at developing urban areas, due simply to the differing 

legislation for each type of local government. The Divisional Boards Acts did not allow 

small towns to be represented or funded separately, and given the predominance of 

rural representatives, these small urban areas were likely to be neglected, as had 

occurred with Cairns under the CDB. On the other hand municipalities like the CMC 

neglected rural areas, resulting in much of the CMC’s rural area being handed over to 

surrounding Divisional Boards. 

 The CMC was by far the most progressive and the chances it took were 

carefully considered where the HDB and Cooktown Municipal Council were more 

conservative. An example of this is when Cairns undertook one of its most daunting 

tasks in trying to manage one of the most difficult reclamation projects attempted in 

Queensland at that time, by filling in a series of swamps around an existing town and 

raising the town levels while installing a drainage system. All this was done with 

minimal funding. The CMC managed to perform better than its counterparts in 

Cooktown and Hinchinbrook due to the attitude of its members who were driven by 

pragmatism and better business sense, though while also enjoying the benefit of rich 

natural resources around Cairns which provided more opportunity for development.  
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CONCLUSION 
 

The placing of local government in a 19th century wet tropics setting when the 

special needs of such a challenge were not fully understood, funded, or catered for by a 

Brisbane based central government, was an enormous task for a fledging CMC. What 

the CMC managed to achieve was to carve a town out of a tropical swamp, raise it 

against flooding to a point that was acceptable in most wet seasons, help its 

development through the provision of services, work on preventative health measures 

and also overcome the prejudice against wet tropical environments from a health point 

of view. The principal aim of the CMC was to keep the roads and bridges open and 

raise enough revenue to be as self sufficient as possible, provide a decent infrastructure 

within the town, and put in as many safeguards as possible for general health and to 

protect the populations by preventative health  measures.  This was done with limited 

funding and within the constraints of local government legislation and central 

government policy.  

 The findings of this thesis indicate that the primary problem for the CMC to 

keep the town healthy and free of various diseases, fevers and the plague, otherwise the 

town would have most likely ceased to exist and been deemed too difficult to settle. 

This failure almost happened in the first twelve months of Cairns being settled when no 

local government was present.  This theme was a demon that the CMC had to exorcise 

and the only option open to it was to change the topography of Cairns, by draining its 

swamps and raising its levels.  Health was not the only primary issue of concern, and 

road access from and to the town was another. Without access to the Tablelands and 

other parts of Cairns’ hinterland, the town could not function as a service port for the 

mineral fields or as a port for the shipment of timber and agricultural products.  The 

swampy nature of Cairns initially impeded its growth. The difficulty was that Cairns 

was surrounded by mangrove swamps which were hemmed in by lush wet tropical 

rainforest that stretched back to a high and seemingly unscaleable escarpment, which 

was also backed by a thick rainforest belt. Sustainable roads had to be built and 

maintained through this, both within the CMC boundary and in tandem with the CDB 

which looked after the roads outside the CMC boundary.  This problem was partially 
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eased by Queensland Railways with the construction of the Cairns to Mareeba railway 

which presented an all weather rail link from the wharves to the Tablelands.   

 Cairns as a low lying town in the swamp was also at the mercy of  high tidal 

flows and heavy wet season rainfall which would inundate part of the town.  Having 

portions of the CBD underwater did present its problem as this prevented trading. It 

was an intolerable situation that needed drastic measures and reclamation was the only 

logical solution to the problem. The project was bedevilled with a number of 

difficulties, such as determining the correct levels when each new survey and section of 

works seemed to come up with a different set. Fill had to be sourced and transported 

using a variety of materials and methods according to cost and convenience, from 

mangrove mud to quarried rock and sand. The efforts of the CMC were negated to an 

extent by the failure of many landowners to fill their own allotments to match the road 

fill, creating stagnant pools. Drainage had to be assisted by pipes, which required a trial 

and error process to discover the best way to lay them. Here, as in many other areas, the 

lack of engineering expertise in a small frontier town was keenly felt. The Cairns 

Business District was favoured over other urban areas because of the cost. Another 

problem was providing sufficient drainage capacity for the worst a tropical monsoon 

could throw at the city; even today, that capacity is quite inadequate to cope with the 

heavier tropical downpours. Despite this the ‘reclamation’ of Cairns was the most solid 

achievement of the CMC. 

 
Figure 31.  January 2008 Flood, Lake St. (Gloria Wegner) 
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 Swamp drainage within the CMC included provision of good road access and 

the CMC had some effective methods of dealing with this through the use of higher 

road levels and culverts through swamps, rather than use bridges. A bridge was 

generally higher in cost than a culvert which was quicker to build and less labour 

intensive. This also allowed the water to flow more freely during the wet seasons rather 

than be trapped beside an embankment with no water outlet, which might be washed 

away in particularly heavy rain. The CMC’s search for low-cost solutions also led it to 

use natural grass to hold embankments rather than stone pitching or concrete facing. 

Water drainage in rural swampy areas within the CMC’s boundary was just as 

important as it was in town areas as it allowed for continued road access during the wet 

seasons. The roads had to be kept open for Cairns to function as a port.   

 The drainage issue had two layers to it. The first was to get rid of surface water, 

as discussed above. This allowed for the east-west streets in the central business 

district, which essentially began as lagoons, to be functional. The second layer was that 

some of these lagoons were fed by fresh water springs. When these were drained then 

their use as fresh water supply for the town ceased.  The only option for fresh water 

then came through rain water tanks and well water.  Stagnant rain water in tanks in a 

tropical swampy environment could encourage insects and pests such as mosquitoes 

causing disease. The drinking water issue was never fully resolved until reticulated 

water was introduced into Cairns during the first quarter of the 20th century. The issue 

was looked at a number of times by the CMC but the solution, a reticulated water 

supply, was always rejected due to prohibitive costs. The only concession to the town’s 

water supply needs was the building of a large town well in the central business district.  

 Health issues were major concerns for local government in Cairns since its 

inception as a port in a swamp. The climate encouraged a whole array of tropical 

diseases such as dengue fever, hookworm, malaria, typhus, leptospirosis and filariasis.  

For a town to function adequately, good health was a necessity and disease prevention 

was a vital service the CMC was expected to provide as local government. The 

acceptance of miasma theory of odours from rotting organic matter producing disease, 

which was still in vogue in Cairns into the 20th century, meant the CMC had to be seen 

to address the problem of the swamps thought to harbour miasmas. The best way to do 
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this was get rid of the swamps, though this was never completed, and see to proper 

disposal of sewage and rubbish.  These were the right practical methods to  keep the 

town healthy even though they were done for the wrong reason.  As was subsequently 

realised, health was an area that the CMC could control to only a limited degree. The 

shift from old fashioned ideas such as miasma to germ theory by the local medical 

profession coincided with the arrival of bubonic plague to Cairns at the turn of the 

century, and was increasingly accepted after the death of Dr. Koch who generally 

upheld miasma theory. However the CMC, like other local governments, still was in 

charge of preventing the ‘nuisances’ which were once blamed for miasmas.  

 They did not perform these duties very well. Rubbish removal was a failure of 

the CMC and most of the rubbish on the street was used to fill allotments to get them 

up to match street levels, much to the displeasure of the council.  Complaints about 

rubbish removal were common and the fines for illegal dumping or failing to remove 

rubbish were severe enough, yet nothing was done to improve things. Chinatown was 

always a primary target for rubbish removal.  Its small area and large transient 

population were the main reasons for this, and very little was done by the CMC to fix 

the problem except when the bubonic plague threat in 1900 loomed. In this case, 

Chinatown was a red herring. The rats that carried the disease were all over the town, as 

unsanitary practices were not confined to Chinatown. The CMC soon realised this and 

the town clean-up was much wider than Chinatown.    

 Sewage disposal in Cairns was an issue that the CMC inherited from the CDB 

but really did not do much to improve. The Inspector of Nuisances controlled the night 

soil collection and it was his responsibility to make sure that collections went smoothly. 

Unfortunately this was not always possible, with access blocked to earth closets and 

unsuitable pans used, particularly in Chinatown.  The service had moderate cost 

involved but the actual figures are unknown; it is therefore unknown if the town could 

afford the better double pan system, or even the sewerage scheme that had to wait until 

it was piped.  Sanitation was an ongoing problem in Cairns and complaints existed 

during the full course of the tenure of the CMC.  What was needed was regular checks 

by the Inspector of Nuisances, imposing of fines for cumulative breaches of the Acts, 

and bylaws and a sterner resolve to prosecute when required.  
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 The various local government Acts both helped and hindered the CMC during 

various phases of its existence over the 1885-1903 period. The Act that primarily 

affected the CMC the most was the Local Government Act of 1878. It allowed for the 

self funding of municipalities but did not cater adequately for the population numbers 

to area ratio and worked within a multiple voting system that favoured landowners and 

created a power imbalance.  The rural local governments surrounding the CMC were 

also important for joint responsibility over roads, bridges and waterways, which were 

not catered for in the 1878 Act, but were included in the Divisional Board Act of 1879. 

The 1879 Act produced connectivity between the CMC and divisional boards 

surrounding it through shared resources. This connectivity was essential to keep Cairns 

operating as a service port.  

 The Valuation Act of 1890 focused on fairer valuations. Instead of high 

valuations for improved land it allowed all land to be rated on unimproved value 

resulting in a fairer valuation. This meant that everyone paid for improvements and 

services, not just those who improved their properties. The Act also resulted in an 

overall reduction of land values for the CMC.  Since the rates were based on valuations 

on land the overall revenue from rates dropped dramatically and did not recover fully 

during the tenure of the CMC. While the 1890 Act was fairer it was not necessarily 

more lucrative for the CMC. However, the problem could not be blamed on the Act 

alone; the drop in valuations was partly attributable to the world wide depression which 

started in the 1890s. Because of the depression it is impossible to evaluate the full 

impact of this Act on the CMC.  

 The recovery of rates was the one area the CMC failed in its duty to perform 

adequately.  During the last 13 years of the CMC’s tenure it managed to collect only 

50% of rates owed. The problems with rates recovery under the CMC can be classed 

into three areas: cause, process and result.  

 One of the primary causal factors was that owners and occupiers of unimproved 

land before the 1890 Act paid virtually nothing in rates. When unimproved land value 

became the basis after 1890 the minimum rates for it were raised and most landowners 

felt a reluctance to pay, especially speculators, when the world wide recession came at 

the same time.  
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Another cause was the simple inability to find the owner in order to deliver rate 

notices.  Due to sloppy administration by land sellers and a lack of insistence on names 

of allotment buyers  being recorded .Many land sales did not record the name and 

address of the new owners, especially if they did not live in the district. The process 

involved in rates recovery was initially through letter writing, demanding payment, and 

in some cases a personal approach. The letters included a threat of prosecution for 

withholding payment. When address and names were not known the clerk then had to 

find these out, which took a great deal of time and additional letter writing to discover.  

The results of this were that the threats of the CMC to prosecute unpaid rates 

were often unheeded. The attitude towards rates payment appeared to be that they 

would be paid when the owner and or occupier were ready or financially able to pay. 

There were too many people to prosecute.  Most of the rates were eventually paid but 

there was always a catch up period which was ongoing. This resulted in reduced 

endowments payments, based on the previous years rates collected, and  reduced 

services in the district due to lack of finances available.  

The endowments or subsidies changed with the advent of the world wide 

recession in 1890, when the endowments were incrementally reduced on a sliding scale 

until they ceased in 1903, which put further pressure on cash strapped councils such as 

the CMC. The government was fully aware of the need to keep the endowments as the 

1896 Royal Commission suggested. However, the funds were not there for the 

government to keep doing this. The CMC compensated for this as best it could such as 

using overdrafts as de facto loans. When endowments were available, though, the CMC 

could certainly have maximised its share by more diligent collection of rates in arrears.  

Raising loans appeared to be an area where the CMC did not understand either 

the government’s position or its own inability to repay large sums. Loans given to the 

CMC from the government were based on the ability to repay them and the amount of 

funds the government available had to loan, which were the critical factors on loans 

refusal. The CMC appeared to be oblivious to both these aspects when asking for loans 

of £20 000 or more, when it could not hope to meet the repayments. At one point the 

huge debt from loan repayments prompted the CMC, under Mayor Draper’s direction, 



 

 288 

to virtually halt any public works and concentrate on the arterial roads only so that the 

debts could be repaid more quickly.  

Under the 1878 Act, banks could loan to the CMC in the form of an overdraft 

with a £2 000 cap on it. The CMC sidestepped this limitation by opening more than one 

account, and whether this was strictly legal is an open question. When the amount 

imposed on overdrafts exceeded the combined overdraft cap it was ignored in favour of 

expediency. The CMC took this direction because it was badly under funded and it was 

the only course of action left to it. This strategy would have needed bank compliance to 

carry it through and at least tacit approval must have been given by the banks for large 

amounts above the overdrafts to continue.  

This is one example of the CMC’s willingness to take risks to provide services 

for its area of governance. This effective if dubious practice was echoed by others, such 

as avoiding the tendering process. There is no doubt that in a small community the 

Mayor and Clerk would know who the most effective firms would be. However more 

blatant cases of corruption are harder to excuse, and can be blamed on the close-knit 

business community.  

To understand of how the CMC dealt with other local bodies is to understand 

the workings of the business community in Cairns as this is where the CMC drew its 

elected membership from. The primary business body in Cairns was without doubt the 

Cairns Progress Association which was the forerunner of the Cairns Chamber of 

Commerce, which often lobbied government on behalf of the CMC and also the CDB. 

This was, by way of metaphor, the hub of the wheel of decision making in the town. 

The CMC was but one spoke of that wheel. Other local bodies at the time were the Fire 

Brigade, the (provisional) Cairns Harbour Board, Joint Health Board, Cairns Divisional 

Board, and Barron Divisional Board, all of which were the additional spokes of the 

wheel. The subsets to these groups were various Masonic and social groups which also 

gave support to each other. Each of these boards and bodies had an interchangeable 

membership with each other. It was very much an old boys club. With a situation like 

this a basic cohesive pattern or vision for the town was created through a shared 

viewpoint, producing a large number of general areas of agreement which meant for the 

most part little or no opposition. There were exceptions however on the establishment 
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of a Cairns Harbour Board in which the anti-Harbour Board faction lost. The CMC was 

the primary body, in its role as service provider, that opened up the town for 

development with the support of the other bodies. 

Compared with other local governments in north Queensland whose histories 

have been written, the CMC had successes and failures. It seems to have been a little 

more corrupt than the Cooktown Municipal Council and the Hinchinbrook Divisional 

Board, but was more heavily integrated into its local community and with its 

surrounding Divisional Boards than Cooktown or Hichinvrook.  Perhaps because it was 

so enmeshed in the Cairns business networks. The HDB had a number of competing 

stakeholder groups – planters, pastoralists, small farmers – and a number of small 

towns to satisfy, while the Cooktown MC’s area was too small to allow it a genuine 

relationship with its district and it was engaged in an acrimonious relationship with its 

neighbouring rural local government. The CMC achieved the Cairns reclamation 

project, which is rather better than anything achieved by the Cooktown MC which had 

less troublesome topography and climate. However, the HDB managed to construct two 

tramways and a major bridge over the Herbert River, even though it had the growing 

township of Ingham to deal with in conditions fairly similar to Cairns’. 

The CMC elections were held yearly and there were some councils elected that 

did not perform as well as others. Problems such as a poor level of rates collecting and 

an inadequate public health service through insufficient sanitation provisions were 

never fully fixed during the 1885-1903 period of the CMC. These failures to perform 

optimally have to be placed in perspective of what the CMC achieved during its entire 

tenure. The overall performance of the CMC indicated that it performed its functions 

under extremely difficult conditions and excelled in many of them with limited funding.  

The CMC never achieved all the goals it wanted, such as a reticulated water supply, but 

what it did accomplish in the wet tropics, with limited resources was quite unique in 

Australia. This was in spite of the CMC’s continued failure to run its finances properly, 

which was certainly eclipsed by its accomplishments in areas such as reclamation and 

general public works in a difficult and challenging wet tropical environment.  

  

 



 

 290 

 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

APPENDIX ONE 
 
 
 
 

NAMES OF CAIRNS MUNICIPAL COUNCILORS. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 291 

List of Aldermen Cairns Municipal Council. 

 

Kingsford, R.A.     1885-1890                   Mayor     1885, 1886                                  

Ryan, J.                  1885-1888 

Hobson, W.            1885-1886 

Severin, L.             1885-1889                   Mayor      1887-1888, 1891, 1903 

                               1890-1885 

                               1889-1903 

Wimble, F.             1885-1889 

Rodda, S.               1885-1886 

Taylor, A.               1885-1887 

                               1889-1898 

McKay. G              1885-1886 

Street, A.                1885-1887 

Allen, P.                 1886-1886 

Brown,                   1886-1899 

Tills, R.A.              1886-1887                  Mayor       1900-1901 

                               1898-1908 

Brinsmead, H.        1886-1887 

Walsh, C.               1888-1891                  Mayor       1890     

Smith. W.               1888-1890,1893 

Redden, W.            1887-1891 

MacNamara, J.       1887-1888 

McCoombe, T.       1887-1888 

                               1890-1894 

Aumuller, K.          1888-1890                 Mayor         1898          

                               1892-1899 

Behan, T.               1889-1891 

Lyons, F.                1889-1902.                Mayor         1895-1896 

Draper, A.              1890-1903                 Mayor         1891-1893, 1897, 1902 

Bates,                     1891-1893 
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Lawson,                 1891-1892 

Telford                   1891-1893 

Patience, D.            1891-1896                Mayor          1893-1894 

Simmonds, H.        1893-1895 

Mayers, G.             1893-1894 

                               1895-1901 

Munro, W.              1894-1995 

Newton, H              1894 

Cannon, W.            1894-1896 

Gair                        1895. 

Keeble, A.              1895-1898 

                               1899-1903 

Nisbet                     1895-1897 

Boland, M              1896-1899 

Hansford, J.            1897-1901 

Bardon                    1898-1899 

Levaux, G               1898-1899 

Brown, L                 1899-1900               Mayor          1899  

Jack                         1901-1903 

Fernley, J.               1901-1903 

McLachlan, D.        1902-1903 
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APPENDIX TWO 

 

VALUATIONS FOR CAIRNS, CENTRAL BUSINESS DISTRICT, 1893. 
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There were no strict guidelines for valuations, nor any qualification needed in 

the 1890s in Queensland to be a valuer. The valuations selected for analysis in this 

appendix were for 1893 and were limited to the CBD of Cairns and not the outlying 

areas. To complicate matters no allotments sizes are recorded. However 1893 was the 

most complete set of records available during the tenure of the CMC. 

 The valuation books generally looked at allotments in groups, which were then 

divided up as parts of larger sections.  The most likely scenario was that each section 

was allocated a total valuation, and that then was sub-divided into high and low values, 

to suit the proximity of other sections in juxtaposition to each other. The map and 

breakdown of the allotment groupings shows the values, while the methodology on how 

this was accomplished is investigated. The colour coding on the maps shows the use of 

the column, east-west sections, and rank, south to north sections, which appears to be 

part of the valuation strategy.    

Allotment Valuations 1893 815 

Section 2 816    

This section was bordered by Abbott, Sachs, Spence and Wharf Streets. 817 

Allotments 1-19 were on Sachs Street, 20-25 were on Wharf Street, and 26-48 on Lake 

Street. Allotments 1-8 had a total value of £10 000 and an average value of £1 250. 

Allotments 9-19 had a total value of £13 600 and an average value of £1 360. The 

slightly higher value of 9-19 is because it was close to the wharves.818 Abbott Street 

near Spence Street at that time had a small permanent water hole and traffic through it 

was difficult. Allotments 20-25 in Wharf Street and allotments 26-29 in Lake Street had 

a total value of £9 950 with an average value of £1 105 but some of the allotments 

varied a great deal in size. Allotments 26-29 in Lake Street were of average size. The 

reason why the valuation on the southern allotments was lower in average, yet closer to 

the wharves than the highest rated allotments, 1-19, was road conditions. Because of 

the large amount of traffic to the wharves, Wharf Street was essentially a bog during 

                                                 
815 All section and allotment valuation figures come from the CMC Valuation Book 1893, Queensland 
State Archives, SRS4647/1/2.  
816 Section 1 was reserved for Customs. 
817 Sachs Street is now Grafton Street. 
818 SRS467/1/2, 9-20 is listed as Abbott Street in the valuation register. This is an error as allotment 20 is 
in Wharf St.   
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the wet season and flooded out during storms and king tides.  Allotments 30-42 in Lake 

Street had a total value of £4 450 and an average value of £379 per allotment. This low 

value should not have occurred in normal circumstances when the allotments directly 

behind them had four times the valuation. The only possible reason for this was again 

bad road conditions for which Lake Street was notorious. Allotments 43-48 totalled £2 

800 with an average value of £560 each. The higher values of these allotments 

contrasted with others on the same street on the same section and could only be because 

of better road access in this part of Lake Street.  

Section 3 

 Section three is bordered by Lake, Spence, Sachs and Shields Streets. 

Allotments 1-6 were valued at a total of £7 800 with an average value of £1 300. This 

was a prime business position with allotment 1 being where the Hides Hotel now stands 

today. Allotments 7-16 totalled £8 450 with an average allotment value of £938. 

Allotments 7-10 were on Lake Street with 11-16 on Sachs St. Allotments 17-20 were 

valued at £2 500 with an average value of £500 pounds each. The lower value from 17-

20 was because the whole area was part of a small water hole which flooded every 

rainy season. Allotments 10-20 were all part of Chinatown in Cairns. The whole west 

side of this section still has major issues with flooding during a heavy wet season. 

Section 4  

 This Section is bordered by Abbott, Spence, Lake and Shields Streets. It is a  

mixture of  16 and 32 perch allotments. In Lake Street, allotments 1-17 were 16 perches 

in size but there is no record of their valuation. Allotments 18-20 (16 perches each) in 

Abbott Street had a total value of £3 600 with an average of £900 each. This is because 

it was in the major business part of the section. Allotment 21, a 32 perch section on the 

corner of Lake and Spence Street, was valued at £2 000 and is the site of Boland’s 

Store. Large corner blocks in the business district were considered more valuable. In 

Lake Street, allotments 22-24 were also 32 perches each with a value of £3 600 which 

averaged out at £1 800 each, and were lower than the corner section. Allotments 25-30 

in Lake Street were 32 perches each with a total value of £8 000 and an average value 

of £1 600 each. The lower price reflected access difficulties and the allotments were 
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heavily waterlogged. Access was so bad that a small bridge was built across Shields 

Street from the corner of allotment 30.   

Section 5 

 This unusually divided section has a large portion placed aside as a reserve. It is 

situated on the Esplanade between Shields, Spence and Abbott Streets. Allotments 11-

12 are on the Esplanade and were valued at £1 250. Although the valuation price 

averaged at £625 each, allotment 12 was offered for in 1891 for £500.819 Based on this 

example, the market price for this section was £125 lower and indicated an inflated 

valuation price. This was an ideal business position being next door to the post office 

and near the Customs office. The problem with all Esplanade allotments was that they 

were subject to extreme tides and storm waves, and the whole area flooded on a regular 

basis especially in the wet seasons. The lower market prices, compared with the 

valuations, reflected this. Allotments 7-10 do not have a recorded value; nor do 

allotments 7-9 on the 1893 map. These also do not have an original owner’s name on 

them, which is unusual. Allotments 1-5 in Abbott Street have a total value of £1 250, 

averaging £252 each. For Abbott Street this is a low valuation. This may have been due 

to low lying ground and needed to be filled in to raise the allotments to CMC specified 

street levels 

Section 6 

 The border of this section is formed by Abbott, Esplanade, Shields and Aplin 

Streets. The general trend of the Esplanade-bordered sections in the general business 

area  is that the most expensive were in the southern areas near the wharves so that the 

further north they were, the lower the valuation. Allotments 1-8 in Abbott Street had a 

combined value of £2500 and an average value of £312. This area was where the water 

runoff from Abbott Street fed into a former creek bed in Aplin Street, which caused 

access problems. This was a particularly bad area in the wet season and a bridge was 

built over the Esplanade where it joined with Aplin Street.  The eastern end of Aplin 

Street under these conditions reverted to being a creek, which formed deep gouges 

where the excess water runoff was discharged into the sea. Allotments 9-21 had a total 

value of £4 550 and an average of £379 each, with allotments 9-20 on Abbott St and 

                                                 
819Cairns Argus, 12 May 1891. 
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allotment 21 being on the Esplanade.  On the Esplanade, allotments 22-30 had a total 

value of £3 300 and an average value of £412. This was likely due to sea breezes, 

which according to miasma theory, would blow away the unhealthy vapours coming 

from the ground, resulting in a healthier home.  

Section 7 

 This section was enclosed by Abbott, Aplin, Lake and Shields Streets. The 

northern side of this section was a general reserve, allotments 1-7 on Abbott Street, 29-

30 on Lake Street.  The eastern side was a market reserve, allotments 26-28 on Lake 

Street. Reserves were land put aside for future government or community use. 

Allotments 8-16 on Abbott Street had a total value of £1 200 with an average value of 

£150 each. On the same street, allotments 17-20 had a valuation of £1 750 and an 

average value of £583. This valuation is an extraordinarily high one and there is no 

apparent reason why an allotment worth £583 should be beside one worth £150. It is 

doubtful that the lower valuations were because of low lying ground as this would not 

account for the higher valuations being nearly triple the lower value. Allotments 21-25 

in Lake Street were 32 perches and had a value of £3 250 with an average value of 

£812. These were twice the size of the 16 perch allotments 8-20,  that backed on to 

them and after taking the difference in size into account were approximately £80 less in 

value than allotments 17-20.  

Section 8 

 This section is made up of allotments which were approximately 32 perches 

each, and is bordered by Aplin, Lake, Shields and Sachs Streets. Allotments1-4 on Lake 

Street had a value of £1 950 with an average of £487. Allotments 5-20 had an overall 

value of £4 150 and an average of  £276, which is a great deal less than allotments 1-4 

on Lake Street. The valuations were low for this section for 32 perch allotments. There 

appears to be no reasonable explanation for the large difference in the same section. 

The School of Arts reserve took allotments 9-10 and a general reserve was over 

allotments 11-12.    

Section 9 

 This section has its northern portion taken up by a customs reserve over 

allotments 1-4 and a general reserve over allotments 17-20, and was bordered by the 
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Esplanade, Florence, Abbott and Aplin Streets. The allotment sizes vary between 28 

and 32 perches. On Lake Street, allotments 5-7 had a value of £750 with an average 

value of £250. This value appears to be quite low for Abbott Street. Possibly a water 

runoff through the reserve from the Florence Street stream flowing to the Esplanade 

would have been responsible for the low valuation.  Allotments 8-10 are collectively 

worth £900, averaging £300 each. The higher valuation would be due to their position 

on and near the corner of Abbott and Aplin Streets. On the Esplanade allotments 11-16 

were valued at £1 950 with an average of £325 per allotment. These valuations are 

approximately £12 higher than Section 6 with the same frontage. The difference could 

be due to a variation of allotment sizing, which the existing records do not always 

indicate.  

Section 10   

 This is a School Reserve bordered by Florence, Aplin, Abbott and Lake Streets. 

Section 11  

 This had a large variation in allotment sizes and the exact size of each allotment 

is difficult to determine by map. Sachs, Aplin, Lake and Florence Streets border this 

section. Allotments 1-4 are on Lake Street and have a total value of £1075 with an 

average of £268 for allotments that are between 28-35 perches. This is close to the 

valuation of Section 9 and could be considered a reasonable valuation figure. 

Allotments 5-9 (also on Lake Street) are valued at £1 475 with an average of £295. 

Allotment 7 with a frontage of 66 feet was put up for sale in 1891 for £250. The 

difference between the sale price and the valuation price could be accounted for by the 

necessity of a quick sale, which in this instance was after the death of G. Mackey who 

owned a number of allotments in Cairns.820 Allotments 11-18 on Lake Street had a 

value of £1 575 and averaged £196. The records do not indicate the valuation for 

allotment 10. Near the corner of Florence and Lake Streets allotments 19-20 were 

valued at £450 averaging £225. The difference in valuation to other allotments on Lake 

Street was possibly due to the higher cost of a corner allotment and also the allotment 

size variations.  

 

                                                 
820 Cairns Argus, 12 May 1891. 
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Section 12 

 This section is bordered by Florence, Aplin, Sachs and Sheridan Streets. At the 

northern end, allotments 1-6 and 15-20 were classed as reserves with the allotment 

sizes being approximately 28 perches. The column in this section, East-West, has 

almost 40% set aside for reserves.  Allotments 7-10 are on Sheridan Street with a value 

of £1 050 and an average of £350. These allotments are approximately 32 perches in 

size. This value, like other allotments in the CBD that share a section with a reserve, is 

a low one. Possibly apprehension about what the reserve was to be used for resulted in 

low prices. On Sachs Street, allotments 11-14 had a value of £975 averaging £243. 

These allotments were also approximately 32 perches in size and are lower in value 

than the equivalent in Sheridan Street. Sheridan Street was the main arterial route north, 

as it is today, and the valuations indicate that this end of Sheridan Street had a higher 

value placed on it in general. 

Section 13 

 This section is enclosed by Aplin, Sheridan, Florence and McLeod Streets. 

Allotments 1-3 on McLeod Street are of mixed sizes, between 28-36 perches. The value 

for them was £500 with an average value of £166. This is quite a low valuation 

compared with Section 13 and is possibly due to Lilly Creek, at the western end of 

Florence Street, which had a tendency to overflow down Florence Street which was 

originally a small creek. The allotments would therefore have been a low lying area 

subject to being covered in water during wet seasons.  Allotments 4-16 were on the 

southern end of the section, bordered by McLeod, Aplin and Sheridan Streets, with a 

total value of £2 850 and an average of £219. This valuation is in keeping with the 

trend of allotments opposite in Section 12 and was slightly higher in average price due 

inclusion of a corner allotment. In Sheridan Street allotments 17-20 had a value of £875 

with an average of £218, which was consistent with adjoining allotment prices.  

Section 14  

   This section is a very unusual one due to its positioning, size and valuation. It 

is situated between Water, McLeod, Aplin and Florence Streets and is a small block of 

10 allotments. Allotments 1-9 have a value of £1 645 and an average of £182 with 

allotment 10 on the Aplin Street corner being £450. The slightly lower valuation when 
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compared with the allotments opposite them, East and North, fits in with the overall 

value for this section.  The allotment sizes varied between 28 and 32 perches. The 

corner allotment is almost twice the valuation of the other allotments in this section. 

Even though it is directly opposite the railway reserve and closest to the railway line in 

this section, its valuation was far too high given the low lying nature of the section. 

Section 15  

 Florence, McLeod and Minnie Streets border this section with allotment sizes 

being approximately 28 perches. Allotments 1-12 have a valuation of £1 375 with an 

average of £114. There is no street in 1893 that allotments 1-10 were on but simply a 

track beside the railway lines indicating access difficulties and possibly, problems with 

Lilly Creek during the wet seasons overflowing directly onto these allotments. The 

corner allotments (10-11) on the southern side of this section were on Florence and 

McLeod Streets and would have been higher in individual value than others in this 

grouping. Allotments 13-20 on McLeod Street were valued at £2 250 with an average 

of £281. These were twice the price of the allotments backing onto them and formed 

street access would have been the main reason why. 

Section 16 

 This section is bordered by Minnie, McLeod, Sheridan and Florence Streets 

with allotment sizes varying between 28 and 32 perches. On McLeod Street, allotments 

1-5 had a value of £675 with an average of £135. These allotments are directly opposite 

allotments in section 15 which had an average value that were much higher. One 

possible reason for this was that the surface drainage in this area was a problem well 

into the 1960s and most allotments in this section in 1893 would have been under water 

during the wet season. Allotments 6-10 were valued at £775 with an average of £155 

being only slightly higher in valuation. On Sheridan Street allotments 11-18 had a 

valuation of £1 325 and an average of £165 while allotments 19-10 were £375 with an 

average of £187.  Being directly opposite a reserve may have been a contributing factor 

to the low valuations. 

Section 17    

 This entire section bordered by Minnie, Sachs, Sheridan and Florence Streets 

was set aside as a recreation reserve.  
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Section 18 

 This section was positioned between Minnie, Lake, Florence and Sachs Streets. 

Allotments 1-10 in Sachs Street were valued at £1 875 with an average of £187 while 

allotment 11 on the corner of Florence and Lake Street had a valuation of £250. The 

average size of allotments in this section was approximately 28 perches. The valuations 

for these allotments on Sachs Street closely equal those in section 16 on Sheridan Street 

on the opposite side of the reserve. Allotments 12-20 along Lake Street were valued at 

£11 030 with an average of £1 200. This was an extraordinarily high price and there is 

either an error in the figures or the valuation was greatly inflated for reasons unknown 

Section 19 

 Abbott, Minnie, Florence and Lake Streets bordered this section. The valuations 

for these allotments were not all recorded and the missing valuations were for 

allotments 1-3, 10, and 19-20. Allotments 4-7 on Lake Street were valued at £700 with 

an average of £175 while allotments 8-9 were valued at £300 with an average of £150.  

The small difference in price is possibly due to excess water in the wet seasons which 

used to flow down Lake Street and merge into Minnie Street, then flow out to the 

Esplanade. In Abbott Street allotments 11-18 had a valuation of £1 700 and an average 

of £212. Allowing for a corner allotment these are close in valuation to the allotments 

directly behind them, indicating a continuity of valuation figures. 

Section 20 

 This section was between Florence, Minnie and Abbott Streets, facing the 

Esplanade, with allotment sizes of approximately 28 perches. Allotments 1-2 on Abbott 

Street were valued at £423, averaging £212.  This was consistent with the allotments 

opposite on Section 19 while allotments 3-10 were valued at £1 700 with an average of 

£212 as well. On the Esplanade allotments 11-15 were valued at £1 600 with an 

average of £300 while the remaining allotments, 16-20 valued at £1 575, had an 

average of £315. This is fairly consistent when contrasted with other allotments on the 

Esplanade such as sections 9 and 10, as the further the distance from the wharf, the 

lower the value. 
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Section 21 

 This section is a small one and consisted of only 10 allotments with an 

approximate size of 28 perches each. Bordered by the Esplanade, Minnie, Upward and 

Abbott Streets the valuation was £3 120 with an average of £312. This was almost 

identical to Section 20 and again showed remarkable consistency in the valuation along 

the Esplanade, with only minor variations.   

Section 22   

 Section 22 had varying allotment sizes that ranged from approximately 28 to36 

perches and was positioned between Abbott, Florence, Minnie and Lake Streets. Lake 

Street allotments 1-3 had a value of £450 with an average of £150 while allotments 4-

10 were valued at £965 with an average of £137. On Abbott Street, allotments 11-18 

were valued at £1 300 with an average of £162. On the same street allotments 15-20 

had a value of £850 with an average of £141 which is low considering that the 

allotments across the road from them in Section 21 were twice the value with about the 

same mix of allotment sizes. Possibly the end of Abbott Street had access problems due 

to poor street surface and water flooding during the wet seasons on that side of the 

street. The angle of the highpoint of the middle of the street to the gutter was always 

more acute on one side to try and allow for a faster flow rate overall. The grouping that 

the valuer placed the allotments in is equally puzzling, with no obvious explanation. 

When the section is looked as part of a column of sections running east –west, then the 

low valuation indicates that the overall column value is lower when contrasted with 

Section 19 directly south of it. The reason for this valuation anomaly appears to be 

unfathomable.  

Section 23  

 This section was positioned between Lake, Sachs, Minnie and Upward Streets. 

In Sachs Street allotments 1-9 had a valuation of £950 and an average of £105 and 

blocks of approximately 28 perches. The lower valuation was probably because of the 

nearby swamp which overflowed during the wet season and storms, emptying out into 

Sachs Street.  The Health Officer described allotment 8 as being a large pool of 

stagnant water.821 It is also doubtful that this area was properly cleared of scrub by 

                                                 
821 Cairns Argus, 13 February 1891. 
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1893. Allotment 10 on Lake Street had a very high value of £200 and even though this 

was a corner section there is no indication as to why its valuation was so high given that 

it was out of the primary business area, and why it was singled out rather than grouped 

When this allotment was offered for sale in 1891 the asking price was £200, so the 

valuation of 1893 appears consistent.822 In Lake Street allotments 11-20 had a value of 

£1 375 and an average of £137 which is in keeping with the east-west column 

continuity in valuations, with some odd exceptions. 

Section 24  

 Sachs, Upward, Minnie and Sheridan Streets bordered this section with 

allotment sizes of approximately 36 perches. On Sheridan Street allotments 1-2 had a 

valuation of £250 with and average of £125 and kept continuity with allotment 

valuations in the previous section. Allotments 3-10 in the same street had a valuation of 

£875 with an average of £109. The difference in valuation would be due to a corner 

allotment (1) having a valuation slightly higher which was standard valuation 

procedure. Looking at the east-west column, the valuations appeared to drop about £10 

per allotment towards the east which is not consistent and any anomaly would be due to 

a drainage issue. Allotments 11-15 on Sachs Street had a valuation of £575 and an 

average of £115 while allotments 16-20 were valued at £550 with an average of £110. 

The valuation of allotments 11-20 is close to the opposite allotments in Section 23, 

which also indicated continuity. The entire east-west column of Sections 20-26 

bordered on the swamp and the next column north, east of Sheridan Street, was 

essentially swamp which resulted in low overall valuations.  

Section 25 

 This section was positioned between Sheridan, Minnie, Upward and McLeod 

Streets. Allotments 1-8 on McLeod Street were valued at £615 with an average of £76. 

Allotment 9 was £75. The drop in valuation from the previous section is a large one and 

if continuity was kept should have been around £95 -£105 unless there were additional 

problems with road access during the wet seasons. Allotments 10-20 on Sheridan Street 

were valued at £1 150 with an average of £104 and were lower then the allotments 

                                                 
822 Cairns Argus., 26 May 1891. 
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across from them on Section 24, by approximately £20 each. This continued the trend 

of the further west the allotment, the lower the allotment value. 

Section 26   

 This section was the last in the east-west column and was bordered by McLeod, 

Minnie, and Upward Streets with the most westerly portion of the section having no 

street access and beside the railway access track which bordered allotments 1-10. The 

allotment sizes were approximately 36-80 perches. Allotment 1 was valued at £100 as a 

corner section and had access to Minnie Street, while allotments 2-10 were valued at an 

average of £68 with virtually no access at all. The drop in valuations from the previous 

section was approximately £10 which was consistent with the east –west column 

valuations. On McLeod Street allotments 11-15 were valued at £320 with an average of 

£64 and allotments 16-20 were valued at £375 with an average of £75. The £10 

difference could be due to a difference in allotments size. In 1891 allotments 16-18 

were placed on sale for £175 each and each allotment had a four roomed cottage on it. 

Depending on the quality, cottages could be built for a minimum of £80-150. Allowing 

for the cost of the cottage affecting the market price, the unimproved value was 

accurate, when compared with market prices Allotment one was also up for sale with an 

asking price of £210 and was a half acre section. 

Section 27  

 This section was between Shields, Sachs, Sheridan and Spence Streets. The 

numbering of this section did not extend from Section 26 to the next east-west column. 

It was placed in the second east-west column from the southern end near the wharves. 

The reason for this was due to the fact that when Cairns was first surveyed, the southern 

sections were essentially swamp and were not filled. The numbering system of the 

sections was in the order they were ready for sale. Allotments 1-7 on Sheridan Street 

had a valuation of £2 750 and an average of £392 and allotment sizes of 28-36 perches. 

The remainder of the allotments on Sheridan Street, 8-10, had a valuation of £1 300 and 

an average of £433. Allotments 11-19 on Sachs Street, had a valuation of £4 400 with 

an average of £488. The corner allotment (20) had a valuation of £1 200 which was 

very high but in a prime position. Considering the southern part of the section was 

under water during a wet season the price was a fair one and by way of column was 
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consistent with the rest of the valuation. This section was a major part of the area 

known as Chinatown.  

Section 28 

 Shields, Sheridan McLeod and Spence Streets border this section. Allotments 1-

12 on McLeod and Sheridan Street had a valuation of £5 500 with an average of £458 

and allotments 13-20 on Sheridan Street had a valuation of £1 850 and an average of 

£231. The Sheridan Street allotment’s low value was possibly as a result of the swamp 

overflow which came from Lilly Creek through the railway reserves.  

Section 29 

 This section was positioned between Aplin, Sachs, Shields and Sheridan Streets. 

Allotments 1-5 on Sheridan Street had a valuation of £1 700 and an average of £340.  

In May 1891 allotment 2 was on sale for £350 with a 66 foot frontage, making it 

possibly  40 perches in size which validates the valuation. On the same street allotments 

6-10 had a valuation of £1 950 and an average of £390. The valuation would have taken 

into account the close proximity to the railway station which was directly opposite it. 

On Sachs Street allotments 11-18 had a total valuation of £3 470 and an average of 

£443. These allotment valuations were much higher than Section 28 which was directly 

opposite them. Even though they are closer to the railway station there is no clearly 

visible reason why this was so high. Chinatown was not contained solely in a single 

section and extended into this section, and would have meant high rents. The high rents 

would have been one reason for the high prices. 

Section 30  

 Aplin, Sheridan, Shield and McLeod Streets border this section. On McLeod 

Street allotments 1-10 had a valuation of £4 470 and an average of £447, primarily 

because of its close proximity to the railway station and yards. In 1891 allotment 4 was 

advertised for sale for £400 with a 66 foot frontage, indicating it was close to a 32 -40 

perch allotment.823 On Sheridan Street allotments 11-20 had a valuation of £3 050 with 

an average of £305, which is slightly lower in valuation than the allotments opposite in 

section 29 on the same street. This difference is in keeping with the east-west column 

shrinking in value towards the west.  

                                                 
823Cairns Argus, 12 May 1891. 
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Section 31 

 This section is placed between Lake, Upward and Gatton Streets. Most of this 

section was swamp in the 1890s. There is no indication on the early maps of this period 

if Abbott Street merges with the Esplanade east of this section or indeed if there was 

any available road past this section. The valuation of Allotments 1-4 in Lake Street was 

£375 with an average of £93. Allotments 5-10 were slightly higher at £116 and were 

not as swamp bound as the northern allotments were. In 1891 allotment 10, a corner 

quarter acre section, was up for sale for £250 and was classed as “high and dry” by A. 

J. Draper, the land agent.824 On the eastern side of this section, allotments 11-17 had a 

valuation of  £1 500 with an average of £214 and this was primarily because the 

frontage was an extension of the Esplanade. Allotments 18-20 had a valuation of £216 

which was in the same valuation range.  

Section 32 

 Gatton, Upward, Lake and Sachs Streets border this section. This whole section 

was a swamp basin. Allotments 1-10 on Sachs Street had a valuation of £705 with an 

average of £70. The drop in valuation is in accordance with the east-west column 

reduction and the swamp. Allotments 11-20 had a valuation of £1 100 and an average 

of £110 which was higher than the allotments they backed onto, possibly due to slightly 

higher ground and better access in Lake Street than in Sachs Street, which had a swamp 

cutting off the entire street at its crossing with Gatton Street.  

Section 33 

 This was positioned between Sachs, Gatton, Upward and McLeod Streets. It 

was either a reserve or had no valuation applied to it. There is no information on it.  

Section 34  

 This section was in between Gatton, Upward, McLeod and Sheridan Streets. 

Allotments 1-3 on McLeod Street had a valuation of £195 and an average of £65 while 

allotment 4-10 had a valuation of £340 and an average of £48. The low valuation for 

allotments 4-10 would have been due to a combination of poor road access and bad 

drainage due to the allotments being subject to flooding. Allotments 11-16 had a 

valuation of £390 and an average of £65. A. J. Draper advertised allotment 11 for sale 

                                                 
824 Cairns Argus, 12 May 1891. 
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in 1891 for £175.825 Allotments 17-20 were valued at £365 with an average of £91. The 

lower valuation here would have again been due to low allotment levels. 

Section 35 

 This Section was positioned between McLeod, Gatton and upward Streets. 

There is no information on this section and no valuations recorded. 

Section 36 

 This section was the cemetery reserve and was situated between Grove, Gatton 

and McLeod Street. 

Section 37 

 Grove, Gatton, Sheridan and McLeod Street bordered this section. Allotments 

1-9 on McLeod Street had a valuation of £425 with an average of £47 while allotment 

10, a corner allotment, had a valuation of £75. In Sheridan Street allotments 11-20 had 

a valuation of £735 and an average of £73. The valuation here is fairly consistent when 

the east-west column is taken into consideration. The higher value of the Sheridan 

Street allotment was due to Sheridan Street being a main arterial route.  

Section 38 

 Section 38 was reserved for a pound and was between Gatton, Upward, Sachs 

and Sheridan Streets. 

Section 39 

 Lake, Grove, Gatton and Sachs Streets were around this section. On Sachs 

Street allotments 1-2 had a valuation of £130 with an average of £75. Also on Sachs 

Street allotments 3-10 had a valuation of £450 and an average of £56. Allotment 8 was 

advertised by A. J. Draper as a quarter acre for £75 in 1891. The swamp flowed directly 

in front of these allotments and reduced their valuations. In Lake Street allotments 11-

15 had a valuation of £470 with an average of £94 and allotments 16-20 had a valuation 

of £445 and an average of £89. This valuation is in keeping with the incremental drop 

over the east-west column from west to east. The roads in this area were designated on 

a map but had not been fully formed and this section was surrounded by a swamp both 

east and west.  

Section 40  

                                                 
825 Cairns Argus, 12 May 1891. 
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  This section was on the Esplanade between Grove, Gatton and Lake Streets and 

had a swamp on the section and either side of it, which placed Gatton and Grove Streets 

partly underwater, though the hospital itself was on higher ground. The Health Officer 

of the CMC placed pressure on these allotment owners to raise their allotment levels to 

prevent stagnant water forming and becoming a health risk.826 

Section 41  

 This section is outside of the main town area and is not included. 

Section 41A 

 This section was a later development and in the first column, and is positioned 

between Spence, Lake and Sachs Streets. The allotments were quite small, about 16 

perches, and the Spence Streets allotments from 1-5 had no recorded valuation. 

Allotments 7-47 in Lake, Sachs and Spence Streets had a valuation of £13 450 with an 

average of £336. A. J. Draper had allotments 13 and 14 for sale at £500 each in 1891 

and allotments 45 and 46 in Spence Street, with shops built on them, at £700 each.  

Allotment 48 had a value of £350. One of the highest valued sections, this was 

developed from mostly reclaimed swamp land and was high in valuation due to its 

proximity to the wharves and its prime business position.  

Section 42 

 This section was outside of the Cairns Business area and does not come into the 

parameters of the valuation study. 

Section 42A 

 This is another piece of reclaimed land and was bordered by Sachs, Spence and 

Sheridan Streets. Allotments 1-5 on Spence Street had a valuation of £1 250 and an 

average of £250. A. J. Draper’s 1891 sale price on the 20 perch allotments 1-3 were 

 £2 300 each, without any indication of buildings on them. This price was the same as 

originally paid for them at the government land sale. 827Allotments 6-12 on Sachs Street 

had a valuation of £2 450 and an average of £408. This is slightly higher than Section 

41A due possibly to higher section levels. This area was notorious for frequent 

flooding. Allotments 13-25 had a valuation of £3 050 and an average of £234. The low 

                                                 
826 Cairns Argus, 3 February 1891. 
827 Ibid., 12 May 1891. 
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average is due to allotments 20-25 being at the southern end of the section next to the 

wharf with an extremely bad access road. Allotments 26-38, primarily in Sheridan 

Street, had a total valuation of £151 which was quite low. The flooding problem here 

was acute and this would cut access off from the wharf as well as flooding through the 

railway reserve which would also cut off access to the railway. Also in Sheridan Street, 

allotments 35-43 had a valuation of £375 with an average of £41. This valuation 

appears to be far too low.  Allotments 44-48 also had a low valuation, of £93. If the 

valuation is accurate, then a possible reason for this figure could be that allotments 35-

48 would be under water most of the year or during a high tide.  

 Through the use of the column and rank analysis, an incremental pattern is 

apparent. Generally, going south to north, by way of rank, the sections decrease in 

value. Using the columns, which are measured from east to west, shows a gradual 

decrease as the sections reach Lilly Creek. This is an area that needs further research to 

give a more accurate picture of local valuation practice in the 19th century.    
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