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3ZB transmitter building, North Beach, Christchurch

Summary

3ZB transmitter building (1937) located on Christchurch City Council administered Rawhiti Domain in North Beach considered for possible removal (demolition) from site as part of current management review. Radio Heritage Foundation identifies the building as a broadcasting site of national significance. Initial proposal to preserve building and restore for contemporary radio heritage use.

Radio Heritage

(1) Regular broadcasting in Christchurch began in the early 1920’s and all stations were privately owned. These included 3AC, 3ZC, 3ZM and others. The New Zealand Broadcasting Company (now better known as Radio New Zealand) was established in the city.

(2) In the 1930’s, government policy was to buy out and close down private radio stations. All the original Christchurch private stations were silenced by the middle of the decade. These included 3ZC which broadcast from studios in the Canterbury Farmers Co-Op building on Cashel Street (destroyed by fire in late January 2005).

(3) Little, if any trace now remains of the operations of these stations except for scattered ephemera.

(4) A new National Commercial Broadcasting Service replaced these private stations. It was headed by Colin Scrimgeour whose broadcasts over the private 1ZB in Auckland in the mid 1930’s were jammed by the government.

(5) One new station was opened in each of the four main centers in the late 1930’s. The Christchurch station was allocated the callsign 3ZB, went to air in 1937 and became a familiar part of the local culture for some 50 years.

North Beach

(6) The North Beach site on Bowhill Road was chosen for the transmitter building, stand-by studio and tower location because it was close to the sea (better signal radiation), and away from valuable residential housing land.

(7) As a temporary studio, the building was used on a number of occasions, most spectacularly when the 3ZB studios in the central city were destroyed by fire shortly after beginning broadcasts. National radio personalities such as Aunt Daisy and well known local radio star Grace Green (previously with private station 3ZM) broadcast from the North Beach studio site.

(8) The tower used to stand on land slightly to the west of the studio building. It was removed in the 1950’s when the transmitter was moved to Gebbies Pass on Banks Peninsula (subsequently demolished also) and the power increased from 1kW to 10kW.

(9) The building remains one of the few original broadcasting sites in New Zealand still remaining intact. From this site, many of the popular programs, radio serials, and personalities of the Christchurch radio scene were transmitted to the city from the late 1930’s, through World War II and into the early 1950’s. The ‘golden age’ of radio.

Building

(10) The building was designed to be functional and protect sensitive radio broadcasting equipment and, later on, a vital radio transmitter during World War II.

(11) With reference to original plans and photos of the time, it has potential for attractive restoration at its original location.

(12)  The Radio Heritage Foundation believes it could provide a focal point for contemporary radio heritage activities if the building interior is restored and appropriately used.

(13)  The area is easily landscaped at low cost, there is room (on the adjoining original tower site) for limited off-street visitor car parking and the existing vehicle access from Bowhill Road is easily sealed and landscaped.

(14)  The building has electric power supply and appropriate low level security fencing and lighting is easily installed.

(15)  Contemporary use of the building will bring it back ‘into place’ on a tidied up site within the Rawhiti Domain management area and discourage vandalism and graffiti.

(16) Recognition as a local and national heritage site will encourage greater public awareness and use of the site.

Contemporary Use

(17) The Radio Heritage Foundation, as a registered non-profit charitable trust, is interested in developing and managing the site in partnership with the Christchurch City Council, the local community and local and national radio interests.

(18) It has value as an educational and interpretation site about radio broadcasting heritage in Christchurch, potential to house a working low power FM radio station with volunteer involvement and community participation and to add to the range of recreational and tourism attractions in the North Beach area.

(19)  It is located on a bus route with two other bus routes passing within walking distance. It is a short walk or drive from both New Brighton and the QEII center, and less than five minute’s walk from the newly renovated War Memorial community center and the recently redesigned Thomson Park recreational facility. 

(20)  With appropriate landscaping and screening, it is unlikely to pose any safety risk to users from the adjoining golf links. Nor is the proposed use likely to pose any additional hazard or interference to golfers on the adjoining fairway.

. 

Current Situation

The new Rawhiti Management Plan recommends demolishing the building. However, the management plan is under continuous review now it’s been approved by the Christchurch City Council, and the Radio Heritage Foundation plans to seek a review of the recommendation so that the building can be kept and used for a community based radio station in North Beach, as well as a local history and heritage display of the story of 3ZB.

Pier FM in New Brighton has shown some interest in relocating to the site. Even if they don’t, it’s relatively simple to establish a new Low Power FM station in the building, one that reflects the North Beach community. This could possibly be achieved through a partnership with the North New Brighton School, as it’s common for primary schools around the country to have their own FM radio station. It’s one of the very few sites of historic significance in North Beach.

At this time, residents of North New Brighton are encouraged to support the idea of keeping the building, fixing it up, and having a local FM radio station based in their own community. Coverage from the old 3ZB site would reach from South Brighton to around Burwood Hospital and along the coast.
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