Everyone poorer if town's heritage is allowed to be trampled

February 28, 2008

Under the current state planning laws, 900 new houses may soon engulf Catherine Hill Bay. This idyllic Central Coast coalmining town from the 1870s comprises 100 historic homes and intact heritage streetscapes nestled in rolling green hinterland on a pristine surf beach. The area is rich in social history and abounds in biodiversity and endangered species.

Rose Property Group plans to build 600 houses there, and Coal & Allied 300 dwellings. Both proponents have signed memorandums of understanding with the Minister for Planning to facilitate the developments. If these plans proceed, "Catho's" heritage, environmental and aesthetic values will be obliterated.

A ministerial decision on the Rose Group application is expected imminently. Public submissions on the Coal & Allied plans close this Friday.

Catherine Hill Bay's significance has been recognised by a rollcall of authorities. It is zoned as a conservation area and has been nominated for state heritage listing. In 2006 the Land and Environment Court rejected Rosecorp's earlier proposal for 600 homes. That year the NSW Department of Planning recommended against development on environmental and heritage grounds.

The developments are now being considered under Part 3A of the NSW Environmental Planning and Assessment Act, which gives the Planning Minister the authority to override environmental and planning legislation and policies on projects deemed "state significant". The National Trust is deeply concerned about the growing use of these powers. The application of Part 3A to green light Catherine Hill Bay will set a dangerous precedent for the coast, and other places of environmental and heritage significance, raising developer expectations.

The role of the trust, the nation's largest community-based conservation charity, is to safeguard natural and cultural heritage and to encourage Australians to appreciate that each generation has a responsibility to the next.

Yet we are not anti-development, and are acutely conscious of the need to provide housing and infrastructure to support our population and economy.

However, the construction of 900 dwellings at Catherine Hill Bay, with the inevitable impacts for infrastructure and the natural and built environment, would represent the triumph of development over the environmental and social values that the broader community holds dear. What will our children's children think of us when they reflect on an irreplaceable heritage and environmental jewel, trampled by the relentless march of capital over community and culture?
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