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Coalition vows to scrap minister's powers on big projects
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Brickbats … protesters opposed to what they see as the State Government's policies of overdevelopment marched from Hyde Park to Parliament House in Macquarie Street yesterday.
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THE Coalition says that if it wins government it will scrap one of NSW's most controversial planning laws, which hands control of coastal areas and contentious development sites to the planning minister.

In the aftermath of the State Government's resounding defeat in the Ryde byelection on Saturday and big swings against it elsewhere, the Coalition has vowed to repeal part 3A of the Environmental Planning and Assessment Act, which allows the government to abandon stringent environmental requirements for controversial projects such as mines and big apartment blocks if those are deemed critical infrastructure or "state significant".

The Opposition's announcement followed a rally yesterday in Hyde Park that brought together groups from as far afield as Pittwater, Catherine Hill Bay on the Central Coast and Sandon Point in the Illawarra to protest overdevelopment.

The 2005 amendment to the planning act proved a lightning rod for locals who said it reduced their involvement in planning decisions and gave the minister too much discretion about which projects were taken over.

There has been concern, too, that projects have been taken over after developers donated millions of dollars to the NSW ALP.

"The definition of state significant developments under state Labor appears to have been tainted by which developers paid the biggest dollars to state Labor," said the shadow minister for planning, Brad Hazzard.

"The NSW Liberal-Nationals will immediately, upon election, institute a full public review of planning laws, and part 3A will be repealed."

Mr Hazzard said part 4 of the act should be tightened to impose stricter time frames on councils' decision making.

"If councils miss the deadlines applicants would have the right to appeal to another decision making body," Mr Hazzard said.

The Opposition's policy has attracted support from some quarters of the development industry. One of the state's biggest apartment builders, Meriton, said that in the wake of the global financial crisis it was more important than ever to ensure development applications were dealt with quickly.

The company always lodged development applications under part 4 of the act because part 3A did not provide "certainty or timeliness for development approvals", said Meriton's general manager, Peter Spira.

He said part 3A had a role to play for very big infrastructure, and part 4 needed to be toughened. "Unfortunately, even though the act requires councils to deal with applications within 42 or 60 days, this is never the case. "In fact, in the majority of cases applications take up to two years to be processed, and even after that period of time there is no certainty that the permissible densities could be achieved.

"Therefore we are hesitant to invest in new sites while we are negotiating DAs on existing properties."

Mr Spira said councils should be given very tight deadlines for processing applications that specify time periods being set at each stage, such as notification, referrals and design review.

