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Developers a force to be reckoned with

MAJOR property developers used to be in awe of the high-powered political lobbying of the Australian Hotels Association (AHA) and Clubs NSW. So much so that they formed their own umbrella organisation to grab the attention of the State Government on planning and development issues. 

They called it the NSW Urban Taskforce, a cleverly crafted name giving the impression of a semi-official governmental body. 

In reality, it is controlled by a who's who of Sydney developers. They include multi-millionaires on BRW's Top 200 rich list as well as representatives of publicly listed companies comfortably in the stockmarket's top 100. 

The CEOs are not card-carrying Labor supporters. Indeed, many of them are very conservative-minded businessmen who have profited from 10 years of the Howard Government, but who have found a pragmatic path to work closely with Labor in NSW. 

Founded in 1999, the taskforce has impeccable ALP credentials with former premier Neville Wran as its founding patron. Its offices are on the 12th level of a city block in Martin Place, the same address as KWC Capital Partners, the finance firm run by David Tanevski, a long-time Labor supporter. 

With membership capped at 70 firms, the taskforce provides them with direct lobbying services to advance their pet rezoning and development projects. 

While the industry's peak body remains the Property Council of Australia (PCA), founded in 1969, with more than 1200 members, including Leightons, Stockland, Meriton, Lend Lease, Mirvac, Investa, Westfield Group, ING and DB Reef, the Urban Taskforce has emerged in the past two years as a swaggering, high-performance lobbying group with a "can do" approach. 

Its chairman is Bob Rose, CEO of family-owned Rosecorp Pty Ltd, which has developed the upper Sydney harbourfront village at Breakfast Point and the nearby Cape Cabarita residential community. 

He also owns The Landings retirement village at Turramurra and is on target to develop an upmarket 600-resident waterfront precinct on the shores of Catherine Hill Bay on an old company coal-mining town site on the Central Coast. 

The taskforce's executive committee, listed below, makes for interesting reading. 

So does the taskforce's Fairfield connections. The CEO is Terry Barnes who was general manager of Labor-controlled Fairfield City Council for 12 years. In 1999 he became general manager of Parramatta City Council and after the 2003 state election he was promoted meteorically by housing minister Carl Scully to be director-general of the Department of Housing. 

Last year he switched to the highly paid Urban Taskforce job to push the developers' campaign, increase their influence on the Labor Government and beat the drum of the property industry. 

"The NSW development industry's annual turnover is $35 billion and employs 180,000 people, accounting for 6 per cent of the State's total employment," he said recently. 

"It is the fifth-largest contributor to the state economy. Every $1 million in construction creates 15 jobs." 

The PCA, a national body with offices in every state and territory capital city, treats the NSW group with undisguised disdain even though some members belong to both. 

PCA leaders believe the Urban Taskforce fragments the voice of the industry and that it plays a divisive role because it is so biased towards Labor. 

"We develop policies for the whole of the industry and don't promote individual projects," one PCA member sneered. 

Not surprisingly, virtually every press release issued by the taskforce is devoted to applauding decisions of the Iemma Government. 

When the State Government recently introduced exorbitantly higher fees to obtain approval for development projects from the Planning Department, Tanevski obligingly said that the industry accepted the new fees because the approval process brought certainty. Many other developers took a different view, saying the increased charges were yet another government cash gouge. 

Last November when the Government rushed through amendments to environmental planning legislation to assist the approval process for large-scale property developments, Barnes was an enthusiastic supporter while Green MPs fumed. 

After it rammed through the so-called bio-banking legislation, under which developers quarantine land for threatened species in order to gain approval for their construction projects, Greens MP Ian Cohen accused the Government of couching "pro-developer legislation in pro-environmental language". 

"This is another windfall for the big developers who donate generously to the ALP and it's a loss for biodiversity conservation," Cohen said. 

Last November, as the state election campaign began to warm up, Barnes called on Prime Minister John Howard and then Labor leader Kim Beazley to implement a total national ban on all political donations to major parties. 

He also called on other industry peak bodies such as pharmaceutical, gaming, mining, petroleum, and liquor, agricultural, broadcasting and environmental groups to join the taskforce's campaign for a donation ban. 

"The ban has to be total - everything from a $10 chook raffle to a $1000 harbour cruise," he said. 

The ambit claim was so sweeping and all-embracing that it dived straight into the dustbin of history. However, it had the unashamed merit of painting the taskforce as a leader in the campaign to end political donations amid community concerns about the rise of US-style corporate influence-peddling in Australian politics. 

As David Poole, former executive director of the Urban Development Institute of Australia, says: the taskforce is "the footpath" between the development industry and the Labor Party. 

"It is a creature of the massively over-politicised planning system in NSW." 

CORPORATE CONNECTIONS the NSW Urban Taskforce's executive committee 

Steven Papadopoulos, CEO of Macquarie Bank's wholly owned land development subsidiary Urban Pacific Ltd, which describes itself as "a recognised leader in conceiving and delivering major residential estates and integrated housing developments in Sydney, Adelaide, Melbourne, Perth, Brisbane and on the Gold Coast". 

Duncan Hardie, chairman of Hardie Holdings Pty Ltd, a privately owned developer with major residential projects on the drawing board at Port Stephens and throughout the Hunter region. 

Allen Linz, managing director of Rebel Property Group. Has business links with developers Robert Whyte and Ian Hayson and financier David Tanevski of KWC Capital Partners. 

Bob Ell, executive chairman of privately owned Leda Holdings and one of Australia's newest billionaires, whose huge Kings Forest development is set to transform the Tweed Valley in far northern NSW. 

Geoff Cox, managing director of Crichton Properties, which is involved in residential, commercial and retirement developments on the Central Coast, Lake Macquarie and the Mid North Coast. 

Mark Bouton, director of building for NSW/ACT with Baulderstone Hornibrook, builder of the Anzac Bridge, the M5 East Tunnel and the controversial Cross City Tunnel, whose operators have gone into administration. 

Shaun Hannah, CEO of real-estate development of the listed Valad Property Group, which has 58 properties in its investment funds, with assets under management exceeding $2 billion. 

Richard Scheinberg, managing director of McDonald Industries, a 30-year-old property and development group, which specialises in strata titling residential apartments. 

David Tierney, strategic adviser to Multiplex Developments Australia Pty Ltd. Was on the staff of senator Graham Richardson at the same time as Morris Iemma, now the Premier. At one time, Tierney was tipped to become Iemma's chief of staff and his name was mentioned as a future NSW general secretary of the ALP or national secretary. 

David Tanevski, managing director of KWC Capital Partners and former ALP activist in the Fairfield area. In the 1990s Tanevski's name surfaced in branch-building allegations in the Macedonian community in the Illawarra and in 1998 he admitted helping Cabramatta MP Reba Meagher find a residence in her south-west Sydney electorate. 

Sean Macken, a senior political adviser in the Carr government from 1995 to 2001 who served as deputy premier Andrew Refshauge's policy adviser on health, natural resource management and urban planning. Today Macken, a former South Sydney councillor, is a director of the Labor-linked consultancy firm Hawker Britton. 

Paul Lalich, partner with law firm Allens Arthur Robinson and son of Fairfield City Council Mayor Nick Lalich. 
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