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NSW Planning Minister Frank Sartor has been accused of giving developers Hardie Holdings, Rosecorp and Coal & Allied preferential treatment in striking deals with them for housing at Branxton and Catherine Hill Bay. 

Critics claim Mr Sartor has ignored his own department's advice in negotiating the developers' housing plans. 

Documents obtained under freedom of information laws by the Hunter Community Environment Centre show Branxton and Catherine Hill Bay at the bottom of the Department of Planning's priorities. 

The department assessed 91 development sites in preparing its draft Lower Hunter Regional Strategy, according to the documents. 

Hardie Holding's Huntlee site at Branxton, formerly known as Sweetwater, was ranked last, and land at Catherine Hill Bay, which Rosecorp and Coal & Allied want to develop, was second last. 

The assessment considered factors including: biodiversity, distance to high schools, shopping centres, bus routes, train stations and major link roads and electricity, water and sewer connections. 

The Branxton and Catherine Hill Bay sites were excluded from the draft strategy. 

Intense lobbying since the draft was released in November last year led Mr Sartor to offer the three companies development rights in return for them handing over land for environmental protection. 

Rosecorp wants to develop 60 hectares and Coal & Allied 50 hectares at Catherine Hill Bay, while Huntlee is expected to comprise 5000 to 8000 lots. 

"These large landholders have been given preferential treatment," Cessnock councillor James Ryan said yesterday. 

"The process has been manipulated by incredibly influential landholders." 

United Residents Group for the Environment of Lake Macquarie president Peter Morris said: "The department's own information shows Catherine Hill Bay should not be developed".

