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Iemma, Sartor ICAC-donor links

EXCLUSIVE by Joe Hildebrand, Michelle Cazzulino and Simon Benson

February 28, 2008 12:00am

PREMIER Morris Iemma and his Planning Minister Frank Sartor had thousands made out to them in donations as part of a $100,000-plus ALP gift from a developer investigated by ICAC.
Mr Sartor has also intervened to fast-track a new project by developer Sarkis Nassif, despite him being investigated by two Government agencies for building a multi-storey deathtrap.

The revelations came as the Premier acknowledged he and his ministers needed to lift their game and he would tolerate no more bungles.

He told The Daily Telegraph in an exclusive interview: "We all have to lift our game. I've laid down a simple rule: Do the right thing and you will remain in the Cabinet. If you don't you will lose your job."

ICAC has refused to confirm or deny whether the investigation is also focussing on Mr Nassif's payment of $109,444 to the ALP - including $13,636 marked directly to Mr Iemma and $1,350 to Mr Sartor.

The payments were made in the lead up to last year's election in March both in Mr Nassif's own name and through his company Holdmark. Mr Iemma and Mr Sartor's offices said that while the donations were marked to the men personally by both the donor and the Election Funding Authority, they had gone into the main ALP fund.

In May Mr Nassif asked Mr Sartor to take over stewardship of a major apartment block in Burwood because he wanted to make it larger than the local council had approved at the time.

Mr Sartor agreed to take over in July.

Later that month The Daily Telegraph revealed both ICAC and the Department of Local Government were investiating how Mr Nassif received approval to build a 16 storey apartment block in Auburn that had no proper fire safety measures.

Yet the very next month Mr Sartor's department accepted Mr Nassif's development application for the Burwood project.

The department is now considering whether to give final approval to the 209 apartment development.

Burwood deputy mayor Ernest Wong said the council was left in the dark as to why the State Government took over this project and not others of similar size in the area.

He said that when councillors met Mr Sartor recently he said it was to speed up the process.

However Cr Wong said the council had already approved Mr Nassif's original proposal and he had come back wanting to add residential units.

"Even before we started to consider (the new proposal) the Government stepped in," he said.

Mayor John Faker said the council did not fight the takeover because it had a commercial interest in the property and did not want to be perceived to have a conflict.

Mr Iemma and Mr Sartor have denied any wrongdoing or impropriety.

Mr Iemma's office said the donation related to a fundraising dinner he held before the election last year and was not taken by him personally.

"Mr Iemma has not taken donations for his local campaign for several years," his spokesman said.

"If anyone wishes to make a donation he requests they make them to the ALP head office."

Mr Sartor's spokeswoman said he was unaware of Mr Nassif's donations to the party or that he was being investigated by ICAC.

She said planning decisions had to be made on planning grounds alone and "there is no scope to consider the merit or otherwise of applicants".

Mr Nassif declined to answer questions about the donations or whether he had been interviewed by ICAC.

However he said through his architect that he asked Mr Sartor to intervene on the Burwood project because the council had taken too long in deciding on a local environment plan.

"Due to continuing delays in the adoption of a new LEP for Burwood Council, the site construction was at risk of being halted and threatening the loss of 130 jobs," architect Robert del Pizzo said.

"To secure the continuing employment of our workforce, suppliers and contractors, we approached the New South Wales State Government to consider the application."

It has also emerged that six months ago ICAC urged the Government to make all development applicants declare any donations to the minister or the ALP but the Government ignored the advice.

Mr Iemma and Mr Sartor came under fire in Parliament yesterday following revelations by the Telegraph that Mr Sartor had flouted his own independent advice and given an estimated $200 million worth of residential land under a flight path to a developer who donated more than $160,000 to the party.

Mr Sartor also came under fire for calling developer Stockland and asking them to come to an ALP fundraiser.
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Today, Mr Sartor has defended his move to take control of a multi-million dollar proposal from a developer who made donations to him and Mr Iemma. 

Mr Sartor said he had stepped in for valid reasons. 

"I intervened to put in some planning controls because the site had no planning controls - it was surplus government land," Mr Sartor told Macquarie Radio today. 

"I've intervened ... with the agreement of the council, and we were called into this development because the council had a commercial interest in it. Now, you can't do much better than that." 

Spokespersons for Mr Iemma and Mr Sartor have rejected any suggestions of wrongdoing, saying the cheques were treated the same as donations to the ALP. 

