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It's time to be frank, Sartor

EXCLUSIVE by Joe Hildebrand

February 27, 2008 12:00am

A PROPERTY developer who donated more than $160,000 to the NSW ALP has been given a $200 million windfall in a land rezoning deal - despite the Government's own expert panel warning Planning Minister Frank Sartor against the move.
The Daily Telegraph can reveal that the Village Building Company has donated $164,900 to the NSW ALP over the past five years and hired a former Labor minister to pressure the State Government to rezone 2000 lots of land.

The Government did - turning the company's estimated $4 million investment in a rural lot into an estimated $200 million worth of residential property. The company, run by Bob Winnel, has also donated thousands of dollars to Wollongong City councillors - including independent Mayor Alex Darling - and more than $10,000 directly to Police Minister David Campbell, who has already been dragged into the ICAC sex-for-development scandal.

The site, next to the ACT in an area called Tralee, is under the Canberra airport flight path and was deemed unsuitable for habitation by an expert panel chaired by respected former public servant and businessman Brian Gilligan.

The independent report, which was commissioned by the Government, told Mr Sartor in 2006 not to rezone, saying residents would suffer from aircraft noise.

A visit by The Daily Telegraph to the site revealed planes roaring overhead as they came in to land.

Canberra airport has also warned that noise in the area would be unbearable as it increased its air traffic. The ACT Government and Federal Labor also condemned the move.

Yet despite this, Mr Sartor approved the land release in April last year after extensive lobbying from the company, which donated more than $100,000 to the ALP in the past three years alone.

The revelation comes amid the beleaguered Government's move to overhaul the donations system and a Daily Telegraph online poll showing 82 per cent of respondents believe developer donations should be banned outright.

Mr Gilligan yesterday said he was unaware of the ALP connection and he stood by his findings that the area should not be inhabited.

"I think they are very clear," he said.

Labor's federal transport spokesman at the time, Martin Ferguson, also raised concerns. 

"The last thing we need in Canberra is the ongoing controversy which plagues Sydney airport, and that is just as much your responsibility as the Australian Government's," he wrote to Mr Sartor, urging him not to grant the release.

The principle lobbyist for the company was Paul Whalan, a former ACT Labor minister and friend of and campaigner for state MP Steve Whan.

Both The Village Building Company and Mr Whalan's firm Endeavour Consulting have also donated thousands of dollars directly to Mr Whan.

Mr Whan has also received hundreds of dollars worth of free football tickets from The Village Building Company, including to the NRL grand final and the Bledisloe Cup.

Mr Whan confirmed that Mr Whalan repeatedly approached him urging him to support the development.

"Of course," he said. "I don't say no to anybody."

Mr Whan said he was aware the company was an ALP donor but denied that was why he supported the development.

He said he had long supported development in Tralee and that while his campaign had received money from the company, he did not stand to make any personal gain from the development.

Mr Sartor told The Daily Telegraph he had been lobbied by Mr Whan and had seen Mr Whalan at party fundraisers and other events.

However, he said he made the decision based solely on planning merits and the needs of the local area. 

