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'Land bribe' exposes Labor's coziness with property developers

MATTHEW MOORE AND LINTON BESSER

September 1, 2009 

IN HIS withering 33-page decision, Judge David Lloyd never mentions the $143,500 Rose Group donated to the Labor Party in the lead-up to the last NSW election.

But he does something more. He describes what happened at Catherine Hill Bay as a ''land bribe''.

With that one phrase, that one b-word, the judge crystallised the adverse public sentiment towards so much of the planning process in NSW: big developers make big donations and get rich from approvals for big projects.

A former planning minister, Frank Sartor, and a former environment minister, Bob Debus, hailed these land-swap agreements as a win for the community because national parks would be expanded. Justice consigned them to history.

When this Government is tossed out at the next election, the self-recriminations that will inevitably follow will focus on its cosy relationship with developers.

Even the Carr government's controversial Part 3A clause in the Planning Act, which opened the way for the big end of town to apply directly to the minister, was not enough.

Sartor went further. He signed binding contracts that ''committed'' him to look kindly on a coastal development which would increase the size of the hamlet tenfold well before a formal proposal had even been examined.

Some in his department tried to stand in the way - officers from Newcastle said the land was unsuitable, and a lawyer from Sydney said the secret deeds were unlawful.

But the pressure from within cabinet to rezone swathes of the Hunter Valley, much of it owned by big political donors, was too great and the deals were done.

Now the court has killed them, the Planning Minister, Kristina Keneally, will have to clean up the mess. She has wisely ruled out appealing or attempting to legislate her way out, but she still has the problem of unhappy developers who have donated heavily and have projects in limbo.

She needs a way out, but whatever it is, she can't afford another case like this where judges brand the Government with the b-word.

