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Legal shift revives disputed housing plans 

MATTHEW MOORE URBAN AFFAIRS EDITOR 

February 19, 2010 
THE state government has embarked on a new strategy to revive controversial Hunter Valley housing developments that collapsed after the Land and Environment Court found they had been negotiated unlawfully.

The new Planning Minister, Tony Kelly, has revealed he will amend a planning document called the Lower Hunter Regional Strategy by removing memorandums of understanding negotiated with developers which the Land and Environment Court characterised as ''land bribes''.

Under the memorandums, the developers agreed to donate to the state government conservation lands they owned as part of a broader deal that would allow them to develop 600 houses at the hamlet of Catherine Hill Bay, south of Newcastle, and nearly 8000 houses at Huntlee, near Branxton, in the state's biggest housing project.

These developments and several others, including a Coal and Allied proposal for 6000 sites, collapsed when the court last year agreed with resident action groups that the government had prejudged the development applications by signing the memorandums without considering the merits of the proposals.

Mr Kelly inherited the legal mess from the former planning ministers Frank Sartor and Kristina Keneally, who signed the agreements and wrongly rezoned the land.

In a statement yesterday Mr Kelly said he expected ''new development proposals'' for Huntlee and Catherine Hill Bay would be lodged in coming months after the memorandums have been removed from the Lower Hunter Regional Strategy and incorporated in recognised planning instruments called voluntary planning agreements.

''The existing regional strategy, independently of those [memorandums of understanding] and deeds, continues to provide a clear basis for all sites in the strategy to be considered on their merits and assessed according to law,'' Mr Kelly said.

The projects have been mired in controversy since their approval was made public partly because they had been ranked by the Planning Department as among the most unsuitable sites in the Hunter for development and because their developers were among the biggest donors to the Labor Party.

Local opponents dismissed the new strategy as a sham.

A Greens councillor from Cessnock and anti-Huntlee campaigner, James Ryan, said it was likely any new approvals would be challenged in the court.

''Minister Sartor made the unlawful agreements with developers regarding these sites, minister Keneally approved the Huntlee development only to be overturned by the Land and Environment Court, and now new planning minister Kelly thinks he can put the same developments back on the table simply by changing a few words and pretending the deal never existed,'' Mr Ryan said.

''In the only objective assessment that has ever been undertaken and not paid for by the developers, the Huntlee and Catherine Hill Bay development were ranked last and second last as suitable locations for large-scale development in the Hunter Valley.''

