[image: image1.jpg]smh.com.au
The Sudney Forning FHerald



 

Minister approved project of company that donated

Alexandra Smith
February 27, 2008

THE company behind a controversial development under Canberra Airport's flight path that was approved by the Planning Minister against the recommendation of an independent panel has emerged as a big donor to NSW Labor.

Village Building Company, which pushed for several rural properties in Queanbeyan to be rezoned residential so it could build more than 4500 homes on it, donated $154,400 to NSW Labor since 2002, Australian Electoral Commission returns reveal.

The minister, Frank Sartor, ignored the advice of his own panel and shortly after last year's state election approved a strategy for Queanbeyan that would allow residential development at Tralee, near Canberra Airport - which does not have a curfew.

A report from the independent panel that was appointed in April 2006 to investigate the rezoning applications urged the minister not to approve it because it would result in 10,000 people living under a flight path.

The panel's report said there was no reason for the rezoning when other more appropriate sites at Googong were available. "Residential use of land affected by aircraft noise should be avoided where alternative greenfield residential development opportunities exist within the Queanbeyan local government area and the cross border region generally," it said.

A spokeswoman for Mr Sartor said one reason the advice was not adopted was the panel's failure to consider housing affordability.

"The panel only provided for 15 years' worth of housing growth. This is at odds with the Department of Planning's regional strategy process, which is securing 25-year futures for regions across the state," the spokeswoman said.

The main opponent to the rezoning was Canberra Airport, which has argued that if the development went ahead, and aircraft were flying 24 hours a day, residents would complain and politicians would intervene and place a curfew on the airport.

Its managing director, Stephen Byron, said his opposition was not only about potential restrictions on the airport, but the possible influence political donations could have on planning decisions.

"My concern is that I believe that the Premier needs to outlaw donations and decisions about planning must follow any independent panel's advice," Mr Byron said.

The company has also donated to several Wollongong councillors and the Police Minister and Member for Keira, David Campbell.

