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O'Farrell outraged at papers' absence

Matthew Moore Freedom of Information Editor
April 14, 2008

THE Opposition has accused the Government of contempt of Parliament by failing to disclose four documents containing criticisms of a deal to allow development on land that Planning Department staff had rejected as highly unsuitable.

The existence of the four documents, disclosed in the Herald on Saturday, emerged after officers in the Department of Planning in Newcastle kept copies of the documents and included them in materials provided to the upper house following a vote ordering the production of papers produced in formulating the plan.

But the four documents were not included in eight boxes of materials provided to the upper house in what the Opposition Leader, Barry O'Farrell, said was, "clearly a contempt of the Parliament".

"It would seem to be a clear attempt to avoid political embarrassment," he said.

"The public sector, responding to a request, should not be motivated by political considerations … the existence of the documents was not admitted to so, if copies had not been kept by bureaucrats in the region, their existence would never have been known."

The Greens MP Ian Cohen, who moved the original motion demanding production of documents relating to the Lower Hunter Regional Plan, said he would call for an explanation as to why they were withheld.

A spokesman for the Department of Planning said some of the documents "principally referred to a technical issue about local environmental studies" and therefore were "outside the scope of the call for papers".

While the documents, seen by the Herald, do discuss local environmental studies, they also contain other material dealing with various aspects of the plan.

At the weekend the Planning Minister, Frank Sartor, dismissed criticisms of the Hunter Regional Plan by the head of the Newcastle office, Steve Brown, on the grounds that he was a relatively junior planner.

Mr O'Farrell said the real problem with the Hunter Regional Plan was that it was a deal done behind closed doors by Mr Sartor and developers with no transparency or community involvement.

"The decision does not just seem inexplicable on the basis of departmental advice … but also feeds growing community disquiet about the relationship between developers and the Government in NSW," he said.

"There's no doubt that with the change in leadership from Carr to Iemma, you are seeing a greater role for lobbyists."

