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THE Planning Minister, Frank Sartor, would have to rezone land from conservation to residential to allow developers to build around the heritage town of Catherine Hill Bay. 

Documents marked "Cabinet in Confidence" show that the Department of Planning advised the minister in May last year that "no development occur at Catherine Hill Bay". 

In fact, the Department of Environment and Conservation thought land in the area was so important it should be bought by the state. 

The review document, prepared after four major Hunter Valley landowners, including Coal & Allied, demanded to have their development plans included in a regional strategy, discusses the impact of building there. 

"The Coal & Allied lands are of such significance that even without dedication [as conservation land by the developers] the Department of Environment and Conservation will seek acquisition using funds raised through infrastructure levies," the review says. 

The review notes that the landscapes "link two coastal habitats". "The Catherine Hill Bay lands provide the opportunity for a continuous reservation from the Pacific Ocean to Lake Macquarie," it says. 

Mr Sartor signed agreements with two big landowners in October in which the minister promised to endeavour to rezone conservation land as residential. 

In exchange, the landowners - Coal & Allied Industries and Rosecorp - will dedicate significant chunks of land to the Government, which will earmark them for conservation. 

The department review did not consider "the environmental trade-offs on offer", Mr Sartor's spokeswoman, Zoe Allebone, said. 

Coal & Allied wants permission to build 300 dwellings at Catherine Hill Bay and 700 at Gwandalan. Rosecorp wants to build 600 dwellings at Catherine Hill Bay and 312 at Gwandalan. 

Rosecorp's plans were rejected by Lake Macquarie City Council and the Land and Environment Court. 

The Greens candidate for the seat of Cessnock, James Ryan, said if the Department of Environment and Conservation had bought the Coal & Allied Land, it could be kept for conservation without imposing development on the Catherine Hill Bay area. 

"I think we are seeing a new era of state planning where the State Government is not going to budget for purchasing conservation land but only rely on deals with developers." 

The documents show that four major landowners in the area lobbied to have their land included in the Lower Hunter Regional Strategy. 

The official population projections for the area consequently jumped by 35,000, from 125,000 over to 25 years to 160,000 over 25 years. That boosts developers' chances of having their projects approved, as the Government is obliged to release land to to address projected population growth. 

Separate documents obtained by the Greens under freedom-of-information laws show that one of the landowners, Hardie Holdings, accused Department of Planning staff of a bias towards environmental rather than economic considerations. 
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