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Secret files expose the sway of developers

Wendy Frew, Minh Bui Jones and Matthew Moore
April 12, 2008

THE State Government dismissed advice from its own planners and allowed developers to clear valuable bushland to build housing estates away from existing towns and transport, after months of aggressive lobbying by developers.

Documents seen by the Herald - some withheld from Parliament - reveal details of an unprecedented land swap in which some of the state's most generous donors to the NSW Labor Party were given the go-ahead to build on sensitive woodland and coastal areas in the Lower Hunter. In return they handed over 12,000 hectares of land for national parks.

But in an email dated September 2006, obtained by the Herald, the Department of Planning's then regional director for the Hunter, Steve Brown, told his superiors the credibility of the entire housing strategy was at risk because of the size and location of some of the projects, including one proposed for the tiny coastal village of Catherine Hill Bay.

Mr Brown's email, which warned the Government was making "massive" concessions to developers "with little justification", is missing from eight boxes of documents about the Lower Hunter regional strategy tabled with the Clerk's Office in Parliament last year.

Mr Brown was most concerned about a proposal by the land speculator Hardie Holdings to build a new town called Sweetwater, at Branxton. In a 2006 assessment, planners rated it last out of 91 potential development sites for the Lower Hunter. It was not well served by transport and was 20 kilometres from the nearest urban centre, Maitland.

Yet the project got the go-ahead. That year the Government accepted a scaled-down version of Sweetwater - 7000 homes versus an original 28,000 - in its final Hunter strategy in exchange for Hardie handing over 7400 hectares to the national parks system.

This was not before intense pressure from the company, which was then making regular donations to the NSW Labor Party.

Graham Richardson, the former boss of the Premier, Morris Iemma, led an intensive lobbying campaign by Hardie Holdings to persuade the Government to boost Hunter Valley population forecasts and open more land for residential development.

Other government documents reveal relentless lobbying and complaining by Hardie Holdings to have Sweetwater, later renamed Huntlee, included in the Government's Lower Hunter Regional Strategy.

In August 2006 the chairman of Hardie Holdings, Duncan Hardie, wrote to the Planning Department's director-general, Sam Haddad, complaining that environmental groups were exploiting the department modelling as a reason for Sweetwater not to proceed and, if it did, "obviously Hardie has corrupted the system".

Mr Hardie had expected the modelling would be changed to "rectify the false and misleading information … As this has not happened we feel we have no option but to begin lobbying all cabinet ministers against the information contained in the department document and to refute it." Mr Hardie declined to comment.

Electoral Funding Authority records published this week show that, in the four years to the election last year, companies associated with Duncan Hardie donated $174,600 to the NSW Labor Party while the Catherine Hill Bay developer, Rose Group, gave $143,500.

A spokesman for the founder of Rose Group, Bob Rose, said political donations were a "legitimate way of participating in the political process". He rejected any claim that its project would diminish the area's heritage.

In his email Mr Brown said there was a risk that trade-offs with developers would come at a great cost to local communities and good planning.

"The amendments and concessions that we are now contemplating could put the credibility of the whole exercise at risk unless we reduce the scale of development that is being contemplated in the following critical locations," he said in his email to the executive director of rural and regional planning, Richard Pearson.

Mr Brown said 700 new dwellings to be built at Crangan Bay, on Lake Macquarie, were "excessive in scale and inappropriately located" and Rose Group's 60-hectare proposal at Catherine Hill Bay would "overwhelm the heritage and other unique qualities of this tiny village". More than 900 houses were proposed for Catherine Hill Bay, of which 600 belonged to the Rose Group development.

A Planning Department spokesman said the department did not know whether this document was ever considered for inclusion in the boxes but if it had been considered it would not have been included because it "referred to advice to cabinet". He said two other missing documents referred to a technical issue concerning local environmental studies and were therefore outside the scope of the call for papers, made in 2006 by the Legislative Council in response to community concern.

As early as March 2005 the Minister for the Hunter, Michael Costa, told a meeting of town planners that strategic planning was a waste of time. According to those attending, he said he favoured the Government putting in infrastructure and letting the market decide where to develop.

He told Mr Brown, who was at the meeting, that with his attitude he would not last long in his job. Mr Brown would not comment.

On the Hardie Holdings proposal, Mr Brown advised: "The prospect of HH being offered 8000 dwellings sites, 160ha of employment land and 300 rural residential lots is a massive concession with little justification, particularly given the reluctance to dedicate a major proportion of the residue Sweetwater area [to national parks]".

Mr Brown's advice followed earlier advice from officials that the Hardie site was too big and in the wrong place for new housing.

In July 2006 Hardie's then general manager, Matthew Somers, complained to Mr Haddad that his officers' bias had "resulted in maladministration of departmental guidelines to the detriment of our company".

A month later Mr Hardie sent his missive to Mr Haddad that he would "begin lobbying all cabinet ministers".

The Minister for Planning, Frank Sartor, defends including Sweetwater and other controversial proposals in the Lower Hunter strategy because of gains made for the environment.

He dismissed criticism that pressure from developers played a role and said donations made not a "skerrick" of difference. "We rise above all that," he told the Herald. "A lot of these people don't get what they want. End of story."

Minh Bui Jones is a freelance journalist and a former member of the Catherine Hill Bay Progress Association. 
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