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Strategy documents the house never saw

Matthew Moore Freedom of Information Editor
April 12, 2008

AS STAFF in the Newcastle office were sidelined from negotiating the Hunter Regional Strategy, they copied four documents pivotal to understanding what happened. They put them in a yellow envelope and hid them in the office.

Those documents were: 1) a printed copy of an email sent by Steve Brown on September 20, 2006, to his Sydney boss, Richard Pearson; 2) a two-page letter, dated March 17, from the head of Hardie Holdings, Duncan Hardie, to the head of the Planning Department, Sam Haddad; 3) a four-page reply dated March 23 from Brown to Haddad; and 4) Haddad's reply to Hardie dated March 31.

When the NSW Legislative Council called for all documents relating to the Hunter Strategy, staff in the Newcastle Office included the documents in the envelope with boxes of other documents caught by the request and then drove them to head office to ensure Parliament got to see them.

Their efforts failed; none of the documents made it into the eight boxes.

A spokesman for the Department of Planning, Mark Skelsey, said no one had removed Brown's email from the documents sent to the upper house. He confirmed that after receiving the 2006 email from Brown, Pearson asked him to stop putting his views in writing and delete his email complaining about the process.

"After the email was received, Mr Pearson discussed it with Mr Brown and on the basis that this email represented a personal view, they verbally agreed it was not appropriate [it] stand on the record," Skelsey said.

He said the department was unable yesterday to locate the original email and therefore could not say for certain what decision had been made about it after the call for papers was made.

But after examining a copy of the email provided by the Herald, he said "it would have been excluded at any rate because it referred to advice to cabinet" even though there are numerous other documents in the eight boxes available for inspection marked with the phrase "Cabinet in Confidence".

Skelsey said the correspondence involving Hardie's complaint was omitted from the boxes because it refers to a "technical issue about local environmental studies" and was not caught by the call for papers even though Brown's letter to Haddad contains repeated references to the Lower Hunter Regional Strategy.

