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Suspicion laps the coast 

Editorial

August 6, 2010 

Such is the distrust surrounding the state government that it cannot make any move in development planning without everybody suspecting the worst. So it is with the latest manoeuvre around the contentious housing scheme proposed adjacent to Catherine Hill Bay, the picturesque former coal port south of Newcastle.

It will be recalled that last year the Land and Environment Court knocked on the head the former planning minister Frank Sartor's scheme for land swaps, where developers could provide land of equivalent value as public space in return for clearance of projects that otherwise would not pass the planning rules. The plan by the private developer Rosecorp for up to 800 homes at Catherine Hill Bay involved one such land swap.

Now the local heritage groups have been alerted that two key planning policies - one setting general development standards, the other specifically protecting beaches, headlands and other aspects of scenic quality and access in coastal areas - have been set aside in the draft state plan for the Catherine Hill Bay project. They fear this will give the developer carte blanche to build on the headland and right up to the beach. Rubbish, says the office of the Planning Minister, Tony Kelly: the draft plan includes the ''key elements'' of the normal rules and ''stronger'' coastal protection than the specific policy. The aim is to give greater transparency.
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Let's see. Meanwhile, residents can hardly be blamed for thinking the rules are being loosened so they fit the shape of a new development application when it is lodged. It all looks part of the accelerating rush to get controversial projects cleared before the Labor government falls next March and a new political matrix has to be figured out.

A project of this size and sensitivity needs the utmost care, and enough time for public interest groups to have their say. Australian property developers do not have a good record in enhancing the coastline we all love. They have transferred the suburban sprawl in its most banal forms across the bush and farmland between centres that were once small, closely settled towns built of uniformly simple style and materials.

Steadily improving motorways are extending the sprawl north and south. Before it engulfs another charming pocket of the coast that has so far resisted the tide, we should be using this important case to set better standards for settlement of the coastland. Developers need to lift their game, and a better-educated public would no doubt be ready to choose and pay for better design. And after all, Labor is now into ''sustainable'' population increase, isn't it?

