Tough-as-nails hamlet takes on developers
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FOR 140 years, the hardy inhabitants of Catherine Hill Bay have played by what are the unspoken rules of small town living: if you've got dirty laundry, don't air it in public.

"If you're going to muck around [with someone] you do it somewhere else," said long-time resident and former miner Wayne Grainger.

Since the Catherine Hill, a timber-carrying schooner, ran aground at the bay south of Newcastle in 1867 and its crew discovered coal seams in the surrounding sea cliffs, the bay has been home to a tight-knit community.

And although blackened men no longer trudge home to face the indignity of a tin-bath wash, the hamlet's tough-as-nails history has re-emerged in a campaign against two proposed developments that aim to enlarge the town 900 per cent.

"Since the trouble began, we have all become very close," the president of the Progress Association, Sue Whyte, said.

Late last year, the locals' campaign turned from the two companies poised to re-landscape the backyard, and focused squarely on the State Government.

And if the dozens of signs strung up along the main drag are any indication, then you could narrow it down still further. "We're demanding the reform of [the NSW Planning Minister] Frank Sartor's powers," said a fellow activist, Brian Cogan.

"But it is not even that - it is the arrogance with which he is applying them."

In October, the region's two big land holders, Coal & Allied and Rosecorp, both signed agreements with Mr Sartor that leveraged their residential projects against a promise to hand back large tracts of their land for public conservation.

Coal & Allied has not yet revealed details beyond a rough picture of where it hopes to build 300 dwellings, draped around what was originally dubbed "main camp" by the miners.

But Rosecorp's development plans have had a very public airing since it paid $4.25 million for 374 hectares in 2002. Rejected by the Lake Macquarie City Council and thrown out on appeal by the Land and Environment Court in July last year, the company - headed by Bob Rose, chairman of the NSW Urban Taskforce lobby - finally found a sympathetic ear in Mr Sartor.

Under the still controversial Part 3A of the Environmental Planning and Assessment Act, the latest proposal from the property tycoon has found its way directly to the minister. It features 600-odd dwellings, almost 100 hotel beds and 3000 square metres of shops, restaurants and cafes.

“The interesting thing is that the community has never sought anything other than what is is formal government policy," Mr Cogan said.

"We're not opposed to development by any means, but it is annoying that the process has been fractured by the minister."

Mr Sartor rejects these criticisms as "nonsense". He maintains the transparency of the process is bolstered by his appointed of a three-person "independent panel" to review public submissions, made up by former planning official Gabrielle Kibble; chairman of the Heritage Council, Mike Collins and architect Andrew Anderson.

He said Rosecorp's court defeat turned on a "technicality", that its proposals had been "cheeky" in their previous incarnations and that this proposal presented a "good environmental outcome".

"If Rosecorp does not get 600 dwellings, they won't transfer the rest of their land back to conservation," he told the Herald yesterday.

"The town can't have it both ways. Do they want to contain development forever, or have private ownership and future uncertainty?"

Rosecorp's public relations consultant, Chris Ford, also emphasised the importance of the company's offer to transfer 314 hectares, or about 80 per cent of its holdings, to the public as a conservation area.

But it is an argument the National Trust rejected out of hand in September last year.

"The promise of land for a national park is poor compensation for the loss of such an important settlement to the history of NSW," its conservation director, Jacqui Goddard, wrote to Mr Sartor.

Catherine Hill Bay is in the Swansea electorate, which hit the headlines when child-sex charges were brought against its former MP, then Aboriginal affairs minister Milton Orkopoulos.

The ALP's candidate in-situ, Robert Coombs, has written his own letter questioning the two developments ahead of the close of public submissions on March 2.

The locals are holding a rally at Hyde Park and Parliament House tomorrow lunchtime.
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