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What independence - Despite panel's finding, Minister Sartor can do what he likes

QUESTIONS have been raised about the influence and independence of a panel assessing Rosecorp's proposed development at Catherine Hill Bay. 

The panel's three expert members toured the coastal site yesterday before hearing the concerns of community representatives. 

Planning Minister Frank Sartor appointed the panel in December to ``ensure the department receives the best possible advice''. 

But protest groups and the NSW Greens questioned the panel's value and pointed out that Mr Sartor could take or leave its advice. 

Greens MLC Lee Rhiannon said 85 per cent of controversial development proposals in NSW had still gone ahead after the appointment of an independent panel. 

``They rarely come out against the project and the key thing is that the Government isn't obliged to take any notice of them if they do,'' Ms Rhiannon said. 

``It allows the Government to present the planning process as fair and objective when really it is weighted on the side of the developers.'' 

John Asquith, chairman of the Community Environment Network lobby group, added that the panel's independence was compromised by the fact it had been appointed by the one man who would decide whether the development went ahead. 

``They are really working within the terms of reference and at the end of the day they are required to report back to the same minister,'' he said. 

``It is a mechanism for taking views on board, which is good, but we haven't seen much evidence that the views have led to anything different being done.'' 

Mr Sartor maintained the panel was a legitimate means of gauging community concerns. 

``The Greens will say anything and they are wrong again,'' he said. 

``This panel has a very wide brief. It's no less than the former director-general of planning [Gabrielle Kibble], the current chair of the NSW Heritage Council [Michael Collins] and the former deputy Government architect [Andrew Andersons] and I expect that their report will be highly professional and address all issues concerned.'' 

Catherine Hill Bay Progress Association spokesman Brian Cogan said residents had no choice but to work with the panel and express their opposition as much as possible. 

``We just hope they will be properly sceptical,'' he said.
