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QUENTIN DEMPSTER, PRESENTER: Questions about the integrity of this state's planning system were raised again this week. 

Sam Haddad, the Director General of Planning confirmed under estimates committee questioning that he'd often meet lobbyist Graham Richardson. Mr Richardson represents clients who also happen to be among the Labor Party's 20 largest donor-developers. They include the Medich Property Group, which reportedly pays Mr Richardson $25,000 a month. Medich Group activities are to be examined by an Upper House inquiry later this month. Graham Richardson and his clients are expected to appear. 

This inquiry was called following the murder of property financier Michael McGurk and Mr Richardson's public acknowledgement of the existence of tapes he asserted Mr McGurk was using to blackmail the Medich Group. 

Planning Minister Kristina Keneally has rejected barrister Tim Robertson's claim on Stateline last week that the planning system now was as bad as the Bob Askin era of state politics. We're booked to talk on camera with the minister next week. 

Tonight on Stateline another planning expert questions the wisdom of Sam Haddad's dealings with lobbyists and says the planning system urgently needs reform to itself to restore public confidence.

SAM HADDAD, DIRECTOR GENERAL OF PLANNING: I swear that the evidence now about to be given by me shall be the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth, so help me God. 

QUENTIN DEMPSTER: Sam Haddad has been Director General of Planning for the last four years. At an estimates committee hearing, he faced politically-loaded questions about meetings and phone calls he'd had with Graham "whatever it takes" Richardson.

ESTIMATES COMMITTEE QUESTIONER: Mr Haddad, have you ever met with or had discussions with Mr Graham Richardson? 

SAM HADDAD: Yes, I have. ... I met with him last year on about four occasions, to the best of my recollection. The most recent occasion, which was the one that I recall clearly, was the one earlier this month, when I met with him for about, as I said - well, for about 20 minutes or so. And I met with him in his capacity as a registered lobbyist.

QUENTIN DEMPSTER: Richo is a registered lobbyist for some of the NSW Labor Party's largest donor-developers. There's the Walker Group, Medich Property Holdings and Hardie Holdings.

According to the Democracy for Sale research project, based on donor declarations to the Australian Electoral Commission, Lang Walker's Walker Corporation has donated $427,517 to Labor from 2003 to 2008; Duncan Hardie's Hardie Holdings: $277,600; Ron and Roy Medich's Medich Property Group: $238,850. 

Mr Haddad says his meetings with Graham Richardson were in compliance with the lobbyists' code of conduct, with a departmental officer present in the room. The most recent Richardson/Haddad meeting concerned Medich land known as the CSIRO site at Badgerys Creek. 

SAM HADDAD: At that meeting I clearly indicated to Mr Richardson the reason for him wanting to discuss the matter was to understand why we did not rezone, or why the Government didn't rezone the (inaudible).

QUENTIN DEMPSTER: According to Graham Richardson, about three months ago the Medich Group was the target of a blackmail attempt by now- murdered Sydney property financier Michael McGurk. 

The Director General did not inform his minister of his meetings with Mr Richardson.

ESTIMATES COMMITTEE QUESTIONER II: Did you inform the minister of those discussions, Mr Haddad?

SAM HADDAD: No, I did not.

ESTIMATES COMMITTEE QUESTIONER II: Thankyou.

SAM HADDAD: In all cases, the outcome of the assessment is not really impacted upon in terms of the representations meet in that regard. 

There is a thorough assessment process that we go through, and then - and advice that is given to government independently on merits of the case.

KRISTINA KENEALLY, PLANNING MINISTER: The Opposition loves to repeat Mr Richardson's line that he can get done what he needs to get done. 

Yes, Mr Richardson said that. But in this case, what did Mr Richardson get done? His client's land was not rezoned. His client's land was declined as state significant, because decisions were made on their merits. Now I find it unbelievable that the Opposition likes to accuse the Government of releasing land without infrastructure in the north-west and the south-west. Erroneous accusations, but made the nonetheless. But when the Government declines to rezone land because it is constrained by infrastructure, the NSW Opposition calls for an inquiry and attempts to smear the good name of ministers, members of Parliament and public servants without any evidence whatsoever.

QUENTIN DEMPSTER: Planning Minister Kristina Kenneally was combative in defence of her government's administration of the planning system. 

KRISTINA KENEALLY: It is time - is time to bell this cat, right now. 

I'm going to put a bell around this cat. For all the allegations, all 

the insinuations, there has not been one credible piece of evidence 

for any kind of corruption - not one. All of this smoke is no 

evidence of a fire. It is evidence only of a dry ice machine that's 

being operated by a media outlet that is desperately trying to stave 

off the decline of broadsheet newspapers, a decline that we are 

seeing right around the world. It's a dry ice machine that obscures 

the good work this government is doing in planning.

QUENTIN DEMPSTER: Significantly also questioning Sam Haddad's 

dealings with lobbyists is planning lawyer John Mant, a former 

Director General of Planning in South Australia and a former ICAC 

Commissioner here in NSW.

JOHN MANT, PLANNING LAWYER: Well Sam has always run an open-door 

policy for many years, and on one view of it, that's a commendable 

approach. On another view, it has dangers. ... The problem with one-

on-one meetings with the head of a department is that nobody really 

knows what is said or what is done. And whilst I'm sure Sam is 

behaving quite properly and correctly in his own terms, again it is 

this issue of perception. It doesn't seem to be right. 

QUENTIN DEMPSTER: Last week on Stateline, planning lawyer Tim 

Robertson SC denounced the current planning system in NSW, in 

particular the use of ministerial discretion under Part 3A of the 

Planning Act. 

TIM ROBERTSON, PLANNING LAWYER (Last week): The changes that have 

been made since 2005 have concentrated enormous power in the hands of 

one person - the Planning Minister, and it has returned the state to 

the position we were in in about 1965. If you remember, the Premier 

of the day then was a fellow called Askin. We are now in a position 

in our planning system that we have returned to the days of Bob 

Askin.

KRISTINA KENEALLY: That's one man's opinion. I respectfully disagree 

with it.

ESTIMATES COMMITTEE QUESTIONER: But it's a very informed opinion, is 

it not? And it's a ...

KRISTINA KENEALLY: I wouldn't know anything about Mr Robertson or his 

qualifications to make those comments. 

QUENTIN DEMPSTER: We asked John Mant if he agreed with Tim 

Robertson's odious Bob Askin comparison.

JOHN MANT: I thought the comparison with the Askin era was perhaps a 

little strong. ... The problem with the donor business is that it 

gives an image that donations equals favours, access and possibly 

positive results. In that atmosphere, it's very difficult for a 

person such as Frank Sartor, who I think is an honest person, to 

exercise widespread discretion and claim that it is not influenced by 

those donations.

QUENTIN DEMPSTER: Mr Sartor and Minister Keneally say these donations 

have no impact whatsoever and are offended by anybody - any 

journalist suggesting such a thing. Aren't they right to be offended?

JOHN MANT: Well, no, because justice must not only be done, it must 

seem to be done. 

QUENTIN DEMPSTER: In another recent Stateline program, we raised 

cases of donor-developers making cash payments to the Labor Party at 

precisely the same time the Department of Planning was assessing the 

merits of their development applications. The propriety of this 

practice was put directly to Minister Keneally. 

KRISTINA KENEALLY: I'd like to observe there is nothing illegal about 

people making donations. It is done in accordance with the law, and 

in this state, thanks to changes brought in by this government, it is 

done with the utmost transparency. 

QUENTIN DEMPSTER: John Mant says to restore public confidence in the 

integrity of the system, urgent reform is needed. The role of the 

Land and Environment Court to adjudicate on the merit of development 

needed to be restored. 

JOHN MANT: One of the major problems for corruption in NSW is that 

there are not wide-standing third party appeals. In Victoria, South 

Australia, even Queensland, the neighbours have the opportunity to 

appeal to the court on the merits. This means that paying off the 

decision-makers is a lot less valuable. Because you never know when 

you're gonna be hauled to the court. Whereas in NSW, if you can get a 

decision in your favour as an applicant, that's the end of the 

matter, unless there's some legal error. So, if you wanted to get rid 

of corruption in planning in NSW, bring in third party appeals, fixes 

it quick-smart.

QUENTIN DEMPSTER: On merit? 

JOHN MANT: On merit. On merit
