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Fair Go

Fair Go for Lake Macquarie claims to be fighting for the interests of residents.  Critics say that it is a front for developers.  In February 2002 Griff Foley and his friend Mollie attended a meeting organized by this group.

Mollie and I went down to Belmont 16 Footers for the Fair Go for Lake Macquarie meeting.  It was a wet night and we were a little late.  The large auditorium was full.  People were sitting around tables, and the overflow was standing around the walls.  We sat on a step up the back.

The meeting was about the new Lake Macquarie Local Environment Plan.  When we got there a lawyer from Swansea was running through case studies that, he said. illustrated how the LEP would disadvantage residents.  We have a sketchy recollection of two of these.  In one a person wouldn't be able to build if his land was zoned 2.2.  But his land was actually zoned 2.1, so we couldn’t follow the argument.  In the other example, if your house burned down you had to rebuild it within 12 months.  Which seemed reasonable enough to us.

The chair of the meeting then told us we'd had enough from experts, we would now hear from ordinary people.  An attractive woman in a black dress was called to the podium.  She told us that she wasn't used to speaking in public.  She said that she'd lived in Morriset for 27 years.  She, her husband and her brother-in-law owned three blocks of land in nearby Sunshine.  Under the new LEP their zoning would change from rural or residential to Environmental Living 7.5.  For two years she had been trying to submit to council an application to develop one of the blocks.  The process had taken so long that the council had now rejected the DA because it transgressed the new 7.5 zoning.  What was particularly unfair, she said, was that council land adjacent to her block had maintained its residential zoning.  And the council wanted to resume part of her land so that it could build a road to its land.  She and her husband had no alternative than to take the council to the Land and Environment Court, and they would borrow $100,000 to do so.  But who, she asked the audience, would pay the council's legal fees?  'We will!' shouted the audience.  The woman sat down. 'I wish I was as ordinary as her!' someone called. 

The chairman introduced the next speaker, Hilton Grugeon, a well-known local developer.  Hilton was not here in that role, the chair told us, but as a resident concerned about the potential impact of the LEP.  Mr Grugeon said that between 1989 and 1993 he had doubled the size of the Cardiff industrial area, so he could speak with some authority.  There is a shortage in Lake Macquarie, he said, of all types of employment land.  (He used 'employment' in place of the usual 'industrial' or ‘commercial’.)  The new LEP would make the situation worse.  The proposed process was so inflexible that it would inhibit the growth of employment places, which would then be created in adjoining municipalities.  This in turn would mean that Lake Macquarie people would have further to travel to work.  This flew in the face of every environmental, social and economic principle.

80 per cent of new jobs in Lake Macquarie, Mr Grugeon went on, were in small business.  The new LEP pandered to the interests of big national and multi-national companies.  We know, he said, what happened to the last of these — BHP.  They pull up stumps and move on.  Whereas we local businesses are here to stay.  So why is the council doing this?, Mr Gugeon asked.  Council says it wants certainty.  Now, he conceded, there is an occasional misplaced development.  A chemist shop located in an industrial area, for example.  But 98 per cent of business DA's go through without difficulty.  So we're cruelling the rest for 2 per cent of DA's.  

The lunatics, Mr Grugeon said, are running the asylum.  Remember the [public] consultation they had [about the LEP]?  [Pauses, then with emphasis:] They-were-not-listening!  It's talking to yourself, and what's that the first sign of? [Laughter].  

Councillors themselves, Mr Grugeon continued, don't understand the implications of the LEP.    I was a greenie before it was trendy.  While my friends were out protesting the Vietnam War, I was planting trees.  When zealots are not managed, this is what we get.  

Mr Grugeon then ran through the structure of the LEP document — the number of pages devoted to economic issues, the number devoted to social issues, the number devoted to the environment.  His point seemed to be that a disproportionate number of pages were devoted to the environment.  Which did not seem peculiar to us, in an environmental plan.

Then it was the turn of Steve Antes, a large older man who told us that his family had come to Australia in 1952.  Back home in Europe they had had land taken from them during the war, he said.  The Russians took Mum's land; I don't recall who took Dad's.  But out here they worked hard — did shift work — to buy land.  Six acres, zoned 2A residential. Our family investment.  Dad used it as a hobby farm.  Been paying rates on it for 50 years.  Now we've lost it.  Rezoned 7.5 Environmental Living.  What can we do with it?  Nothing!  We can plant trees on it.  I'm a pensioner and I can't fight.  I have a blind grandson with cerebral palsy.  What can I leave him?  I get very emotional.  You can see that.  It was our super.  I've asked a couple of councillors.  They won't let us build anything on it.  There are no trees on it.  Just lantana, some goats, a few lizards, some ticks.  We can't light a fire on it.  It's not curbed or guttered.  If they loved their environment they'd do something.

Now the chair introduces Rob O'Brien, who started Fair Go for Lake Macquarie.  A tall, thin, young-looking man.  Long sleeve blue shirt, no tie.  A little stooped, softly spoken.  Says he's nervous. The LEP, he says, is based on radically wrong population estimates.  It predicts 196,000 people by 2020.  The Australian Bureau of Statistics website says that Lake Macquarie's population in June 2000 was 184,000.  With a 2 per cent growth rate the council's 2020 target would be reached by 2003.  The LEP predicts a growth rate of 0.5 per cent.  Council planners, Mr O'Brien said, are trying to limit population growth.  This will limit opportunities for industrial development and employment, and hence for our children.  

Mr O'Brien then critiqued the LEP consultative process .  Using slides, and referring to two other council documents—Lifestyle 2020, and the Strategic Plan—he said that only three-quarters (311) of 442 issues raised by residents had been incorporated in Lifestyle 2020, and that none had been incorporated in the Strategic Plan.  Three-quarters didn't seem so bad to us, but we were unclear about how and why 311 suggestions were reduced to zero.  These figures went by us very quickly, so we might have missed something. 

While we trying to get our heads around these documents and statistics, Mr O'Brien had moved on to Clause 38(2) of the LEP, which he said refers to 'early vernacular structures' — anything built before 1950.  The concern with this clause was that doing anything to a building with a heritage value requires a DA.  This means, he claimed, that you need a DA to paint your house — or at the very least you need to write to council for confirmation that you don't need a DA.

We didn’t think this was a big imposition.  But Mr O'Brien had moved on again.  'I know that there has to be a balance between the economy and the environment', he said.  'But there are too many hoops and triggers involved in getting a development approval'.  He showed a slide summarising impacts, triggers and pages in the LEP document.  

But before we could take this in, the chair had thanked Mr O'Brien and was reading an excerpt from the LEP Executive Summary, which began: 'An absolute limit to future development would have detrimental effects...'.  This went on for a little while.  Then the chair said that he'd invited the Mayor to attend the meeting so he could respond to the points raised.  'Is the Mayor here?', the chair asked.  And waited.  'He's not here'. 

Someone from the audience called out: 'Will there be questions?  There weren't at Cooranbong' [where an earlier Fair Go meeting had been held].  To which the chair replied: 'We've got people to answer your questions after the meeting.  But we don't want to drag the meeting out'.  The chair then told us that Mr O'Brien would put a motion to the meeting.  A slide appeared.  The motion had six parts.  I managed to read three of them:  The LEP should be withdrawn and the process of developing it started again.  The link between the LEP and the Development Control Plan should be broken.  There should be an independent review of submissions on the new LEP.  

Mr O'Brien put the motion.  The chair said that there was no need for debate on the motion, but that he would ask Michael Chamberlain to second it.  A familiar mellifluous voice floated across the auditorium: 'In the interests of justice I support the motion'.  The chair called for the motion to be carried by applause.  Someone from the floor pointed out that there had been no speaker against the motion.  The chair said that the motion had been passed.  He added that people who wanted to make submissions on the current LEP could get a form letter from Vanessa and Antoinette at the front of the auditorium.  And that people who had concerns about potential effects of the LEP could get advice from 'the professional planners and solicitors present'.

Then it was over.  We looked at each other, a little stunned. It felt like we had spent an evening with salesmen who were determined to stop us inspecting the used car they were beginning to sell us.  We filed out of the auditorium with the rest of the audience. Back into the wet night, into our cars, and home. 
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