The fight to “save Catherine Hill Bay”, now entering its sixth decade, looks like ending sometime this year back where it began – on the desk of a Liberal Government Minister.

In 1969 the Liberal Minister for Lands  instigated a report from the Hunter-Manning National Parks Association which proposed a “State Park” across the Wallarah Peninsula, south of Swansea, or what was later described in planning strategies as an inter-city buffer zone. 

That report set in motion a series of events involving successive State Governments, local councils, community and environmental groups which produced unanimous broad-brush endorsement of the need for environmental and heritage protection of the Wallarah Peninsula, with the distinctive mining village of Catherine Hill Bay at its heart.

Last week the NSW Planning Assessment Commission made public its determination that a large residential development be permitted on the southern edge of the now heritage listed Catherine Hill Bay village.

Was this the end of a half century long journey to protect the Peninsula?

Not quite.

Incredibly, after almost a decade of intense public campaigns and debate, the Commission produced what it believed to be a win-win-win solution.  However, the ‘solution’ seems hurried and lacking certainty.  Given concerns raised by the thousands of opponents, the Council, the Commission itself and the extent of conditions proposed, it is surprising that the scheme was supported.

The developer got an approval which has eluded it for half a decade.  The approval is dependent on drastic revision and amendment of its proposal, but the final outcome remains unknown.

The community is disappointed at the approval.  While some concerns have been resolved by conditions imposed on the developer, these do not address the key issues of scale and heritage impact.
The State Government got a political bonus: the politically volatile Catherine Hill Bay issue --- virtually a short-hand term in media and politics for planning perfidy by government  --- will disappear into negotiations behind closed doors while developer and Department of Planning sort out the Commission’s conditions. It will be tucked away while the Government works on its amendment of planning laws (including the disgraced Section 3A of the Planning Act under which the development proposal at “Catho” has been assessed) and a major review of the Lower Hunter Regional Strategy  (which opened the door in 2007 for development at the Bay against internal advice from  the planning department).

The Planning Assessment Commission left no doubt that no site work should be permitted unless the  amendments proposed by the Commission meet its satisfaction. These conditions are far reaching and include revised sub-division plans, site remediation, and a new development control plan for the site “providing specific controls relating to sub-division and urban design”.

The Assessment Commission saw a need for major changes to the road layout. It increased the size of buffer zones, ordered a larger set back of houses from the headland, and identified the need for best practice urban design principles. Comments by the department’s Director General on Friday suggest some bureaucratic watering -down already is under way.

Yet the Department of Planning itself had concerns about the proposed development’s  impact on the heritage significance of the area, compliance with relevant strategic and statutory authorities, consistency with earlier conditional approvals,  visual impact, bushfire issues, the subdivision design, traffic issues, ecological impacts on conservation areas including wetlands, stormwater design, public transport and cumulative impacts. .

The Commission’s view of the proposal was dismissive: “The proposed design does not reflect that the site is located in a sensitive area within a Heritage Conservation Area and in a coastal location.”

In the past decade this development (in its various forms) has produced a farrago of false starts, rejections, withdrawal, and failure at every turn to convince virtually anybody in authority of its merit. Such suspicions linger still. The Commission’s determination put a clear onus on the developer to do a better job, or at least a job that meets statutory requirements and expectations of the planning authorities and community.

The Progress Association does not oppose development (though it thinks this development is too large and threatens to swamp the small heritage village). In 2006 the Progress Association set three core strategic objectives:  heritage protection for the village, a national park on the Peninsula and any development confined to mined areas. Two of these objectives have been achieved, but the third is yet to be realised.

The quality and size of the proposed development remain at issue and the Association will attempt to ensure that the Assessment Commission’s requirements on the developer are met in both the final documentation and in implementation.

This may promise a happier outcome for the current Minister and community than for one of his recent predecessors who remarked after one rigorous exchange with the Association, “I wish I had never heard of ------- Catherine Hill Bay”.

End.
