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Major plan to redevelop Redfern

SMH November 29, 2004 (Summary – not now on Web)

The NSW Government has a secret $5 billion plan to redevelop Redfern by seizing control of Aboriginal housing on the Block and letting developers take over two-thirds of the area's public housing estates.

Under the 10-year plan, the Government will privatise $540 million worth of public assets in a bid to double the area's population to 40,000, create 20,000 new jobs and give the CBD room to expand.

In a major piece of social engineering, 20,000 new private renters and owners will be brought in to balance out the 7000 public housing tenants in the area, many of whom are poor, old and disabled.

In February Redfern was racked by riots after Aboriginal teenager TJ Hickey died, falling from his bike while fleeing police.

Revealed: how Redfern will be reborn

By Debra Jopson, Gerard Ryle and Darren Goodsir SMH November 29, 2004

The State Government has a $5 billion plan to redevelop Redfern and the surrounding suburbs that involves seizing control of Aboriginal housing on the Block and letting private developers take over two-thirds of the area's public housing estates.

Under the 10-year plan, the Government will tear down the residential towers in Waterloo and privatise $540 million worth of public assets in a bid to double the area's population to 40,000, create 20,000 new jobs and give the central business district room to expand.

In a major piece of social engineering, 20,000 new private renters and owners will be brought in to balance out the 7000 public housing tenants in the area, many of whom are poor, old and disabled.

The Herald's investigations team has sighted details of the plans in cabinet documents dated October 2004.

The southerly expansion of the CBD into 340 hectares of Redfern, Eveleigh, Darlington and Waterloo will be overseen by the Redfern-Waterloo Authority, the establishment of which the Premier, Bob Carr, announced last month.

According to the papers, consultants have told the Government, which owns almost one- third of land in the area, that the redevelopment of the notorious Block would increase certain property values by 30 per cent.

"The NSW Government is the largest landholder in the ... area. The estimated market value of developments in the area is approximately $5 billion," the papers say.

"In order to maximise social and economic returns, the Government must be able to offer planning certainty to the market within a strategic planning framework."

The papers contain masses of comprehensive costings from government departments advising on specific aspects of the project, right down to details on the possible political and legal risks. The papers describe the plan as a "a radical departure" from previous initiatives.

The Government rushed legislation to set up the Redfern-Waterloo Authority through the lower house 10 days ago and, according to the papers, expects the authority will be in place by January 1.

The authority will have powers to override local councils and heritage laws, to grant concessions to private developers, including the $34.5 million makeover of Redfern railway station, and to acquire land compulsorily.

Some of the sites earmarked for sale are Redfern police station, Redfern Public School and the Rachel Forster Hospital site.

Residents who now have only half the open space of other inner-city suburbs will have only a quarter of the space once the population is doubled, the papers reveal. The Government has been advised to provide additional transport to take these overcrowded residents to places like Bondi Beach.

The minister responsible for the authority, Frank Sartor, told Parliament this month he would "consult widely with the community and all levels of government when developing the plan" for the authority.

However, the public is still in the dark.

For instance, the Government has not revealed that the authority will take effective control of the Aboriginal Housing Company, which owns the Block and other homes in the area, and that help to refurbish the Block will come at a price.

According to the papers, the Aboriginal Housing Company, a registered charity, will be required to give the Government a 10-year lease over its land and impose stricter rent agreements. Tenants could be required, for instance, to be drug free. The papers warn that some members of the Aboriginal Housing Company may challenge the plan as "inequitable and oppressive".

The Government has secretly audited the company and found it is in financial trouble, with debts of more than $1 million.

So sensitive is this audit that the October 2004 papers state it should be withheld from the parliamentary committee that investigated the death of the Redfern Aboriginal teenager Thomas "T. J." Hickey, which caused riots in the suburb in February.

The papers say that in the absolute worst case, the Redfern-Waterloo Authority could compulsorily buy the Aboriginal Housing Company's land and "then implement the long-term arrangements on that land for affordable housing for Aboriginal people".

The papers even include a draft memorandum of understanding to be signed by Mr Carr and the chief executive officer of the Aboriginal Housing Company, Michael Mundine - although it is not known whether he is aware of all the details.

A spokeswoman for Mr Sartor said yesterday that there was no plan. She said a plan would be worked out once the authority was in place.

http://www.smh.com.au/news/Redfern-plan/Revealed-how-Redfern-will-be-reborn/2004/11/28/1101577357198.html 
Towers demolished as aid to social levelling

By Debra Jopson and Gerard Ryle SMH November 29, 2004

The distinctive high-rise public housing towers of Redfern and Waterloo could be pulled down under a $540 million plan that allows private developers to profit from government land.

The Department of Housing is the largest single landholder in a 340-hectare area earmarked for massive redevelopment.

About two-thirds of the department's 23.4-hectare Redfern-Waterloo estate would be handed to private developers, say confidential government documents dated October 2004.

The developers would be allowed to build 6300 apartments on 15.8ha of the department's land, bringing in 12,500 new private tenants and owners to change the social mix.

The aim is to redevelop the estate, which contains 3519 apartments, at no cost to the Government, the papers reveal.

Limits on floor space in the area should be scrapped and developers given the go-ahead to build more than the amount now allowed, the documents say.

The new Redfern Waterloo Authority could use the money from the private development to build new houses, refurbish existing stock and temporarily move 200 families to other accommodation during the reconstruction phase, the papers say.

But the documents reveal that the Government has wider goals than just making money out of public land.

It also plans to completely change the face of the two suburbs by reducing the proportion of public tenants and attracting more affluent residents to the area.

The 7000 public tenants would be allowed to stay. They make up about 35 per cent of the population, which stands at about 20,000.

The plan is to add 20,000 new private renters and owners, doubling the area's population. This will reduce the overall percentage of public housing to 17.5 per cent.

The goal is to "integrate" the more affluent newcomers to "break down any stigma associated with concentrated public housing," the documents say.

But the papers also show the Government has a tougher option. If it wants to move public tenants out permanently and get a quicker result, it could sell a bigger part of the site to private developers and use the money to buy public housing elsewhere.

The overhaul would include a $297 million demolition and rebuilding plan that is likely to see the end of the 30-storey Turanga tower where the Aboriginal youth Thomas "T. J." Hickey died in February when he crashed his bike, sparking the Redfern riot. Its twin, Matavai, is also likely to go, along with seven 17-storey buildings.

"It is likely that the majority of the high-rise buildings (which represent two-thirds of the stock) will need to be demolished because they will be the hardest to refurbish to meet current standards and to allow the mingling of different types of occupier", the documents say.

Private sector development could extend over 10 years "depending on the rate of take-up of the new apartments", they add.

This would mean "a lower ultimate proportion of public housing tenants in this area".

The papers reveal that the average age of tenants on the Redfern-Waterloo estate is 59 years. Almost one in three public housing tenants in the area receives a disability support pension.

http://www.smh.com.au/news/Redfern-plan/Towers-demolished-as-aid-to-social-levelling/2004/11/28/1101577354910.html 
Open space to get tighter

By Gerard Ryle and Debra Jopson SMH November 29, 2004

The residents of Redfern and Waterloo have only half the amount of open space as other inner-city suburbs.

But by the time a secret government plan for redevelopment is finished, they will have less than a quarter - because the existing population will have doubled.

Cabinet papers seen by the Herald show that the plan to squeeze in more people will put more pressure on open space which the Government privately concedes is already too limited.

"With any increase in the local population, open space provision will be well below the benchmarked standard," the papers say.

They also point out that a large proportion of the people living in the area are less mobile than many other Sydney residents and do not have easy access to open areas such as Sydney Harbour.

One proposed solution is to take them to Centennial Park, the Royal Botanic Gardens and eastern suburbs beaches by bus. Another is to make it easier to walk and cycle to nearby open space.

The plan also appears to dampen hope of Redfern Oval remaining a sporting facility, because it will be needed for a village green.

"It is recommended that no government funds are allocated to developing Redfern Oval as a sporting venue," the papers say.

Redfern Public School playground, which is no longer needed by the Education Department, has been earmarked as a possible new public park.

The papers also recommend that developers in the area pay a new "community levy" that would be used to create and embellish open space near Redfern train station.

http://www.smh.com.au/news/Redfern-plan/Open-space-to-get-tighter/2004/11/28/1101577354860.html 
Maximising market value the main game

By Gerard Ryle and Debra Jopson SMH November 29, 2004

One reason for the secret plan for Redfern is money. The cabinet papers say that the market value of developments in the area is almost $5 billion and almost one third of the land is owned by the Government.

Nothing should get in the way of maximising that value, not even the planning regulations of local authorities, the papers indicate.

The documents reveal deep Government dissatisfaction with the City of Sydney, the designated local government controller of the Redfern-Waterloo lands. The papers cite the council's objection to greater density and heights for a proposed development at North Eveleigh. They say this pattern may be repeated for other proposed developments on private and public lands unless the Redfern-Waterloo Authority is set up.

Under the plan, the authority would declare favoured developments "state significant", thereby bypassing normal planning rules and even heritage laws.

"In order to maximise social and economic returns, the Government must be able to offer planning certainty to the market within a strategic planning framework," the documents state. "It is considered likely that council would not support other major developments in the Redfern, Eveleigh, Darlington and Waterloo area."

They say the Government has a unique opportunity to develop a cohesive approach to development in the area by calling in several individually significant sites.

One of those sites would be the Rachel Forster Hospital. "The Department of Health has recently offered the Rachel Forster Hospital site to the market for sale. The market's low value response to the site is due in part to apprehension on achieving reasonable development yields" under the council's present position on development, the papers say.

The papers also reveal that if the Block is redeveloped, some government-owned lands will be worth up to 30 per cent more. "If the Block is not redeveloped, the commercial benefits flowing from the proposed infrastructure projects identified in the infrastructure plan will be undermined," the documents say. "The Department of Commerce's recent report on the redevelopment of Redfern station found: 'It is important that the redevelopment of the station occurs in parallel with the redevelopment of the general area, include [sic] the Block. This assumption is critical: the commercial returns used in the model could not be achieved if the station redevelopment was attempted in isolation. Commercial development would probably be impractical under those conditions and any residential development would face a substantial reduction in value, probably in the order of 25 per cent to 30 per cent."'

By applying authority planning rules, the Government would make almost $18 million profit on the upgrade of Redfern station, the documents say.

They say Redfern station "would attract considerable interest if it were put to tender. In fact, a developer would be likely to pay more than will be required to redevelop the station if it was assured of planning approval on the scale contemplated".

Redfern police station would be sold for $2.3 million and a new police station incorporated into the redevelopment of Redfern train station.

http://www.smh.com.au/news/Redfern-plan/Maximising-market-value-the-main-game/2004/11/28/1101577354854.html 
Grand plan to transform suburbs into a new North Sydney

By Debra Jopson and Gerard Ryle SMH November 29, 2004

Redfern is to become the new North Sydney to take pressure off an overcrowded CBD, according to the NSW Government's grand plan for the area.

Growth of office space to the north has stalled because this area is also considered a desirable place to live,

says a strategy paper by the Government's consultants, Cox Richardson, produced for Cabinet earlier this year.

But as Sydney is poised to become "a key world city serving the Asia Pacific region", its commercial hub needs to expand into Redfern, says the paper.

"Redfern could emerge as an office/commercial centre in the same manner as North Sydney became a northern employment satellite of the Sydney CBD from the 1950s," it says.

"Sydney is a comparatively small CBD in terms of area and whilst height of buildings can add floor space, to avoid congestion, [a] major CBD needs to expand horizontally as well as vertically," the paper says.

This has happened in London, Paris, New York and Shanghai, the consultants say.

A great advantage of the Redfern, Eveleigh and Darlington area is that about one-third of the land is in Government hands, the consultants say.

Other documents, dated October 2004, argue new businesses are needed to regenerate an area which has declined and is now a weak link in the chain of commercial hubs stretching from Ryde to Botany Bay which link Sydney into the global economy.

One paper says the Redfern, Eveleigh and Darlington area is strategically placed within the metropolitan area, being at the heart of the Sydney economic crescent, which stretches from Macquarie University to Sydney Airport.

Despite being close to the CBD, three of Sydney's leading universities are easily reached by train or road, there are only 2300 jobs within a 500 metre radius of Redfern station.

"This is an underutilisation of government infrastructure, which is reflected by the decline in trade in the area surrounding the station," the document says.

The area is in a particularly good position to cash in on the "knowledge economy" because it is in "Australia's global city". But social dislocation is preventing this, it says.

The documents say the population of the area has dropped to 20,000 from 50,482 in 1921. It stood at 42,817 just after World War II.

"The decline in population has meant that the economic sustainability of the area has also declined," the papers say.

Waterloo is rated as the fifth poorest out of Sydney's 526 suburbs, the future Minister for Redfern-Waterloo, Frank Sartor, said recently when introducing a Bill establishing a new authority to overhaul the area.

The new authority would promote the social and economic development of the community by taking charge of prime Government assets including the Australian Technology Park, the Redfern railway station, the Rachel Forster Hospital and Redfern Public School.

http://www.smh.com.au/news/Redfern-plan/Grand-plan-to-transform-suburbs-into-a-new-North-Sydney/2004/11/28/1101577354848.html 
Fixing the Block: $27m development planned

By Debra Jopson and Gerard Ryle SMH November 29, 2004

A powerful new State Government authority will take control of Aboriginal lands on the "Block" at Redfern for at least 20 years as part of a huge redevelopment plan aimed at fixing social ills and lifting the area's property prices.

The Redfern-Waterloo Authority will commit $27 million to redeveloping the troubled precinct centred on Eveleigh Street, but only if the indigenous owners hand the authority exclusive possession of the lands through a 10-year lease.

The authority would manage sales and leasing of properties, and could compulsorily acquire land if the crisis-ridden Aboriginal Housing Company, which owns the property, becomes insolvent, according to secret cabinet documents.

Aborigines who fail to pay rent, sublet or use drugs may be kicked out of their homes under the new arrangement, the papers reveal.

A cabinet committee has backed recommendations that will force change on the housing company in return for building new accommodation for its tenants, the documents reveal.

But the symbolism of taking control of land first won by Aborigines in the 1970s could spark protests over the Block, the scene of a riot in February, government advisors have warned.

The housing company is more than $1 million in debt, and it is likely the new authority will help it get a $1 million-$2 million loan.

This would give the Government leverage when dealing with the company, the papers say.

The company is asset-rich but cash-poor. Its 62 properties on the Block are valued in the papers at up to $22 million and it owns a further 25 lots in the immediate area valued at $5.6 million.

At an August meeting with Government representatives, the company's chief executive, Michael Mundine, agreed to many important points in the overhaul, including a new structure for the organisation.

"Other members of the board and the broader AHC membership may view them less favourably. In particular, it is anticipated that there will be claims of a government takeover, as well as a questioning of Aboriginal self-determination," the papers say. One "sticking point" will be that there will be no company member on the board of the new authority.

Another could be that government appointees on the new Pemulwuy Redevelopment Committee set up to revamp the Block, including the chairman, "could successfully veto an AHC position and recommendation regarding AHC lands," the documents say.

The Block needs drastic action to fix its social woes, but the redevelopment is crucial to the success of commercial projects planned on government lands at Redfern. If this does not happen, other developments in the area will be worth less, according to the documents.

Failure to fix the Block would depress the value of commercial and residential development by 25-30 per cent, according to the NSW Department of Commerce.

The housing company "has experienced significant organisational and management problems", and an audit had identified a liquidity crisis, landing the organisation more than half a million dollars in the red in June 2003, the documents say.

It will need to sell some of its property to become viable again, they say. Apart from its holdings around the Block, it owns 44 properties in other parts of the state, valued at $17.3 million. Many of them are derelict or have been demolished.

The company could be wound up and does not have the financial and property management skills to manage these assets, says an another audit, conducted in the middle of this year.

The Aboriginal Housing Company has failed to collect rent consistently, had to be bailed out at a $900,000 cost to the Aboriginal Housing Office - a statutory authority which instigated urgent health and safety repairs for 43 properties - and also owes the Tax Office $238,000, the documents reveal.

http://www.smh.com.au/news/Redfern-plan/Fixing-the-Block-27m-development-planned/2004/11/28/1101577354867.html 
Bold vision for technology park blurred in a haze of debt

By Gerard Ryle and Debra Jopson SMH November 29, 2004

One of the many things to emerge from the confidential government papers is the financial troubles of the taxpayer-funded experiment, Australian Technology Park.

The business park occupies almost 14 hectares of the former Eveleigh railway workshops site and is home to four university departments and more than 100 high-technology businesses.

The papers show that since it was established in 1995, the park has cost money: it is $38 million in debt, having lost $4 million last year alone. The park is owned and run by the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority.

Under the Government's new plan for Redfern, responsibility for the park would be transferred to the Redfern-Waterloo Authority and the debt taken over by the State Government.

The plan calls for government funding for five more years until the park can become financially viable under the auspices of the Redfern authority.

"The authority will need to review the business plan, following the transfer from SHFA, to reflect the changed business environment flowing out of the decisions ..." the documents say. "It is expected that RWA will review the master plan for the [park] to increase the supply of employment land in Redfern/Waterloo and encourage additional uses for the site by modifying floor space ratios on new buildings only."

The papers show that by deviating from the present plan for the park and increasing floor space ratios, the number of jobs at the site could swell from 6500 to 15,000. "In this scenario, more labour-intensive development would co-exist with the high-technology industry currently supported by the master plan."
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Goodbye to history - heritage laws won't apply here

By Debra Jopson and Gerard Ryle SMH November 29, 2004

History will be swept aside in one of Sydney's oldest areas to clear the way for the massive remaking of 340 hectares of land covering four suburbs under NSW Government plans.

The minister responsible, Frank Sartor, has already revealed that heritage laws will no longer apply to four sites around Redfern: the Australian Technology Park, Eveleigh railway workshop, the 23-hectare public housing estates, and the Block.

However, secret documents reveal that the Government is proposing to lift heritage protection from a swag of other sites by declaring them to be "state-significant" under the Redfern Waterloo plan, making them exempt from the Heritage Act.

These include an area covering Lawson, Abercrombie, Cleveland and Eveleigh streets, another in Redfern Street and the Gibbons-Regent street area.

"Future surplus government sites" could also be declared state-significant if the new Redfern-Waterloo Authority wants to sell or develop them. Redfern Public School, Rachel Forster Hospital and Redfern police station sites would also no longer have heritage protection.

Sydney's oldest surviving toilet, in Redfern railway station, is among the heritage items under threat. "Several aspects of the station are subject to a permanent conservation order," the documents state.

"Optimal redevelopment of the station would require the demolition of a toilet block ... and one that is understood to be the first public toilet in Sydney. Relocation of the toilet block is not regarded as practical."

The lifting of heritage protection "ensures that the authority is free to develop infrastructure for the benefit of the local community", Mr Sartor told Parliament on November 19.

"For example, the Redfern railway station has been identified as an appropriate location for a town centre, as called for by the local community."

The independent member for Bligh, Clover Moore, who is also City of Sydney's Lord Mayor, said in Parliament: "This authority was set up so that the Government had an unfettered opportunity to develop the area. No indication has been given of precisely what sites will be targeted in the operational area. This is not about social improvement for the area; this is about this minister becoming developer and consent authority, and the Heritage Act not applying."

Mr Sartor said: "The simple fact is that the Government has moved to intervene where for a century local government has failed."
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State significant: another step in redistribution of powers

By Darren Goodsir, Urban Affairs Editor SMH November 29, 2004

The State Government's plans to rejuvenate the troubled inner-city suburbs reveal a broader agenda to strip planning powers from local councils in specific areas or along corridors that it thinks need renewal.

Five corridors are flagged for upgrade in the Government's metropolitan strategy, the blueprint that is being developed to co-ordinate the city's growth over the next 30 years.

Those corridors are the lucrative city-airport strip, Parramatta Road, Canterbury Road, the Hume Highway, and the arc from Royal North Shore Hospital through to the Ryde high-technology area.

If the bill before Parliament is passed without amendments to create the Redfern-Waterloo Authority, the minister appointed to take charge, the former lord mayor Frank Sartor, will have extraordinary powers over land and transport - and that model of governance could logically be extended to other areas, such as the renewal corridors.

Under the bill, not only will Mr Sartor be able to declare any property within the authority's boundaries "state significant", and thus immune to council intervention or heritage restrictions, he will have the power to annex virtually any area within the state, as his jurisdiction is not geographically constrained. He also has powers to acquire land compulsorily, without objection.

Not even his own authority board members, whom he will appoint, can stop him, as he has legislative powers to overrule their objections to ensure projects are not stalled.

This absolute rule, and Mr Sartor's stated desire to make things happen quickly in the area, would put him in potential conflict with the Lord Mayor, Clover Moore, an outspoken critic of the bill, and also the only person so far to have been declared an automatic board member.

Earlier this year, the Carr Government's top planning bureaucrat, Jennifer Westacott, withdrew an official report by the Government Architect, Chris Johnson, in which a powerful city-airport authority was canvassed, after the report was leaked. Government sources insist that plans to remove the eight-kilometre strip from City of Sydney are still being examined.

But while the authority's powers are incredibly broad, most of them are not new, and are styled on an existing body, the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority.

That authority has been embroiled in controversy for the way in which it has consulted, and developed land, on projects like Darling Harbour and Pyrmont. It has its own force of council-like rangers, and Mr Sartor will likewise be able to form his own posse of Redfern troops, to enforce the authority's regulations.
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Sartor's appointees

SMH Focus November 29 Page 9 (not on web)

The new Minister for Redfern-Waterloo will have the power to appoint two members of the board and the chairman of the new authority that will control the area, government papers reveal.

Frank Sartor will choose the chairman, who will have a casting vote and must select an indigenous representative as one of the other members he can appoint directly.

The Sydney Lord Mayor, Clover Moore, and the directors-general of the Premier's Department and of the Department of Infrastructure, Planning and Natural Resources will also be automatic appointees.

The Redfern-Waterloo Authority will be expected to operate independently of the state budget and board members will decide how to spend money out of Its own separate fund.

State of 'Frankenstan'

SMH Focus November 29 Page 9 (not on web)

The Lord Mayor and independent MP, Clover Moore, who represents the Redfern-Waterloo area, has described the Government's new body to control the area as a "super-authority that will be above the law and will have a range of extraordinary powers".

In a parliamentary debate, Cr Moore said the new minister in charge of the authority, Frank Sartor, would get "extraordinary and unfettered powers" under the legislation.

Cr Moore described the officers it could appoint to enforce its rules as "a special police force".

Another independent, Robert Oakeshott, described it as setting up a separate state. He said: "Today we are seeing the creation of a new state called Frankenstan."

Mr Sartor said the powers given to the new authority's officers would be similar to those given to rangers under the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority Act.

"There is no intention to duplicate police work or appoint officers to carry out police work," he said. "Some of the provisions are more in the nature of reserve powers."

Police shift

SMH Focus November 29 Page 9 (not on web)

In a move that some members of the Aboriginal community may consider provocative, Redfern police will move into new offices in a tower block near the Block early next year, the government documents reveal.

The police will have a five-year lease over their new offices, which will be a short walk

from the scene of the Redfern riot In February that saw battles between police and Aborigines. Redfern police station, worth $2.3 million, is to be sold, with the money going to the new authority in return for dedicating other land for a new $11 million police station.

Secret business puts a community at risk

SMH November 29, 2004 Opinion Elizabeth Farrelly
The Redfern-Waterloo Authority Bill gives one minister immense power, writes Elizabeth Farrelly.

Picture it. January 2004. The professor, chairman of the parliamentary committee, bravely reminds parliament that compulsory acquisition of land without notice, which the government seeks to legalise, is actually unconstitutional. The professor's argument is clear and cogent - but without effect, since the government proceeds undaunted, acquiring land as a child picks flowers.

Which parliament? Not NSW, clearly, since we have neither constitution nor, for that matter, cogent opposition. No. The speaker was Professor Abednico Ncube, the Deputy Minister for Foreign Affairs. The country: Zimbabwe.

NSW is not Zimbabwe. Of course not. There's the black-white reversal, for one thing. But the legislative creatures in question - Robert Mugabe's Land Acquisition Act 2001 and Bob Carr's Redfern-Waterloo Authority Bill 2004 - are strikingly congruent. Both concentrate power to acquire public or private property in the hands of one man; both exempt that man and his authority from the normal operations of democracy; both justify such means by extreme political exigency.

You think I draw the long bow? Consider this.

Carr's Redfern-Waterloo Authority (RWA) Bill doesn't even feign checks and balances. Whisked through the Legislative Assembly a week ago and awaiting the upper house's stamp duty, so to speak, it creates an authority that is not only secretive and self-validating, as we have come to expect, but has powers unprecedented even in the wilds of Sydney planning. It is "trust me" legislation of the scariest, dopiest kind.

In some ways this just spells out Sydney's fair-weather friendship with democracy: lip-service when skies are blue, summary abandonment at the first wisp of trouble. And Redfern-Waterloo is trouble. It is also one of the most diverse, disadvantaged and sensitive communities in the country, a youthful community where not a single indigenous male attends university; where even government reports bemoan the "crippling welfare mentality", while toddlers play knee-deep in used sharps from the Government's do-good needle bus.

What does the bill propose?

First, it creates yet another secret Sydney planning authority - no public meetings or minutes, decisions or debates - and puts that authority under control of a single minister; the minister not for Planning, but for Energy and Utilities, Science and Research, Health (Cancer, assisting), Arts (assisting). It invests that minister, Frank Sartor, with unheard-of discretionary powers, even within this Thatcherite development corporation mentality, to plan, acquire, approve and develop public or private lands, within and without the given area, without outside scrutiny.

He can appoint and sack board members and advisory committees for no reason; extend boundaries; suck in external developer contributions without hypothecation; and run a staff of authorised officers with no function except to serve penalty notices, "personally or by post".

The Aboriginal community has lately applauded Redfern police for their delicacy in a difficult job. But the place needs another (untrained) enforcement troupe like a baby needs a barbed-wire sandwich.

Checks and balances? Sure. The bill requires the minister to make the Redfern-Waterloo Plan publicly available, but not before its approval. Not even before its execution. It requires the minister to consult the board in making said plan, but he can sack them if they demur. It allows the minister to take public issues into account, if he so chooses. And, in order to facilitate all this, it "disapplies" the Heritage Act, wherever the minister feels this to be essential to his vision.

This means nothing is safe. Any property - in an area with 16,500 residents - can be acquired, demolished, redeveloped. And because the money, from development and from penalties, goes straight into coffers, the minister has a direct incentive to maximise both - and sack any dissenter. Dangerous law, more dangerous precedent.

Then there's the board. In a move as insulting, to all of us, as naming Bennelong Point after Bennelong died of rum in a gutter, the bill requires one - one - indigenous board member (minister's choice), leaving all other nine appointments to pure ministerial discretion.

And in case that's all too constraining, the bill entitles the authority to "do all such supplemental, incidental or consequential acts as may be necessary or expedient for the exercise of its functions". You don't often see the word expedient in the statutes, even in NSW.

In Parliament, while the Opposition doodled, the Member for Bligh, Clover Moore, moved a volley of amendments. Most were rejected, including one that would have helped the minister out of an obvious conflict of interest by giving consent powers to the Planning Minister, Craig Knowles, instead. One amendment, though, was accepted, requiring the minister-for-everything not to do anything dramatic about his boundaries (like including the airport corridor) before consulting, well, himself. Help me here - is that a check, or a balance?

As to motive, there are various theories; from demolishing the Block by stealth to grow the CBD, to reclaiming what the ALP lost through its hamfisted pre-election gerrymander. (Remember the minister's "local-government pissants" tirade back in February, and his promise to Lucy Turnbull that "the Government ... will destroy the City..." Remember that?) Then again, some say the Opposition is waiting for the Government to trip itself up here - which might explain their pathetic performance in Parliament, where only five independent MPs (including Moore) bothered opposing the bill.

Just as Mugabe used the Land Aquisition Act to stifle political opposition, the Carr Government relies on the Liberals' pro-development habits and the popular kneejerk to "clean up Redfern" forever, to push through legislation that no democratic government should be seen dead with.

And just as Mugabe ended up putting half of the very population he purported to help on food aid, while the fat guys sit pretty, so Carr's Redfern-Waterloo Act will backfire, destroying the only pocket of live indigenous culture the city centre will ever have while the Big End white boys take over the small black end as well.

Elizabeth Farrelly is a Redfern resident, architecture writer and former city councillor.
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Railway workshops defended as priceless heritage jewel

By Debra Jopson SMH November 30, 2004

The Eveleigh railway workshops site, which will face development with no heritage protection once it moves under the control of the new Redfern-Waterloo Authority, has been described as "an industrial icon for NSW and Australia".

David Sheedy, a heritage architect who has studied the history of Redfern-Waterloo, said the workshops, most of which date from 1887, would be among an "invaluable collection" of the nation's earliest buildings which will be under threat.

He said the Government's Redfern Papers exposed by the Herald showed planned redevelopment of historical sites in the 340-hectare area the new authority will control is on a scale never seen in Australia.

Under legislation that has already passed through the lower house, the authority will be able to override heritage laws in the plan to make room for 20,000 new residents and inject 20,000 jobs into the area.

A rare Georgian terrace in Pitt Street is one of Australia's best and there are fine Victorian terraces in Buckingham, Pitt and Phillip streets, Mr Sheedy said, while the platform at Redfern station dates from the 1870s.

http://www.smh.com.au/news/National/Railway-workshops-defended-as-priceless-heritage-jewel/2004/11/29/1101577420862.html 
How they will breathe life into Redfern

By Debra Jopson, Gerard Ryle and Darren Goodsir SMH November 30, 2004

Two new road tunnels, a $35 million upgrade of Redfern station and a new residential development in the Eveleigh goods yards are central to the State Government's transport plans for the inner-city suburbs.

Families, businesses and shops will share three new towers built on Redfern station, transforming it into the suburb's town centre and business hub, similar to Chatswood.

The $200 million tunnels will follow Cleveland Street, freeing east-west traffic and improving access near the station, the site of nearly 100 road accidents in the past five years.

The plans are spelled out in the cabinet papers revealed by the Herald yesterday, reaction to which has been strong.

The Minister for Redfern-Waterloo, Frank Sartor, said the plan to renew Redfern was still a work in progress and no final decisions had been made. "The Premier has asked me to think outside the square, to come up with new ideas and that is exactly what we are doing," he said.

The Lord Mayor of Sydney, Clover Moore, said the plans, the details of which she did not know, only intensified her concerns about the creation of the Redfern Waterloo Authority, which she called the "most draconian" agency she had encountered.

The authority, which will be led by Mr Sartor and have Councillor Moore as a board member, will drive the redevelopment of 340 hectares and have the power to override councils and heritage laws and to annex land.

The bill for its creation is before the Legislative Council.

"This sets a frightening precedent and threatens to spread amoeba-like throughout the city," Cr Moore said. "He [Frank Sartor] can cherry-pick the most valuable development sites, and then act as a consent authority without having to comply with planning laws."

The director of the NSW Council of Social Service, Gary Moore, said one proposal to sell two thirds of public housing land in Redfern-Waterloo to private developers was not acceptable.

"What came as a surprise was the scale of the plan and the specifics of it," he said. "The authority should be required to do a robust social impact assessment."

Architects have drawn up several plans for Redfern station. The most favoured would see it flanked by three 10- to 14-storey office and residential towers.

The largest tower would be built on Lawson Street, "with retail space on the ground floor, seven levels of commercial space and five levels of residential development", the papers reveal. Nearby, a 12-storey residential tower would sit at the front, curving on the edge of the station, with another 10-storey tower on Gibbons Street. Linking the towers would be a retail plaza covering half the station.

The project would cost close to $35 million, but this could be covered by the sale of government assets, and the involvement of private-sector developers. In fact, the Government might even turn a profit, the papers say.

At Eveleigh, the goods yards would be gutted to make way for a village with room for 518 one, two and three-bedroom homes, and 44,000 square metres of commercial floor space.

The papers also show there are six tunnel options. The preferred northbound two-lane tunnel would divert traffic from Gibbons Street, go under Rosehill Street and part of the Block before emerging 580 metres later on the corner of Dangar Place and Abercrombie Street. It would have a likely speed limit of 70 kmh and require an emissions stack. The second tunnel would start at Regent Street, near Mortuary rail station, and end 480 metres further along near the intersection of Boundary Street. It would not need a stack but would still have fans.

After hearing the tunnel plans in August, the Premier's Department asked the Roads and Traffic Authority to come up with a cheaper alternative.

The RTA came up with a $20 million pedestrian ramp, 135 metres long and three metres wide, which would straddle Gibbons Street and Regent Street, with pedestrians alighting on Redfern Street.

http://www.smh.com.au/news/Redfern-plan/How-they-will-breathe-life-into-Redfern/2004/11/29/1101577422777.html 
Mistrust and hope struggle for a hearing

By Debra Jopson, Gerard Ryle and Darren Goodsir SMH November 30, 2004
The plan to create a powerful authority to take control of Aboriginal-owned housing at the Block in Redfern would only help a few black people while sweeping aside self-determination, a Sydney indigenous leader has said.

"The State Government puts $27 million into Redfern, which will accommodate about half a dozen Aboriginal families, and in the meantime every other Aboriginal family in Sydney can go jump," said Marcia Ella-Duncan, chairwoman of ATSIC's Sydney regional council.

Secret cabinet papers have revealed that the Redfern-Waterloo Authority, to be established soon, will redevelop the largely derelict Block and help bail out the Aboriginal Housing Company.

In return, the housing company must give it a 10-year lease over its land. This meant a "pillar post" of self-determination for decades would be sacrificed, Ms Ella-Duncan said.

"It won't touch the tip of our housing needs. The Sydney Aboriginal community is in housing crisis," she said.

Local Aborigines yesterday expressed mistrust over the plan, which envisages a $5 billion development. It would privatise 15 hectares of public housing land.

The plan "reeks of phasing out problem communities", said a community worker, Shane Phillips. "It's really close to the city and they want to move the CBD out, but I hope they are not going to do it at our cost - not just Aborigines, but working-class people and battlers. They built the foundations of the place."

Frank Sartor, the minister responsible for the new authority, said the plan would bring significant gains in infrastructure, education, health and safety.

The options for the Block were "not about dispossessing Aboriginal people and sending them off somewhere else".

"Certainly there is no plan at the moment to use any compulsory powers to take control. The current model and our approach has been to consult and to see if we can gain agreement out of people." There was no intention to reduce the number of public housing tenants, nor to get rid of existing tenants, he said.

The Greens' Sylvia Hale said government officials had denied to MPs that a plan for the authority existed. She said the first many knew about it was when they read it in yesterday's Herald.
Her party would now try to delay upper house debate on the legislation for the new authority - scheduled for next week - until full details were released.

"To maintain there was no plan when it's obvious there was one I just think is a wilful and deliberate misleading of members of Parliament," she said.

The Urban Development Institute of Australia, representing developers, supported the "courageous" establishment of the authority, and its ambitious plans. The institute's executive director, David Poole, said urban renewal would never be achieved without "some fairly blunt instruments of reform".

The Exodus Foundation chairman, Bill Crews, who has a long association with the Block, welcomed the plan and said a single, strong authority was needed to deal with the many egos and vested interests in Redfern.

"Everybody and his dog" would attack any plan at the beginning. "Everybody wants to see something done there, but everybody wants to see their thing done," the Reverend Crews said.

http://www.smh.com.au/news/National/Mistrust-and-hope-struggle-for-a-hearing/2004/11/29/1101577420817.html 
Redfern and social engineering

November 30, 2004 SMH Editorial

That a single body through which to control the redevelopment of the vast tract of land through Redfern, Waterloo and Alexandria is a sound idea is unarguable. The central business district is restricted geographically, and ambitious new plans are needed for its future expansion and growth.

When looked at closely, the new plan is much more than providing room for the CBD to grow. Rather, the Redfern Waterloo Authority is a grand plan in social engineering, to boost the population of the area south of Redfern, change the mix, tear down the Waterloo housing commission towers and bring in jobs.

Apart from the breathtaking ambition of the scheme, this is a natural evolution for an area which has excellent infrastructure and service links, that lies between the CBD and the airport, which also has ready access to the eastern suburbs and to much of the inner west.

But the State Government is going about this the wrong way. In its initial public statements just over a fortnight ago, it highlighted the job-making role of the proposed makeover, with the new authority to have responsibility to develop the policies and plans needed to revitalise the area.

Yet much of the detail of the plan looks to be a fait accompli, with considerable effort already completed into finalising policy detail. Of perhaps greater importance, the new authority is to have absolute planning control over the area if, indeed, that is the correct word, since it seems that there will be precious few planning controls at all. Rather, control will reside with Frank Sartor, the Minister for Utilities, and not with the Minister for Planning and Infrastructure, where final consent for such a major undertaking should lie.

It is the social engineering aspect of the revamp that is the immediate lightning rod for much of the public debate. Bringing in many more people may help improve the socio-economic mix of the area, but what will happen to the large numbers living in the Waterloo housing commission towers that are to be demolished, for example? They will have to be moved somewhere, and they need to be consulted.

Suspending planning controls opens the Government to immediate criticism from those redeveloping the neighbouring area of the old glass works and the Reschs brewery site. What is so different about the area they are working on from what is just over the road?

A revamp of the scale proposed for Redfern-Waterloo is not unusual, especially as a growing city seeks to maximise the use of scarce resources - the stock of land and buildings. But traditionally we have had open discussion and debate, rather than ceding control to a private cabal before the public is fully aware of what is going on.

For reasons best known to itself, the Government has decided the public is not to be trusted in discussing the issues involved with such an ambitious plan, which will feed concerns, possibly ill-founded, that the Government does in fact have a secret agenda - to force out many of the socially disadvantaged living in the area.

http://www.smh.com.au/news/Editorial/Redfern-and-social-engineering/2004/11/29/1101577415286.html 
Redfern changes the first of many under growth plan

By Darren Goodsir, Urban Affairs Editor SMH December 1, 2004 
The State Government is considering setting up a body to take charge of some of Sydney's run-down corridors and employment and industrial centres as it fine tunes plans to cope with the city's projected growth.

The body would not need to replicate the Redfern-Waterloo Authority, which is likely to be given unprecedented powers to transform inner-city suburbs through compulsory acquisition of land, the sale of government assets and exemptions from heritage constraints.

However, it would be similarly styled, officials suggest, and would put the Government at the centre of development decisions in areas considered vital to accommodating the anticipated surge of new residents.

Already the Minister for Infrastructure and Planning, Craig Knowles, has created a special body to rejuvenate the Parramatta Road corridor, from the corner of City Road to Granville.

Under the leadership of David Richmond, former head of the Olympic Committee Authority, the Parramatta Road Task Force has brought together the mayors of the eight councils bordering the 20-kilometre strip, along with senior government bureaucrats and heritage officials. Plans for light-rail services and a new medium-density housing and commercial park are reportedly being developed.

But government sources say the task force could be the forerunner to a separate commission or authority being set up to bring other centres and corridors to life.

Apart from Parramatta Road, three corridors have been identified under a planning strategy being developed to deal with the expected 1000 residents a week who will move to Sydney in the next three decades.

These are the city-airport strip and sections of Canterbury Road and the Hume Highway.

A spokesman for Mr Knowles, Paul Perry, said the Government's present emphasis was on the Parramatta Road strip but other areas could be considered in time.

The eight-kilometre stretch from the city centre to the international and domestic airports has been identified as ripe for government intervention. This would require absorbing planning controls from the City of Sydney.

Government plans to reshape the South Sydney Development Corporation and put it in charge of the airport strip development were shelved a few months ago after a hostile response from the Lord Mayor, Clover Moore, one of the biggest critics of the Redfern-Waterloo proposals.

The South Sydney Development Corporation is struggling to survive as a legal entity. It has not held a meeting for more than a year and a host of projects in the Green Square area are languishing.

Earlier this week, the Herald published details of cabinet papers outlining sweeping changes for the Redfern-Waterloo area, including plans to demolish public housing towers, and sell Redfern Public School and Rachel Forster Hospital, partly to fund urban renewal.

The minister responsible for the Redfern project, Frank Sartor, has insisted that the plans are still being developed, and have not been finalised.

But the documents reveal the Government is well advanced in its thoughts on how to maximise jobs and investment returns in the Redfern-Waterloo area.

http://www.smh.com.au/news/Redfern-plan/Redfern-changes-the-first-of-many-under-growth-plan/2004/11/30/1101577489920.html 
Action group wants law to ensure rights for residents

By Debra Jopson SMH December 1, 2004 

A residents' action group has called for the state upper house to tighten legislation next week handing one NSW minister sweeping powers over planning in Redfern-Waterloo, saying there are fears that people living there will be stripped of rights enjoyed by residents of local government-controlled areas.

The legislation creating the Redfern-Waterloo Authority will set a precedent giving its minister, Frank Sartor, "place-based" powers never seen before in NSW, the spokesman for REDwatch, Geoff Turnbull, said yesterday.

In a meeting with Mr Sartor yesterday, members of the group covering Redfern, Eveleigh, Darlington and Waterloo, suburbs that are the target of the Government's city CBD expansion plans, asked for the public to be given guarantees that locals will be consulted on development proposals.

"We want to make sure that the mechanisms that apply allow opportunities for notification of development plans and time for the community to respond, so that you've got those normal processes that one would have expected in terms of any local environment plan or development project," Mr Turnbull said.

The group, which includes the secretary of Darlington's Labor branch, Trevor Davies, the South Sydney Greens convenor, Ben Spies-Butcher, and the Liberal Party president for Bligh, Ian Thomson, will lobby the Opposition and cross benches to amend the legislation, which has already passed the lower house.

The Parliament should require the new authority to set up a statutory community advisory council representing residents which would advise the minister, they have argued.

Mr Turnbull said Mr Sartor had assured the group that as minister, he would consult residents and there was no need for that to be legislated.

But a committee needed to be enshrined in law "so that there is a definite place where the community is involved in making representations to the minister rather than being at the whim of the minister", he said.

"The reason you need to put it in the act is no matter how much faith you might have in the experience of Frank Sartor, he is not going to be there all the time. He might be called to sort out the problems of the trains, or become premier," Mr Turnbull said.

However, Mr Sartor told the Herald last night that legislating for such a committee would not help because what was needed was goodwill between himself and those he was consulting.

He also denied that his power to override heritage laws would be too strong, as suggested by the group.

"The minister has said that he needs this provision for a particular problem with the oldest toilet in Sydney at Redfern station. If this was the only problem we would suggest the minister should seek a specific exemption for this site," the group said.

http://www.smh.com.au/news/Redfern-plan/Action-group-wants-law-to-ensure-rights-for-Redfern-residents/2004/11/30/1101577489923.html
Tower tenants knocked back to make way for high-flyers

By Debra Jopson and Gerard Ryle SMH December 2, 2004

High and dry ... Barbera Hilbrink in her unit in Turanga tower, where the views, she says, are worth a million dollars.
Photo: Tamara Dean
The 530 public housing tenants who live in the twin 30-storey towers Turanga and Matavai, which the Government plans to demolish in its grand redevelopment scheme for Redfern-Waterloo, are all aged over 55.

Residents die at a rate of about one a week, said Turanga's elected tenants' representative, Barbera Hilbrink, aged 76.

"Our feeling is we will live it out. It won't happen until after we die," she said.

But agencies that lobby on housing policy in the area are more concerned at government plans to privatise two-thirds of the Department of Housing land that straddles 23 hectares in the area.

Cabinet documents reveal the aim is to import 12,500 private tenants and owners to dilute the social effects of clustering 7000 public tenants on one site.

The low-income housing agency, Shelter NSW, called on the Government to withdraw its plans immediately and to begin community consultations.

Ageing tenants are being forced to pay the price of the planned expansion of Sydney's CBD into Redfern, Shelter's executive officer, Mary Perkins, said. "Some of these people have lived there for 30 years and more - some for generations - it's their home and the only home they know," she said. "This scheme was dropped on us from on high, without consultation, without discussion, and without the slightest consideration for the wishes of the residents."

The co-ordinator of the Inner Sydney Regional Council for Social Development, Charlie Richardson, has questioned the Government's motives.

"Will it be the fluffy notion of a change in social mix, or the billions of dollars potentially flowing to Government that will have most influence over the development of the plan?" he said.

Redfern Legal Centre director Helen Campbell said government assurances that public housing was not involved in the plan had turned out to be untrue.

In Mrs Hilbrink's 14th-floor eyrie, it is easy to see why developers will be attracted by views to the Blue Mountains, Darling Harbour and Botany Bay. As she says, the views are worth a million dollars, but she only has to pay $54 weekly from the veteran's pension she receives for fighting in the Dutch resistance during World War II.

Mrs Hilbrink believes that even if the tenants are moved to let private developers demolish their homes and rebuild, they will be well accommodated.

"Look, it's all government land, isn't it? Even if we had something against it, we don't think we could do something about it," she said. "They want to get other people in. Otherwise it will be a ghetto, no doubt about it. Personally, I think it's good."

Meanwhile, a coalition of nine Redfern Aboriginal organisations, including the housing company, medical service and metropolitan land council have warned that they will "fiercely resist" any attempt to resume black land on the Block.

"We are particularly concerned about suggestions that the land currently owned by the Aboriginal Housing Company could be forcibly acquired by the Government," they said in a statement.
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Better urban design can bring community together

December 1, 2004 SMH Opinion Caroline Pidcock.
Redfern-Waterloo provides a chance for smarter urban regeneration, writes Caroline Pidcock.

Social researcher Hugh Mackay says people are lamenting society's degenerating morality and loss of their sense of community. He thinks the real challenge is about connecting people through better urban design.

"We need greater emphasis on public spaces," says Mackay, who also believes good urban designers are some of the most important people in society and rival psychiatrists for their impact on our good mental health.

He notes that people still care passionately about neighbourhoods and about community. His research finds that while people tend to glaze over about some globalisation issues, they want to be involved with the things they can touch - the tangible in their neighbourhood where they can make a positive difference.

This is the important glue that will empower and enable a meaningful strategy for the future development of the metropolis of Sydney. So what is good urban design? Many agree this has been achieved when a place is easy to get to and move through, and has:


 Its own identity.

 Public and private spaces that are clearly distinguished.

 Appealing, attractive and successful outdoor areas.

 A clear image that is easy to understand.

 The ability to change easily and incrementally.

 Variety and choice.

 A balance between natural and built environments.

 Created value to sustain the desired mix of uses and quality of townscapes.

 Something for everyone where a diverse range of users' needs are met.

The Redfern-Waterloo area is a high priority area in urgent need of attention that will deliver these attributes. Particularly in regard to such complex and sensitive areas such as the Block, the Waterloo Towers, Redfern station, its existing strip shopping streets, the Australian Technology Park and the Eveleigh railway yards.

Even more complex are the problems to do with realising the potential of the area while maintaining the diverse social mix of the current neighbourhood. The situation allows one of the very few urban Aboriginal communities and many low income people (from people on various pensions through to students and artists) to live within easy travelling distance of the city. Such diversity is something that is critically important to every city and becoming increasingly rare in Sydney.

So how can good urban design be achieved in this instance? How do we overcome apparently conflicting and complex community interests and what often appears to be impenetrable barriers of bureaucracy and red tape to make such places?

Some basic attributes that would seem requisite to deliver good urban design include: 
 Thorough consultation and research into the issues of a particular place. 
 Skilled community/social workers, planners, urban designers and architects to devise a responsive vision and the specific solutions that will be required to resolve them. 
 Leadership that will find a way through the maze of conflicts, mixed land ownership, multiple planning rules, etc, to ensure implementation. 
 A community that has been appropriately consulted and feels ownership over the ideas to assist with their implementation.

This long overdue process would seem to be what the new City of Sydney is/was following. The authority proposed in the bill before the upper house suggests the Carr Government has decided a very strong hand - some would say autocratic - is required to re-develop the Redfern-Waterloo area.

For many of us who have laboured under the planning system in NSW, the idea of an authority that does not get bogged down in the requirements and details imposed on us by this system might sound attractive.

However, we must remember the system is a reflection of the community expectation that unfettered development is not a right of landowners and developers, and that the community rightly expects consultation and engagement as well as checks and balances are in place.

There are many development sites around Sydney that ably demonstrate outcomes focused mainly on profit, and with little regard for the community, that do not deliver built environments that a city like Sydney can be proud of.

In Britain there is an alternative model in place for achieving good urban design. The Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment is an independent body that looks to inspire people to demand more from their buildings and spaces, thus creating a market force for such solutions. Its website - http://www.cabe.org.uk - says: "We use our skills and resources to work for a higher quality of life for people and communities across England, with particular concern for those living in deprived areas.

"We do this by making the case for change, gathering hard evidence, providing education opportunities and through direct help on individual programs and projects.

"We motivate those responsible for providing our buildings and spaces to design and develop well. We demonstrate to those clients that investment in excellence will pay back many times over through a more productive workforce, more contented customers and a healthier bottom line."

What an interesting idea.

Caroline Pidcock is NSW president of the Royal Australian Institute of Architects.
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Aborigines plan protest over Redfern 'land grab'

December 2, 2004 SMH - AAP

Aborigines today pledged to adopt the tactics of human rights campaigners Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr to stop a plan to redevelop some of Sydney's most troubled areas.

The Aboriginal community will protest next week against the NSW government's proposal for a major overhaul of inner-city suburbs Redfern and Waterloo, which contain large numbers of indigenous people and public housing tenants.

The plan, revealed this week, involves selling government land, redeveloping public housing and attempting to attract jobs to the area.

The government will establish the Redfern-Waterloo Authority to guide the redevelopment, which it has been claimed will have the power to override Sydney City Council planning regulations.

Indigenous groups, coming together under the name Redfern Organisation of Aboriginal Unity, today labelled the plan a "land grab" and attacked the Carr government for failing to consult them.

The organisation warned there would be "determined and unified resistance" to any government attempt to forcibly acquire land at Redfern owned by the Aboriginal Housing Company.

But it stressed any protests would be peaceful.

Indigenous leaders have planned a rally on Monday at Waterloo Green, adjacent to two public housing towers slated for redevelopment.

"We're appalled that the government has refused to rule out the forcible acquisition of Aboriginal land," indigenous representative Shane Phillips said.

"If they were to try and take our land we'd do what any other reasonable people would do. We'd adopt the tactics of Gandhi and Martin Luther King to try and stop them."

Mr Phillips said Aboriginal people were not against the Redfern-Waterloo Authority or development.

"We want Redfern and Waterloo to become secure and prosperous, but Aboriginal people should be able to share in this, not be pushed out.

Redfern was the site of a race riot this year sparked by the death of Aboriginal teenager Thomas "TJ" Hickey.

The NSW government said it would not compulsorily acquire land or force out public housing tenants.

A spokeswoman for Redfern-Waterloo Minister Frank Sartor said there would be no reduction in public housing in the area.

"There's no intention to push out any indigenous residents or public housing tenants," she said.

"There's no intention to use compulsory acquisition powers to resume the Block, and that seems to be one of the main concerns (of Aboriginal groups)."

She said Redfern-Waterloo was an "unusual" area with "unique problems" and the government believed "something's got to be done down there".

Mr Sartor had not made up his mind about how the redevelopment would proceed and wanted to consult widely to come up with the best plan.

AAP
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Anger at secret plan to bulldoze Redfern tower

SMH December 6, 2004 from AAP
The Redfern area and surrounds looking north towards Sydney's CBD.
Photo: Bob Pearce
Residents of one of Sydney's most controversial buildings took to the streets today to protest over secret NSW government plans to bulldoze their home.

A week after leaked documents showed the government planned to sell off chunks of Redfern and Waterloo to private developers, hundreds of locals gathered to protest outside the area's public housing towers.

The distinctive Redfern and Waterloo towers could be pulled down under a $540 million plan that may allow private developers to profit from government land.

Sydney Lord Mayor Clover Moore, also the local MP, headlined a procession of speeches and accused the government of keeping residents uninformed and powerless.

"This is about development," said Cr Moore, standing on a makeshift stage on the back of a ute.

"It's not about urban renewal. It's not about addressing the social issues of our area."

Cr Moore said the government already had "all the power it needs" to address the neighbourhood's social problems - which earlier this year erupted in a race riot after the death of Aboriginal teenager Thomas "TJ" Hickey.

Demanding residents be consulted "every step of the way", she also objected to the unusual move of establishing a Redfern-Waterloo Authority to oversee development, a body that would have powers to override Sydney City Council planning regulations.

Cr Moore, a Redfern resident, would be on the board of the new authority, according to the proposal which goes before the NSW upper house tomorrow.

"This legislation is not democratic. It doesn't involve proper process and it overrides the Heritage Act," she said.

The building's neighbourhood is not far from the troubled Aboriginal area, known as The Block.

Several police attended today's rally but there were no reports of violence.

Instead, locals debated the matter vigorously among themselves, with some defending their home and others calling for a complete makeover.

"The people of Sydney think that Redfern and Waterloo are some sort of a low-down stinking slum," said Frank Kingston from his motorised stroller.

"If you don't think it's architecturally perfect then you must be blind."

AAP
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Labor councillors want to limit Sartor power

By Lisa Pryor, Urban Affairs Reporter SMH December 7, 2004

Labor councillors have rebelled against the NSW Government's plans for Redfern and Waterloo, attending a residents' protest against the proposed redevelopment.

They have also written to the minister responsible, Frank Sartor, to suggest changes to a proposal that would give the minister sweeping powers to demolish public housing, override heritage laws and defy the local council in the redevelopment of the area.

In spite of the revolt, the proposal looks likely to pass the Legislative Council this week with tentative support from the Opposition Leader, John Brogden.

"I said the day after the riot at Redfern that the real solution to this was to bulldoze the Block," Mr Brogden said.

"I can hardly argue when the Government comes forward to do that and so much more."

The Opposition was nonetheless worried that the Redfern-Waterloo Authority Bill would give Mr Sartor enormous power to go about Sydney knocking down buildings, he said.

About 150 Waterloo residents, many of them elderly Russians, assembled on the grass outside their high-rise homes yesterday to protest against the plans.

The rally was attended by some councillors from the City of Sydney, including Labor councillors Verity Firth and Tony Pooley, a former South Sydney mayor.

Cr Pooley has written to Mr Sartor on behalf of local Labor Party branch members, suggesting changes to the bill such as a guarantee of community consultation, no sale of public land and no compulsory acquisition of the Block.

Cr Firth said the main concern for residents was consultation. "All we are asking is that the minister comply with the same legislative provisions when it comes to public notification, advertising and acceptance of submissions as other bodies have to comply with."

Not all the residents who attended yesterday's rally agreed on the best course of action.

Waterloo resident Lynn Denford, who has lived in high-rise public housing for 17 years, wanted the buildings to stay and said the Government was using February's Redfern riot as an excuse to redevelop the land.

"Putting rich people in here isn't going to help the people who live here," she said. "This isn't about us, it's about helping themselves to the last remaining land near the city."

Fanya Teslerf said many Russian residents like herself lived in the area and wanted to stay. Her friend, Cilyla Rozenbaum, said they were accustomed to the area and the central location made it easy for their children to visit. But a former resident, Lee Wallace, who lived in Waterloo until bricks were thrown through her window, wanted to see the towers torn down.

Mr Sartor expressed concern that residents had been misled about his plans for the area. "There will be no moving out public tenants and we're debating the form and nature of public housing in the future and whether we can give them something better than they have now," he said.

Last night, the Lord Mayor, Clover Moore, told the council that urban renewal was urgently needed in these disadvantaged areas, but the level of power that would be given to the minister was not justified and was counter-productive in the circumstances.

Liberal councillor Shayne Mallard was the only councillor who did not vote to support Cr Moore's sentiments.
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Sartor keeps right to annex land around Redfern

By Lisa Pryor, Urban Affairs Reporter
December 9, 2004

The new State Government body that will oversee the redevelopment of Redfern and Waterloo will be able to bypass heritage laws and consent to its own development plans despite amendments to the Government's proposals yesterday.

The new authority will have to consult the Heritage Council before it demolishes heritage buildings, under changes to the proposals which were put forward by the Government itself.

But the authority is still exempt from heritage laws and can go ahead with demolition if the Minister for Redfern-Waterloo, Frank Sartor, is satisfied that it is necessary to improve the area.

The Redfern-Waterloo Authority Bill was expected to pass through the Legislative Council last night with support from the Opposition.

Sydney's Lord Mayor, Clover Moore, said the Government's amendments were very weak and did not go far enough. "My view is that the bill needs to be amended so the minister can't annexe lands without coming back to Parliament," she said.

Mr Sartor will still have the power to annexe land outside the Redfern-Waterloo area without the oversight of Parliament.

There are also specific provisions to allow Mr Sartor to claim levies paid by the developer of the Carlton and United Breweries' site in Chippendale, even though the site is outside the areas of Redfern, Waterloo, Darlington and Eveleigh that the authority has been formed to administer.

A new amendment to the bill makes it clear that the funds will have to be used within a reasonable time and for their intended purpose - affordable housing.

Further details about the Government's secret plans for Redfern and Waterloo are likely to emerge in the next two weeks, after a successful motion by the Greens MP Sylvia Hale seeking tabling of the plans. "Before developers start sizing up the valuable land in Redfern, the public has a right to see what they intend to do," Ms Hale said. "Community groups, members of parliament and the public were lied to when the Government told us there was no plan."

Geoff Turnbull, a spokesman for the local resident group REDwatch, said the tabling of the plans would give residents a chance to see how advanced the plans were and "give the community a chance to go into the discussions with the Government over the setting up of the Redfern-Waterloo plan with the same lot of information that the Government has".

Mr Turnbull was disappointed there had been no amendments to the bill to clarify the way the community would be involved in making and revising the plan.

Councillor Moore said the fact that the Government had been willing to amend its own bill showed it had responded to the widespread criticism that came after Cabinet documents were leaked to the Herald showing secret plans for the area.. "I think they're sensitive to the leaking of the Cabinet documents," she said.

"I think they're sensitive to the very large rally of traditional Labor voters and I think they're sensitive to all the Aboriginal groups getting together to oppose what they're going to do to the Block."
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Your courthouse will just have to go: minister

By Natasha Wallace SMH December 9, 2004

The historic Redfern courthouse will be shut down by early next year because it is unworkable, lacks security and is too expensive to upgrade.

Sydney's Lord Mayor, Clover Moore, the Redfern Legal Centre and other community groups have expressed dismay at what appears to be part of a grand plan to tidy up the area without consulting local stakeholders.

Councillor Moore said it was a "very early example of the Heritage Act not applying, not having to consult, and how local disempowered people will be further alienated" under a controversial $5 billion redevelopment plan for the area.

The Department of Lands will "dispose of the building", according to a memo by the NSW Attorney-General, Bob Debus. The memo was obtained by the Herald yesterday.

The planned disposal was first raised by the Attorney-General's Department in September.

Cr Moore - also an MP whose Bligh electorate covers the Redfern area - and the local groups had not been informed of the closure before being contacted by the Herald yesterday. The memo from Mr Debus was then faxed to Cr Moore's office.

It says: "Following the decision of the police to discontinue use of the adjacent police station it will no longer be appropriate to operate the local court at Redfern."

It says that one of the "main disadvantages" of keeping the court open is that "it is a heritage-listed building with extensive difficulties in providing upgraded custody facilities".

The memo also cites security concerns associated with the planned relocation of the adjacent police station, "inadequate public waiting areas", and an "inability to provide perimeter and court room security without significant costs".

"[Arrangements to dispose of the courthouse] will take into account the sensitive heritage nature of the building and its furnishings," it says.

The single-storey 1896 courthouse, valued by local real estate agents at between $1 million and $2 million, is listed with the National Trust and on the Department of Environment and Heritage's National Estate list but is not on the state register.

It is heritage-listed by the City of Sydney, but under a plan by the Energy Minister, Frank Sartor, for the Redfern-Waterloo area the Government would have sweeping powers to demolish public housing, override heritage laws and defy the council.

A spokeswoman for Mr Sartor said the closure has "got nothing to do with us at all".

A spokesman for the Attorney-General's Department said the court did not have enough work for its six staff members on the two days a week that it sat.

Yesterday, a sign on the front door of the court read that a "staff shortage" meant some matters would not be processed.

The spokesman said that Bowral Local Court was "underutilised" and would also be closed.

Elizabeth Morley, of the Redfern Legal Centre, said the closure appeared to be "connected with the overall thrust" of the redevelopment plan, even if that did not entail "pulling down the courthouse to build a block of apartments".

Ms Morley said a department claim that domestic violence victims would be better protected at the Downing Centre was incorrect.
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Senior police face WorkCover inquiry

By Gerard Noonan
SMH December 9, 2004

Two of the state's most senior police officers have faced a WorkCover investigation into allegations they failed to properly equip police sent to a riot in Redfern. More than 40 police and 10 residents were injured during the February riot. The Police Minister, John Watkins, said yesterday that the Deputy Commissioner, Dave Madden, and the inner metropolitan regional commander, Bob Waites, had been interviewed by WorkCover officials about their responsibility to provide a safe work situation for police. Failure to provide a safe workplace carries a maximum WorkCover penalty of $825,000 for an organisation or $55,000 for an individual.
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