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Developer does deal on pet control
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Business Editor

An agreement with community groups to keep domestic cats and dogs out of Canberra Nature Reserve should also keep the developer of 316 homes at North Watson out of an appeals court.

Conservation Council ACT vice- president Ian Falconer hopes the agreement with Village Building Company to establish an enforceable community pet containment policy becomes a precedent for new fringe suburbs.

The agreement will add between $600 and $700 to the price of a new home at the proposed North Watson heritage estate on the corner of the Federal Highway and Antill Street. But community groups feel the ACT Government has let them down by approving the development without having in place protection for rare woodland bird species and traffic calming measures. They said under pressure they had signed the agreement to make the best of a bad situation after rushed negotiations. 

Village Building Company managing director Bob Winnel said had the North Canberra Community Council, Conservation Council, Friends of Mt Majura and Watson Community Association taken their objections to the Civil and Administrative Tribunal he would have had to cut back employees and sub-contractors. But now with an agreement achieved Village Building could begin marketing blocks in about six weeks.

The groups’ requests for a nature trail, re-vegetation, weed control, signage and clauses requiring dog and cat owners to keep their pets within their property or on a leash were all reasonable. Mr Winnel said although Village Building wouldn’t be responsible for traffic measures he felt they were reasonable due to increased volumes of traffic. Village Building signed a contract for the land about six years ago subject to achieving change of use from leisure and tourism to residential and would now negotiate betterment fees with the Government.

North Canberra Community Council chairman Jochen Zeil and Friends of Mt Majura spokeswoman Waltraud Pix said negotiating with the developer was straightforward, but they could not understand why government agencies had not done so earlier to protect Canberra Nature Park’s high conservation values.

Mr Falconer said the containment policy, similar to one negotiated at Forde in Gungahlin, helped prevent cats from destroying large numbers of lizards and small birds. At a previous address he’d seen a cat kill two rare sacred kingfishers. Mrs Pix said leaving out cat or dog food helped the spread of predatory birds such as currawongs and noisy miners, which killed or drove out vulnerable woodland birds. 
Mr Zeil said inadequate wildlife and traffic protection was not the developer’s fault. The Government had allowed traffic problems to grow and had not set aside funds to address them or management of the nature reserve. “I don’t think this should be a model—that the community and developers in a rush think about minimising impacts. It should happen much earlier. “Village Building want to develop social and environmental sustainable developments and felt it was important to have a conversation.”
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