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They have also closed the public boat ramp and 
airstrip and built an unapproved boat ramp and 
road.

Residents were forced to fill out forms every 
time they came to the island.

Residents Val and Lee McGrow have lived on 
the island for two years and said they felt the frus-
tration over the company’s management.

“We would just like to know why State Mem-
ber for Mackay Julieanne Gilbert is doing noth-
ing about China Bloom’s breach of the head lease 
agreement,” Mr McGrow said.

“If we were told the truth about the head les-
see two years ago, we would never have bought 
here,” he said.

Long-time residents Eva and Brian 
Browne-Paterson have lived on the island full 
time for 15 years.

“The caretaker is making bad decisions that 
are affecting all of us,” Mrs Browne-Paterson 
said.

“We waited 18 months before approaching the 
media to give them the benefit of the doubt, but 
they are making bad environmental decisions 
and the state government need to take accounta-
bility and responsibility for these decisions.”

“We want development on the island. We want 
a resort where we can interact with the tourists 
and meet new people and we need flights to the 
island again.”

She said she would not be forced off the island.
“We can’t be bought; we want this place pro-

tected and a lot of the media are not reporting the 
correct facts.”

Eva’s husband had a business on the island 
for the past 12 years clearing blocks of land and 
mowing residents’ yards but the company forced 
him to close his business.

“We are no longer allowed to get any work 
done on the island without direct permission 
from them and we can only use their tradespeo-
ple,” he said.

Resident Craig Gilberd had landed his plane on 
the Keswick Island airstrip 1305 times without 
incident prior to the lease takeover.

“They closed the airstrip, parked an excava-
tor on the strip and drained all the fuel out of my 
plane. They have also stopped collecting our rub-
bish and mowing,” he said.

Mr Gilberd said he would like to see the 
Queensland Government rescind the lease as the 
lessee had breached the three main clauses of the 
agreement.

The first condition of the head lease stated, 
“The lessee must use the leased land for com-
mercial/business purposes, being tourism, resi-
dential, marine facility, marine works and aero-
drome purposes.”

The next sentence stated, “The lease may be 
forfeited if not used for the purpose stated above.”

Mr Gilberd said no tourists had been allowed 
on the island since the lease takeover and all Air-
bnbs were banned.

“Nobody has been able to buy or sell a house 
since the lease was granted as the company re-
fuse to sign off on any sales and all marine facili-
ties and boat ramps have been closed along with 
the airport,” he said.

“They have clearly breached their lease condi-
tions but the Queensland Government, Mackay 
Regional Council nor the Department of Envi-
ronment and Science will act on their breaches.”

“Each of these government organisations pass 
the buck and say it’s not in their portfolio and 
can’t help.”

All of the residents agreed that incompetence 
by the state government was the biggest issue.

“The various government and council depart-
ments keep telling us that the issues are private 
matters between the residents and the head 
lessee, but no-one is policing the laws and the 
breaches of contract,” Mr Gilberd said.

All residents agreed that they supported devel-
opment but wanted the development done by the 
law with proper approvals in place and environ-
mental impact studies done.

The value of houses on the island had dropped 
75–80 per cent since the takeover and many resi-
dents had lost their Super due to this fall.

Member for Mackay Julieanne Gilbert was 
contacted for comment but referred Mackay Re-
gional News (MRN) to the media adviser from 
the minister’s office, but the office had not re-
sponded by time of print.

Mackay Regional Council (MRC) said coun-
cil’s compliance officers had scheduled a trip 
to Keswick Island in early February to conduct 
inspections in relation to alleged illegal building 
work and the island’s sediment and erosion con-
trol plan.

MRC Community and Client Services director 
Angela Hays said China Bloom’s development 
manager Greaton had engaged engineers to pro-
vide environmental management support in rela-
tion to the development works.

“This will help to ensure any work they are 
carrying out on the island does not result in ad-
verse impacts on the environment, specifically 
relating to sediment and erosion control,” she 
said.

“Council has advised Greaton and China 
Bloom that a tidal works permit was required for 
the temporary boat ramp. This application must 
be made by March 2021 and failure to make this 
application may result in council taking further 
enforcement action.”

Member for Dawson, George Christensen, 

said Premier Anastasia Palaszczuk needs to 
stop hiding behind bureaucratic buck passing 
and legal mumbo jumbo and do something for 
the residents.

“Why are the state government accepting 
this situation? If a regular landlord was treating 
their tenants in this way, something would be 
done,” Mr Christensen said.

“There is only one solution to this problem 
and that is to cancel the head lease with the Chi-
nese company,” he said.

“There are a string of allegations about these 
alleged breaches that have substance behind 
them, and the state government need to take 
this seriously and at this stage they are not.”

A spokesperson for the Department of En-
vironment & Science said Keswick Island was 
leasehold land administered by the Depart-
ment of Resources (DOR). The Department of 
Environment and Science (DES) said they were 
aware of a number of environmental concerns 
raised by the community and had responded to 
those concerns.

Since becoming aware of these concerns in 
January 2020, DES had conducted several in-
spections of beach areas where the leaseholder 
had allegedly conducted works at Keswick Is-
land and had not observed any evidence of tur-
tle nests, damage to turtle nests or permanent 
impact to habitat.

Turtle nesting season extended from Novem-
ber to February and turtles would be nesting all 
along the Queensland coast and on many Great 
Barrier Reef islands.

DES was currently working alongside DOR 
and Mackay Regional Council to address island 
residents’ concerns with Keswick Island man-
agement.

State Member for Mirani, Steve Andrew, has 
called for more transparency over what was 
occurring at Keswick Island, and said locals de-
served better than the brush-off they were giv-

en recently by the state government.
Mr Andrew said the head lessee had acted 

unilaterally to restrict access to the island by 
both boats and aircraft while also making life 
as difficult as possible for the local residents on 
the island. He said a proper investigation of the 
company’s actions was needed.

“The head lessee has been excavating the 
land around Basil Bay, which is a well known 
turtle nesting location, and people have been 
understandably concerned about the ecological 
damage this could be having on the site’s turtle 
population. There’s also a lot of secrecy around 
the company’s activities on the island and there 
appears to be little to no oversight by the govern-
ment on any of it,” he said.

 “The foreign investor has owned the prop-
erty for nearly two years now and there is no 
transparency at all about what their plans for 
the island are. We’re told they’re building a re-
sort over there but there is little evidence of any 
actual construction work going on,” Mr Andrew 
said.

“Just a lot of excavating and shutting off of 
public areas and beaches that they have no right 
to shut off. I think the locals have every right to 
be upset and I think it’s time the government 
stepped in to resolve some of these issues and 
provide transparency to residents on what ex-
actly the owners are up to.”

 Mr Andrew also commented on the growing 
concern in the region over the rising levels of 
foreign ownership of the area’s coastal and is-
land real estate.

He said the neighbouring islands of St Bees, 
Lindeman, South Molle and Daydream islands 
as well as Great Keppel and Turtle islands were 
all now owned by overseas investors.

“All these islands hold a lot of cherished mem-
ories for locals in this region and watching them 
all being sold off to foreign owners has been 
deeply distressing for many people.”

Keswick Island residents Lee and Val McGrow say they are frustrated with government inaction. PHOTO: JULIE-ANNE SCOTT 

Sarina cadet unit calls for recruits

131 ARMY Cadet Unit Sarina are now recruit-
ing for 2021. 

The Australian Army Cadets (AAC) is a 
community-based youth development organ-
isation focused on the Australian Army cus-
toms, traditions, and values. 

Cadets learn leadership, team building and 
survival skills that set them up for life. 

Cadets participate in community ceremo-
nial activities such as bivouacs and an annual 
field exercise where they learn navigational, 
survival and field skills. 

This year marks the 50th year since 131 
Army Cadet Unit was founded by former OC 
and Sarina State High School teacher, Paul 
Carroll. 

They are holding an open day on Friday, 
February 12 from 4–6pm at the Ted Malone 
MP Rural Skills Centre, Breen Street, Sarina. 

They will have a series of interactive dis-
plays set up to show new recruits some of the 
learning experiences they can expect to par-
ticipate in if they join. 

New members must be turning 13 years 
or older in the year of joining, and not yet 17 
years old. 

Parents/guardians are asked to attend from 
5–6pm for an information session. 

131ACU does not charge a joining fee. 
For further information on joining, please 

contact the OC CAPT(AAC) Amy Bradford on 
0439 733 845 or 131acu@armycadets.gov.au


