Home » National » Article 

VCAT chief in shock departure
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STUART Morris, the colourful and controversial head of Victoria's appeals tribunal, has stunned colleagues and critics with his resignation after a turbulent, four-year tenure.

Justice Morris, accused of political intervention and conflict of interest, was never far from the headlines.

He has also resigned as a Supreme Court judge, and the reasons for his departure were uncertain last night. The State Government denied encouraging him to resign.

Attorney-General Rob Hulls said Justice Morris had been an innovative leader who had driven change and reform at the Victorian Civil and Administrative Tribunal.

Justice Morris' relationship with the Supreme Court Chief Justice, Marilyn Warren, was strained, legal sources said. Chief Justice Warren refused to comment yesterday.

His five-year contract as VCAT president was to expire in June next year. In a statement released yesterday, Justice Morris said he had left VCAT in good shape. "I have emphasised the values of timeliness, low cost to parties, use of expertise, accessibility and independence," he said.

A former ALP member and candidate, Justice Morris was accused of hubris during his career by political opponents, resident groups and anti-gaming campaigners.

He was involved in a political row before last year's state election after he challenged a local council's criticism of VCAT planning decisions. Municipal Association of Victoria president Dick Gross warned Justice Morris to butt out of local politics, and Opposition planning spokesman David Davis accused him of "political spear-throwing".

Justice Morris was threatened with legal action last October by a couple who bought his former Ivanhoe home. They accused him of reneging on a promise to build two, single-level apartments on the adjoining property. He pulled out of the proposed development hours after The Age revealed that he had lodged plans with Banyule Council for a three-level apartment block with as many as six units on the site.

His decisions to allow poker machines at venues across the state infuriated the anti-gaming lobby. As a former Queens counsel for gaming operators, he was accused of a conflict of interest after he allowed the first poker machines in Romsey. Macedon Shire Council and the Victorian Casino and Gaming Regulator are appealing against the decision.

Chris Wren, SC, vice-president of the Victorian Planning and Environment Law Association, said that Justice Morris' resignation was a great disappointment. Justice Morris was always objective in his decisions and "does not care if he offends the Government, developers or objectors".

Defending the tribunal in his final speech as VCAT president last night, Justice Morris said it was VCAT's responsibility to enforce planning laws and represent the interests of the broader city, regardless of political pressures. "Sometimes that will come into conflict with interests of a particular municipality," he said.
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Is this due to the verdict in C111/2007 Hariharan Iyer V Westpac Banking Corporation on 20th March 2007?

Where the applicant brought out the Regulation 33F of Consumer Credit Regulation 1995 of Victoria where the government permits ‘Compounding interest’ on all loans without restricting the frequency of compounding period as yearly, half yearly, quarterly or monthly and that the applicant proved the adverse effect seriousness of ‘Compounding monthly’ on unsuspecting consumers with evidence of 101 excel worksheets proving the point? 

