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DISCUSSIONS ABOUT THE MAY BUDGET AND SEXUAL ASSAULT CHARGES AGAINST NRL PLAYERS.
MEET THE PRESS PRESENTER PAUL BONGIORNO: Good morning and welcome to Meet the Press. We now have a very clear idea of the impact of the global recession on Australia's economy. Wayne Swan's second Budget on Wednesday was a record breaker for all the wrong reasons. The $57 billion deficit came grace and favour of a massive revenue shrinkage. But aided by Treasury forecasts, Mr Swan did see a bright side. 
FEDERAL TREASURER WAYNE SWAN: We know this global recession brings adversity, but it brings opportunity as well. And despite momentous challenges, we know we can emerge more productive and more prosperous than before this crisis began. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Labor were accused of using the opportunity for reckless spending. 
FEDERAL OPPOSITION LEADER MALCOLM TURNBULL: A budget that just doesn't add up. A budget so unbelievable, that the Prime Minister is already running away from it, racing to an early election. So that he can get to the polls before the full consequences of his mismanagement are felt by the Australian people. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Has the Finance Minister's axe been blunted? Lindsay Tanner is a guest. And later NRL sex behaviour adviser Karen Willis. And what's making news in the nation's papers this Sunday, May 17?  News Limited and Fairfax papers prominently report Labor's flight club. The ‘Sun Herald’ says ministers spent almost $2 million in seven weeks on overseas travel. Details were released under cover of the Treasurer's Budget Night speech. WA elects to stay in the dark ages. The ‘Sunday Times’ says WA votes no. For the fourth time in 34 years, sandgropers have given the thumbs down to daylight saving – 54% to 44%. The ‘Sunday Age’ reports bonanza for private health firms. Australians are flocking to take up private health insurance, more than 4,000 people are joining each week, despite opposition and industry predictions that last year's Budget changes would force people to abandon it. And another victim has come forward in the NRL group sex crisis. The ‘Sunday Telegraph’ has ‘Another woman speaks out’. The woman at the centre of sexual assault allegations against three Brisbane Broncos last year says her life is ruined and she feels degraded. And it’s good morning and welcome back to the programme, Lindsay Tanner.
FINANCE MINISTER LINDSAY TANNER:  Morning, Paul. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Just going to the reports today about ministers spending $2 million in just seven weeks last winter and these details being released on Budget Night. Now that does look a bit sneaky. Does the Government have something to hide? 
LINDSAY TANNER: We certainly don't, Paul. These trips are necessary for things like climate change discussions, the global financial crisis. There are reasons why ministers have to travel. One of the reasons it happens at this time of year is it’s one of the few times during the year when you get an extended break from parliamentary sittings. And it's not the Budget preparation break that has, of course, just preceded the Budget. So it's one of the periods you have a genuine opportunity to visit countries and engage in these serious discussions. We need to bear in mind that the previous government wasn't exactly shy in this department either. John Howard spent nearly $20 million on overseas travel so this is part and parcel of being in government and representing Australia internationally. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: According to the report, you and a party of three spent $62,980 in eight days on a trip to Europe. Not a good look for a Finance Minister in these circumstances, is it? 
LINDSAY TANNER: This was the one substantial trip that I have taken in 18 months. I've had two trips that have been one day each, fulfilling ministerial responsibilities, for example a meeting of ministers in New Zealand. And this was the one substantial trip I had. It was to deal with deregulation issues in the jurisdictions that are the leading countries in the world – the United Kingdom and the Netherlands – the leading nations on deregulation. And the bulk of that is on airfares. I had the head of my department and I had a staff member with me, as well as my wife. And the bulk of that cost simply comes in airfares. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: So your advice to public servants – to travel less and use video conferencing more – applies equally to ministers? 
LINDSAY TANNER: Of course it does. In fact, we are just in the process of putting in major video conferencing facilities around Australia. And eventually, I expect they’ll be able to be used internationally as well. And that will erode the cost of air travel over time, but it’s going to take a while to adapt to that. It's something the facilities are only just in the process of being put in place. We're getting assistance from the States as well. So that will be a major step forward. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Just going to the Budget and particularly Malcolm Turnbull's Budget reply. He's got a deal on the table for the Government. He’ll let you raise $1.9 billion by raising the tobacco taxes if you give away the changes to the health insurance rebate. As Finance Minister in these times, that's a pretty good offer, isn't it? 
LINDSAY TANNER: Well, I think there's a couple of interesting things about that proposal, Paul. For the first time, finally, after months of posturing and ranting at the Government, the Opposition has put a savings proposition on the table. But guess what? It's a tax increase. All of the pontificating about how terrible we are, and we're spending too much, they have yet to come up with a single spending cut proposal. Secondly, it would look like Malcolm Turnbull wants ordinary working people to pay that tax increase in order to subsidise the health insurance of people like him. I just don't see the justice in that. I think that what we've put forward on private health insurance is entirely reasonable. It's something that is necessary because we have to set our sales for more difficult budgetary circumstances in the future. We’ve got to rein in spending and that's one of the key elements to our Budget plan. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: But if you say no to $1.9 billion, it doesn't look real, does it? 
LINDSAY TANNER: Well, we've got a tax review that's under way that is due to report towards the end of the year, which is considering all of the issues about the tax system. What Mr Turnbull has to consider is, what's he going to do about our other savings? We’ve got $22 billion worth of savings in the Budget. He’s indicated he’s going to block one, but he still has yet to say whether or not he is going to let the Budget through. It's about time he stood up and said, “Yes, we will support the Government's efforts to repair the damage to the Budget from the global recession. We will support the Government's tough savings and allow them through the Senate.” Now, he hasn't said that, so I challenge Mr Turnbull today to say whether he is going to support the Government's other savings initiatives. He hasn't got the guts to come up with his own savings initiatives, at least he should support ours.
PAUL BONGIORNO: Some of the heaviest fire against the Budget came from the welfare agencies for ignoring the unemployed. Labor backbencher Julia Irwin broke ranks over it. 
LABOR BACKBENCHER JULIA IRWIN (WEDNESDAY): I'm a bit disappointed as a Labor member there wasn't much in the Budget for the unemployed.
PAUL BONGIORNO: The Newstart allowance is about $100 a week less than the pension. That’s very hard for the unemployed to live on and there’s going to be a lot more of them.

LINDSAY TANNER: Well, Paul, people are often on the pension for 30 years plus. That’s generally not the case for people on Newstart. But we are doing a lot of things for people who are unemployed. We have relaxed the assets test for people getting on to New Start. We have relaxed the test for people made redundant so they can get immediate access to intensive assistance on the Job Network. We’ve put in place a modest training allowance. And, of course, we are doing the wider things that are the most important things: a huge increase in training places and in productivity places to help people rebuild their skills and improve their skills; and most importantly of all, big stimulus to the economy both through cash payments, and infrastructure spending. The most important thing we can do is improve people's chances of getting a job, and that's where our focus is. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: During the week the Government began taunting the Opposition over the leadership. Peter Costello made a cameo appearance on the Budget Night telecast, walking across Treasurer Swan's shot 12 minutes into his speech. What do you think he's up to? 
LINDSAY TANNER: I think it's a matter for the Liberal Party as to exactly what Peter Costello is up to, Paul. But I'll say this: he did have the guts to step up when his party most needed him after they lost the election. Opposition is tough. I know this from long, bitter experience. Opposition is really hard. When his party needed him, he didn't have the intestinal fortitude to step up to the plate. What he’s trying to do now is let Malcolm Turnbull do the hard yards in the hope that Peter can cruise in at the last moment and take all the glory. I think that disqualifies him from any ambition to lead the nation because he's not prepared to take the reins of the Liberal Party when they need him most, when times are toughest. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Time for a break. When we return with the panel, can Labor ever live down the big spender tag? Does it want to? And Budget Night has many rituals. One of the more unusual is the conga line of interest groups who queue for their response to the media. It makes it easier for everyone but some never have a good word to say. 
GUY RUNDLE: Good evening. Guy Rundle, Geelong Light Heritage Railway Club. Once again there's been nothing for light heritage railway enthusiasts in this year's Budget. This has been the 35th year in a row that our needs and interests have been neglected. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: You’re on Meet the Press with Finance Minister Lindsay Tanner. Welcome to our panel, Peter Hartcher from the ‘Sydney Morning Herald’. Good morning, Peter. 
THE ‘SYDNEY MORNING HERALD’S PETER HARTCHER: Morning, Paul.
PAUL BONGIORNO: And from the ‘Australian’, Jennifer Hewett. Good morning, Jennifer.

THE ‘AUSTRALIAN’S JENNIFER HEWETT: Hi Paul. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Australians are addicted to debt but we seem to hate ourselves for it, which gives the Opposition plenty of scope to attack the massive spending and borrowing in the Budget.
SHADOW TREASURER JOE HOCKEY (Wednesday): This Government, in difficult times, has gone on the biggest spending spree in modern Australian history. It will get worse, because you can't believe this mob will control the spending.
JENNIFER HEWETT: Minister, it's not just Joe Hockey. You have to have a lot of private sector economists, scathing about your ability to rein in spending, assuming the economy recovers. In fact, Chris Richardson of Access Economics called you a bunch of cream puffs. Does that hurt your feelings? Does that dent your image as a tough Finance Minister? 
LINDSAY TANNER: Chris Richardson is always good for getting a grab on Budget Night with a hard line description, Jennifer. That's his thing. But I believe we have put in place some very serious, tough savings for the future, and they will gradually cut in over time. The real question is will Malcolm Turnbull let those savings through the Senate? We've had all kinds of posturing and raving about the evils of spending and the evils of big deficits from the Opposition, yet not only did he not reduce the deficit by a single cent in his alternative proposals last Thursday night in the Budget reply, he actually added to further to them. We had all kinds of promises from the Opposition out there about the fuel excise…

JENNIFER HEWETT: Now, Minister, it’s your Budget, though. It is your Budget. So there's a lot of scepticism, I think, from a lot of people about your ability to rein in spending in years to come. And the idea that you'll have 2% growth in spending, for example, sounds easy, but actually would require an incredibly tough Budget, much tougher Budgets over many years. 
LINDSAY TANNER: Well, in fact, that's not the case, Jennifer. Prior to the global recession hitting our finances, in fact, our spending prediction last year, when we put out a Budget last year, was 1.1% increase. It's a tough restriction, no doubt. But we've had the guts to put out a programme, to put out a benchmark against which we'll be measured. We've actually got a set of rules, saying here is how we are going to get the Budget back to surplus and here’s the time span over which we expect that to apply. Guess what. You and everybody else out there will be scrutinising what we do and measuring what we do against those rules. I think that matters and certainly as the person in a central responsibility to try to deliver the outcomes, I will be very focused and I seem sure Kevin Rudd and Wayne Swan will be very focused on making sure that we do live up to those benchmarks. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Well, business believes, Minister, that the Government has closed off responsible options for the future. 
ACCI CHIEF EXECUTIVE PTER ANDERSON (Tuesday): The major weakness in this Budget is the failure to apply substantial discipline to Commonwealth spending to rein in the deficit in the event that the recession is longer or deeper than the Budget forecasts.
PETER HARTCHER: Mr Tanner, you inherited from the Howard Government a surplus in the Budget. The Budget papers on your own numbers show that 10 years hence you plan to have the Government in net debt of 3.7% of GDP, which in today's dollars is about $40 billion in 10 years. Are you happy for that to be your legacy to the national finances? 
LINDSAY TANNER: Given the enormous hit we've had on revenues, that is unavoidable. That level of debt is pretty much close to the lowest in the developed world, and it's lower than the level of debt we had for most of the period of the Howard Government. We were OK throughout that time in debt terms, it was sustainable and it was manageable. There's been a lot of hysterical commentary, particularly from the Opposition about this issue.  Obviously it's desirable for the Government to be at zero debt. But we've lost over $200 billion over the space of four or five years from projected revenues. The alternative, as advocated by at least one employer organisation, is contract the Budget, suck money out of the economy, trash jobs and businesses and basically follow the policies that conservative politicians put in place in the 1930s that created the Great Depression. We will not head down that path. We are spending in the short-term, with temporary stimulus packages to sustain jobs and business activity, to keep growth at least at a half-reasonable position in the wake of very powerful negative pressures from overseas. 
PETER HARTCHER: Well, yes, Mr Tanner and mainstream economics does support the concept of falling into deficit, even a seriously large deficit in the middle of a recession. But your Budget is demonstrating a scenario 10 years hence, not due to any recessionary collapse in revenues but due to a 10-year horizon of your spending and taxing plans. You say you've taken a hard line on spending, actual spending cuts in the forward estimates amount to 1.7% of Commonwealth outlays. You're the Finance Minister, you’re the hard man supposed to control spending. When you saw this 10-year legacy unfolding in front of you, did you consider resigning as Finance Minister? 
LINDSAY TANNER: Of course not. It's always tough to do these things, Peter, and Finance Ministers never get their way entirely, that's just the nature of the business. If you look at the trajectory and the huge hit we've suffered, the actual impact of that loss of revenue, the total amount of money lost is larger over the next four years than the total amount of the deficit. That's where the problem is coming from. We can't immediately reverse that. We can't immediately just turn the tap off and say, “Right, no more spending,” because that would have a devastating effect on the economy. Australia is a bit like a small to medium business that has lost its biggest customer. We have to go into overdraft to avoid sacking lots of staff and in order to invest a bit for the future to maybe win some new customers, but in the medium term, given there's no guarantee of new customers, we have to modify our spending. That's very tricky, it seems contradictory but it’s the kind of thing we have to do, and that means it won't be done overnight. That's the responsible, sensible way to do it. 
JENNIFER HEWETT:  Minister, on a specific issue - the employee share ownership programme, you changed the rules for people earning over $60,000. Most are not rich. Woolworths alone has tens of thousands of people on a scheme, yet companies all around Australia are having to suspend these programmes. Don't you think this is a bit of a giant stuff-up?
LINDSAY TANNER: No, it certainly isn't, Jennifer. Basically this scheme has been used for a number of years primarily as a tax avoidance mechanism, essentially as a way of people paying a lower rate of tax on what is simply their ordinary earnings than other people. So it effectively was an anomaly, something creating an unfair advantage for some people, and overwhelmingly higher income earners. That’s why we’ve retained the concession for people below $60,000 a year. It was something that needed to be corrected. If you look at what's happening at the very big end of town, some of these outrageous executive salaries, one of the significant components of that has been the use of employee share ownership schemes as a way of paying very large sums of money and ripping off the taxpayer at the same time, ripping off the tax office, by having a lower rate of tax. That’s something that I don't think ordinary working people who don't get access to these high income earner tax avoidance arrangements can put up with, because they're the ones ultimately footing the bill. 
JENNIFER HEWETT: Tell that to a Woolies employee. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Well, one of our viewers is worried she's worrying too much about the recession. Chrissie from Sydney asks, “Minister, is all the hype surrounding the recession making the problem worse? My partner and I are still earning the same amount but we’re scared to spend it because of what might happen over the next year.”

LINDSAY TANNER: Look, I think that's a reasonable observation. It's not something that any government can control and we can't criticise the media for reporting things, that's the media doing its job. Particularly in October last year with the extraordinary events in the United States, the collapse of Lehman Brothers, the bail-out of AIG, there was a huge shock to confidence in this country and most of the rest of the world and that flowed through into the national accounts, into the savings rate, all kinds of behaviour. So, yes, it's a problem and there's a very difficult balance for the Government to meet. We sometimes get criticised for talking the economy down, for sounding gloomy, other times we're criticised for being too upbeat and optimistic. We have to walk a fine line between those two things, being honest and frank about the serious problems but at the same time trying to promote confidence. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Thank you very much for being with us this morning, Lindsay Tanner. And coming up, when does sordid sex become sexual assault? NRL adviser Karen Willis joins us. And how temporary is temporary? Mark Knight compares it to when your mother-in-law comes to visit. How long will I be staying? It’s only temporary, like your deficit. That long? 

PAUL BONGIORNO: You're on Meet the Press. The most talked about issue of the week wasn't the Budget, but claims rugby league identity Matthew Johns was involved not in group sex but, according to the woman, sexual assault. Allegations not sustained after a police investigation and denied by Johns. 
FORMER RUGBY LEAGUE PLAYER MATTHEW JOHNS (Wednesday): The woman was a willing participant in what went on. And it's something that I regret. Any trauma and embarrassment that she's gone through as a result of this incident, I'm extremely sorry for. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: And welcome to the programme, NRL Sex Behaviour Adviser and Manager of the NSW Rape Crisis Centre, Karen Willis. Good morning. 
NSW RAPE CRISIS CENTRE MANAGER KAREN WILLIS: Good morning, Paul.

PAUL BONGIORNO: There were quite strident calls in the week for the other players involved with Matthew Johns to name themselves, to come forward. Do you believe that will be helpful? 
KAREN WILLIS: I think anybody's who's been involved in whether it's unethical or criminal behaviour, if they're in any way sorry for what they've done or understand the impacts of their behaviour, the very first thing they need to do is admit that and then from there can then start to work towards attempting to make up for what they've done.
PAUL BONGIORNO: So that’s admit it to themselves, but what about admit it to the public, admit it to the NRL? 
KAREN WILLIS: I think admit it to the NRL would be a good first step. I suppose where I have the problem is I would be concerned that we would have large numbers of players on the field who are looked up to and admired particularly by young men, and then we find out that these people have also been involved in highly inappropriate and potentially illegal behaviour towards women. We need to be very careful that if we're going to take a high profile position in our society that we behave in an ethical way so those who admire us can emulate that behaviour and not some of the more problematic behaviour we've seen. 
PETER HARTCHER: Miss Willis, a story in the papers this morning about another incident three years ago, where some of the Broncos were involved in, I think, three Broncos were involved in having sex with a woman in a toilet cubicle. Can I ask you in your capacity as an NRL adviser, is your advice to the NRL failing to have an impact or is the NRL suffering from an incurable condition? 
KAREN WILLIS: I think the NRL is a microcosm of society. 7,000 times a year, we pick up the telephone in my service to people who have experienced sexual violence. NSW police have had 9,500 reports of sexual and indecent assault last year. While I'm certainly not for one minute suggesting the behaviour of footballers in those situations is in any way appropriate, because clearly it's not, I would also suggest it's not just footballers. If it was, we could gather all footballers up, stick them on an island and the rest of us could live our lives free of violence. The problem is across the board.

PETER HARTCHER: You're suggesting the NRL’s problems can’t be solved until you solve the entire society’s problems? 
KAREN WILLIS: I think we should be doing both. Absolutely, I think the NRL, and they've certainly been the first male-dominated organisation in this country to put up their hand and say we have a problem and we need to do something about it. That work needs to continue. But I think if the rest of us who are concerned about the level of violence against women in our society, then the rest of us also need to be putting up our hand and doing something about it and only together can we start to move forward. I don't think you can ever pick one group and say, we're going to fix you and everything else will be OK. Clearly that's not true.
JENNIFER HEWETT: Karen, I think there's a general perception the NRL does have a particular problem in this area. You talk about violence. A lot of this is in a grey area about what violence is and the fact of what the women's involvement is, so how do you get past this perception that the NRL still just doesn't get it? 
KAREN WILLIS: I think that the first thing is that generally a lot of blokes just don't get it. I think the NRL is moving towards trying to get it. Yeah, look, I agree, there are certainly players and people within the NRL who still don't get it. I think they're starting to. But I think in the general community, people don't get the level of violence that mainly women and children experience. They don't get the impacts of that violence. They don't get the joke that degrades a woman, or saying no once, two, ten times doesn't count and they don't get that those behaviours then allow, at the pointy end, that small minority of men who are violent towards women to commit terrible acts that have shocking impacts on people's lives.
JENNIFER HEWETT: A lot of people will say, for example, that many of the women, often girls, but certainly young women in most cases put themselves in this position and that, in a sense, they have to share some responsibility for some of the actions that occur. 
KAREN WILLIS: You know, sexual assault is one of the few crimes – probably domestic violence is the only other – where we blame the victim. If someone's robbed, we don't say, “You had an expensive car or fancy clothes or a big house, so you're advertising you had money. So therefore you shouldn't complain if you were robbed.” In sexual assault and domestic violence, we often blame the victim and that's exactly what we're talking about here. People, yes, they might do crazy things at times or they may be interested in having sex with someone, but that doesn't mean they should be mistreated or violated and it doesn't mean that any of those behaviours should be done without their consent. Consent is not just a matter of saying yes or no. The NSW law is quite clear about consent and we need to understand that consent has a range of ingredients that need to be there, and at the end of the day we need to be ethical in our sexual practices. We need to ensure that what occurs is in the fun, safety, pleasure category of sex and not in the violent or unethical categories. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Plenty to think about there. Thank you very much for being with us today, Karen Willis. And thanks to the panel, Peter Hartcher and Jennifer Hewett. A transcript of this programme will be on the website. If you have any questions you’d like to ask guests, email us: meetthepress@networkten.com.au. Until next week, goodbye. 
