MEET THE PRESS  

INTERVIEWS WITH DEPUTY PRIME MINISTER JULIA GILLARD AND FAMILY FIRST SENATOR STEVE FIELDING.

March 1, 2009  

DISCUSSIONS ABOUT JOBS, UNEMPLOYMENT, THE FAIR WORK BILL, ALCOPOPS TAX.  

MEET THE PRESS PRESENTER PAUL BONGIORNO: Good morning and welcome to Meet the Press. The political climate became decidedly warmer during the week, as job losses began to mount, fuelling the blame game. For the Government, the 1,800 retrenchments at Pacific Brands were evidence of international factors at play. For the Opposition, they were evidence of policy failure. 
DEPUTY PRIME MINISTER JULIA GILLARD (Wednesday): We've been very clear that this kind of distressing news - the news that we heard today - that there will be other days on which we hear news like this as the global financial crisis and global recession bear down on our economy. 
LEADER OF THE OPPOSITION MALCOLM TURNBULL (Thursday): The reality is that Mr Rudd has spent $52 billion in three months. He said it will create jobs. He said it will support jobs. And all we are seeing is jobs being lost. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Deputy Prime Minister Julia Gillard is a guest. And later - a key Senator in the alcopops debate, Steve Fielding, joins us. 
But first - what's making news in the nation's papers this Sunday, March 1. 'The Sunday Telegraph' leads with new laws to rock cheating husbands - "Pay Your Mistress". New laws open the way for mistresses to receive the same settlements as divorced wives. Unemployment is emerging as a key factor in the Queensland election. The headline in 'The Sunday Mail' - "Galaxy Poll Reveals Job Loss Fear" - three out of every five Queenslanders fear they could lose their jobs in the next 12 months. 'The Sun Herald' front page has insurers calling for mandatory home cover in fire-prone areas - "Insure or Else" the headline. 'The Sunday Age' reports "Cash Boost for Small Business" - small-business owners will be offered grants up to $15,000 to make their workplaces family-friendly to help retain staff as the economic crisis bites.

Good morning and welcome back to the program, Deputy Prime Minister Julia Gillard. 
JULIA GILLARD: Good morning, Paul. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Deputy Prime Minister, we see from that headline in Brisbane that there is no doubt about job anxiety rife in Australia. Is nobody's job safe? 
JULIA GILLARD: The Government's always been clear with the Australian people that the global financial crisis and global recession weren't going to leave our economy untouched. We're not immune. We've been very clear with people that we did expect unemployment to rise when we published our updated economic forecasts. We said we thought unemployment would rise to around 7% by the middle of next year. But in the face of the global financial crisis and global recession, we've taken decisive action to invest in our economy and invest in our people. That's what our Nation Building and Jobs Plan was all about - $42 billion injected into the economy. That's what our Economic Security Strategy last year was about - more than $10 billion injected into our economy - as well as major infrastructure investments and major investments at local government level. What's it all about? Well, keeping the economy moving so we can support jobs. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: So when your colleague, the Industry Minister Kim Carr, said nobody's job was safe, was that a moment of truth, or a slip of the tongue? 
JULIA GILLARD: Well, I think Kim Carr, later in the day, acknowledged he probably could have put that better. But what Kim Carr was saying - what we're all saying - is these are difficult days following the global financial crisis and global recession. These are days in which the Government is acting to stimulate our economy, to invest in our economy, to support jobs, and obviously we are saying to the Australian people we do expect that the global recession and global financial crisis will cause unemployment here. We've been up-front about that. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Minister, there's a report today that, following further talks between Senator Carr and Pacific Brands, that the company may be reconsidering on some plant closures. What do you know about that? 
JULIA GILLARD: Kim Carr, as our Industry Minister, was in contact with Pacific Brands before they made their announcement of ceasing manufacturing and causing job losses of 1,850. At that stage, Kim Carr asked the company if there was anything Government could do to change their mind, and the answer was no. Kim Carr, on behalf of the Government, has continued to talk with the company. Those discussions happened on Friday. There's been no change in the company's decision at this point, Paul. Obviously, the Government will be in there trying, but the news from Pacific Brands has been that it's taken this decision and that it will cost jobs. We are now in there working with the employees - we will be there to provide employment services and training opportunities to help those individual workers have the best possible chance of getting a new job. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Well, the last big effort - I suppose I could put it that way - to abolish WorkChoices once and for all will come into the Senate not this week, but the following week. Your Fair Work Bill has now passed the scrutiny of a Senate inquiry, and the Liberal Senator who was deputy chair of that inquiry into the bill says no witness was able to say that you got it right. 
LIBERAL PARTY MEMBER GARY HUMPHRIES (Saturday): Although there were a great many submissions to the inquiry, not one of the witnesses who appeared before the inquiry actually recommended that the legislation be passed as it was. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: So, Minister, are you prepared to canvas or think about accepting amendments? 
JULIA GILLARD: I've always said, Paul, that we wanted a Senate inquiry process. We worked hard on this legislation in a consultative way to deliver on our election promises, to get rid of WorkChoices and replace it with a fairer system. A Senate inquiry is always a good way of canvassing for technical improvements, and we will consider the technical suggestions that have come up through the inquiry.
PAUL BONGIORNO: What about union right of entry? Some of the Liberal Senators on that inquiry say you've gone further than you said you would at the time of the election. 
JULIA GILLARD: The Liberal Party is thrashing around looking for any excuse, any reason, to keep WorkChoices. They don't want to publicly go out and say "We are the party of WorkChoices" - 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Have you gone further? 
JULIA GILLARD: If I can just say, Paul, the Liberal Party is the party of WorkChoices - will say and do anything to justify keeping WorkChoices.

PAUL BONGIORNO: OK. 
JULIA GILLARD: On right of entry, what we promised the Australian people is we'd have a system that had permits, notice requirements - you'd need to be a fit and proper person to enter onto premises - all of those things are in the legislation. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: One of our viewers is wondering if the flexibility for employers offered by the Howard Government's AWAs could have saved jobs. Clive from Adelaide wants to know: "Given last week's job cuts and warnings of more unemployment to come, was the Government too hasty in getting rid of WorkChoices?" Was it? 
JULIA GILLARD: It's always the right time for fairness, Paul. Always the right time for fairness. What WorkChoices was all about - what the Liberal Party's philosophy was all about - was allowing the weakest in our community, in our workplaces, to get ripped off. And let's remind ourselves of the stories of 16-year-olds in their first job getting ripped off, working women getting ripped off, basic pay and conditions stripped away without a cent of compensation. Well, that is wrong. It's wrong every day of the week. What should be in our workplaces is fairness, and that's what our Fair Work Bill provides. It's also a system based on productivity - driving productivity improvements at work so that, in the long term, this can be a more prosperous country. So we believe we've got the fairness right and the economics right. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Time for a break. When we return with the panel - is emissions trading deadly for jobs? And there was conclusive proof in Parliament last week that 'poodle' is easier to say than 'rhinoceros'. 
JULIA GILLARD (Monday): The Leader of the Opposition, faced with the choice of a Doberman or poodle, has gone for the poodle. 
TREASURER WAYNE SWAN (Monday): The Shadow Treasurer has the hide of a rhi - a rhinoc - rhinoceros, Mr Speaker. Rhinoceros, Mr Speaker. The hide of a rhinoc - rhinoc - rhinoc - rhinoceros.
PAUL BONGIORNO: You're on Meet the Press with Deputy Prime Minister Julia Gillard. Welcome to our panel, Annabel Crabb from 'The Sydney Morning Herald'. Good morning, Annabel. 
ANNABEL CRABB, 'THE SYDNEY MORNING HERALD': Good morning, Paul. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: And News Limited's Steve Lewis. Good morning, Steve. 
STEVE LEWIS, NEWS LIMITED: Good morning, Paul. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: There can be no doubt that the success of our Government's recession-proofing will depend in huge measure on the success of President Barack Obama in pulling the United States out of its nosedive. 
US PRESIDENT BARACK OBAMA (Wednesday): We will rebuild. We will recover. And the United States of America will emerge stronger than before. (APPLAUSE) What is required now is for this country to pull together, confront boldly the challenges we face, and take responsibility for our future once more. (APPLAUSE) 
ANNABEL CRABB: Deputy Prime Minister, that's a noticeably upbeat and optimistic message we're seeing out of America this week. Whereas in Australia, of course, three out of five Queenslanders think they're going to lose their jobs - presumably because they caught the Industry Minister this week. When and where did the Government decide to take a downbeat, pessimistic line on this crisis? 
JULIA GILLARD: What the Government's decided, Annabel, is to be frank, to be honest, to be up-front with the Australian people about the circumstances we confront. And so, since the global financial crisis started, we've been there explaining to the Australian people our economy is not going to be immune. But we've also been explaining to them the action we've taken to invest in jobs, to support jobs in our economy, and we've been clear throughout that, whilst these are tough days, the best place in the world to be in these tough days is in Australia. That we have a resilient economy, and we will come through this, and we'll come through it together. 
STEVE LEWIS: In that vein of being frank, Julia Gillard, can you tell the Australian people now how many other companies you believe are ready to lay off workers - the sorts of lay-offs that we saw from Pacific Brands the other day? 
JULIA GILLARD: Steve, I'm not advised of an individual company's circumstances. I can't tell you today that 'XLY Company' has made a decision about jobs. What I can tell you is the Government and I personally talk constantly to business about their outlook, their views, how they see the economy. And the word from business is really the same as what we have been saying to the Australian people - that these are difficult days. The global financial crisis and global recession is impacting on our economy. The Government has said we do anticipate that there will be an increase in unemployment, but we are taking action. We've taken it through the jobs and nation-building plan, through our Economic Security Strategy, and through our investment in infrastructure to support jobs across the country. 
ANNABEL CRABB: What can you do to make sure that companies don't use this crisis as a cover to make changes that they've been wanting to make for some time? 
JULIA GILLARD: Well, companies make individual decisions about their company's future. That happens in the best of times and it happens in the difficult times. We're not going to be dictating to individual companies the decisions that they should make. What we are doing across the economy is taking actions to stimulate the economy and to support jobs. And we're certainly saying to companies that we believe, having fought so hard to get skilled labour - everybody 12 months ago was crying out they couldn't get enough skilled labour - but having fought so hard to get skilled workers, we do want companies to recognise their single biggest resource is their people, and to do everything they can to keep people in work. 
STEVE LEWIS: Julia Gillard, there's been community outrage about the salaries paid to chief executives, including the CEO of Pacific Brands. The Treasurer, Wayne Swan, said on Friday that all options are open in terms of this Government - this Government - actually curbing salaries paid to these high-flyers. Can you explain what those options are? Do they include some sort of special tax rate for people who earn above a certain salary? 
JULIA GILLARD: Well, certainly the Treasurer has said all options are open. We are very concerned and disturbed by the high quantum of executive salaries. And I think when we see an example like Pacific Brands, it reinforces the community view -

STEVE LEWIS: So what are you going to do - what are you going to do - given you are very concerned and the community is very concerned? What are you going to do? Can you explain some of the options before the Government? 
JULIA GILLARD: What I can say, Steve, is we are concerned. We understand why the community looks at these circumstances with a sense of disgust. We've been working through the G20 - that is, working internationally - on new arrangements about executive pay. And the Treasurer has made it clear that we are prepared to canvas all options on this matter. So the Government will be continuing to do that work, because we do want to see action. We're clearly coming off a circumstance where there's been community concern about this for some time. The former government - the Howard government - over 12 years made no changes to address this issue. We are now canvassing all options to deal with executive pay, and we share the community's sense of disquiet and, indeed, revulsion when they see some of these huge salaries published in the newspapers. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Minister, the Nationals were quick to seize on the Pacific Brands job losses as yet another reason to abandon putting a price on carbon. Senator Ron Boswell says an emissions trading scheme, as proposed by the Government, will send more jobs offshore. 
THE NATIONALS' RON BOSWELL (Thursday): If there was ever a warning, the warning was yesterday - do not touch this emission-trading when Australia is very vulnerable, in the height of an economic downturn. 
STEVE LEWIS: Julia Gillard, given the Government is forecasting unemployment to rise to 7%, why would you crucify Australian jobs for the sake of pursuing the ETS? Isn't it now time to take the advice of the Australian Industry Group - your key business ally - and defer the introduction of the scheme, at least until 2012? 
JULIA GILLARD: Well, Steve, there's lots of assumptions in that question I'd have to say I don't agree with. The Government's view about climate change is climate change is real, and it requires us to act, and the longer we delay in taking action, the higher the costs of that action will be. We are committed to our Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme and to having it start in 2010. We've put that scheme together in a highly consultative way, and we've done that because, in putting the scheme together, we were incredibly mindful of Australian jobs and supporting Australian jobs. 
STEVE LEWIS: But Julia Gillard, the economy is getting worse, and now groups like the Ai Group - which is your key business ally - has ditched support, at least for the 2010 introduction. Surely now it's responsible to put it back until 2012, or at least until you see what emerges from the Copenhagen talks later this year? 
JULIA GILLARD: What's responsible is to be dealing with the challenge of the global financial crisis, and the challenge of climate change. What's responsible is doing that in a way which supports jobs, the global financial crisis and the design of the Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme. But the key issue here is, if we fail to act now, the costs of acting later will be far higher. And when it comes to Senator Boswell and the outlook of the Liberal Party on this, I mean, the reality is the Liberal Party is divided between people who simply don't believe in climate change, and people who maybe accept the science but spent 12 long years doing nothing about it and have got no plans to deal with it in an effective way now. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Minister, just before we go, there are more reports today of anger amongst the families of the SAS, our elite soldiers, over the pay bungle. We know that the Defence Minister is quite close to you. Are you happy in the way in which Joel Fitzgibbon has handled this issue? 
JULIA GILLARD: Joel Fitzgibbon, as Minister, as soon as he became aware of this issue, took immediate action to stop pay deductions coming out - pay deductions associated with the Defence Force Remuneration Tribunal pay change. He has obviously worked with Defence to remedy this problem. We are committed to making sure that every soldier who has been affected through this change has the right thing done by them, and the Minister's got on with that job, got on with it quickly and effectively. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Thank you very much for being with us this morning, Julia Gillard. 
JULIA GILLARD: Thanks, Paul. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Coming up - Family First Senator Steve Fielding. 
And the Liberals' Tony Abbott inspired Tandberg in 'The Age' by his attack on the parliamentary performance of Kevin Rudd. 
TONY ABBOTT: Kevin Rudd's approval ratings continue in the stratosphere, but he is probably the worst parliamentarian as prime minister since Billy McMahon. I mean, the guy is a toxic bore. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: And John Howard laments, "He's forgotten me already." 
You're on Meet the Press. The Coalition says it will vote the alcopops tax down, so to succeed, the Government will need the vote of one other Senator. And it looks like that Senator will have to be Steve Fielding. The other balance-of-power Senators signalling they are not prepared to force a couple of hundred million dollars to be paid back to the distillers. And it's good morning and welcome back to the program, Senator Fielding. 
FAMILY FIRST LEADER STEVE FIELDING: Thank you, Paul. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Just to remind our viewers, you said last October that the global financial crisis was reason enough for you not to block the Government's revenue measures: 
STEVE FIELDING (October '08): Family First can help with that stability by making it quite clear today that we won't stand in the way of the Government's tax bills and their budget. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Senator Fielding, isn't the need for stability even more pressing now than October? 
STEVE FIELDING: Look, certainly the times are no better than they were back in last October, but what we've found is the alcopops tax is a fizzer - it doesn't address binge-drinking. So what we've said is the Government can still have their revenue for the last 12 months - they can have it for another 6 months - but they've got to actually get on and address the issue of binge-drinking. And frankly, the alcopops fizzer is a fizzer, and it's not working. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Even conceding that, there is no doubt it's a revenue measure - I think the distillers call it a "tax binge" - but it's a tax binge that does put money into the budget, which is sliding rapidly into deficit. 
STEVE FIELDING: But what's happening, Paul, is it does that, but the Government is hiding behind it and refusing to address the real issue of the culture of binge-drinking. And what Family First is saying - the Government has to get serious and be given another six months to address the core issues of binge-drinking. 
STEVE LEWIS: Senator Fielding, you copped a lot of criticism last week from the Government when you made your announcement. Have you held talks with Health Minister Nicola Roxon, subsequently to - 
STEVE FIELDING: No, we haven't had any discussions since then. Look, we're always open to actually chat to the Government. In actual fact, Family First has been trying to address this issue of binge-drinking for over a year. We think there's a couple of measures that the Government could do, and that is closing the crazy loopholes that allows alcohol ads to appear on television any time of the day. What we've got - the situation is we've got kids seeing two out of three alcohol ads. That's just crazy. If you want to address binge-drinking, stand up to the big end of the alcohol industry and actually say, "Ads should only appear late at night." And you would also put alcohol-warning labels on alcohol bottles. When we export a bottle of wine or alcohol to the States, a health-warning label needs to go on there. We don't do it in Australia. It's crazy! 
ANNABEL CRABB: So is your position that you'll only let the Government keep that revenue if they make these changes that you're talking about - banning ads and changing labelling? 
STEVE FIELDING: Well, we've suggested those two. I'm open to what the Government may want to do themselves. But, frankly, waking up one morning and saying, "We're going to tackle binge-drinking by ratcheting up tax on one particular product," knowing that you'll get substitution into others… When we addressed the tobacco toll - and we've got the alcohol toll, but when we addressed the tobacco toll - we didn't take the most popular brand of cigarettes and just up the tax on one of them - it was across the board. What this Government's done is tried to hide behind a revenue grab - a tax grab - rather than addressing the hard issue of tackling the alcohol industry and tackling binge-drinking. 
STEVE LEWIS: Senator Fielding, on another issue, we've just heard the Deputy Prime Minister say the Government is open to technical amendments to the Fair Work Bill, which will come up before the Senate very soon. Now, you're very close to union leaders like Joe de Bruyn. Are they urging you to support the Government's bill as it currently stands, or do you want to see some changes? 
STEVE FIELDING: Steve, you've got good sources there - yes, I am. But, look - the issue here is that WorkChoices was too hard. Family First voted against WorkChoices. Now, the question is, is the Fair Work too soft in allowing the unions to come in on small business? This is the area - we're more worried about small business. We're also wondering about vulnerable employees - and that's where WorkChoices went wrong. But the Fair Work Bill does open the door for unions to stomp into small businesses and start throwing their weight around - that is a bit of a concern. I don't know how to address that yet - it's a concern that we've got. This second concern is you've got people like the ACTU pushing that they want unlawful behaviour happening - the Qantas strike we saw a couple of weeks ago, that wildcat strike - I want to make sure that we can't have any more of those sort of types of things where people can just walk off the job for the sake of it, because the union's going to back them up. 
ANNABEL CRABB: Senator Fielding, it's kind of time to talk turkey on the stuff, isn't it now? You've sat through the inquiry, you've had a great chance to develop a position. Are you prepared to actually block these Senate bills on the basis of the concerns that you have?
STEVE FIELDING: Look, I think that, quite frankly, the debate has moved on. I don't think anyone is going to block the Fair Work Bill. But what we do need to do is look at some of the amendments - some of the ones for small business about having unions being able to just waltz in there and actually demand certain information, I think, is crazy. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Just before we go - briefly - obviously this puts a lot of pressure on you. Are you up to the pressure? 
STEVE FIELDING: Oh, look, I grew up in a large family of 16. There's argy-bargy around the kitchen table. I grew up in Reservoir in the northern suburbs. Frankly, the argy-bargy in the Senate - no, it's fine.
PAUL BONGIORNO: Thanks very much for being with us today, Senator Fielding. And thanks to our panel, Annabel Crabb and Steve Lewis. If you have any questions you'd like to ask future guests, email us - meetthepress@networkten.com.au. Until next week, goodbye.
