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MEET THE PRESS PRESENTER PAUL BONGIORNO: Good morning and welcome to Meet the Press. As if the global financial crisis isn't bad enough, now the world is dealing with the prospect of a swine influenza pandemic. Its consequences - the loss of human lives and  further economic damage. The rush for a vaccine is on, health authorities caught between assuring people to minimise panic and telling it as it is.

WORLD HEALTH ORGANIZATION CHIEF DR MARGARET CHAN (THURSDAY): All countries should immediately now activate their pandemic preparedness plans. It really is all of humanity that is under threat during a pandemic.

FEDERAL HEALTH MINISTER NICOLA ROXON (WEDNESDAY): We are conscious that whatever steps we take it may not be possible to stop this disease coming into Australia. We have to do all we can to delay its entry but we also have to be prepared to act quickly to contain it.

PAUL BONGIORNO: Health Minister Nicola Roxon is a guest. And later Australia's only Liberal treasurer, Troy Buswell. But first - what's making news in the nation's papers this Sunday, May 3. The 'Sunday Herald Sun' has the encouraging headline "WHO not sure of swine flu's severity". The World Health Organization says there are 653 cases worldwide, but mostly in the Americas. And Mexico has revised down its death toll from the disease. The 'Sunday Age' reports "Third Australian in London probably infected". Journalist Kate Corbett, who travelled in Mexico, is awaiting tests to confirm she has the swine flu. Two other Australians in the British capital are confirmed victims and are in quarantine. The 'Sun-Herald' leads with "Cancer help". The Federal Government has announced a $600 million boost to fund expensive medicines. Drugs to counter advanced breast and bowel cancer will be listed on the Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme. Another drug - to combat kidney cancer - is also being subsidised. The 'Sunday Mail' has "Army boot camp for job seekers". Canberra is considering Defence Department training to instil self-discipline and structure in the lives of young problem job-seekers. The Budget will also boost training allowances by $2,000. Good morning and welcome back to the program, Nicola Roxon. 
NICOLA ROXON: Good morning. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Let's go to that cancer announcement. Is that a surprise, the $600 million for very important cancer drugs? 
NICOLA ROXON: We've always been absolutely committed to providing the support that's needed for cancer patients and particularly through the PBS. These drugs are incredibly expensive. Avastin® for bowel cancer will cost about $300 million over the next four years. I think it's a sign that whilst we're in tough economic times we still are determined to do the things that are needed to help people in very vulnerable circumstances. These drugs are expensive. We've made room for them to be able to be funded. And Sutent®, Avastin® and Herceptin® deal with some of the most severe types of cancer - bowel cancer, liver cancer and breast cancer. [Correction: Sutent®  is a kidney cancer drug.] I'm pleased it will be able to provide relief to many sufferers that these drugs will be available for them through the PBS. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Minister, will pharmacists still have to bear the cost of any wastage from unused vials of these drugs? 
NICOLA ROXON: There's a bit of an argument going on from a Budget measure from last year that was designed to ensure that we weren't paying more for these very expensive drugs because a fair amount of them were being wasted. As many people know, chemotherapy drugs have to be based on weight and there's a complex process for administering them. We've had some complications raised by the stakeholders to say that it might not be possible to protect patients' safety. We've extended the introduction of that measure, delayed it by two months, to ensure we can get all those teething problems right. But we need to be able to make savings where they are safe and protect patients so that we have room in the Budget to fund these new and expensive drugs as they become available. So yes we will still persist with the measure but we have another two months now to properly negotiate with the stakeholders and ensure there are no unintended consequences from it. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Well, the pharmacists say it's taken you 11 months and you still haven't come up with a workable answer. They're threatening not to carry these drugs because they say they can't afford to. 
NICOLA ROXON: I think that's overstating the situation. There have been some very intense negotiations with my department. I understand that the matter is nearly close to resolution. I think there might be one pharmaceutical company or one other group that's still to be in the tent. I'm very confident that those negotiations will be able to be successfully conducted. But we need to make clear to patients, but also to pharmacists and drug manufacturers, where savings can properly be made in a safe way we will make them and that will ensure we have the funds in the Budget to be able to support new drugs, new treatments and ongoing support for patients that need them. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Going to swine flu - is it still the case we have no confirmed victims in Australia? 
NICOLA ROXON: That's right. We have no confirmed cases here in Australia. We are currently testing about 80 people. Over the course of this period there've been nearly 400 people tested; nearly 80% of those have all been cleared. But we are concerned at some point that we will have a confirmed case and steps are being taken to make sure that we can pounce on it quickly, deal with anybody that the person has been in contact with, make sure that the arrangements are in place for containing the disease if we do have a confirmed case in Australia.
PAUL BONGIORNO: That news from the WHO today that it's had to rethink whether we're in fact facing a pandemic or not, there's been suggestions that politics played a big part in this - that the WHO jumped the gun. Is this your view? 
NICOLA ROXON: No, look, it's not. I think in these situations you're a bit damned if you do, damned if you don't. We have to act quickly and prepare for the worst. If we then get the good advice in the future that it's not as bad as we feared, we will have just taken sensible precautionary steps. I don't see any politics being played. I think this is the international community acting quickly to minimise harm that can come from a disease which is new and its risks are unknown and that's why people act so quickly to try to close down its spread. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Well, the Opposition on the other hand thought you were slow off the mark in some of your responses. Here's Mr Peter Dutton.
FEDERAL OPPOSITION HEALTH SPOKESMAN PETER DUTTON (WEDNESDAY): It defies common sense that there are 30 of these thermal scanners sitting in boxes in airports around the country but that we're not using them to try and detect people who may have or may be carriers of this particular condition. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: They were put in to use next day. Is that because he prodded you? 
NICOLA ROXON: No. Look, this is just a bit of a beat-up from the Opposition. We had already taken steps before he had done those interviews to have those machines deployed. We instigated them, turned them on, the moment we had advice to do so. But it is appropriate and important that we act on health advice, that we make sure we're doing what is recommended. They're working well. The screening hasn't caused the delays we feared it might have. And I think that's a good thing for the public. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Minister, just briefly, there are reports the stockpile of Tamiflu® and antivirals in Australia is getting old and also that we're running out. What is the situation? 
NICOLA ROXON: Look, that is really a bit of irresponsible reporting. We have 8.7 million courses of antivirals in our stockpile. A number of them have expired and been replaced over the first half of this year. They will continue to be replaced as they expire. We have contractual arrangements with manufacturers that are not affected by the current international situation. All of this has been made clear to the people following this issue and I think it's irresponsible to have people unnecessarily afraid that that stockpile is somehow compromised when it simply is not. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Time for a break. When we return with the panel is the looming Budget giving the Health Minister a sick feeling? And former treasurer Peter Costello turned to theology during the week to smite the Rudd Government's Budget strategy.

FORMER FEDERAL TREASURER PETER COSTELLO: You can spend and you can save at the same time. As I went off to church for Easter, I thought to myself "truly this is a holy mystery".
PAUL BONGIORNO: You're on Meet the Press with Health Minister Nicola Roxon. And welcome to our panel. Mark Kenny from the 'Adelaide Advertiser'. Good morning, Mark.

THE 'ADELAIDE ADVERTISER'S MARK KENNY: Morning, Paul.
PAUL BONGIORNO: And the 'Sydney Morning Herald's Julie Robotham. Good morning, Julie.
THE 'SYDNEY MORNING HERALD'S JULIE ROBOTHAM: Morning, Paul.

PAUL BONGIORNO: Stakeholders in health, doctors' groups, pharmacists, insurers and welfare agencies are preparing for - in the words of one lobbyist - "an ugly Budget". Fuelling fears, messages like this from the Treasurer. 
FEDERAL TREASURER WAYNE SWAN (TUESDAY): It certainly means taking some very, very tough decisions in this Budget to protect the national economic interest in the short term, the medium term and the long term.

PAUL BONGIORNO: Julie Robotham.

JULIE ROBOTHAM: Minister, can we expect that this is going to be an extraordinarily tough Budget on health?

NICOLA ROXON: Well, I think as the Treasurer's made clear this is going to be a tough Budget full stop. Health is a very large component of the Commonwealth Budget and my department and portfolio responsibilities, along with many others', are of course in the same situation. It is going to be difficult. But as you've seen from the announcement that we've made today about cancer drugs we are ensuring that we're still delivering important services to the community. And when you're in difficult situations, in difficult economic times, good governments need to make tough choices to still deliver the things that the community needs.
JULIE ROBOTHAM: The Prime Minister has signalled on a number of occasions now that if public hospitals didn't raise their performance he would instigate a federal takeover of state health. Surely that must be off the agenda now? 

NICOLA ROXON: Well, we said that by the middle of this year we would assess how the cooperation was going with the states and territories, how they were delivering their services. We get the final report from our health reform commission in the middle of the year. We'll take account of all those factors to see whether we believe another step needs to be taken. We remain committed to making that assessment. But we have got a cooperative arrangement in place with the states and territories. We've seen some good outcomes achieved through elective surgery investments, through the COAG negotiations. So, there are a lot of things that are looking up but we will still asses the situation at the middle of this year. 

MARK KENNY: On the Medicare safety net, there's been a lot of talk that it could be trimmed - this could be one of the measures that you make savings with in the Budget. But really if you do anything with that you can only really scrap it or keep it, can't you? I mean, if you means test it, for example, it takes away the universality of Medicare.
NICOLA ROXON: Well, look, that's a good try. Of course, me and many other ministers and prime ministers and treasurers before me are in the position a couple of weeks before the Budget that we don't confirm and deny speculation about what's in the Budget. We've always said that we think that the Medicare safety net delivers important benefits to a lot of people. We've always said if we thought there was any rorting going on we would look to close that down. You're going to just need to wait until Budget night for a lot of the speculation to stop in some of these areas.

PAUL BONGIORNO: Well, Minister, on this very program, in September '07, there were critics of the safety net and you stood by it. This is what you said.

NICOLA ROXON (SEPTEMBER 2007): We simply are not going to take away something that provides some relief to working families when they are under pressure from so many different directions.

PAUL BONGIORNO: Well, families are still under a lot of pressure, aren't they?
NICOLA ROXON: Very well said, that was.

PAUL BONGIORNO: They're under a lot of pressure still. Do they still need the safety net?

NICOLA ROXON: Well, as I've made clear, we do believe that many people get a benefit from the safety net. This was originally designed, remember, for the very likes of cancer patients, who have extraordinarily high costs. It doesn't matter what sort of income background you come from, if you get cancer and you need expensive treatments it's a lot of pressure. But if there are abuses, I have made clear all along that if there were any abuses we would take action. It's just one of a number of programs, of course, that get the ruler run over them when you're going through a Budget process. And I'm not going to make announcements about it or other measures that will be in the Budget.

MARK KENNY: But when you say 'abuses', there is some research around that suggests the Medicare safety net advantages the wealthy to a greater extent than it does the middle and low-income earners just because the wealthier people have more likelihood of being able to pay the gap. Surely, if you're looking at measures to trim expenditure and you're looking at fairness, then this has to be in the sights of the Government?

NICOLA ROXON: Well, I'm really only going to give you the same answer I have. It's close to Budget night. I know people are getting anxious about what's in it but people are going to have to wait until that time.

MARK KENNY: Alright, can I turn to alcopops? The alcopops tax, you're going to reintroduce that. Obviously, this is a critical Budget measure for you. Isn't it true that, given the state of the Budget, it actually goes now to the health of your bottom line as much as it does to the health of teenage girls?

NICOLA ROXON: This is a measure which we can show from the last year has been having a positive health impact on the community. It's reducing consumption of alcopops, it's reducing consumption of alcohol across the board by nearly 3 million drinks every week. Now, that's worth doing as a health measure. It does have an impact on our bottom line and we have the Liberal Party both opposing it as health measure and opposing it and having consequences for our Budget. I can't see how they can maintain that position. I've never been able to understand why they thought siding with the distillers was worthwhile. But now they have the same budgetary pressures, even more budgetary pressure, and it looks like they're still going to stand in the way of this sensible measure.

JULIE ROBOTHAM: Minister, you've signalled support for cancer patients today with the funding of the new cancer drugs on the PBS. Tobacco smoking remains one of the biggest preventable causes of cancer in Australia. As you've demonstrated with the alcopops, taxation can hugely reduce consumption. Is it time for new taxes on tobacco?

NICOLA ROXON: Well, obviously those are the sorts of public health measures that are considered all the time. We are very focused on prevention measures in alcohol, tobacco and the growing concerns with obesity. But, again, I'm sorry - 10 days out from the Budget I'm not going to speculate about what is and isn't in the Budget. I can tell you that we are determined long-term to look at preventable health issues. Again, we get our prevention health taskforce report the middle of this year. There's going to be a lot of busy assessment from July onwards of those detailed pieces of work done for the Government in health and I'm looking forward to the coming year where we will be dealing with a range of these issues. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Apparently, Australia's tobacco taxes are falling down the world list - in fact, they're not as high as they used to be - so maybe there's room to move there? 
NICOLA ROXON: I think we were ahead of the game in tobacco. We've had a high success rate of reducing the incidence of smoking to around 16%. We have some very difficult communities that we haven't succeeded with, particularly, for example, our Indigenous communities. More work does need to be done. But we were setting the example for the rest of the world. Some of them are catching up with us. It's at time we need to assess what we do for the next decades to tackle these problems and that's why we've commissioned this long-term work. It should be done in a sensible, planned way. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Thank you very much for being with us today, Health Minister Nicola Roxon. 
NICOLA ROXON: Thank you. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Coming up - W.A. Treasurer Troy Buswell prepares for his first Budget. And when disaster looms, sometimes laughter is the best medicine. Nicholson in the 'Australian' has this take on airport swine flu scanning - "Say 'oink'."

PAUL BONGIORNO: You're on Meet the Press. W.A. Premier Colin Barnett and his treasurer, Troy Buswell, are politically unique - the only incumbent Liberal government and the only political leaders still talking Budget surplus.
W.A. PREMIER COLIN BARNETT (WEDNESDAY): I as a premier will not lead a government that plans on Budget deficits. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: And welcome to the program, Treasurer Troy Buswell. Good morning, Treasurer.
W.A. TREASURER TROY BUSWELL: Good morning, Paul. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Well, there was a lot of controversy after your premier said that he wasn't planning for Budget deficits. It does seem that you can deliver a couple according to the Treasury and reports I've seen. But even down the track a couple of years, W.A. itself could be looking at a deficit, couldn't it?
TROY BUSWELL: I think the important distinction to make in relation to the Premier's comments is planned deficits versus what you deliver on the day. We're certainly looking to deliver surpluses. I think we'll be one of the only jurisdictions in Australia that delivers a surplus next year and that's what we're focussed on. Why? Because, in our view, we have limited capacity to borrow. We don't want to be borrowing to pay for school teachers' wages and to put petrol into police cars, we want to be borrowing to invest in infrastructure. That's certainly the Premier's goal - he's very focused on growth - as are we.

PAUL BONGIORNO: Did you accept the principle that certainly the Federal Government is putting out there that when the private sector retreats that's when the public sector has to come forward to fill the gap?

TROY BUSWELL: I certainly do. And there are some slight accounting differences between the way the Commonwealth look at recurrent spending and capital spending and we look at - we view them separately. So from our point of view, we need to focus on running surpluses so that we can focus our money on borrowing to invest in infrastructure. We're very keen to partner with the Commonwealth in their nation-building program. We're also very keen to invest in critical infrastructure in W.A. as well. And we have to focus on making sure our state is the last state into this downturn and we're confident that we'll be the first state out.

JULIE ROBOTHAM: Minister, there's been a lot of criticism of the Federal Government for splashing cash around, particularly in the second stimulus package - the $12 billion stimulus package. Do you believe the Government is throwing that money away?

TROY BUSWELL: Well, I'd have to say, we have concerns that the handouts, in particular, are not going to have the economic benefit that some people claim they will and that that money would be better invested in infrastructure - infrastructure which promotes jobs today but also infrastructure which puts in place a lot of those economic platforms for the future. I think what concerns a lot of people, me included, is you're not really going to see an enduring positive economic legacy out of the handouts to the same extent that you'd see out of significant investments in infrastructure. 
JULIE ROBOTHAM:  Sure, but do you see any evidence that those handouts have helped the W.A. economy?

TROY BUSWELL: You know, we'll still wait for the economic data to come through. There's no doubt that in some instances those handouts will lead to increased consumption but there's also evidence that that might not always be the case and that some of those handouts flow through into increased savings or into forms of expenditure that don't have a significant economic flow-on. I think we need to be focused at the moment on investing in infrastructure to stimulate jobs in the short term but also to put in place the framework for the growth of the Australian economy into the future.

MARK KENNY: It sounds like what you were saying - in response to Paul's question, for example - is that you support the idea of the Commonwealth going into deficit so that in a sense you might not have to. Is that right? 
TROY BUSWELL: In essence, our view is - well, separate it out. Through the Commonwealth going into deficit, of course, the states benefit because we get funding from the Commonwealth to invest in infrastructure. At a state point, it's a lot harder for us, I think, to fund our way out of large borrowings and we want to make sure that with the capacity we have to borrow we're using that money to invest in infrastructure, not to invest in recovering shortfalls in recurrent spending. We're very focused on delivering surpluses and very focused on managing our recurrent spending growth.

MARK KENNY: Can I turn to Chinalco? Your premier and yourself have said that in your resource-rich state you're open for business, that you welcome foreign investment, yet the Leader of Opposition, federally, Malcolm Turnbull, has come out against Chinalco's bid for a stake in Rio Tinto. What's your position on it?

TROY BUSWELL: Our position is that whilst it's at the upper end of our comfort zone we support the proposed activities between Chinalco and Rio. And I think that has to be put into historical context. In Western Australia, our resources sector, in particular, has been characterised by significant foreign capital investment. This has happened many times in the past, and whilst I wasn't as politically aware in the 1970s as I am now, it's been put to me that a lot of the arguments that circulate around the Chinalco-Rio deal are not dissimilar to the arguments that circulated around the time of the initial Japanese investments in our resource sector. So, it's important for us to engage with our trading partners and it's important for us to embrace foreign capital investment, in particular in our resources sector. 
MARK KENNY: So Malcolm Turnbull is wrong on this? 
TROY BUSWELL: Malcolm Turnbull's entitled to his view in relation to this. Our view is, from a Western Australian perspective, we want to see private projects move ahead. For that to happen, we need to improve as a government in terms of our approvals process and how we engage with the private sector and we're doing that. And we need capital. And that capital has historically in Western Australia flowed from overseas and, in particular, flowed from our major trading partners. And it's something that has historically benefited this state, as I'm sure it will into the future.
PAUL BONGIORNO: So, Treasurer, it does seem that you accept the analysis that at the 17% or under-18% stake that Chinalco would have it's hardly going to control Rio? 
TROY BUSWELL: Our view is that that stake is getting towards the upper end of our comfort zone but it's something that we think is important, obviously, for Rio - Rio are a major player in terms of our resources sector in this state. As I've said, historically foreign investment has been a critical factor in Western Australian resources sector and we see that being no different as we head in to the 21st century.

PAUL BONGIORNO: Just before we go, your W.A. Liberal colleague Julie Bishop has been under some sort of fire. There are apparently colleagues in the federal parliamentary Liberal Party that would like to replace her. Do you have any sort of message for them?

TROY BUSWELL: Well, I think Julie Bishop's position is very safe. She's highly regarded in Western Australia, as I know she is throughout Australia. And my message to them is, "Let's let Julie Bishop get on and continue to make the contribution that she has to the federal political agenda, not just for the Liberal Party but, I think, more broadly for Australia in the delivery of good government." 
PAUL BONGIORNO: They obviously think a lot of her in W.A. At one time they were thinking that she should go into the state house. If I can put it the other way, have you ever given any thoughts of wanting to go federal? 
TROY BUSWELL: No. I'm very comfortable, Paul, in the role of treasurer, albeit in somewhat challenging times. We've got a big job of work to do in this state in terms of reforming our public sector and in terms of reforming our interaction with the private sector to make sure we can maximise on the opportunities for this state to grow. As I said, we're focused on making sure that we'll be the last state into the downturn, the first state out. And we think we've got a major role to play in terms of dragging the national economy out of the downturn.
PAUL BONGIORNO: Thank you very much for being with us today, Troy Buswell. And thanks to our panel, Julie Robotham and Mark Kenny. A transcript of this program will be on our website, and if you have any questions you'd like to ask guests email us at meetthepress@networkten.com.au. Until next week, goodbye.

