MEET THE PRESS

14 June 2009

INTERVIEWS WITH FAMILIES AND INDIGENOUS AFFAIRS MINISTER JENNY MACKLIN AND RACE DISCRIMINATION COMMISSIONER TOM CALMA.
DISCUSSIONS ABOUT THE COMMONWEALTH BANK RAISING HOME LOAN INTEREST RATES BY 10 BASIS POINTS, THE GOVERNMENT’S INTERVENTION INTO THE MANAGEMENT OF THE TOWN CAMPS OF THE TANGENTYERE COUNCIL, THE QUESTION OF WHETHER JULIA GILLARD IS NEXT IN LINE TO BECOME PRIME MINISTER, AND THE QUESTION OF WHETHER ATTACKS ON INDIAN STUDENTS ARE RACIALLY MOTIVATED.
‘MEET THE PRESS’ PRESENTER PAUL BONGIORNO: Good morning. Welcome to Meet the Press. A shock to the system on Friday sent shivers through the Government and borrowers as the Commonwealth Bank raised interest rates. It came after a leading index found Australians shrugged off much of the economic gloom, but we're yet to see how strong that sentiment is with the jobless numbers rising. The Prime Minister and Government ministers braced for a return to creeping unemployment with a blitz of visits to housing projects, schools and training schemes. 
FAMILIES AND INDIGENOUS AFFAIRS MINISTER JENNY MACKLIN (Wednesday): Worth getting out of bed, worth learning, worth really being proud of what you do. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: On Thursday the reality check came with the jobless rate back at 5.7%. 
PRIME MINISTER KEVIN RUDD (Thursday): No-one likes to see unemployment rise because of the global economic recession, but Australia's unemployment rate remains lower than all the other major advanced economies, except Japan. 
OPPOSITION LEADER MALCOLM TURNBULL (Thursday): Every single one of those people who cannot get work is a tragedy. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: There's also a tragedy at the heart of this nation, Australians living in Third World squalor in boom times or in bad. Minister for Families and Indigenous Affairs, Jenny Macklin is a guest. Later we have a special report on Australia's hidden shame, and Race Discrimination Commissioner Tom Calma joins us. But first what's making news in the papers this Sunday, June 14. The ‘Sunday Age’ leads with a swine flu story – ‘Aussie team quarantined’. The Under-21 Lacrosse team is confined for seven days in South Korea after a 19-year-old Victorian tested positive for the virus. The ‘Sunday Telegraph’ has ‘More banks to lift home rates’. Industry experts say the surprise 10-basis-point rise in the Commonwealth Bank's variable rate shifts signals a shift in sentiment over the future of rates for all banks. The ‘Sunday Mail’ reports ‘Socceroo cover-up’ – star Socceroo Tim Cahill has escaped any punishment after a drunken night out in King's Cross and a fracas with bouncers. Game officials investigated and took no action. The ‘Sun Herald’ has a defiant North Korea vowing “We will keep making nuclear weapons” and that’s in spite of tough new sanctions imposed by the UN Security Council. And it’s good morning and welcome back to the program, Jenny Macklin. 
JENNY MACKLIN: Good to be with you, Paul. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Minister, going to the interest rate rise, but will the Government accept any blame for the rise in rates. The Opposition says your borrowing, your going into debt, is putting pressure on rates? 
JENNY MACKLIN: What the Government is doing is everything possible to protect and support Australian jobs in the face of this terrible global recession. I think mortgage holders have got every reason to be furious with the Commonwealth Bank. We want the banks to be working to help the Government, help the Australian people deal with the impact of the global recession. We need to do everything we can to support our economy in these very, very difficult times, not see interest rates go up. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: So the Government accepts no blame? 
JENNY MACKLIN: What we're doing, of course, is we've had a couple of rounds of stimulus payments – the payments in December and the payments in March. And we're still having the tax bonuses being paid now. We're starting to see the infrastructure being rolled out, whether it's housing projects, and, of course, the school projects, in many parts of Australia. This is all about trying to counter the global recession. All the Opposition wants to do is to sit and wait and watch. We're about acting and about doing everything we can to support jobs.
PAUL BONGIORNO: So is the price we pay a rise in rates? 
JENNY MACKLIN: We understand, along with mortgage holders, that this is not the way to go. What we want to see is support for the Australian economy, support for jobs in these very difficult times. We want the banks to be working with the Government, not against the stimulus approach that we've been putting in place over some months now to try to protect our jobs against the impact of the recession overseas. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Minister, the Rudd Government made a lot of working families and the pressures on them. Can you guarantee the payments that families are receiving now will continue despite the pressure on your budget or will you have to fight very hard to keep the family payments and other payments going? 
JENNY MACKLIN: Well, as you know, we've had two rounds of stimulus payments, the tax bonuses are still being paid, and so we haven't seen the impact of those tax bonuses on the economy to date. We will be paying an additional carer supplement that will start in the coming fortnight. So from the 17th June the $600 carer supplement will start to be paid and tomorrow in the Federal Parliament, I will be introducing the pension changes, so this will see from 20 September this year, the $32 increase for single pensioners and the $10 a week for couples combined. So we have some additional payments, additional increases, still to be paid. These are going to be very important for carers, for pensioners – they need this money – but it will also be good for the economy. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: We have an email from Murray in Sydney who wants to know if a pensioner who qualified for the December bonus payment but passed away before the payment was made, would his family or her family have to pay back the full amount? 
JENNY MACKLIN: No, they won't have to pay anything back. If people were entitled to these payments on 14 October, which was the date we set, then their family or their estate will receive that money. It's really only the Liberal Party that's so hard-hearted as to say to a grieving widow wouldn't receive this money. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Time for a break. When we return, a special report on the tragedy behind the hit movie ‘Samson & Delilah’. And stone the crows! The 1970s quintessential ocker Bazza McKenzie in the guise of our Prime Minister. 
JOURNALIST (Thursday): There wasn't much for women in this reshuffle. 
KEVIN RUDD (Thursday): Oh, fair shake of the sauce bottle, mate.

KEVIN RUDD (Thursday): I was having a ‘Dad and Dave’ this morning – that’s a shave – and I picked up my copy of the ‘Aus’, and it was a George Megalogenis having a go at me. I thought, “Fair crack of the whip.” 
PAUL BONGIORNO: You’re on Meet the Press with Minister for Families and Indigenous Affairs, Jenny Macklin. And welcome to our panel – Natasha Robinson from the ‘Australian’. Good morning, Natasha.

THE ‘AUSTRALIAN’S NATASHA ROBINSON: Morning, Paul.

PAUL BONGIORNO: And Mark Kenny from the ‘Adelaide Advertiser’. Good morning, Mark.
THE ‘ADELAIDE ADVERTISER’S MARK KENNY: Good morning.

PAUL BONGIORNO: The Rudd Government has promised to close the gap between Australia's first inhabitants and the rest of us. And nowhere is that gap more shockingly evident than in the Alice Springs town camps. This special report from Esther Lindstrom.
‘MEET THE PRESS’ REPORTER ESTHER LINDSTROM: In Australia's Red Centre is a shameful secret. 3,000 Aboriginals live in Third World conditions while the nation turns a blind eye. The world's spotlight shone briefly on their plight when Alice Springs film-maker Warwick Thornton won the Camera d’Or prize at Cannes for best first feature film, ‘Samson and Delilah’. 
FILM-MAKER WARWICK THORNTON: I think it’s something that people do want to know. They've been through the news stories of the intervention but they haven't witnessed it personally.
ESTHER LINDSTROM: While Warwick Thornton was acclaimed, the real life subjects of his film languished in town camps outside Alice Springs. The true horror of the town camps is hard to grasp without actually witnessing it first hand. As a police reporter, I thought I'd seen poverty, but nothing could prepare me for the smell, for the squalor of every house in every town camp, and for the sadness of seeing children with matted hair and no clothes sleeping on cockroach-infested floors. The conditions and endemic violence in the camps prompted Indigenous Affairs Minister Jenny Macklin to issue an ultimatum to the governing body, the Tangentyere Council. Either it accepts a $125 million improvement package, relinquishing rental control, or the Federal Government takes over. 
TANGENTYERE COUNCIL OFFICER WALTER SHAW: I think it was a shock to the system to all of us that she would compulsorily acquire land at such short notice. 
ESTHER LINDSTROM: The council is looking at legal avenues to block the move and has taken its case to the UN. 
WALTER SHAW: I think it's a land grab. I also believe that the way they're going about it is a roll back to the assimilation and policy days. 
ESTHER LINDSTROM: Instead Tangentyere wants to start a new Central Australia affordable housing company. 
WALTER SHAW: We don't deny our houses are run down. It is a problem about inadequate funding and inadequate resources and the transitioning process from people living in shells that were erected back 30-odd years ago.
ESTHER LINDSTROM: But many town camp residents want the Government to move in. 
RESIDENT MARK LOCKYER: I would say the conditions are shocking, that the town camps are in, and for the last 30 years we haven't seen any improvement in the camps by Tangentyere at all. Things have gone from bad to worse in the camps. 
ESTHER LINDSTROM: Some pay 25% of their allowance in rent and are frustrated with the lack of electricity and running water. They accuse Tangentyere members of spending the money on their own houses and ignoring the rest, a claim the council denies. One town camp is so fed up it's already split from the council and is being run by traditional owners. Tangentyere has until July 6 to accept the Government's offer. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Esther Lindstrom reporting. 

MARK KENNY: Jenny Macklin, as we saw the conditions in those camps is really appalling. There are people living in absolute squalor. I guess the question is are we moving quickly enough to address the problems? 
JENNY MACKLIN: We're now in a period of notice. I've been advised that I need to give this period of notice until the end of July before I move to compulsorily acquire these camps. I have tried very hard to get an agreement. We've been negotiating for some time to get an agreement with Tangentyere council, that hasn't been possible. They've gone back on the deal that I thought we had, which was to give the Government a 40-year lease and for the NT housing authority to be responsible for the tenancy management in these camps but the time has come for me to act. It is just not responsible for me to sit by any longer and see these appalling conditions. This is not some refugee camp in a Third World country. This is the outskirts of a town in our country and I have a responsibility to act. 
MARK KENNY: Well, you say you have a responsibility. Governments have been trying to address these problems for a long time. You've had some change in the legal advice to you and there is now this delay. Is it possible that a future Government will have to say sorry in the same way as Rudd Government made much of saying sorry about the stolen generations at the beginning of your governmental term? 
JENNY MACKLIN: I'm determined to either compulsorily acquire these leases or if Tangentyere changes its mind and provides us with security over the very substantial investment that we’re offering, then, of course, they have the right in this notice period to come forward and accept our offer. We've got $125 million ready to start improving housing in these town camps. I was just there a couple of days ago. I sat and talked with two elderly ladies, both renal dialysis patients. They had their mattresses outside. Five mattresses were outside around a little fire, not even under a veranda. It was zero degrees in Alice Springs that morning and these elderly ladies were living outside in appalling conditions. I've got a lot of money I want to spend to build new houses, to upgrade houses, to improve infrastructure, and I want to get on with it. 
NATASHA ROBINSON: Jenny Macklin, you’ve indicated you're committed to reinstating the Racial Discrimination Act, which was suspended when the intervention was first introduced. Exactly how are those critical elements of the intervention – like income quarantining, alcohol bans – going to work with that act reinstated? 
JENNY MACKLIN: You're right. I have given a commitment to reinstate the Racial Discrimination Act and the process we're about to begin next week is we will have consultations in each of the 73 prescribed communities in the Northern Territory. There will be separate women’s and men’s meetings, proper interpreters available, so that people can give their response to income management, alcohol controls – those sorts of measures. My personal view is that these measures have been beneficial to the Aboriginal people living in these remote communities. The women tell me that now that they've got more money to spend on food, their children are getting better fed, that there's less money being spent on alcohol and drugs, less money being spent on gambling. So that's the view that’s been put to me informally. We will now go and do a proper process of consultation before I put that legislation into the Parliament later this year. 
NATASHA ROBINSON: Income quarantining is, in effect, probably going to have to become voluntary, rather than compulsory.

JENNY MACKLIN: No, that's not necessarily true. We've got a few different options that we're proposing people talk about in these consultations. And of course people can raise other options if they wish. But it's not necessarily the case that it will end up voluntary. If people see the benefits of compulsory income management, then we’ll certainly be taking that very seriously. My personal view is that compulsory income management can be seen as a special measure under the Racial Discrimination Act. 
MARK KENNY: Jenny Macklin, can I switch topics and talk about the Government? The Prime Minister last week nominated Julia Gillard, the Deputy Prime Minister, as the heir apparent, the obvious person to lead the Labor Party next time. Is that a view that you share or is the Prime Minister, having taken over the selection of the ministry, now taken over his own succession as well? 
JENNY MACKLIN: I think Julia Gillard is doing a fantastic job as the Deputy Prime Minister, as the minister for a very large range of portfolios. I think she is outstanding. She's made it clear she has her eyes very fixed on the job she's doing, but if the opportunity comes at some time in the future for her to be Prime Minister, I've got no doubt she would do a great job. 
MARK KENNY: Does that mean she stands head and shoulders above, say, Wayne Swan, the senior economic minister, Lindsay Tanner, highly regarded, and there are a number of others. And Julia Gillard is head and shoulders above those? Is she the next obvious person? 
JENNY MACKLIN: As far as I'm concerned, all of our senior people are doing outstanding jobs. You talk about Wayne Swan and Lindsay Tanner, both of whom, with the Prime Minister and Julia Gillard, have had to put together the stimulus packages that have been so critical in our fight to protect Australia against the global recession. So each of our senior ministers are I think are outstanding – Julia, Wayne, Lindsay, all of them doing I think very, very tough jobs in these hard times.
PAUL BONGIORNO: Minister, before we go, your Labor colleague, Senator Trish Crossin, says you should also take over the town camps in Darwin. Will you stop at Alice Springs, or do you accept she has a point? 
JENNY MACKLIN: We do have a substantial amount of money to spend on improving housing in the Northern Territory, including the town camps in Darwin, and we will sit down with the residents of the town camps in Darwin, discuss the priorities with them, and with the Northern Territory Government. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Thanks very much for being with us today, Jenny Macklin. 
JENNY MACKLIN: Thank you. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: And coming up, Indian students claim they're victims of racist attacks. We speak with Race Discrimination Commissioner Tom Calma. Mark Knight in the ‘Herald Sun’ says it's time to bring in the UN, nothing short of armoured personnel carriers at suburban rail stations is called for, only until tensions ease.  
PAUL BONGIORNO: You're on Meet the Press. The Indian media and Government have been outraged over what they claim are racist attacks. Three nights last week, Indian students protested in Western Sydney, and attacked some Lebanese men for what they termed "curry bashing". Supporters confronted Deputy Prime Minister Julia Gillard over the issue.
MAN AT DEMONSTRATION: Racism exists in Australia. These attacks are racist. If the Government can’t admit it, if the police can’t acknowledge it, how can they be trusted to deal with these problems? 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Welcome back to the program, Commissioner Tom Calma. Has that protester got a point – we are really racist, unless we admit it, we can't deal with this problem? 
RACE DISCRIMINATION COMMISSIONER TOM CALMA: I think we need to recognise that racism does exist in Australia. It doesn't mean the whole society is racist, but it dies exist with individuals actions and small group actions, so it is important that we all accept that, understand it and start to develop the frameworks to address it into the future. And not be reactive but proactive. That's really what I think we're lacking at this stage. 
NATASHA ROBINSON: Tom Calma, the police have spent a lot of time over the past week… We saw press conferences in Sydney were they were really saying these attacks are not racist, they're opportunistic. Do you think that that's the right approach by police or should they be focusing more on preventing the crimes taking place? 
TOM CALMA: I think you need to have multiple approaches to this. It's not just one response. We have the Victorian Police Commissioner saying that he believes that some of the activity has been racially based. I guess it's going to be different everywhere. We shouldn't just stereotype and generalise too much. It think it's a combination of all of them, but the police need to work with the community and the community needs to work with the police to make sure that this doesn't happen and that measures are put in place to ensure it doesn't escalate any greater than it is now. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: What sort of measures, do you think? I think the first thing is that, I commend the Government in developing the task force. We've also seen Universities Australia develop a 10-point plan to address racism against international students, or at least protect international students who are over here, and support them. They are the initiatives that need to take place, but they need to be backed with sufficient funding and resources, into the long-term. Just take as one small example, in 2006, the multiculturalism approach by the previous government ended. The current government has not picked up on a multicultural strategy, so now I guess we'll have to start looking seriously. But these issues need to be addressed and funded on a long-term, systemic way, rather than just in a reactionary way. 
MARK KENNY: You mentioned multiculturalism there. Is this in part a manifestation of problems within the functioning of multiculturalism? There is some evidence that these attacks on Indian students are coming from other ethnic groups – Lebanese communities being mentioned. What can you, as Race Discrimination Commissioner, do about tension and violence between ethnic groups, for example? 
TOM CALMA: It depends on the limit of our funding capacity to do it. We've been doing a lot of work since 2006 with the Muslim communities, and that is across a whole range of ethnic groups who follow Islam, and developing different approaching with the police in all the jurisdictions to try to develop those understandings. There needs to be, I guess, some real dialogue between the Indian community, as well as, you know, some of those Muslim, or should I say it's not even necessarily Muslims, but different ethnic groups need to get together and make sure that we have a clear understanding. We need to build capacity. We need to build understanding and respect. And that's, you know, the key to having a very harmonious Australia, because, without a doubt, we are a very multicultural society. The whole composition – I think there is in excess of 50% of all marriages are between two different ethnic groups in Australia. We are developing and we will continue to develop into a very multicultural society. 
MARK KENNY: But is this a problem with multiculturalism? We've seen ethnic violence in the UK, for example, which is a very multicultural as well. These problems exist. For example, would you like to see more leadership from the Lebanese community, the Indian community, in dialogue with each other trying to resolve these problems, mostly of which are occurring amongst their youth?
TOM CALMA: There is dialogue already, and that's the point, that this has got to be developing into a community response and not just a government response. The Government’s role should be to support the programmes. They do a good job, say for the Harmony Day approach, where funding goes in. But that's a one-off each year. We need to make sure some of the programmes are supported throughout the year. The interfaith dialogues that exist and the intercultural dialogues that exist need to be supported and better promoted. One of the programmes I work with police across all the jurisdictions are small grants to assist the police to work with the community a lot more, and to develop this trust and understanding, and they are the sort of programmes that need to be supported if we are to really develop into a very harmonious, much more harmonious society than we are now. 
NATASHA ROBINSON: Commissioner, it's clear that this issue is damaging Australia's reputation internationally. What can we do about that? 
TOM CALMA: Well, I think that the first thing is we can't let what happened in the late ‘90s, with the approach that Pauline Hanson took, which really inflamed, across Asia in particular, the situation and the lack of understanding and trust about Australia. Because that is going to affect our international markets, and also the student market. And students are coming here not only because we offer a quality education, but it's a different lifestyle and those engagements as students will develop into good business relations and other relationships into the future. We just look at Indian students and how since that market started to develop, since the mid-‘90s, we've seen Bollywood produce films, we've seen much-increased trade relationships with the second biggest economy in the world. We need to be able to understand that and work to protect it. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Thank you very much for being with us, Commissioner Tom Calma. Thanks to our panel, Natasha Robinson 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: meetthepress@networkten.com.au. Goodbye. 

