MEET THE PRESS
November 15, 2009

INTERVIEWS WITH FINANCE MINISTER LINDSAY TANNER AND BUSINESS COUNCIL OF AUSTRALIA PRESIDENT GRAHAM BRADLEY.
DISCUSSIONS ABOUT REPORTS THAT INDONESIAN AUTHORITIES HAVE SHOT AND WOUNDED TWO AFGHAN ASYLUM SEEKERS ON A BOAT HEADING TO AUSTRALIA, PROCESSING OF ASYLUM SEEKRS, THE EMISSIONS TRADING SCHEME AND ITS EFFECT ON BUSINESS AND THE HENRY TAX REVIEW.
MEET THE PRESS PRESENTER HUGH RIMINTON: Good morning and welcome to Meet the Press. I'm sitting in for Paul Bongiorno who is travelling with the PM. The final parliamentary session of the year tomorrow and it's crunch time for the Government's Emissions Trading Scheme which is still being negotiated with the Opposition. The PM paused on his way to APEC to share a sleepover with our troops in Afghanistan. 
PRIME MINISTER KEVIN RUDD: (Thursday) We, in Australia, are here for the long haul. 
HUGH RIMINTON: Malcolm Turnbull continued to needle away over border protection and the 'Oceanic Viking'. 
OPPOSITION LEADER MALCOLM TURNBULL: (Thursday) He's tried the Indonesian solution. He's tried the Philippine solution. And now the New Zealand solution. There's no solution in sight. What Mr Rudd needs to deliver is a Rudd solution. 
HUGH RIMINTON: The Opposition has its own problems with its climate change sceptics openly defying their leader. 
LIBERAL SENATE LEADER NICK MINCHIN: (Monday) If the question is do people believe or not believe that human beings are the main cause of the planet warming, then I'd say the majority don't accept that position. 
MALCOLM TURNBULL: (Tuesday) The overwhelming consensus of the scientific community is that we are going through a period of global warming caused by humans. 
HUGH RIMINTON: Finance Minister Lindsay Tanner is a guest. And Graham Bradley later. We start with breaking news this morning with reports Indonesian authorities have shot and wounded two Afghan asylum seekers on a boat that was heading for Australia. The 61 people on that boat are now back in Indonesia. What the papers are reporting this Sunday:  The 'Courier Mail' reports US President Barack Obama will attend a climate change breakfast hosted by Kevin Rudd. APEC leaders are set to back down on seeking a 50% cut in emissions by 2050. Welcome back to Lindsay Tanner. Good morning, Minister. 
FINANCE MINISTER LINDSAY TANNER: Good morning, Hugh. 
HUGH RIMINTON: We should go to the story emerging out of Indonesia - accounts of two asylum seekers being shot by Indonesian authorities on a boat as they were heading off to Australia. What can you tell us about that? 
LINDSAY TANNER: I know very little about it. Just the basics you've outlined. Without detailed knowledge of the circumstances, it's impossible to express any view about what's occurred. All kinds of different things could have occurred and the Government will not be expressing a view until we have more knowledge of exactly what's happened. 
HUGH RIMINTON: The Government has been for some weeks now pressuring Indonesia to try to do more to stop boats coming down towards Australia - presumably it didn't extend to shooting asylum seekers? 
LINDSAY TANNER: Well, we don't know what's happened here, Hugh. We don't know what kind of circumstances have been involved. I have to be very careful in expressing views which may be way off when I don't know what the detailed situation is. It's regrettable if anybody has been injured in any kind of situation like this but we don't want to cast aspersions about anybody's involvement in these kind of situations without knowing what's happened. 
HUGH RIMINTON: I presume there will be an almost immediate seeking of clarification with Indonesian authorities? 
LINDSAY TANNER: Look, I can't comment on that. I suspect that because we are in contact with the Indonesians about a lot of issues, I'd expect this would be an ordinary matter we would be seeking information about. There's nothing unusual about that. Any incident of some significance of this kind, you'd expect that Australia would be wanting to find out about. 
HUGH RIMINTON: The asylum seeker issue brought about an impassioned plea. 
BATHURST STUDENT ELYSHA HICKEY: (Monday) Still a relatively popular prime minister, why don't you take the opportunity to completely change the discourse, the way that Australians think about asylum seekers and stop this round-in-circles business and just stop this fear-mongering? 
HUGH RIMINTON: There seems to be progress with the 'Oceanic Viking' with at least some of those asylum seekers coming off that boat. Is this, do you think, winding up as an issue? Is it losing some of its sting now or is there still more to come? 
LINDSAY TANNER: There's still a very difficult problem that has to be resolved here. All around the world the United Nations High Commission on Refugees handles literally millions of displaced persons and a number of key countries like Australia accept every year through the UNHCR process a significant number of refugees that have been processed and determined to be refugees. We're seeking to ensure the people on the 'Oceanic Viking' are handled properly through that process and inevitably some of them will be probably going to come to Australia because we do a significant proportion of the refugees that are processed by the UNHCR. 
HUGH RIMINTON: This has been a public issue for the Government. There's been a lot of discussion about something much more private about how the Government operates. It's management style. Is the PM an ego-maniac? 
LINDSAY TANNER: I don't think so, Hugh. You would be aware, having dealt with politicians over many years, most of us have healthy egos and would probably be in the upper levels of the community in that regard. That's just the nature of the game. You've got to have a strong and forceful personality to get to leadership positions in politics. These are terms people throw around as attacks on political leaders from time to time. I don't take any notice of that. We've all got strong egos but you want leaders with strong egos who will lead in a strong way. That came from a former Labor Party finance minister. He's from the Hawke era. He's no shrinking violet. I have a bit of regard for my predecessor but he's not backward in telling people what he thinks. 
HUGH RIMINTON: It is interesting, because we heard from another former Labor minister discussing the Nelson's column version of Government under Kevin Rudd. A long pole with Kevin Rudd at the top of it and the rest of the country, including the Cabinet, down with the tourists and the pigeons. There's a lot of talk suggesting a certain brittleness about the way the Prime Minister does business. You sit right in there. What's your judgment? 
LINDSAY TANNER: I don't think that's an accurate assessment. The argument about Nelson's column and the dominance of the leader is nothing unusual to this Government. It's been a phenomenon that's emerged in recent years in most democratic nations. I think you could have said the same about John Howard, for example. It's where Government is evolving. It's something I think is unavoidable. Whether you like it or not, it's the pattern that's been emerging and our Government is no different in that regard. From the point of view of the Australian community, the PM is the one that's responsible for the nation's problems and what we deal with. There's a team of people, ministers, members of parliament working with him, but the notion somehow this is unusual or different I think is completely wrong. 
HUGH RIMINTON: One of the big issues is the ETS and negotiations are continuing. There's a report it's a done deal because agriculture will be removed from the scheme. Is agriculture out of the scheme? Does that make it a done deal? 
LINDSAY TANNER: One of the key demands from the Opposition in the negotiations was that we would remove it indefinitely. But we have indicated publicly we're prepared to concede to that demand. The problem with agriculture is it's extremely difficult to measure emissions. It's very, very difficult to deal with that. So we proposed to postpone that decision for a period of five years. We've prepared to concede to the Coalition's request on this front. I wouldn't say that's a done deal now. It's a big issue for the Coalition, fair enough, but there's still a lot of negotiating to go and I don't assume there will be a concluded deal at the end of this. We've got a lot of wacky conspiracy theorists in the Coalition now, more or less taking over, people like Nick Minchin and so on. 
HUGH RIMINTON: We'll have more on ETS when we come back after the break when the panel joins us. What is the Rudd Government's recipe for sustained economic growth? It seems the Deputy Prime Minister has no plans to appear on 'Celebrity Masterchef' any time soon with this admission about her cooking. 
DEPUTY PRIME MINISTER JULIA GILLARD: (Monday) If it was up to me, I'd probably live on toasted cheese sandwiches which is not really a very good look. Fortunately, my partner Tim’s the cook at our place. 
HUGH RIMINTON:  Welcome back. Welcome also to our panel now, Jennifer Hewett and Steve Lewis. Good morning to you both. 
THE ‘AUSTRALIAN’S JENNIFER HEWETT: Morning. 
NEWS LIMITED’S STEVE LEWIS: Morning. 
HUGH RIMINTON: The jobless rate hit 5.8% in October with further evidence of a massive shift by Australians into part-time work. 
LINDSAY TANNER: We have to remember that we do have 670,000 unemployed Australians looking for work. We've got to keep investing in our economy and supporting our economy, so that we can give those unemployed Australians hope of getting back into the labour market. 
JENNIFER HEWETT: It's pretty clear now, isn't it, that unemployment is going to peak at a lot lower rate than we expected, and then when you put in the stimulus spending? Is that stimulus spending setting us up for more interest rate hikes? 
LINDSAY TANNER: Certainly not, Jennifer. In fact, once we get in to the new year, what's going to happen is that the clawback of stimulus spending is going to start reducing the level of growth that otherwise would have been the case had it continued at the previous level. There's still a serious unemployment problem. Growth is still very, very modest. Yes, it's going to be in the positive. We expected it would be slightly negative this year but the more recent forecast says it will be just marginally positive. Still well below normal levels. It's very important we maintain the level of stimulus in the economy to ensure we can get through what's still a very, very bleak global position. 
JENNIFER HEWETT: If we talk about what happens next year, given the changed economic outlook, is it going to be time for the Budget next year to be really tough?
LINDSAY TANNER: There's no question we have to be tough, not just next year but for a number of years. We've got a problem that has several facets. It's not just about the collapse of the mining boom and the change in our terms of trade. That's taken a big chunk out of our revenue but also the fact you have the ageing of the population starting to impact on the budget within the next 2-3 years. We have a number of challenges we've got to address and that means really tough decisions. We've already made serious tough decisions in this year's budget and we have more to come both next year and whoever is in Government in the ensuing years. 
STEVE LEWIS: Are you putting your ministers on notice that next year's Budget will be a tough one, further savings taken and the means testing of the private health rebate, for instance? 
LINDSAY TANNER: As you know, Steve, we've brought forward the savings consideration process for the forthcoming budget several months earlier than it would normally occur, precisely for the reason you identify, which means we have a tough task in front of us. The mining boom generates a lot of froth. It artificially pumped up tax receipts in a range of areas, and even though the recovery is now looking likely to emerge over the next couple of years, it's very unlikely we'll return to those heady days of 2005, 2006, 2007 when literally Australia was awash with money. There's going to have to be tough decisions and ministers are aware of that. We've already made significant tough decisions both this year and in the Budget. 
HUGH RIMINTON: Moving back to the Emissions Trading Scheme, that will be absolutely crucial. Is the Government prepared to spend billions of dollars more compensating power generators in your home State of Victoria and other big polluters in order to strike a deal with the Coalition? 
LINDSAY TANNER: It's obviously crucial that we get action on climate change. Australia is going to go to the Copenhagen conference in December, either as part of the solution or part of the problem. If we go with a clear position that's been endorsed by the Australian Parliament, we can be part of the solution. If we can't do that, we'll be part of the problem. We're committed to getting the ETS through the Parliament. The question of what that might involve in detail will be a matter for negotiation. We've indicated we want it to be Budget neutral and environmentally responsible. 
STEVE LEWIS: If you accept in order to get a deal with the Coalition, you'll need to offer billions of dollars more than what’s currently on the table to the generators and other big polluting industries. Do you accept that? 
LINDSAY TANNER: I don't. Our position is that the onus is on those who are proposing amendments who wish to spend more money in the way you are identifying, to identify alternative ways of financing that so we are broadly budget neutral. That's something we have to consider in negotiations - both the environmental impacts of any changes to the scheme and the Budget impact. The overriding consideration is Australians and people all around the world want action on climate change. Australians per head are amongst the world's highest polluters. So we've got responsibilities to go to the Copenhagen conference with a clear position, willing to play our part. That's why we're committed to getting this arrangement through the Senate. 
JENNIFER HEWETT: You've talked about tough decisions. A former ACCC chairman Alan Fels basically said by sticking with the status quo for the books industry, you've proved you couldn't even take the easy reforms. Therefore, there wasn't much hope for you when it came to tough decisions. That's a fair criticism, isn't it? 
LINDSAY TANNER: I don't think it is. There's a very complex issue here. I've read the Productivity Commission report. There's been a report from international economists writing about it. Prices move around from store to store, book to book, all the time. The key thing we had in mind is that we are in the early stages of being hit by huge technological change. Electronic books, a much larger proportion of the population using services like Amazon and the Book Depository. Those are the kind of things that will put downward pressure on prices. We therefore believe that ultimately it's too difficult to tell what the impacts would be and you're probably going to get a phenomenon similar to what happened with CDs and iPods happening to books. 
JENNIFER HEWETT: One of your predecessors, we talked about Peter Walsh, was less than complimentary as well. And the PM was an economic illiterate, he said. Do you think the Government has been heavy on rhetoric of reform but light on substance? 
LINDSAY TANNER: No, I don't think that's true, Jennifer. And there are lots of areas where we are undertaking serious reform. Many of them pretty unsexy. They'll never hit the headlines but they’re very important. 
STEVE LEWIS: Why is it, for example, if you're a plumber, you've got to get a separate licence to work in NSW and in Victoria. Two different licences for which you both have to pay a fee. That's an absurdity. 
LINDSAY TANNER: We're in the process of getting rid of that. There's dozens of things of that kind we're working on. And at a wider level, the reform of telecommunications through both the establishment of the national broadband network and the creation of a genuine level playing field competitive market are huge microeconomic reform initiatives. We're looking at lots of tough, challenging things. 
HUGH RIMINTON: Thanks for being with us, Lindsay Tanner. The relationship between the Rudd Government and business - how is it travelling ahead of huge structural shifts being planned in Canberra? And after reports of a prime ministerial tantrum on his last visit to Afghanistan, Kevin Rudd's trip to visit the troops this week had Kudelka in the ‘Australian' questioning whether the right stuff had been brought along. Can anyone remember the hairdryer this time? 
HUGH RIMINTON: You're on Meet the Press. When Kevin Rudd addressed the Business Council of Australia last year, the message was a sombre one. This year's speech was more upbeat in light of Australia's great escape from recession. 
KEVIN RUDD: But I know enough about what is going on to know that we are by no means through this yet. There is still so much to be done. 
HUGH RIMINTON: Welcome to the program, newly appointed president of the Business Council of Australia, Graham Bradley. 
BUSINESS COUNCIL OF AUSTRALIA PRESIDENT GRAHAM BRADLEY: Good morning. 
HUGH RIMINTON: This is crunch time for the ETS. Is it your view, the view of business, that if the Government's ETS can't be amended substantially, Coalition senators would be correct to vote it down? 
GRAHAM BRADLEY: There are a lot of details to get right with this emissions trading scheme before it will have the broad support of business. We're encouraged the Government and the Opposition are in serious negotiations. This morning's report suggests there is prospect of a deal and that's very important for business because we want to have an ETS that isn't going to be unwound by a subsequent government, so business will have some certainty for the future. 
STEVE LEWIS: We heard Lindsay Tanner just then say it's by no means certain that the Government will agree to further compensate for the big polluters, the brown coal generators for instance in Victoria. The Business Council would like those sorts of industries compensated. Are you concerned by Lindsay Tanner's comments? Do you think it will get bogged down on those sorts of issues? 
GRAHAM BRADLEY: Well, there are three main areas that we think the Government needs to get the details rights. Electricity is one of them. So is the coal industry and its arrangements there and the arrangements for our trade and export industries. Now, getting those details is quite complicated. We've yet to see the full scope of what the Government is prepared to do. 
JENNIFER HEWETT: An agreement on agriculture is not central to those concerns. The BCA's concerns would be if the current ETS is stamped by the Parliament, it would send some of those industries and firms offshore? 
GRAHAM BRADLEY: We would be losing jobs. There would be a leakage of employment overseas. 
JENNIFER HEWETT: Thousands of jobs, millions of jobs…what do you estimate? 
GRAHAM BRADLEY: Potentially many jobs in a number of our most important industries. Coal is our largest national export. It would be silly for us to be penalising that industry ahead of its competitors around the world until there's a global agreement on emissions trading. Our industries would be discriminated against. That would not help us gate transition to a lower carbon economy, because that will require significant investment and we have to have the right signals and the right policies in place. 

JENNIFER HEWETT: You've heard the Government, Prime Minister Rudd and also, again, Lindsay Tanner, say today that the pace of reform is going well, that there's been plenty of tough decisions. Do you agree with that? 
GRAHAM BRADLEY: It's the Government that's announced it wants to be a reforming government and we welcome that. And directionally, most of the reforms they're proposing are very much in line with what we would support. But this is a wonderful opportunity we have now as one of the OECD countries that are emerging first from the recessionary cycle to leap ahead of our competitors. 
STEVE LEWIS: Do you think at the moment we've seen a lot of rhetoric so far but little substance? 
GRAHAM BRADLEY: There's a lot of processes that have been put in place and a lot of visions espoused. But what we want to see is the execution. 
STEVE LEWIS: If you had to give the Government a mark out of 10 - is it a five or a six out of 10? 
GRAHAM BRADLEY: The Government has had to deal with the global financial crisis so that's necessarily distracted it from some of the fundamental reforms. But now it's the real crunch time. Now we no longer have that distraction and we can move ahead more quickly and with more focus, I think it’s what we'd like to see with that reform agenda. It's about speed and vigour. 
HUGH RIMINTON: The Prime Minister said this week the reform process was continuing at pace. Would you use that expression yourself? 
GRAHAM BRADLEY: There's a lot happening but we don't think there's enough focus and we think some of the processes that are being used, Hugh, to try to get the States on board with these reforms. Most of the reforms that Lindsay Tanner is talking about require the States to come on board and collaborate. We think those processes need to be reinvigorated. 
HUGH RIMINTON: The Henry tax review - are you concerned the Government will squash it on some of these big tough tax decisions? Cutting the company tax rate you support, given groups like the ACTU and welfare sector are saying, "Over their dead body," about these reforms? 
GRAHAM BRADLEY: We have an opportunity to make some bold reforms. We believe that's the sort of recommendations that will come out of Henry and it's very important we set ourselves up to be competitive over this next period as an international destination for investment. And also that we encourage better savings here in Australia, so we're less dependent on the world's savings for the growth and investment that we need here in Australia. 
JENNIFER HEWETT: Graham, there's also been a lot of community resentment, I think you'd have to say, about the level of executive pay. There's lots of talk about changing structures but the bottom line remains for a lot of people they still think executives in Australia and elsewhere, are paid too much money. That's not unlikely to change. If anything, the bonus culture is back? 
GRAHAM BRADLEY: The Productivity Commission's recent report, as you know, has said we don't have a systemic problem here. Our executive salaries are at the lower end of OECD comparators, for comparable size companies and industries, and really, we don't have a systemic issue here. And it's suggested properly in our view that these matters are best left to the boards of companies who themselves should then be accountable to shareholders, rather than there to be some sort of Government intervention. 
HUGH RIMINTON: Thank you for being with us, Graham Bradley and Steve Lewis and Jennifer Hewett. A transcript will be up on our website. Until next week, goodbye. 

