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INTERVIEWS WITH ASSISTANT CLIMATE CHANGE MINISTER GREG COMBET AND DEMOCRATIC AUDIT OF AUSTRALIA COORDINATOR PROFESSOR BRIAN COSTAR.
DISCUSSIONS ABOUT THE REJECTION OF THE EMISSIONS TRADING SCHEME IN THE SENATE AND DISCLOSURE OF DONATIONS TO POLITICAL PARTIES WITH REGARD TO ISSUES OF CORRUPTION, INFLUENCE AND ACCESS.
‘MEET THE PRESS’ PRESENTER PAUL BONGIORNO: Good morning and welcome to ‘Meet the Press’. The Senate baulked at the Rudd Government's emissions trading scheme during the week - almost unbelievable in the face of public concern over global warming and a bipartisan commitment to an ETS at the last election. Every non-Government Senator voted against the plan. The Greens because it was too weak, the Coalition because it couldn't agree on just what it wanted. 
PRIME MINISTER KEVIN RUDD: (Thursday) It is a very disappointing day indeed for Australia when the Liberal Party and the National Party cannot even become united enough to have a single united voice on climate change. 
MINISTER FOR CLIMATE CHANGE PENNY WONG: (Thursday) We will bring this bill back before the end of the year, because it is the right thing to do. We will bring this bill back before the end of the year because it is the responsible thing to do. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Malcolm Turnbull says he now has a basis to negotiate amendments. 
OPPOSITION LEADER MALCOLM TURNBULL: (Monday) So that's our commitment for a well-designed scheme that is greener, cheaper and smarter. That should be the aim of all sides of politics. And this contribution from Frontier Economics is an extremely valuable element in the debate we have to have. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Assistant Climate Change Minister Greg Combet is a guest. And later - disclosure of political donations comes back onto the agenda. But first - what's making news in the nation's papers this Sunday, August 16. The ‘Sunday Times' reports a suicide car bomb has exploded outside the NATO military headquarters in the Afghan capital of Kabul. The death toll is seven and climbing. The Taliban has claimed responsibility as a warning to voters just five days before elections. The 'Sunday Herald Sun' has "Rudd to call bluff on ETS." The Prime Minister will announce today a surprise agreement to a key Opposition demand on emissions trading. Mr Rudd will split the renewable energy targets from the ETS bill. The paper says it's a move to embarrass Mr Turnbull. The ‘Sun Herald' leads with ALP's election call to arms - a secret meeting of senior Government advisors has been told to get ready to fight Tony Abbott or Joe Hockey at the next election. And the paper says an early poll is still a possibility, despite the Prime Minister's denials. The ‘Sunday Mail' says "Turnbull under siege from all sides." Former high-profile AMA president Kerryn Phelps has emerged as Labor's favoured candidate to defeat Malcolm Turnbull in his now-marginal seat of Wentworth. It's good morning and welcome back to the program, Greg Combet. 
ASSISTANT CLIMATE CHANGE MINISTER GREG COMBET: How are you, Paul? 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Not too bad. That report today that the Government is willing to split the renewable energy targets - the mandated ones - from the main ETS bill - is that right? 
GREG COMBET: Well, what we're concerned to do is to ensure that the renewable energy legislation can get through Parliament because that's going to unlock a lot of investment in renewable energy sources like solar power or wind power or geothermal energy and we’re keen to ensure that the Liberals' dithering around and inability to reach a policy decision on the Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme doesn't prevent us getting the renewable energy legislation into place. It is very important because the Government has established a target that 20% of Australia's electricity supply should come from renewable energy sources by the year 2020, and that's what the renewable energy legislation is designed to achieve. And we want to ensure that we get it through and the reason that there's been an issue about this is that, under both the Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme and the renewable energy legislation, which are the two institutional killers, if you like, of the Government's response to climate change - or two of them – industry’s been putting to us for some time that, in areas where there's a substantial price for carbon under the Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme and there's a cost associated with renewable energy - where you've got a large electricity consumer like the aluminium industry, there needs to be consistent relief or transitional assistance under both the arrangements. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: I'm sure this decision is welcome on all sides, but isn't it really an admission that the Government was playing politics with this all along by putting the two in the one bill? 
GREG COMBET: No, there was no politics in it at all. In the consultations that we have had with industries like aluminium smelting, which will have a significant carbon liability under the Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme and of course is a high electricity consumer in manufacturing aluminium and therefore would have a substantial obligation under the renewable energy legislation, industry was saying to the Government "Well, we want a consistent set of rules supplied for any transitional assistance under these arrangements." And that's what the Government was doing. But because the Opposition has been so hopelessly divided, unable to have a policy position at all or put forward any amendments in relation to the Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme and has voted against it, along with the Greens and the two independent Senators, the Government's concerned to get the renewable energy legislation in place, regardless.
PAUL BONGIORNO: Malcolm Turnbull accused you and the Government of having a closed mind to any improvements to the Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme. 
MALCOLM TURNBULL: (Monday) Reasoned argument is not something the Government is very interested in at the moment. I see Mr Combet has rejected this report without having read it. That must be wonderful - to be able to come to a conclusion about reports without having to read them, so confident is he in the direction they're taking Australia. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Well, have you read the report, and didn't he have a point? 
GREG COMBET: (LAUGHS) No, he didn't have a point. I have read the report and there were no surprises in it. I mean, for a start, the concepts contained in the Frontier Economics report have been around for some time. And I've met with Mr Price previously, who was the author of the Frontier Economics report, and he's met many people around Parliament House to discuss what's called a baseline and credit approach to emissions trading, and of course the report had been leaked in advance and we'd had a fair time to consider what the issues were in relation to it. So I think it was pretty clear exactly where the Coalition was going in relation to the report. We've got to remember this - this is not Coalition policy. This is just another report that is in the debate and the Liberals were unable even to unite around the report and present specific amendments that may have flowed from it, if it was their policy position. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: On Friday, the Prime Minister ruled out an early election, but if the ETS goes down in 90 days' time, it's inconceivable that it can be left at that. The Prime Minister virtually would have no option but to go to the people and say "Well, do you want us to fight climate change, or don't you?" 
GREG COMBET: Well, you've got to come back to the underpinning reason for the Government seeking reform in this area - and that is that the climate science is very clear. The overwhelming consensus of the international scientific community is that human activity is causing increases in temperatures, and that we're therefore facing…

PAUL BONGIORNO: That's precisely the point. It is very serious, and if it fails again, surely it has to go straight back to the people? 
GREG COMBET: Well, I was just trying to explain the underpinning, um, seriousness of it and the motivation for the Government to take this course, and of course we have an unequivocal mandate from the Australian people to take action against climate change and we are determined to do it. So, as Senator Wong was putting in your introduction to the interview this morning, we will bring the Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme back, but of course we recognise that we need to get the thing through, we're determined to get it through, and we have always said that if any of the non-Government parties in the Senate were to come forward with specific amendments - and clearly that they have the authority to be putting them forward - we will sit down and negotiate and we're not silly about that. We intend making the reform. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Just briefly, Minister, a wink is as good as a nod to a blind horse. The fact that it’s coming back in 90 days just happens to fit in with the demands of the constitution setting up a trigger for a double-dissolution. That's still the threat, no matter what the Prime Minister says. 
GREG COMBET: I think you were introducing the 90-day concept. It's not for me to speculate precisely when the bill will come back. However, no-one should underestimate the determination of the Government to make these changes. We have a mandate to bring in the Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme and take strong action against climate change. We accept and respect the climate science and we believe that we need to start the hard work of reducing emissions in our economy and also so that we can play a constructive role in international negotiations. And we're determined to make these changes. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: We have more on this. Time for a break. When we return with the panel, will the Government continue to sideline the Greens? And the climate gods let their displeasure be known during the week, plunging the Parliament into darkness. Thor sent a thunder bolt to disrupt the hot air in Question Time, catching the Prime Minister mid-sentence. 
KEVIN RUDD: (Tuesday) I gather that outside this place there is currently storm and tempest. Can I just say that it pales into insignificance with the storm and tempest which rages within the ranks of the Liberal Party and the National Party!
PAUL BONGIORNO: You're on ‘Meet the Press’ with Greg Combet. Welcome to our panel Marian Wilkinson from the 'Sydney Morning Herald'. Good morning, Marian.

THE ‘SYDNEY MORNING HERALD’S MARIAN WILKINSON: Good morning, Paul.

PAUL BONGIORNO: And from the 'West Australian', Andrew Probyn. Good morning, Andrew.
THE ‘WEST AUSTRALIAN’S ANDREW PROBYN: Good morning.
PAUL BONGIORNO: The Government needs seven more votes to pass an ETS. The Coalition needs only two extra votes to block it. The Greens have five on offer, but only for a scheme tougher on polluters. Bob Brown believes if Kevin Rudd comes his way, he'll be more in touch with mainstream Australian opinion. 
DEPUTY GREENS LEADER CHRISTINE MILNE: (Thursday) This is a new opportunity. It's quite exciting. Three months - over to the Government - we're working with them. 
GREENS LEADER BOB BROWN: (Thursday) The Government's in a new paddock as of today and it should, ah, look at that long green grass and recognise it's very healthy grass for them to be feeding on. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Marian Wilkinson? 
MARIAN WILKINSON: Well, Minister, you said you're open to negotiations on the renewable energy target. The Opposition has already said it wants to increase the exemptions, especially for the aluminium industry - that means more assistance for another major industry. Will the Government be looking at that, and if they do, will that alienate the Greens in these negotiations? 
GREG COMBET: Um, I assume you're talking in relation to the Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme, or the renewable energy legislation? 
MARIAN WILKINSON: The renewable energy scheme, Minister. These were the amendments that the Opposition did release on Friday. They're saying they do want some further exemptions for the aluminium industry in the renewable energy scheme. Is the Government prepared to look at that, and if they do, will that alienate the Greens? 
GREG COMBET: Well, in the first point, it's good that some specific amendments have come forward from the Opposition for once. But the Government takes the same approach it does to all legislation – that is, if there are specific amendments on the table in relation to the legislation we have before the Senate, then we'll sit down and talk to people. We are, of course, offering in relation to the renewable energy legislation significant relief for the aluminium sector and some others and so we can sit down and have a look at the terms of what's been put. But Senator Joyce, of course, the leader of the Nationals in the Senate, is also on the record, as I recall, saying that he does not support the renewable energy legislation so there's a bit of work to do on the Opposition - the Coalition's side of politics - yet, it seems to us, for them to have a coherent position. But the Government is keen to get the renewable energy legislation into place - keen to get the 20% target by the year 2020 for Australia's electricity supply to come from renewable energy sources. So, you know, it's the Government's policy position. We're the ones who are advancing this issue and we want to get it through. 
MARIAN WILKINSON: Even if that means more assistance for industry, you will look at that? 
GREG COMBET: Well, we'll have a look at what's being put forward. We're putting forward - ourselves, and have been consistent about it - very significant assistance for the aluminium industry and we believe that it's the right approach that we have. 
ANDREW PROBYN: Minister, one of the responsibilities you've been charged with is dealing with the coal industry. How are those negotiations going, and can you confirm that you're going to be doubling, if not increasing, the $750 million in compensation that is already on the table? 
GREG COMBET: Look, the argument in the coal industry, amongst the coal industry, and the nature of the discussions that I've had with them over recent months inevitably focuses on the rather unique nature of the coal industry and methane emissions from individual coal mines. Coalmining is not like a manufacturing process where, across a range of operators in an industry like aluminium or cement manufacturing, there's a fairly consistent emissions intensity per unit of output. Coalmines have specific geological features and there's a very, very wide variation in the level of methane that is generated when coal is produced at a coalmine. 
ANDREW PROBYN: Can you confirm that you are going to be increasing the compensation? 
GREG COMBET: It's important to understand this point. Sorry, Andrew. I'm not trying to, um, avoid getting to your question. But it does mean that some coalmines have a very significant level of carbon liability and the Government has $750 million on the table that we wish to target at those mines which have the highest level of carbon liability - that is, the highest methane emissions - and we believe that our approach is correct. We've had that quantum on the table for some time. But the coal industry has quite a different view of it and we're not about to accept their position, which firstly was to ask for about $10 billion in assistance in coming years, and more recently, is essentially to seek an exemption from methane emissions having a liability under the Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme. That's about 5% of Australia's greenhouse gas emissions, and it means if you don't achieve abatement in that area, you push that cost onto other parts of the economy and we're not prepared to go down that path either. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Minister, the Liberals' Bill Heffernan caused a stir on Thursday. He gave a one-finger salute to the Government benchers after the ETS vote but he was deadly serious about one thing.
NSW STATE SENATOR BILL HEFFERNAN: (Wednesday) Can I just cut through all the political bullshit? There is no-one in the Government that can give us an answer on whether agriculture is in or out. Agriculture has been bloody left out there, ah, sitting over the edge of a cliff being told "We'll tell you in 2013 whether you're going to be included in the scheme or not." 
ANDREW PROBYN: Minister, doesn't Senator Heffernan have a point that you've left that sector dangling until 2015? Isn't it better to sort this out and perhaps even consider the Coalition's... Well, let's not call it a 'policy' - Coalition idea - to have agriculture somehow included in the carbon offsets program? 
GREG COMBET: It's certainly no more than an idea, and it's probably not one around which there's much unity in the Coalition if recent times have been any pointer. Look, the Government has been very clear about this issue for a long period of time now, and when the White Paper was produced in December last year, a policy position was adopted and articulated. It's been discussed with the peak organisations in the agricultural sector and the position is that the Government will review the inclusion, or otherwise, of agricultural emissions under the Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme in 2013, and should the decision be taken to include agricultural emissions, that would occur from 2015. And it gives organisations like the National Farmers' Federation and others in that sector of the economy more time to work through what are quite complex issues concerning agricultural emissions. In the meantime, the Government, in the CPRS legislation, of course has made provision for credits to be earned in the rural sector from reforestation activity and that's a very important way of achieving some inclusion of that sector in the economy. I mean, it's complicated by Kyoto accounting rules and the Saul carbon science and a whole host of issues. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: A long way to go there, and a lot of negotiation as well. Thanks for being with us today, Greg Combet. 
GREG COMBET: That's a pleasure.

PAUL BONGIORNO: Coming up - the Parliament will have another go at more transparent political donations this week. Our next guest, Professor Brian Costar, says it's only a start. And the things you find on YouTube - this animation from independent cartoonist Judex takes its inspiration from the Wild West to lampoon political spin.  

(ANIMATION ACCOMPANIED BY TUNE TO ‘RAWHIDE’ BY FRANKIE LAINE PLAYS) 

Rollin', rollin', rollin'
Though our jobs are stolen

Keep them dollars rollin’
Ruddhide

Broken healthcare system

Expensive for a fixin'
Wishing our parties hadn't lied

Line 'em up, shoot 'em down
Shoot ‘em down, line ‘em up

Line ‘em up, shoot ‘em down 
Ruddhide...              

Count 'em up, send ‘em out
Send ‘em out, count ‘em up

Count ‘em up, add ‘em up, Ruddhide 
Count 'em up, send ‘em out

Send ‘em out, count ‘em up

Count ‘em up, add ‘em up, Ruddhide 

Send ‘em out, beat ‘em down

Give them less, tax them more

Sell ‘em out, beat them down, Ruddhide

Ruddhide, Ruddhide…

PAUL BONGIORNO: You're on ‘Meet the Press’. The Federal Government this week will attempt to convince the Senate to reverse the Howard government's political donation disclosure requirements. At present, donations up to $10,000 don't have to be declared. Labor wants the old $1,000 limit returned. The cost of elections is seen as a growing impediment to a truly functioning democracy, leading many to believe their vote isn't as important as the clout big business and unions can buy with their donations. Welcome to the program from Swinburne University, Professor Brian Costar, coordinator of the Democratic Audit of Australia. Good morning, Brian.
PROFESSOR BRIAN COSTAR: Good morning, Paul. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Well, the Labor Government's attempt to reverse John Howard's lifting of the amount of money that donations - the amount of donations before being required to be declared - that'd have to be an advance for transparency, wouldn't it? 
BRIAN COSTAR: Yes, it is an advance. But a cynic would say that any change would be an advance on the current funding and disclosure regime we have in Australia. We have fallen far behind comparable jurisdictions in the issues of transparency and the general regulation of what we might call political money. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Well, um, will raising the limit, however, ah...do anything to address concerns over people buying, you know, buying influence, with a whiff of corruption about it? 
BRIAN COSTAR: Well, I think you're referring here to the situation where various business organisations and individual businesses can pay quite large amounts of money to attend political party functions which are invariably hosted by premiers, prime ministers, ministers and so on. And this is getting the shorthand term of buying access. And I think it is buying access. And I think that practice, as given the lead by Premier Bligh in Queensland as a consequence of the problems that they've suffered, has moved to effectively ban it. I think the rest of the States in the Commonwealth would do well to follow that lead. 
MARIAN WILKINSON: Brian, I'd just like to come in on this, because we've been listening to these calls for the reform of this system of political donations and buying access, buying influence, for basically going back to Graham Richardson's times. If you look at Premier Bligh's call now to ban it, now she's in the middle of a huge political scandal in Queensland, do you honestly think that this hardline position of hers will stand? Or, in six months' time, will we see it go right back to where it is now? 
BRIAN COSTAR: Well, as you say, past history doesn't fill you with confidence. Look, the big problem - if I might say this - in Australia, is that we haven't had a big enough scandal. We have had scandals - Gold Coast City Council election of a few years ago, Wollongong, situation in Queensland recently and a few others. But alas, they haven't been big enough. Where we have had pretty well root-and-branch reform - let's take Canada - in recent times, they had a major scandal, called AdScam, which really shook the system to its foundations and that forced otherwise reluctant political parties - and we know why the big parties are reluctant to change this scheme because they benefit from it - but that scandal created such an atmosphere that reform had to come and it did. 
ANDREW PROBYN: Brian, can I just bring you back to some basics - what's wrong with a law-abiding corporation spending big money to bend the ear of an honest minister at a fundraiser or some other party function? 
BRIAN COSTAR: Because it's exclusivist. I have no objection to parties organising fundraisers. They’ve been doing it for years. What I object to, is to get to go you have to part with a large amount of money. I can’t do that and most other citizens in Australia can't do it either and democracy is about open access. That isn't open access - it's closed access. 
ANDREW PROBYN: You're attacking this from two fronts - possible corruption on one hand, and then access on the other? 
BRIAN COSTAR: I don't think you even have to raise the question of corruption. I think perception is very important in politics. Also, the other issue, of course, about disclosure that Paul started with - the Labor Party, as I understand, is going to introduce twice-a-year disclosure of donations. That's totally inadequate. We need real, in-time donation disclosure and the technology is there to get it. And the principle behind that is not any perception of corruption, but it is this - why should voters not know as much about a party or a candidate, including who is funding them or not funding them, before they cast their vote? Not, as we found in the current scheme, about - well, 13 months after the poll we found out who donated to whom in the six months before the 2007 election. That is not transparency. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: I know they do that in New York - some material you provided me – but it seemed to be very complex and expensive. Would this not be the case if every candidate in a Federal election had to continuously disclose, just briefly, to the run-up to the election? 
BRIAN COSTAR: No, it isn't expensive in New York. The sums of money sound large because it's New York. The technology - while it was very clunky 20 years ago - the New York City campaign finance board has refined that. It is very simple. It's an internet-based system. Anybody capable of using the internet can use it. Anybody who’s got access to the internet can use it. The board gives the technology to the candidates for free and they have offered it to Australia for free. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: OK. Well, we've got a long way to go in Australia, as you say. Thank you very much for being with us today, Professor Brian Costar. And thanks to our panel, Marian Wilkinson and Andrew Probyn. 
ANDREW PROBYN: Thank you. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: A transcript of this program will be on our website. Until next week, goodbye.
