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GILBERT: Joining me on Lunchtime Agenda today, the Minister for Sustainable Population, the Minister for Agriculture, Tony Burke. Mr Burke thanks for your time.

BURKE: G’day Kieran.

GILBERT: Lots to discuss this afternoon. First of all, can I get your reaction to Tony Abbott’s $50 million community crime prevention program including a big injection, a big boost for CCTVs?

BURKE: There’s detail that obviously we’ll have to have a look at on what he’s announced today. But on the general principle, the person who must be most concerned right now is Joe Hockey. Joe Hockey, only a few months ago, made his speech in defence of liberty where he got absolutely stuck into the proliferation of CCTV cameras. So for Tony Abbott now to be putting this front and centre during an election campaign is a very big whack against the Shadow Treasurer.  

GILBERT: Are you worried about this issue, law and order, if Tony Abbott is going to inject this into this federal election campaign? Is it something that Labor is ready to retort, repudiate?

BURKE: On law and order issues and on national security issues our record is very strong. So, I don’t have a political concern there. What I do have a concern with the Opposition is again it is an example of just how bitterly divided they are, as something  Joe Hockey was willing to put front and centre as an issue of principle that he was opposed to is now front and centre as something that they’ll do.

GILBERT: The Prime Minister announced her own version of the Obama administration’s “cash for clunkers” scheme, it was introduced in the United States. Isn’t this a copy of that and an attempt to buy votes?

BURKE: Well, let’s not forget there’s going to be a series of announcements, which have started now, about what the Government is doing to help people move to a sustainable, low carbon economy. The benefit of today’s announcement, we’re also talking about something in the order of $600 a year less for someone in their petrol bill. If you have a more efficient car, it’s not just good for the environment it also saves someone money in the cost of petrol, in the cost of living. So this is one of those situations where there are real, tangible benefits for the motorists as well as having a positive outcome for the environment. 

GILBERT: But $2000 to encourage someone to go and buy a new car does sound suspiciously like a grab or buying votes in an election campaign.

BURKE: Well, let’s look at what the policy outcome is. If the policy outcome is lower emissions, less pollution happening and the policy outcome is that somebody ends up being able to get an efficient car that they otherwise couldn’t have afforded and as a result of that have lower petrol bills, it’s pretty hard to see the downside.

GILBERT: And $2000 in their back pocket, I’m sure they won’t see a downside. But seriously, 200,000 vehicles out of a pool of old cars on our roads that the Prime Minister said is 2 million strong. It’s very small, this initiative, 200,000 as opposed to 2 million old clunkers on the road.

BURKE: I think you can look at any measure that’s designed to move towards a low carbon economy and say, does that on its own fix all of the problems that we have. Cumulatively these issues do matter. Similarly to Julia’s announcement at the University of Queensland where she announced some of the climate change issues there and referred to the principle that all new power stations, they will no longer be dirty coal power stations and they will actually be fitted up to be able to move to carbon capture, to clean coal in the future. These sorts of changes, each of them on their own, you can run the argument that you just ran. But, cumulatively, this is about making a long term difference. 

GILBERT: What about the credibility of this scheme. What stops car dealers from price gouging, throwing $2000 on the price of this vehicle and take the money and run? Basically fleecing the Government of an initiative to encourage voters to trade in their old cars and dealers could end up fleecing the Government.

BURKE: Well, look, you’ve only got to drive down Parramatta Rd, not far from where we are now (Macquarie Park, Sydney), to see the number of different car dealers that there are. They’re working very competitively against each other. That sort of level of coordination, one I think it would be a stretch to say that would occur and secondly, you’ve got your normal standards of competition law in place. I just don’t foresee it the way you’ve just described it, Kieran.

GILBERT: Would there be enough monitoring to ensure that doesn’t happen, price gouging? Because a car dealer could just say to someone, well you’re going to get this extra $2000 on top of this as well, as an added incentive, an added marketing tool.

BURKE: Kieran, we’ve got a competitive market and the car dealers are going to be wanting to make the sale. This allows the consumer to be closer to buying a more efficient car.

GILBERT: As Minister for Sustainable Population, of course, climate policy and this sort of area does fit in with your area of responsibility. Yesterday’s citizens’ assembly has been widely criticised as just another talk fest and the suggestion is, and the point that’s made, is that we already have a citizens’ assembly of 150 people and that’s the House of Representatives. Are you just shirking the responsibility of making some tough calls?

BURKE: Well, let’s go back a few months. That citizens; assembly as you’ve just described it, the House of Representatives, did strongly and emphatically back action on climate change. Tony Abbott then got the Liberal Party and the National Party to team up with the Greens in the Senate and prevent action from taking place. That’s how we got where we are. If Tony Abbott seriously believed he was going to listen to the views of the House of Representatives, then we already would have had a system in place where there were limits on carbon pollution throughout the economy. That would be in place. It’s not, because he decided the political opportunity to block it was something that he simply couldn’t resist. And that’s why we’ve got the situation where we are now. Julia Gillard has made the point that we now need to have a high level of community consensus to be able to get through this. Because the political pathway in the Parliament itself ended up being circumvented by Tony Abbott deciding that the politics were irresistible.

GILBERT: That was in the former House of Representatives, we’re in an election campaign. Can’t you make the argument, seek the mandate and seek the voters’ will and support for stronger action on climate change and let them decide at the ballot box. Rather, you’re putting this out to tender almost with a group of people chosen, ironically, off the electoral roll.

BURKE: Well, first of all, last time, we did have a mandate. Last time, we did take to the election that there would be a form of emissions trading. There would be an emissions trading scheme in place. That was put to the public, they voted for it, the House of Representatives backed it. Tony Abbott got together with The Greens and blocked it in the Senate, with Steven Fielding. That’s what happened last time. You would have seen from the way that Julia Gillard has handled the mining tax to all issues, she does seek consensus. She’s a consultative Prime Minister. This is a further way of building on that to get a higher level of community consensus next time than we have had to date.

GILBERT: But you already said you had the mandate. It just seems that you got the mandate in 2007, nothing’s happened and we still don’t have an emissions trading scheme or a price on carbon. If you had the mandate why didn’t you back yourselves and go for a double dissolution election.

BURKE: Well, the decision was taken, Australians do like governments going their full term, that was the principle that was determined at the time. Julia Gillard is taking forward to seek a new mandate and in seeking that new mandate she’s making clear that she wants to build a stronger level of community consensus. That’s the way she’s always operated but we’re not waiting for that before there’s any form of action. What’s being done in power stations that was announced the other day, what’s being done in today’s announcement with vehicles, what’s being done -- and you’ll see the highest level of commitment that there’s ever been to renewables, to solar, to wind power, from Julia Gillard to make sure that we’re taking every step forward as we go. 

GILBERT: Okay, on your specific area, population sustainability, this is something that Julia Gillard has really used to frame her first week of this election campaign. Isn’t a lot of this just a respectable … I asked this of Nicola Roxon a little earlier in the week but I think I should ask you given your responsibilities … isn’t this debate just a respectable dog whistle in many respects?

BURKE: I don’t think anybody who gets caught in gridlock in traffic because we didn’t plan the distribution of our population well enough, or any employer in a place like Western Australia who is desperate for skilled workers and can’t find them because of the way our population’s distributed at the moment, I don’t think anyone in those situations would question whether or not we need to deal with this sort of policy. These are issues that have been ignored by Australian governments of both sides for generations. For the first time we’re saying let’s start to coordinate this, let’s start to bring together all the different departments, the different levels of government to work through how our population is spread throughout the nation. It’s a significant change but it is being driven because there are real pressures that people are facing.

GILBERT: You’re not trying to blur the lines between this debate and that of the asylum seeker debate, the population, immigration levels and the asylum seeker debate, because that’s the accusation that is made by some.

BURKE: Yes, the accusation’s made but I’ve yet to find a point to a single comment from myself or Julia Gillard to back that up. I can’t stop it in an election campaign that the Liberal Party is going to go out there and make accusations, but if they have no basis, then that really should be the end of it. 

GILBERT: Why does Julia Gillard say that immigration is not a part of the population debate? It seems counter-intuitive to say okay we’re going to have a debate about population but immigration’s not part of it, it seems odd.

BURKE: What Julia’s been saying is this is not an immigration debate. The debate itself as its starting point has to be about quality of life, it has to be about whether employers can get the workers they need and whether we end up with regions that have significant job opportunities but they don’t have the housing, they don’t have the capacity constraints and then we have other parts of the country where people continue to move and unemployment goes up and at the same time your roads, your trains, your buses are all pressed, absolutely bursting at the seams in terms of pressure. So those issues deal with the spread of population and hit someone’s quality of life. Now what are the policy issues that feed into that? Yes, immigration is one of them but it’s not just an immigration debate. This is about infrastructure, this deals with urban planning, this deals with whether or not we’re training enough people here in Australia to fill the skill sets that we know are going to be needed.

GILBERT: The Prime Minister said it’s not about immigration, they were her words…

BURKE: And the context…

GILBERT: Clearly it is.

BURKE: The context was what sort of debate are we having and it’s not an immigration debate. It’s a debate that deals primarily with the spread of population throughout the country. I was in Queensland, in the south- east corner a couple of days ago. There, particularly in areas like the Gold Coast, you have massive, massive population growth over the last twenty years. Most of it has been driven, yes, immigration is part of it, but most of it, most of it, has been driven by people moving from NSW and Victoria to Queensland and from people moving from other parts of Queensland to the southeast corner. If we simply look at one of a smaller part of the many drivers that are out there we’ll miss the debate and we won’t be able to do what needs to be done to help people with their quality of life.

GILBERT: But you know and you can see it obviously that it is an important part of how many, in the long-term trajectory, of immigration numbers.

BURKE: It’s part of it and Julia has said that but in terms of the debate she’s made clear the whole way through that if we simply view this as an immigration debate we are missing the point. For example, here in Sydney can we continue with endless urban sprawl? What impact does that have on the fact that at the outskirts of Sydney, that’s pretty much where all our fresh fruit and vegetables, most of our fresh fruit and vegies,  are grown that we then have in the shops here in Sydney. Are we going to keep taking our best soil and putting buildings on top of it? Are we going to ignore the environmental impact of continuing to knock down natural habitat to be able to put houses there?

GILBERT: Okay, I just want to ask you about a couple of other issues before we wrap up, on the issue of asylum seekers that we touched on earlier, reports today that there are twelve boats apparently due to arrive in transit during the election campaign, Tony Abbott describes it as a small armada, that’s obviously not going to be helpful politically if those arrivals do eventuate, as reported today in the Telegraph.

BURKE: Yes I’ve seen the Telegraph report. I don’t know whether those reports are accurate or not. I do know that Tony Abbott’s been, there’s been speculation about them taking steps towards Nauru at the moment. Now for months they’ve been saying the Coalition can’t talk to other sovereign governments. Now I’m seeing reports they’re about to, they’re wanting to do something with respect to Nauru, the only thing that’s changed there, in the complete reversal of their position on that one, is there’s been an election that’s been called. With this, like CCTV, you can pick each issue, what they’ll say today won’t match what we were hearing only weeks earlier. 

GILBERT: All right, just finally on the opinion polls, the west poll shows that Canning could be a seat that you might even pick up in WA and indeed broadly 54-46, a two-party poll in favour of the Labor Party, are you really going to try and claim underdog status still?

BURKE: This election’s going to be close…

GILBERT: Those numbers and particularly the support for Julia Gillard among women.

BURKE: I’ve got to say I heard Tony Abbott’s comments about his expectation of becoming Prime Minister. I’m not going to disagree with the fact that this is a tight election, where either of the two people running for the job could end up in it. This is a close election, and anybody who wants to look at a national poll here or there and pretend that that’s going to be translated seat by seat, or be where things land in four weeks time, I do think is oversimplifying where the communities are at.

GILBERT: But do you think that among women they are, female voters are embracing the first female PM? Is that the sense you’re getting on the ground, you’ve been travelling around a bit through the electorates.

BURKE: Look, around the country I’ve been getting a very strong opinion in favour of Julia. I’ve been getting it from people I’ve been meeting, I’ve been getting it from people across the board. There is a strong level of support out there and a warmth towards Julia Gillard, I think a lot of that goes to her consensus-driven approach. I think people like to see it, they do prefer that to the more combative style that Australian politics often gets into.

GILBERT: Tony Burke, appreciate your time. Thank you.

BURKE: Great to be here.

ENDS.


