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Peter Van Onselen:  The potential deputy prime minister, you’d be feeling pretty confident this morning with a poll like that, surely?

Warren Truss:  I guess the poll demonstrates that we’re competitive.  But the same poll also says that most people still think Labor’s going to win, so we know we’ve got a lot of work to do yet.

Peter Van Onselen:  Is that so bad though, for the coalition to have most people assuming that Labor’s going to win, because it maybe gives a kind of complacency of change in the government.  We’ve only had, what is it, six changes of government since World War II.  It’s hard to change a government and this is only a first term government.  But if a lot of people don’t think that they’re going to win, yet they’re now as we can see from this poll behind in the polls, it means that you guys might get into government under the radar a little bit.

Warren Truss:  I think there will be lots of polls and they’ll all have different outcomes.  We’re going to get on with the job of delivery policy, assessing the issues and giving people an opportunity to understand that we are a credible alternative.  We’ve got experience in government, we’ve got a reputation for being sound and solid managers, and that contrasts markedly with what we’re seeing from Labor.

Peter Van Onselen:  As the leader of the National party, over the Howard era, John Howard was known to be someone who placed a great deal of stock in the National Party as part of the coalition.  Since you’ve been in opposition there have been moments of tension between the Liberal Party and the National Party.  I’m thinking in particular pre Tony Abbott over the emissions trading scheme.  What if anything will be different, do you think, by a National Party/Liberal Party coalition this time around, as opposed to under John Howard’s leadership?

Warren Truss:  We’re separate parties and therefore sometimes we’ll have different views on issues.  In coalition we seek to sort out those differences behind closed doors.  The big partner sometimes has to recognise that there are key issues to the small partner, where they have to seed some ground so that there can be a cooperative arrangement.  On the other hand, we recognise also that we must be cooperative in that kind of relationship, so that we can both achieve our objectives.  In government, that’s relatively simpler to do because we have control of the agenda.  When you’re in opposition, other people are choosing the agenda and raising issues that they might think are sensitive, and therefore those differences perhaps come to the fore a little more.  So we are separate parties.  There’ll be times when we have different views, but overwhelmingly we have a similar agenda and we want to get on with making our country more productive and better managed.

Peter Van Onselen:  Do you think it’s going to be a close election?  This poll would suggest that you’re back in front for the first time in a while, but do you think it’s going to be a very tight race?

Warren Truss:  I think it’ll be a close election, yes.  But there’s a lot more water to flow under the bridge yet, a lot more things to happen.  As I think the public focus on some of the issues, some of the policies that Labor are proposing, that gives us a greater opportunity to emphasise the fact that we have practical, solid ideas that will actually work, instead of fantasy schemes like $2,000 for a bomb or 150 people making up your policy.  If you’re going to have 150 to make up your policy on climate change, why don’t we have 150 people to make up the policy on defence?  Or have 150 people to make up the budget?  We’re having a very expensive election to choose people to make the policy, and Labor wants to give the job to others because they know they’re not competent to do it themselves. 

Peter Van Onselen:  The way they’re running their campaign, who knows, Mr. Truss.  We might end up having that kind of a policy come out soon for 150 people in any other number of policy areas.  I want to move onto policy in a moment, but the reason I ask about the tightness of the election is because there are a few three cornered contests where Nats and running against Liberals and vice versa.  One in particular that I’m thinking of is the electorate of Riverina where I know the Liberal Party, with the retirement of Kay Hull, I think is hoping to pick up that seat.  This has been a trend that Liberals have tried whenever a retiring National Party person has announced that retirement.  I’m just wondering, with the hundreds of thousands of dollars that both you and your coalition partner, the Liberal Party, must be spending to win that seat, is that an example of where the Liberal Party should have just frankly backed off, because this is going to be a close election, and those funds, both yours and theirs, could’ve been better spent in key marginals to win them off the Labor Party?

Warren Truss:  We certainly have sought to limit the number of three cornered contests, because as you say they’re expensive, and it can also have the risk of taking our eye off the main enemy, and that’s the Labor Party.  But the rules under the coalition have always recognised that where there’s a vacancy, where there’s a retirement, that the other party has a right to run, and it works both ways.

Peter Van Onselen:  I do accept that those are the rules, but does it now disappoint you that you’re in the race, it’s going to be a very tight contest, yet there you are putting much needed funds, as the junior coalition partner fund raising is never easy for anyone, into holding a seat which frankly is a conservative seat no matter what, when that money could be better spent elsewhere?  And the same goes for the Liberal Party.

Warren Truss:  As I said, we are separate parties.  We seek to work cooperatively together, but we can also be competitive.  When there is a vacancy of this nature, then the three cornered contest happens.  We’ve got a good candidate.  We’re optimistic we’ll do well.  The Nationals take this opportunity to demonstrate and to emphasise the fact that we’re a party really exclusively devoted towards the interests of regional Australia.  That’s our strong selling point, and that’s the issue that we are addressing especially in three cornered contests like this one.

Peter Van Onselen:  There’s a report in the Sydney Morning Herald today about the National Farmers Federation expressing concerns that they may not be able to meet the price guidelines that would allow the coalition under its alternative policy on climate change to meet its targets, and they’re talking in particular about soil carbons and whether or not they think it’s achievable to hit the targets that Greg Hunt and your side of politics are going for.  Do you accept that those are fair concerns?

Warren Truss:  Our direct action plan is designed to provide funding for programs that actually deliver the biggest C02 reductions at the lowest price.  So no-one is assured of receiving funding under our arrangements.  We want to get the best possible result, achieve the biggest C02 reductions for the best price for the taxpayers.  I think that agricultural land will play an important role in sequesting carbon.  But it’ll have to be competitive, and on top of that farmers are not going to get engaged in it unless they’re getting a fair return for it.  So that’ll all be determined in the marketplace.  What we are very confident about is that there are enormous gains that can be made through direct action.  Much more direct response is likely to be achieved than you’re going to get through some kind of trading of paper or new taxes.  If new taxes could actually lower the temperature, then our country would be freezing, because we’ve had plenty of new taxes under this government!

Peter Van Onselen:  But isn’t the issue on what the Farmers Federation are raising here that their concern is that at the end of the day they may not be able to get enough out of soil carbon reductions to be able to meet the 5% target that the coalition has set for 2020 in terms of emissions cuts.  That’s the issue here.  It may be a worthwhile approach and there may be a lot of room to move in taking advantage of soil carbons.  However, the Farmers Federation seem to be suggesting that you just may not get to your targets by 2020 as a result of it.

Warren Truss:  The market will deal with those issues.  There are lots of different ways in which the agricultural sector can play a role in reducing C02 emissions, and carbon sequestration in soils is only one. There’s a lot of exciting new technology around, and I’ve got no doubt at all that the agricultural sector will play a significant part in helping us to achieve our targets.  But there’ll be other industries as well.  There are individual actions by Australians that will also make a difference.  I believe that the target is modest and achievable within the budget that we’ve allowed.

Peter Van Onselen:  I wanted to also ask you about overseas fruits coming into this country.  I know that you’ve been in the Coffs Harbour area campaigning on this in particularly there in relation to Philippino bananas that come into this country.  I’m wondering, are you interested in trying to limit the amount of overseas fruit that comes in so that we can have Australian produce only?  And if so, how would you actually go about doing that?

Warren Truss:  Australia has a right under the world trade rules, indeed an obligation, to protect our pest and disease free status wherever that is threatened.  So we are under no obligation whatsoever, nor should we allow any imports into this country that are likely to threaten our clean and green status.  On the other hand, where standards are appropriate, where the hygiene and the quarantine status of the product can be guaranteed, then there are obviously opportunities for that product to be competitive in our marketplace.  We export two thirds of all the food that we produce in this country, so we want access to other peoples’ markets, so we do need to obviously recognise that we have to be fair and reasonable about it.  Now we are concerned that other countries are not always giving us the market access which we believe we’re entitled to, and I think the current government has not used the WTO dispute settlement system as strongly as it should to pursue some of these claims.  So some of the barriers that are put in place are artificial.  We will protect the pest and disease free status of our country as a high priority, and I am disappointed that the current government seems to have been prepared to compromise that, as it has with a lot of other border security issues, in the interest of being friendly with other countries around the world, or securing some votes for a United National security council seat.

Peter Van Onselen:  How do you do that?  Just so that I can be clear.  I understand that the local farmers would rather have their industry protected, and I understand that imports coming from overseas, particularly if there’s pest and disease problems, obviously shouldn’t be allowed in.  But what is the process that you can put in place to be able to keep them out, in order to protect local produce?

Warren Truss:  The process must be science based.  It’s got to be based on solid science.  We’ve got to make sure that the work is done, that there is an adequate assessment of the risks in other parts of the world.  We all know there’s no such thing as no risk.  If we move around the world, there are always risks that things are going to move with us.  But we do need to have solid and sustainable security measures in place to protect our pest and disease free status.  And let me say specifically about bananas, there are some very significant issues in relation to pests and diseases with Philippine’s bananas.  They have been an issue in the past and I’m not satisfied at this stage that those concerns have been resolved.

Peter Van Onselen:  One final question, in NSW at state level, the National Party had their pre-selection as a community pre-selection.  It was an open primary I think for the electorate of Tamworth, which is currently held by an independent.  They had somewhere in the order of 10,000 people I think participate in that primary, members of the community at large.  Anyone was entitled to be involved.  I think that’s something like ten times larger than any other pre-selection in the history of this country!  My question is, is that a scheme that you would be interested in seeing rolled out more widely in the National Party as a way of making sure that candidates are community candidates, and in a sense staving off the threat of country independence?

Warren Truss:  There’s no doubt that was an extraordinarily successful pre-selection.  I guess the true test will be does the selected candidate now translate that into winning the seat.  That I suppose will be the ultimate judgement.  But I think everyone has watched that with a great deal of interest.  It worked extraordinarily well and could well be a model for the future.  They’re expensive and that’s an issue for political parties to be able to manage something like that.  But it’s a good idea that has worked well so far in this case.

Peter Van Onselen:  But success begets success in a sense, so if he manages to seize that seat, and that really was the heartland in this state of where rural independence developed out of, and I think Tony Windsor was there and now he’s gone federal.  So are you essentially saying that it’s a bit of a wait and see?  It’s a good idea, it had a large amount of interest, let’s see if he gets the community backing at an election level, and if so well then maybe you’ll consider those sort of changes more widely?

Warren Truss:  Certainly it was a success beyond anybody’s expectations on the day.  It certainly captured the hearts and the minds of the people of the region, and the ultimate test however is if we win the seat.  If you do it in every seat across the country, you’d have to make sure that the same kind of dynamic and excitement about the process could be maintained.  We couldn’t expose ourselves to a situation where somehow or other these sorts of public events could be manipulated in a way that people who are not actually interested in us getting the best possible candidate inflicting upon us somebody that might later be a problem.  But I think it’s a terrific idea and it’s worked, I think, way beyond everybody’s expectations.

Peter Van Onselen:  Mr. Truss, we appreciate you joining us on Saturday Agenda.  Leader of the National Party, and if today’s poll is to be believed, potentially the next deputy prime minister.  Thanks very much for coming in this morning.

Warren Truss:  It’s a pleasure to be with you.
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