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Peter Van Onselen:  Let me now introduce our panel.  NSW political reporter, Dr. Imre Salusinszky, thanks for your company. Senior journalist at The Australian newspaper, Sue Dunlevy, thank you, and editor-at-large, Paul Kelly, thanks for your company as well.  We’re joined now out of Canberra by the NSW Premier, Kristina Keneally, who was to join us here in the studio today.  But Julia Gillard brought the COAG meeting forward a day and as a result we had to do this from Canberra.  But we’re very appreciative, Premier, for you keeping the engagement, albeit from a distance.

Kristina Keneally:  Thank you, Peter.  Delighted to join you.

Peter Van Onselen:  Can I make the first question before we move on to specifically talking about the New South Wales election obviously, which is about six weeks away now?  First question on health, the meetings that you’re about to go into on COAG, bottom line, what’s better for the states do you believe, the deal that’s on the table now from Julia Gillard, or the deal that was struck by you and other premiers with Kevin Rudd?

Kristina Keneally:  Well for New South Wales, the bottom line is this.  What we negotiated, what I secured last April, the $1.2 billion over the next four years, the $5 billion between ’14-15 and 2020 and the 488 beds we’re rolling out this year, they must stay in New South Wales.  That’s our bottom line.  As for whether there’s a national fund or state based funds, those are things we can negotiate through.  They were never the key things for me going into that COAG last April.  What we achieved last April is what I intend to leave Canberra with today. 

Paul Kelly:  Premier, I’m not quite certain the extent to which you’ve been fully briefed on Julia Gillard’s plans.  But looking ahead to today’s meeting, are you confident that today’s meeting is likely to end in an agreement between the commonwealth and the states on this new scheme?
Kristina Keneally:  I’m optimistic.  I’m optimistic that we can get to a national agreement, and I think it’s more likely today than it certainly was when we left COAG last April.  However, there are a number of things that need to be negotiated through.  I understand some of the other premiers still have some concerns around a national funding model.  They’re for New South Wales things we can negotiate through to secure our financial position, but for us it’s the beds, the money and the growth funding that I secured last April.  I will leave Canberra with those today, or we won’t be signing up.

Sue Dunlevy:  Premier, one of those concerns that state premiers might have is that under Kevin Rudd’s plan the federal government was going to pay for about 60% of health services.  However, under Julia Gillard’s plan the states will be paying for 66% of health funding.  Can you possibly be winners under a deal like that?  Are you afraid that you might be losing money under this new reform?

Kristina Keneally:  What we’re looking at in the material that’s been provided to us is a build-up from ’14-15 to 2020, so that by 2020 there would be an equal partnership between the states and the territories and the commonwealth when it comes to health funding.  That’s something that was discussed last April as an option when there were issues around getting all the states to sign up to GST.  So I do see that moving towards an equal partnership, sharing the burden equally, is something that could be a good outcome if it’s achieved today. However Sue, it’s probably important to note that in there, there will be potentially some other changes; for example primary care that was slated to go to the commonwealth may well end up staying with the states.  We always have had some concerns that some of that primary care does sit better with us in the way that we deliver it in our health system.  Also in the material we’ve been provided there is a suggestion the commonwealth will step back from capital funding, but only then do it on a project by project basis.  However, the offset of us keeping the GST may be enough to manage through that issue.

Imre Salusinszky:  Premier, Paul was saying just before the importance of the Liberal premiers in terms of taking us back to the drawing board on this.  But as you’ve just said, New South Wales has actually been holding back a lot of its primary care services over the last six months.  My mail is that your recalcitrance on that had at least as much to do as anything Barnett came up with in terms of sending the commonwealth back to the drawing board on this, because that really undercut the GST clawback, given the size of the primary care budget in New South Wales.  Is that correct?

Kristina Keneally:  I wouldn’t characterise it exactly in those terms, Imre.  First, I’d point out New South Wales has been ahead of every other state in implementing the COAG health reform.  We were the first to get our bed plans to the commonwealth, we were the first to have a substantial number of beds operating in our system, 369 are open right now.  We have established our local health networks, we’ve passed the legislation, we’ve appointed the boards, they are up and operating.  The commonwealth does need to do a bit more work in terms of rolling out their Medicare locals, and the negotiations really need to be had between the commonwealth and the state about how those Medicare locals will work, how they’ll integrate with our local health networks, and what services ultimately would go to them and what are best staying with us.
Paul Kelly:  Premier, in recent times you’ve had a frosty relationship with Prime Minister Gillard.  Can I ask whether the Prime Minister has personally contacted you and spoken to you in the prelude to this meeting, sketching out the commonwealth’s plan?

Kristina Keneally:  Indeed she has.  In fact, on a number of occasions we’ve had some conversations.  Can I just say that at a very personal level, Julia and I have a very good relationship.  In fact it’s one that’s often characterised by much joking and laughing when we’re on the phone.  I find her to be a really lovely person.  Of course we have issues that we always have to debate and discuss.  I’m the Premier, she’s the Prime Minister, I’m the Premier of the biggest state, she’s the Prime Minister of the country.  There are going to be issues on a policy level we always have to discuss.

Sue Dunlevy:  Premier, the states will have to put their health funding into a single funding pool under this new health reform deal being offered by Julia Gillard.  Are you worried that might see you sort of lose control of a large part of your budget?

Kristina Keneally:  Certainly, Sue, you’ve identified there an issue that for New South Wales we’ll want to pursue through today’s talks.  We’re not opposed per se to a national fund, but we’d like to have some safeguards around that, some safeguards that ensure that we have state based accounts, that our money is there for New South Wales, it can’t be horizontally distributed to other states, and it’s there when we need to draw upon it.

Peter Van Onselen:  Premier, can I move onto the New South Wales election specifically?  You’ve been very upbeat about your chances, you’re refusing to rule out the chance of victory even though the polls and the commentators seem to suggest otherwise.  But the strategy that I’ve noticed coming from the Labor Party and yourself is one of trying to appeal to the base with some of the policy announcements that you’ve made, a real attempt if you like to try to save the furniture.  How do you calibrate those two?

Kristina Keneally:  Peter, it’s no surprise that the Labor Party would remain consistent to its core principals, that you can have a strong economy and you can have a fair go, that when economic times are tough, and I’ve got to say when I’m in Western Sydney or the Illawarra, the Central Coast or anywhere, people talk to me about the rising cost of living more than anything else.  

Peter Van Onselen:  More than the dysfunction in the Labor Party over the last few years?

Kristina Keneally:  They talk to me about the rising cost of living.  That is the biggest issue front and centre for the families of New South Wales.  They can see all their bills going up, whether it’s petrol or childcare or interest rates, mortgages which are higher in New South Wales than anywhere else, and they want a break on the household budget.  Our Fairness for Families Act, which I will introduce if re-elected on the first day of parliament, will give people that break, $250 a year off their electricity bill next year.  It will give people a cap on public transport fees.  I’ve already frozen public transport fares for this year.  This is all about giving the household budget a break.  Mr. O’Farrell calls it class warfare.  It’s a fair go for families.
Imre Salusinszky:  Premier, just to finetune that question from Peter, you’re a relentlessly upbeat type of person, that’s why it’s such a pleasure to cover you in state politics.

Kristina Keneally:  Thank you, Imre.

Imre Salusinszky:  But isn’t there a danger here?  You’ve looked more upbeat than Mr. O’Farrell this past week.  Isn’t the danger for the Labor Party that you play into their hands, their argument being Labour could just about fall across the line here?  At what point do you switch to the message that’s bound to come at some point, which is we know we’re going to lose, but make sure there’s a viable opposition in New South Wales?

Kristina Keneally:  You know what, Imre, look at the week that we have had.  Mr. O’Farrell has promised to cut two rail lines for Western Sydney and then we see him, in a debate with me, let slip out in an unguarded moment his plan to have 50% of Sydney’s new housing occur in Western Sydney.  Cutting public transport and then putting another 128,000 houses in Western Sydney, that’s just a slip-out for Mr. O’Farrell, an unguarded moment from him about what his real agenda is.  We’ve also seen him stumble by admitting that he doesn’t thing climate change is real.  We’ve seen him stumble on the issue of whether or not he’ll debate me.  What people are starting to ask is what does Mr. O’Farrell stand for, what does he believe in, and what would he do if he became Premier?  I know there is a powerful mood for change in New South Wales.  But I challenge the assumption that that must mean a change of government.  What I have been doing since I took on this job is delivering change in government, changing political donation reform, changing the team around me, a wholesale cleanout of our parliamentary ranks, 23 new members that I take to the election with me this month.

Peter Van Onselen:  Premier, you’d also have to concede that there have been a surprisingly large number of scandals since you’ve been in the job.  One of the things you must have hoped for was that when you took over there would at least be an end to that, so that you could point to a clean slate during your time in power and in charge.  But in fact, there have been as many scandals and problems if you go through the list during the time that you’ve been there as there was during those same periods of time for previous Labour premiers.

Kristina Keneally:  Peter, I’ve always spoken directly to the people of New South Wales about that.  I’ve spoken about it and I’ve made clear my views on it.  What I’ve done every day in this job is get up and deliver that change in government.  I’m really quite proud of some of the figures that we can point to – literacy and numeracy rates that are amongst the best in the nation, emergency departments that are the best performing in the nation, and trains that run 96% on time.  But all of that great system doesn’t really speak to you if it’s your child that’s waiting to see a doctor in an emergency department, or if you’re sitting in traffic on a road trying to get home from work.  That’s why I’ve been very clear as well about detailed plans about our state’s future.

Paul Kelly:  Premier, I understand the things you’ve done.  But when you look at the long history of maladministration by the New South Wales government, do you honestly believe that the Labor Party deserves to be re-elected?

Kristina Keneally:  What I believe, Paul, is that this election is a choice about two contrasting visions for New South Wales’ future.  On one hand, people know where I stand.  I have always spoken plainly and directly to the people of New South Wales about a range of issues – urban planning, transport, health, education, social housing, child protection and disability.  My plans are clear, they’re detailed and I have always been direct with the people of New South Wales.  I know, no government is ever re-elected on its record.  What people want to know is what the future holds, what our vision for the future is.  Right now, we have Mr. O’Farrell who is hiding his real agenda, lets it out in those unguarded moments.  He’s going to deliver tough messages to nurses and teachers, say his background sources, talking to Sydney media.  He is going to put 128,000 new homes under Western Sydney, something he slipped out in an unguarded moment.  It’s time for Mr. O’Farrell to tell us what it is he would do if he were elected.

Imre Salusinszky:  Premier, in the spirit of that directness and telling the people of New South Wales about the future, you committed during the week to remaining in Heffron, your eastern Sydney seat, for the full term if re-elected.  Will you sit here with us today and commit to contesting the Labor Party leadership if you lose?  You are easily the most credible figure in the New South Wales Labor Party, and yet, as you well know, your party machine has selected John Robertson to succeed you at the earliest possible opportunity.  Will you commit to contesting the leadership if you do lose?
Kristina Keneally:  Imre, the first thing I would say is I support John Robertson’s move to the seat of Blacktown.  He’s an excellent minister, he is an excellent member of parliament and I think he’ll be a fantastic member for Blacktown, should he win that seat on 26th March.  Let me say this, I am in this election focusing on one thing, 26th March.  Whatever position the people elect me to, whether it be to the member for Heffron or as Premier, that’s where I will serve.  But I’m not going to consider what’s going to happen after 26th March.  I’m in this election to win it.

Peter Van Onselen:  Premier, can I just ask you one final question and then we’ll let you get to COAG?  Not being too flippant about this, I don’t know if you’re a Monty Python fan or not, but the state of the New South Wales Labor Party, the black knight lost his arms and legs saying it’s merely a flesh wound.  I admire the fact that you’re as upbeat as you are, but in my view you’ve been handed a poisoned chalice from the moment you took the leadership.  Through no fault of your own, with your parliamentary colleagues, there has been problem after problem.  Then on top of that, through fault of your own coupled with your Treasurer, there has been the debacle over the electricity privatisation.  There must be a point where you wake up and you think is this really worth it?

Kristina Keneally:  This is my job, Peter.  It’s a job I love and it’s a job the people of New South Wales expect me to do.  That’s what I get out of bed every day to do.  Let me just say something about electricity privatisation.  $5 billion off the state’s debt, securing the private sector to build the next generation of baseload power, and getting us out of the business of retail and saving the taxpayer some $2-3 billion of liability just to stay in the business of retail, and we’re putting downward pressure on electricity prices.  What have we seen from Mike Baird this week in one of those unguarded moments?  A comment that he’s still leaving on the table the possibility of ripping up those contracts.  That would expose the state to millions, if not billions, of dollars of compensation.  It does raise serious questions about sovereign risk, and it would immediately transfer back to the taxpayer all of that liability that we have now given to the private sector.

Peter Van Onselen:  Premier, thanks for your time this morning on Australian Agenda.  We particularly appreciate it, we know you’ve got to get off to COAG and get ready for that.  Thanks for joining us.

Kristina Keneally:  Thank you.
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