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Editorial
Your editor apologises that this edition hit
the printer a little later than usual. Not that
there is so much going on in Australia
presently, in the headlines, of a particular
timely nature. Though the politicians might
like to reflect that most homes and
businesses are as busy as ever, as usual,
in most of Australia, on most days. He has
just spent three weeks in the US,
interviewing many hundreds of people
about their lives and their businesses,
what they think of America and its ally
down in the lower Pacific, and elsewhere
in the world. Most interviewees were at his
high
school Re-union in
suburban
Washington DC, and had come from all
over America to meet him!
He also met assorted Family spread
across the North-East, the Australian
Ambassador to the US Kim Beazley, and
many trade, business and thinking
specialists. Letter from Washington brings
much of this together and has been
published in our sister publication Letter
From Melbourne. Your editor knows who
will win the American election in November
2015. Let me know if you want lunch? My
editorial team are learning the game well, I
hope, in my absence.
As a former Small Business activist and
leader, the editor will watch the results...of
the Budget’s small business funding...with
great interest. Great interest. On another
issue, America is big enough and diverse
enough not to have the same Free Speech
issues that we have in Australia. As I
played (my) bagpipes in front of the Iwo
Jima Memorial at Arlington, the Marine
Corps Hymn, of course, the crowd just
clapped and nodded. Your editor has
returned to Australia with many questions
on his mind.

GOVERNANCE
Oh Dear
Australia faces its biggest fiscal challenge
in 60 years and, according to Christopher
Joye in The Australian, and does not
deserve an AAA credit rating. Since the
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budget’s underlying cash balance slipped
into deficit in the 2009 financial year, the
cumulative budget shortfall between what
the Commonwealth spends and what it
earns will total a record 19.5 per cent of
GDP by June 2015. The newspaper article
explains that the Commonwealth’s current
inability to determine the proper size of
spending, relevant to revenues, has
resulted in an explosion in gross debt from
just $59 billion in June 2008 (or 5 per cent
of GDP) to about $430 billion in June 2015
(26.3 per cent of GDP).

more than $10 billion on families and small
business and put another $1 billion up its
sleeve in hidden measures in a federal
budget that aims to stimulate the economy,
lift the Coalition’s standing in the polls and
give it the option of an early election. The
Government has spent, in its second
budget, almost every dollar which it
hitherto saved. This means that the bottom
line improves by just $1.6 billion over the
five years to 2018-19 and it delays a return
to balance to the end of the decade and a
surplus to 2021 at the earliest.

This excludes another $275 billion of
government debt owed by the states, local
authorities
and
public
companies.
Australia’s
gross
Commonwealth
government debt-to-GDP ratio is now at
the highest level since the Australian
Bureau of Statistics’ quarterly records
began 27 years ago. It exceeds the 22.9
per cent record set in December 1995 after
the 1991 contraction. With fiscal and
monetary policy all but completely spent,
we have scant policy ammunition left to
combat a real downturn.

According to the Financial Review, the
budget forecast the deficits for 2015-16
and the next three years to a total of $82
billion: more than $12 billion worse than
forecast in the mid-year budget, but down
from the $123 billion which the government
says that it inherited. The deficit for 201516 has increased $4 billion from the
December estimate to $35.1 billion, which
is 2.1 per cent of GDP.

‘Secret Weapon’ Unleashed
According to The Age, the budget’s main
sweetener – the generous $3.5 billion
childcare overhaul – will be a key
battleground. Not because it’s a dud
policy: Labor, the Greens and most of the
cross-benchers are naturally inclined to
support childcare. The problem is that the
Government wants the Senate to pass
family tax benefit cuts to pay for the
package. These unpopular cuts were in
the budget last year and remain stalled in
the Senate.
Labor and a majority of cross-benchers
insist that they will continue to block the
cuts. The government’s secret weapon
here
is
the
Minister
for
Social
Services, Scott Morrison. He is well-liked
by the cross-benchers, and has developed
a reputation as a skilful and pragmatic
negotiator. If anyone in the house can get
the package passed, he can.
Deficit Hung Out to Dry
The Federal Government has splashed out

Treasurer Joe Hockey said
that
the
Government was able to maintain the
trajectory, despite a $52 billion revenue
write-down since the last budget, of which
$20 million was due to the fall of the iron
ore price and $6 billion, because of a loss
of import taxes as a result of the free trade
agreements with Japan, China and South
Korea.
Go Go Go
The greatest Budget surprise was the $5.5
billion small business package which offers
every small business a tax cut. Indeed it
more than triples Labor’s instant asset
write-off scheme, which the Coalition
dumped only last year.
A Stronger Nation
A
full
page
edited
text
of Joe
Hockey’s budget speech was published
on page 12 of the May 13 edition of The
Australian.
The Real Purpose of the Budget
This budget aims to revive the federal
government’s political fortunes, entrench
the Coalition base vote with small
business, families and farmers, and give
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priority to growth and jobs over budget
repair. The second budget to have been
proclaimed since Joe Hockey first became
Treasurer is driven by two forces: first of
all, the need to counter the onslaught on
the 2014 budget that almost destroyed the
government; and secondly, the $52 billion
revenue downgrade since last year.
According to Paul Kelly in The Australian,
the bottom line estimates conceal the
policy reversal at work. This budget’s chief
real, as opposed to publicly admitted,
purpose is to save the Abbott government.
The second, and related, purpose is to
boost economic activity in the teeth of
faltering growth. Those muscular warnings
of the 2014 budget that ‘doing nothing is
not an option’ have surrendered to caution
on policy and optimism on the economy
despite strong headwinds.
How to Win Friends: Lessons in Fiscal
Salesmanship
David Uren writes that it is possible to
slash spending and survive politically, but
that to carry out that double-act requires a
strong, unified government with a knack for
negotiation. This article was on page 19 of
the May 9-10 edition of The Australian.
Endangered Micro Parties
Prime Minister Tony Abbott could be
forced to cut a deal with the Greens if the
Coalition is to realise plans to eradicate
‘feral’ cross-benchers through changes to
the Senate voting system. Speculation is
rising, according to The Age, that the
government will attempt to pass measures
that would effectively sign the death
warrant for micro-parties immediately
before calling the next election.
The justification for such a procedure
would be the bipartisan recommendation
of the Joint Standing Committee on
Electoral Matters, which has urged an
overhaul of preference deals to prevent
micro parties such as Ricky Muir’s
Motoring Enthusiasts’ Party ‘gaming the
system.’
ABC Head-hunting
The Australian Broadcasting Commission board has engaged a corporate
head-hunter to begin the search for a
visionary
successor
to
managing
director Mark Scott, who can help it
navigate the challenge to broadcasting
posed by the digital media. So reports an
item in the Financial Review. The
appointment of the managing director is at
the discretion of the ABC board, which
acts independently of whichever party is in
power at the federal level.
But the Abbott government may support an
extension of his reign, because the expiry
of Mr Scott’s second five-year term is in
July next year. If he did depart then, it
could create instability or unwarranted
politicisation of the recruitment process in
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the lead-up to the next federal election,
which is due before January 2017.
Credible Action Needed
Joe Hockey has acknowledged that
Australia faces a medium to long-term
threat to its AAA credit rating unless the
government can demonstrate there is a
credible path back to surplus. All but
confirming that there will be no surplus in
sight, the Treasurer said any downgrade of
the credit rating would flow through to
banks, forcing them to increase interest
rates to raise more capital. Mr Hockey said
that the need to borrow $100 million a day
to service debt was manageable for now
but ‘certainly unsustainable’ over the
medium and long-term.
High-Growth Era Over
The Future Fund has notched up an
impressive 15.1 per cent return for the nine
months to March, but the stellar returns of
recent years were unlikely to continue,
according to this fund’s managing
director, David Neal. The $117 billion
fund, he said, was closely monitoring the
economic, policy and political drivers at
play, and its experts would adjust the
portfolio accordingly.
Inside the CSIRO
The CSIRO Staff Association has been
running a spoiler campaign targeting
CSIRO’s own management, which it has
accused of complicity in the government’s
‘hostile’ bargaining agenda, with staff
refusing
to
attend
meetings
with
managers, to work unpaid overtime, or to
supply efficient data. According to The
Australian, staff members are seeking a
3.5 per cent annual pay increase and
maintenance of current conditions. The
Staff Association said that management
wanted to replace rights and entitlements
from at least 45 clauses – almost half the
content of the agreement – with policy that
could be changed at any time, without staff
agreement.
The impasse coincides with sustained
downsizing and uncertainty over the
agency’s funding. Staff numbers have
slipped so much that now, for the first time
in decades, they amount to fewer than
5,000 persons. Indeed the union reckons
that altogether the CSIRO has lost more
than 20 per cent of its staff in two years.
Who Controls the Labor Party?
The Labor Party has to decide whether it
exists to serve the union bosses, or the
interests
of
all
Australians. Martin
Ferguson’s trial for speaking out against a
scare campaign will test the question.
According to a Financial Review article
by Dan
Tehan, federal
member
for Malcolm Fraser’s old seat of Wannon
in south-western Victoria, ‘already in
Victoria
the CFMEU has
begun
to
influence
the [Daniel]
Andrews
government’s decisions’.

Ferguson, who was Resources Minister
during the Prime Ministries of Kevin
Rudd and Julia Gilliard. belongs to one of
Labor’s most prominent political dynasties
in modern times. After all, his father, the
late Jack Ferguson, was for years New
South Wales’s Deputy Premier, and his
brother Laurie Ferguson is still in the
federal parliament. There have been
moves, as of 2014, to expel Mr Ferguson
from the ALP. Thus far, these moves have
failed.
No Quick Budgetary Fix
‘Hockey: There’s no quick fix for the
budget’ was a full double-page feature
article in the Financial Review on April 13.
Free Book Imports
Dr Craig Emerson and former foreign
minister Bob
Carr are
urging Tony
Abbott to do what they could not: remove
parallel import restrictions on books, as
recommended by the Harper Review of
competition policy, and open up to the $2
billion market. Labor considered removing
parallel import restrictions in 2009 after
the Productivity Commission concluded
the restrictions led to high local prices. It
found that 350 books sold in 2007-08
were, on average, 35 per cent more
expensive than editions sold in the US.
Committee details
An advertisement on page 2 on
Wednesday,
April
15,
in The
Australian provides information on Senate
and some joint parliamentary committee
activities and inquiries. This regular-style
advert lists ten committees in quite a bit of
detail.
Victorian Holiday Daze
In a Herald Sun editorial, it is started that
the cost of declaring a public holiday is
likely to run into tens of millions of dollars,
as businesses have often closed because
employers could not afford to bring in staff
on increased penalty rates. Opening a
restaurant on Sunday means paying
double time. Making Easter Sunday a
public holiday added a further penalty.
This, combined with declaring Grand Final
Eve a public holiday, means that Victoria’s
own economy faces losses of hundreds of
millions of dollars. Half of Melbourne’s
restaurants are likely to close on the
Victorian government’s AFL public holiday.
The former Bulldogs champion and
restaurant owner Paul Dimattina says that
his own four restaurants will shut their
doors, putting 50 staff out of work.
While Stocks Last
Australia faces a bill of $3 billion to $7
billion to comply with an international treaty
that requires 90 days of fuel to be on hand
in the event of an emergency. The Federal
Government’s
Energy White Paper
revealed recently that Australia did not
comply with the International Energy

15 April to 22 May 2015
Agency treaty.
Instead, the nation holds only about 52 to
54 days’ supply on hand. Industry
Minister Ian Macfarlane said that Australia
has been non-compliant since 2012
because of higher consumption and lower
domestic oil production. But he stressed
to The Australian that ‘this is not a fuel
security issue for Australia, it’s an
international obligation in relation to our
ability to react to an international crisis
somewhere in the world.’
Tighter Privacy Laws
New laws requiring companies to report
hacking or accidental disclosure of
personal information will be in place by
year end as the government prepares draft
legislation to change the Privacy Act. The
Coalition pledged to introduce privacy
breach laws to secure support for its
controversial meta-data retention regime
that passed parliament in March. At
present, companies have no obligation to
disclose data breaches.
Detach Reform from Budget
According
to David
Crowe in The
Australian, Australia is suffering from a
‘contaminated’ political process that is
weakening community support for difficult
reforms. This verdict comes from a
scathing new assessment from the
nation’s peak business group, which warns
against repeating this folly in the next
federal budget. Urging a return to a robust
cabinet process, the Business Council of
Australia is calling for major reforms to be
carved out of the federal budget, in order
to provoke full public debate over
contentious ideas.

PARTY HAPPENINGS
Plan to Jack Up Unions
Labor’s draft national platform commits the
party to an unprecedented expansion of
union power in government. This outcome
it wants to achieve by demanding
mandatory union consultation on policy, by
insisting on union appointments to boards
and committees, and by entrenching union
authority in the workplace.
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had a minimum of 500 members. The
decision comes just months after the
Victorian branch of the party won its first
seat,
with Fiona
Patten elected
to
the Legislative
Council.
Party
cofounder Robbie Swan says that the
electoral system is weighted against small
parties, because they had to submit a list
of 550 members for the commission to
check. The Herald Sun reports that
the Sex Party received 2.54 per cent of
the Victorian Upper House primary vote at
last year’s state election.
Green Shoots Thriving
New Greens leader Richard di Natale has
given Labor cause for concern by
declaring the Greens should be a party for
the progressive mainstream and intended
to lift its vote to 20 per cent nationally. The
44-year-old Victorian senator – a former
doctor and accomplished AFL player who
is a comparative newcomer to the
legislature, having entered Parliament only
at the 2010 election – declared himself to
be ‘no ideologue’ after he emerged as the
party’s third federal leader, following the
shock resignation of Christine Milne.
Senator Milne, 62, said that after 25 years
in State and Federal politics she had
decided not to contest the next federal
election, and that it was appropriate she
stand down to enable her Tasmanian
branch to select a replacement according
to The Age. Senator Milne has kept the
Green’s vote at about 12 per cent
nationally since she took over as federal
leader. At the 2013 election, the party
secured a record 10 Senate spots, giving it
the balance of power in its own right.
Her critics claimed that that she was too
ideological, and that she was happy to
confine the Greens to a protest party
rather than use its senate influence in a
more practical fashion.

Welcome to Fantasy World
One of the major advantages of
representing a minor political party is that

because you aren’t trying to win
government, you never have to deliver on
your
promises,
according
to
the
ALP’s Anthony Albanese in an opinion
piece in The Australian. So it is with the
Greens and their approach to the
Commonwealth’s plan to build a second
Sydney airport at Badgery’s Creek.
The
NSW
Greens
oppose
the
development of any airport, and they
actually seek to have the existing airport
shut down. If they got their way, this would
make Sydney the only global city without
an airport. Progress, said Albanese,
requires political representatives to act on
principle, rather than seek to exploit local
communities’ fear of change for political
gain.
The Art of Opposition
Geoff Kitney writes that the small-target,
do-nothing tactic of oppositions no longer
works with an ever more disengaged
electorate. Bill Shorten needs to take
note, because the empty space that his
lack of voter recognition leaves becomes a
political risk the closer the next election
comes. A full-page article may be found on
page 18 of the May 2-3 edition of
the Financial Review.
Libs Thwart Reforms
Attempts to stifle a Liberal Party debate
on its internal management are being
rebuffed as some colleagues have decided
to
back
honorary
treasurer Philip
Higginson’s right to speak out to demand
changes at the top. The move came
as Tony Abbott sought to play down the
differences as a ‘zephyr in a thimble’.
Higginson has hinted that he will seek
elected office at the party’s peak meeting
of members in June. This announcement
comes despite requests from some
quarters that he stand down, and that he
agree never to circulate any emails or text
messages expressing his concerns about
governance.
While he has welcomed changes to the
federal executive to improve the oversight
of the financial accounts, Higginson has

Although union membership is a great deal
smaller in today’s Australia than it was
during the unions’ glory days of the 1970s
– it has declined to just 17 per cent of the
overall workforce, and within the private
sector it is yet lower, at a mere 12 per cent
– the platform includes dozens of
references to union input on policy and
maintains a blanket statement requiring
consultation
with
unions
across
government, as revealed in The Australian.
No More Sex Party
The Australian Sex Party has been
formally deregistered at a Federal level by
the Australian
Electoral
Commission after it failed to demonstrate that it
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held out against pressure to resign. His
support comes from members who think
the party’s organisational wing should
show greater independence from the
parliamentary wing, restoring the balance
devised by Liberal founder Sir Robert
Menzies.
Media shit
The Prime Minister’s Department has
just approved a $600,000 three-year
contract to maintain the grounds at Tony
Abbott’s luxury Sydney home, Kirribilli
House. This contract was awarded to
Sydney company VIP Home Services last
month. And it looks as if costs are going
up. The company is being paid
approximately $17,000 a month for its
services. A few years ago, the same
company was charging substantially less:
about $10,000 to $12,000 a month.
No Time for Fiscal Reality
It is now clear the bipartisan agreement on
economic reform that drove prosperity for
a quarter of a century collapsed with the
global credit crisis. It seems that Kevin
Rudd wasn’t joking when in 2009 he wrote
that ‘the international challenge for social
democrats is to save capitalism from itself.’
It seems that others in the ALP, and within
centre-left parties elsewhere, have likewise
renouncing the faith.
According
to Nick
Carter in The
Australian,
in
Britain
Labour’s Ed
Milliband – whose loss at the recent
general election, a loss unpredicted by
opinion polls, resulted in his prompt
resignation as party leader – had
abandoned the party’s embrace of free
markets made by Tony Blair, who was
clear-headed enough to realise there were
many things Margaret Thatcher got right.
All the signs indicate that Labor wants the
next Australian election to be a referendum
on fairness.
It wants to leave the Coalition to sweat
about the boring stuff, such as fiscal
management and deregulation, while Bill
Shorten masquerades as the leader who
cares.
A Brawl Labor Doesn’t Need
Ms Plibersek, who was acting party leader
while Bill Shorten was overseas, took the
chance to unleash a fight within the party,
contradicting her leader by calling for the
ALP national conference in July to bind
federal MPs to vote in favour of same-sex
marriage. She has the support of ALP
presidential hopeful Louise Pratt, who has
not helped party unity. Instead of wasting
energy and political capital on a nonurgent issue, Labor would do itself and the
nation a favour if it used the national
conference to focus on the concerns that
matter most to voters, such as economic
management, the cost of living, health,
education and national security. Not sure
which paper.
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Coalition strategists are looking forward to
a distracting brawl over the conscience
vote. Proponents of same-sex marriage
also fear that a binding ALP position could
erode the push within the Coalition for a
conscience vote. Plibersek has a Sydney
constituency with one of the highest
percentages of gay couples in Australia. It
has so far been a safe Labor seat, but is a
natural target for the Greens.
Tony Burke, power-broker within the
ALP’s NSW right wing, will lead the push
for a historic shift in Labor’s position on the
recognition of a Palestinian state at the
party’s July national conference, under an
agreement hammered out with Mr
Shorten. It stated that if no progress was
made towards a two-state solution ‘and
Israel continues to build and expand
settlements, a future Labor government
will consult like-minded nations towards
recognition of the Palestinian state’.
According to The Age, the Opposition
Leader was one of the few members of the
Cabinet who in 2012 supported Julia
Gillard in a damaging cabinet split over
Palestinian status at the United Nations in
2012. Bob Carr led and carried the case
for the party to abstain on, rather than
oppose, upgraded status for Palestine,
defeating Ms Gillard and Mr Shorten.
Lambie Uni(n)formed
The peak body for Australian aid and
development has called out Jacqui
Lambie for failing to understand the
benefits of foreign aid, saying her stand is
‘uninformed’ and ‘flies in the face of facts’.
The Australian Council for International
Development has written to the senator
urging her to consider the positive impact
of aid and inviting her to visit projects run
overseas ‘so she can see for herself the
tangible benefits of Australian aid in lifting
people out of poverty.’ Senator Lambie has
been outspoken on her proposal to halve
the foreign aid budget – and to redirect the
money
to
the Australian
Defence
Force or universities.

Easy to Vote Greens
Analysis of election results by The
Australian using
2011
census
data
compiled by the NSW Parliamentary
Library reveals that the secret to the
Greens’ success appears to be the party’s
appeal to atheists and the well-off. In the
top 10 electorates ranked by the proportion
of households with an income of $3,000 or
more per week, the Greens’ primary vote
averaged 17 per cent.

Tales of Bureaucracy.....
Tony Abbott is paying taxpayers more
than $250 a week for his youngest
daughter to live at his official residence.
‘Adult children of a prime minister can live
at home but must pay board if not a

dependent,’ according to a spokesman
reported in the Herald Sun......
Bananna Bill
Independent senators Jacqui Lambie
and Glenn Lazarus face potential legal
action after the Palmer United Party
moved to recoup the ‘millions of dollars’
which it initially spent to have the pair
elected. Senators Lambie and Lazarus
have both quit the party, to sit on the
cross-benches,
having
spectacularly
quarrelled
with
PUP
founder Clive
Palmer.
As reported in the Herald Sun, PUP
national director Peter Burke said that the
party would seek $9 million from the pair
for allegedly breaking a promise to
represent the party for their six-year terms.

Increase Primary Vote ALP
According to former Labor minister and
now becoming legendary columnist
Graham Richardson in The Australian,
winning over Green-leaning inner city
voters may be a bridge too far. Modern
voters, the ex-senator says, simply refuse
to follow the script written for them by
Labor. It has become forensically
impossible to determine just what Labor’s
base really does consist of. Out there in
the suburbs and the regions the punters
made up their own minds when it came to
the recent NSW election, and the
differences in the swings recorded there
were astounding.
Outside of Sydney, the results of the last
election suggest that the Coalition has got
real worries in the sea-change and treechange seats too. With swings of more
than 20 per cent against Premier Mike
Baird’s government having occurred
in Tweed, Lismore and Ballina, the last of
which actually went to the Greens, the
Coalition got hammered. In some seats,
Coalition support for coal seam gas has
become a live issue. Too many farmers
are terrified of what might happen to their
aquifers, and are very angry about the
alienation of prime agricultural land. The
Nationals appear completely unable to
deal with an issue which will not go away.

INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS &
EMPLOYMENT
Let Go Too Late
Global
engineering
group Worley
Parsons plans to cut its international
workforce by more than 2,000. This cut is
quite separate from the more than 4,000
jobs that have gone over the past 18
months, and the company acknowledged
that it responded too slowly to the slump in
oil prices that led to cancelled construction
projects around the world. Second-half
earnings will be 50 per cent lower than
first-half earnings, and the company will
take $125 million in pre-tax charge for this
financial year.
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Supermarket Wages Up and Up
Pay deals across Australia’s big two
supermarkets, Woolworths and Coles,
are expected to be signed off soon. That
would set the scene for further agreements
across the $24 billion-a-month retail
sector. Coles and the Shop, Distributive
and Allied Employees Association, the
union representing retail workers, have
expressed confidence that a long-awaited
agreement will be approved shortly.
The Coles deal provides a pay rise of 9.3
per cent during three years and covers
about 80,000 workers. As reported in The
Age, it has also raised conflict between
theSDA and the separate union which has
been representing meat workers.

BUSINESS, ECONOMY,
MANUFACTURING, FINANCE
New Coke Label Winner
Australians have given the thumbs-up
to Coke Life, according to the company
behind the product, with take-up of the
low-sugar beverage beating expectations.
It has been about a month since the greenlabelled Coke variety – containing Stevia,
a plant-derived sweetener, and 35 per cent
less sugar than conventional Coke – hit
Australian
outlets,
and Coca
Cola
Amatil says sales are tracking above
target. Coke Life has already captured 13
per cent of the ‘sugar cola segment’,
managing director Alison Watkins revealed
to the Herald Sun at the Coca Cola
Amatil annual meeting.

What’s Wong With Woollies
Using Twitter,
Facebook,
customer
hotlines, exit interviews and focus groups,
shoppers told Woolworths exactly what
they thought of Australia’s largest food and
liquor retailer. There were common themes
in their complaints. Shelves were often out
of stock, prices were rising, meat and
vegetables were past their prime,
customer service was poor and popular
brands had been removed from shelves. In
an embarrassing about-face, Woolworths
acknowledged what investors and analysts
had been telling the retailer for years: to
wit, that it had taken its eyes off the ball
and had put profit ahead of customers,
according
to
chief
executive Grant
O’Brien.

NAB in Front
National Australia Bank’s core reserves
will rise to 10 per cent – making it the bestcapitalised bank in Australia – after it
raises $5.5 billion as part of a deal to
abandon operations in the United
Kingdom, these operations having hurt its
performance for over a decade. NAB has
been forced by UK regulators to raise the
capital to ensure that it can meet its legal
obligations from the scandals, although its
liability will be limited to $3.2 billion.
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Aussie Icon Overtaken
Figures reported in the Herald Sun from
the Federal Chamber of Automotive
Industries show that in terms of
sales, Holden finished
fourth
behind
Toyota, Mazda and Hyundai in April –
and two brands are in a bumper-to-bumper
race
for
third
place,
namely,
Ford and Holden.

Rates Cut, Dollar Rallies
The Reserve Bank of Australia has
shunned the growing agony of savers, and
the risks of an asset crash, by pushing
official interest rates even lower in an effort
to suppress the stronger dollar and support
the federal budget. In a cut described by
Treasurer Joe
Hockey as
spreading
‘fertiliser on the green shoots’ of the
economy, the Reserve Bank reduced the
official cash rate to a record-low 2 per
cent. Tuesday’s announcement triggered
wild swings on financial markets as traders
scrambled to place bets that the Reserve
Bank has effectively delivered its final –
and 10th – rate reduction since late 2011.

Proposed Cap on Fees
Visa has warned that a cap proposed by
the Reserve Bank of Australia on the
estimated $2.5 billion in the fees which
currently merchants pay banks, for issuing
credit cards, will shift this cost to
consumers, reduce spending and stifle
payments innovation. But one payment
rival to the banks says that these so-called
interchange fees should be scrapped, and
the domestic network EFTPOS is worried
that it will continue to lose market share to
the global card networks, in part due to
credit card reward schemes
and
innovations supported by interchange
fees.
A major review of payments regulation by
the Reserve Bank includes placing a 0.3
per cent transaction ‘hard cap’ on
interchange fees. At the moment
the Financial Review reports that it is a
weighted average cap of 0.5 per cent over
three years.
There’s Another Way
Online payment gateway eWay, which
these days processes about 20 per cent of
all Internet purchases in Australia (Wow...
Who?), is expanding to the United States,
where it hopes to take on competitors such
as Stripe and PayPal’s Braintree. After
starting life in the dot-com boom of the late
1990s, eWay now has 18,000 merchant
customers, making it the dominant
payment processor here.
It processed $4.6 billion in transactions in
the 2014 financial year and is expected to
earn $12 million to $14 million in revenue
in 2015, although stiffer competition has
been predicted for it. Founder and 100 per
cent owner Matt Bullock told the Financial
Review that eWay was rolling out a new,

faster sign-up process in new markets it is
entering in New Zealand and the US.
Mental Disorders Rising
The incidence of companies paying out on
claims for mental and behavioural
disorders is now creeping up. As a matter
of fact, these disorders, taken together,
have come to constitute the third-highest
cause for policy-holders being declared to
have a total and permanent disability. This
statistic
is
according to TAL,
the
former Tower Australia. The insured
noted that 10.8 per cent of the disability
payouts which it makes are based on
mental issues. As reported in The
Australian, cancer was the single biggest
reason for insurance payouts, at 24.1 per
cent of the overall total, followed by
circulatory diseases (15.6 per cent) and
injury and fractures (13.4 per cent).
Warren is Here
Berkshire
Hathaway
Specialty
Insurance is expected to shake up the
commercial insurance market as it seeks
to lure large corporate clients after opening
the doors of its Sydney office in early May.
The new Australian boss of Berkshire
Hathaway Specialty Insurance, Chris
Colahan, says that BHSI will be ‘playing in
the large corporate segment’ of Australia’s
insurance market, which is dominated by
players such as Insurance Australia
Group, Suncorp Group, and QBE
Insurance Group.
Name changes
Virgin Australia has selected Caltex
Australia chairman
and Westpac director Elizabeth Bryan as
the
successor
to
long-serving
chairman Neil Chatfield, as pressure
mounts on the airline to show benefits from
reshaping itself as an up market
competitor to Qantas. Ms Bryan’s previous
roles include chief executive of Deutsche
Asset
Management
Australia and
chairman of UniSuper.
In The Age, Australian Shareholders
Association chairman Ian Curry said that
he had concerns about Ms Bryan’s greater
workload once she began in the role at
Virgin given
her
existing
board
commitments at Caltex, Westpac and
IAG. Over the last few years, Air New
Zealand, Etihad and Singapore Airlines
have emerged with a combined stake of 70
per cent in Virgin. Sir Richard Branson’s
Virgin Group also has 10 per cent.

Let
Companies
Compete
and
Consumers Take the Gains
The effects test proposed in the Harper
Review could tilt too easily towards
protecting rivals at the expense of
consumers. That’s fundamentally against
the principles of competition law, according
to Graeme Samuel and Stephen King,
co-directors of the Monash Business
Policy Forum.
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The Flying Kiwi
Since the Australian dollar floated more
than 30 years ago – specifically, in 1983 –
the New Zealand dollar has always been
worth less than ours has been. As recently
as 2011, one Australian dollar could buy
$NZ1.35. In early April, the New Zealand
dollar came within a fraction of crossing
the line when it hit 99.79c (one Australian
dollar could buy only $NZ1.0021).
Plan for More People
Business Council of Australia president
Catherine Livingstone has challenged
the states to outline how they will provide
infrastructure to deal with the rapid
population growth. In an interview with The
Australian, Ms Livingstone cautioned
against allowing ‘stressed infrastructure
and public services’ as the population
grows. She maintained that it was
important to underpin the economic growth
which a rising population should provide.
Her analysis comes in the wake of the
decision by the Victorian government to
dump the East West Link – which Daniel
Andrews, when state opposition leader,
had said would take place if Labor won
office in 2014 – and the recent cancelling,
by
Queensland’s
minority
ALP
government, of former Liberal Premier
Campbell Newman’s privatisation plans.
These two factors have led to fears that
the states could end up slipping behind in
infrastructure provision.
Oil Investment Crunch
The fallout from the oil price collapse
hit WorleyParsons, when the engineering
group entered a trading halt. This was
pending the release of details of one-off
charges set to mess with its 2015 financial
year results. The market is expecting
possible asset impairment charges and/or
the writing- down of contracts, as oil
industry clients seek cost reductions, to
help offset the dive in crude prices. That
dive has taken prices from the US$100 per
barrel of the last three years to $US65 a
barrel. The company is heavily exposed to
the capital expenditure plans of the oil
sector.
Economy Strong, Wesfarmers
Wesfarmers, Australia’s largest private
sector employer, has reported a 3.3 per
cent increase in retail sales to $13.12
billion for the March quarter compared with
the same quarter last year. The result was
boosted
by
stellar
sales
at
its
Bunnings hardware chain and market
share gains by supermarket chain Coles,
but dampened by weakness in liquor and
at its discount department store Target.
In The Age, managing director Richard
Goyder said ‘The thing that we always
worry about is unemployment because we
think that’s the thing that can knock out
consumer
confidence’.
Wesfarmers
estimated that Coles had about 25 per
cent of the Australian food market, about
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20 per cent of the liquor market, and less
than 20 per cent of the home improvement
and office supply markets.
Time to Go?
According to Terry McCrann in the Herald
Sun, in the latest quarter Bunnings
increased its sales by a thumping 12 per
cent. Neither it nor any of the other
retailers release profit figures with their
quarterly sales numbers, but you can take
it to the bank – as Mr McCrann put it – that
Bunnings will have made an equally
thumping profit on those sales. Indeed,
Bunnings is now easily the most profitable
big retailer in Australia, and it’s got doubledigit sales growth as well. That’s a
combination not simply almost unknown in
big retail today, but totally counter-intuitive
for 21st-century bricks-and-mortar outlets.
Can Masters succeed either against
Bunnings in open competition, or else in
‘sharing’ with Bunnings the relevant
market, as Woolworths and Coles do in
supermarkets? The second issue which Mr
McCrann raises is broader, and it flows
from that last qualification, where the
question must be put: whether Masters
actually has a viable future, and,
supposing that it does, for how long? To
2020, 2025, 2030? Does the board really
want
to
preside
over
a Woolies
Group consisting at its core supermarket
operation past peak, an aimless and lowmargin Big W and a growing bleeding sore
in Masters?
APRA Threat Hits Home
Almost $20 billion was wiped off the value
of the big four banks by share market
investors in early May. This big decline
was partly due to expectations that the
prudential regulator will take quicker than
expected action to tackle the threat of
rampant property speculation. New figures
showed that the banks expanded loans for
property investments in the year ending on
March 31, and that they did so by 10.4 per
cent.
That is the highest rate since 2008, and a
figure greater than the 10 per cent
threshold imposed by the Australian
Prudential Regulation Authority during
December, in the hope that the imposition
would stop a property bubble building in
Sydney and elsewhere. The increases –
when property investment is meant to be
slowing – added to expectations of a
regulatory crackdown. Macquarie analyst
Mike Wiblin said that the banking
regulator may give a ‘wrist slap’
to National Australia Bank, Westpac
Banking Corp and ANZ, as reported in
the Financial Review.

Hmmmm
Houses bought by foreigners could be
checked for water and power usage, to
see if they are unoccupied. This proposal

comes amid growing public concern over
the impact of overseas buyers on property
prices. Parliamentary Secretary to the
federal Treasurer, Kelly O’Dwyer, said
that it was ‘completely perverse’ for such
homes to be left unoccupied, and that
there was evidence of some temporary
residents having deliberately refrained
from renting out their properties, hoping
through such inaction that they would
themselves avoid scrutiny by the foreign
investment watchdog.
Not Just Victoria
More than two-thirds of hotel operators
around the country plan to close or reduce
services over Easter, because of crippling
penalty rates of 275 per cent. A report
printed in the Herald Sun on the topic
reveals that, for instance, thanks to the
penalty rates, many operators face the
prospect of paying casuals $50 an hour to
make and serve coffee.
By contrast, the usual hourly rate is $20.
One recent survey conducted by Tourism
Accommodation Australia found that 67
per cent of hoteliers believed they could
not afford to operate through the long
weekend, even though closing their
premises at that time would, they fully
realised, hurt the business.
Another Warning About Tax
Australian
Foundation investment
company general manager Geoff Driver
says that retirees would have less income
if the dividend imputation scheme was
scrapped. Higher demand for age
pensions would likely be one of the
undesirable consequences if the federal
government moved to abolish the system,
Mr Driver told theHerald Sun. He was
speaking after the government released a
discussion paper on taxation reform that
took aim at tax credits on dividends.
Introduced by the Hawke government in
the late 1980s, the dividend imputation
system is designed to ensure that
investors do not pay tax on those company
earnings which have already been taxed.
The report said that the current system
was complex and flawed. While it
increased returns to Australian investors, it
reduced their incentive to look beyond the
local share-market, discouraged local
companies from investing overseas, and
did little to attract foreign investment.

Record Transactions
The day before Good Friday has grown to
rival Christmas Eve as one of the biggest
days on the retail calendar. According to
the National
Australia
Bank’s latest
customer analysis, there would be more
than 250 transactions a second at the
height of the shopping frenzy, the bank’s
general
digital
manager, Todd
Copeland said in The Age.
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MINING
Awaiting the Revolution
BHP Billiton managing director Andrew
Mackenzie says that the shale oil and gas
revolution will not be as widespread as
was originally thought when the company
spent $US20 billion buying into the sector
in the US. This revision of expectations
derives from the fact that investment
opportunities which the company had
hoped to pursue have not appeared. The
position is a big shift from the enthusiasm
that
the
company
had
hitherto
demonstrated for shale, after it had spent
$US5 billion to buy theFayetteville gas
assets of Chesapeake in Arkansas and
$US15 billion to take over Petrohawk to
buy the rest of its portfolio, containing oilrich assets in the Eagle Ford and
Permian regions of Texas.

South32 Hits Ground Running
The new company spun out of BHP
Billiton is ready and equipped to buy new
assets, but the man in charge insists that
acquisitions will not be the prime focus of
its first few months. Speaking as BHP
shareholders approved the demerger in
Perth, South32 chief
executive Graham
Kerr said that he did not want to make the
mistake of prioritising acquisitions, despite
the company beginning life with a strong
balance sheet and minimal debt, amid a
commodity price collapse.

Australia Winning 3:1
Brazil’s Vale has become the first of the
world’s four iron ore majors to declare that
it could well cut production in the face of
sliding prices. This proclamation has left
Rio Tinto standing alone in refusing even
to pay lip-service to calls for production
restraint. Given the fact that Rio, BHP
Billiton and Fortescue Metals are all
operating in Western Australia’s Pilbara
region, Vale’s declaration that it will be the
first to shut in existing production bodes
well for Australia’s share of the market, in
which prices have slumped from $US135 a
tonne at the start of last year to about
$US57 now.
Singapore Tax Bill Revealed
BHP Billiton is facing a tax bill of $522
million on its Singapore marketing
operations, while further audits are
continuing, the company has told the
Senate Committee investigating corporate
tax avoidance. The figure follows
revelations by Tax Commissioner Chris
Jordan of two developments: first, that Rio
Tinto had settled a tax assessment on its
Singapore operations for more than $100
million; and second, that BHP had
received
assessments
for
‘multiple
hundreds of millions of dollars’.
Former Treasurer Wayne Swan told the
Financial
Review,
‘Sadly
BHP has
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consistently said one thing publicly and
done another privately when it comes to
paying their fair share of tax.’ ‘It’s shocking
but not surprising that BHP is paying next
to zero tax on billions worth of profits,’
former Green leader Christine Milne said.
Welcome to the Rinehart Family
Bianca Rinehart, the daughter of
billionaire Gina
Rinehart,
was
left
‘distraught and crying’ in the office of
mining giant Hancock Prospecting, after
being forced by her mother to sign a deed
that was against her interests. This
statement was made to the Federal
Court recently, as reported in The Age.
But Bianca has in turn been accused of
making false claims in her sworn affidavit
to the court. Counsel representing Gina
asserted that Bianca had misled the court
regarding what she was told about the
family’s mining interests. Both Bianca and
her brother, John Hancock, claim that
their mother has defrauded them of billions
in mining profits and are demanding that
she repay them. The hearing continues.
BIANCA WINS
Mining Hits Back
It is potentially one of the most costly
battles the Labor Party has ever lost.
Labor won only 20 per cent of the $2.3
million which the mining and energy sector
donated to political parties in 2013-14.
That amount represents a sharp fall from
the party’s nearly 50 per cent share in
2012-13. This dramatic swing to the
Coalition cut deep, in a year when mining
and energy donations to the big parties
more than trebled. These statistics were all
released by the Greens to The Age.

TRADE
ASEAN China’s Replacement
South-east Asia could replace China as
the world’s leading manufacturing centre in
the next decade. That’s if the region’s plan
to establish a unified market by year’s end
gets new political leadership, a study
by ANZ Bank economists says. In what
would amount to a sea-change concerning
the entire way Australia relates to Asia, the
study argues that nowadays south-east
Asia is on track to be Asia’s third engine of
growth, and the fifth-largest economic
entity in the world, by the end of this
decade.
But
a
combination
of
favourable
demographics,
increasing
foreign
investment, and fast-growing internal
consumer demand means that the area
will also ‘take up China’s mantle of the
world’s factory over the next 10-15 years.’
The 10-country Association of SouthEast Asian Nations group will also
assume a greater role in trade with
Australia and New Zealand, offsetting the
high dependence on China that exists
now.

Cattle Too Late
Indonesians face soaring beef prices and
shortages ahead of Ramadan, the most
socially and politically sensitive season for
food supply disruption. Australia, which
supplies about 40 per cent of the country’s
beef needs, will send 250,000 cattle from
the Top End to Indonesia within three
months.
But according to The Australian, few of
those
will
be
on
the
market
before Ramadan ends
in
mid-July.
Already, two months ahead of the fasting
month, Jakarta market prices are at levels
seen in mid-2013 when shortages wrecked
the previous Yudhoyono administration’s
national self-sufficiency project.

True Produce Shines
The first national brand identifying all
Australian agricultural produce sold
overseas with a distinctive new ‘True
Aussie’ logo has been unveiled, in the
hope that it will bolster global sales of
crucial exports. The True Aussie brand,
which can be used on all fresh or
unprocessed food that is 100 per cent
sourced from Australian farms, aims to
increase sales of key exports through clear
country of origin labelling.
Asian customers are increasingly eager to
buy fresh Australian rural produce which is
often air-freighted overnight to China and
Hong Kong as reported in The Australian.

REFUGEES/
IMMIGRATION
Indonesia’s About -Face
The Indonesian Navy appears to have
adopted Canberra’s boats-tow-back policy,
despite its government’s persistent and
strenuous attacks on Australia’s use of the
controversial practice. Recently it turned
back a boat carrying about 400 asylumseekers, believed to be mostly persecuted
Rohingya
from Myanmar, towards
Malaysia. Navy spokesman Admiral
Manahan Simorangkir confirmed that the
boat was stopped in Indonesian waters off
Aceh, that its occupants were given food
and water, and that it was then directed
towards
Malaysia,
according
to
the Tempo news service.
Australia’s own Immigration Minister Peter
Dutton confirmed in January that 15 boats
had either been turned around, or else that
their passengers sent back in orange
lifeboats, by Australian authorities since
Operation Sovereign Borders began.
Labor Refugee Hardline
Opposition
Leader Bill
Shorten has
signalled a harder line on asylum-seeker
policy under a future Labor government,
while also declaring the party ‘prorefugees’. Asylum-seeker policy will be
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one of the most hotly debated issues at
national conference in July, with sections
of the party’s Left faction vocally opposed
to offshore processing and boat turnbacks. Labor immigration spokesman
Richard Marles is leading the formulation
of the party platform at present, in concert
with Labor MPs including Gai Brodtmann,
Matt Thistlethwaite, Lisa Singh and Lisa
Chesters.

Price Based Immigration
The
Productivity
Commission is
investigating a price-based immigration
system that would use entry fees as the
primary determinant for who gains entry to
Australia. Such a scheme could help the
government rein in the budget deficit by
bringing in tens of billions of dollars in
extra revenue and allow it to trim the
number of public servants administering
Australia’s immigration system. But the
proposals have alarmed business groups
and unions, which say that tackling skills
shortages should remain the primary focus
of Australia’s immigration policy.

Ethnic community groups say that if the
proposals were adopted, they would
prevent poorer immigrants from reuniting
with their families. According to The Age,
the Australian migration program issues
permanent residency visas to three
streams of migrants: those with particular
skills; those with families in Australia; and
others who meet special eligibility criteria.

TAX
GST on Intangibles
Championed by Joshua Frydenberg, the
tax change will apply GST to imports of socalled ‘intangibles’ such as downloaded
books, music, videos and software. The
GST already applies to imported goods
worth more than $1,000. The change will
push up the price of a Netflix subscription
by 10 per cent. A 2012 review by former
premiers Nick
Greiner and John
Brumby found that lost GST revenue on
downloaded books, music, videos and
software amounted to $1 billion a year.
Since then, the software imports have
more than doubled. According to The Age,
the change would not affect the price
of iTunes downloads. Apple says it
already paysGST on every sale in
Australia including downloads.
Lift it. Broaden it. Raise it.
According
to The
Australian,
the
Australian
Institute
of
Company
Directors declared that the Senate
thwarting the major policies of the
government was a major challenge for the
economy. It warned that the Budget cut to
official rates would not be enough to lift
confidence, unless the budget gives ‘very
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clear signals’ about the economy and
reform
On GST reform, 78 per cent of the 540
directors who answered the survey said
that the rate should be lifted or the base
broadened, adding to calls from business
groups for politicians to consider
GST reform. The survey identified the GST
as a top priority for a comprehensive
review of the tax system.

Tax Department Shuts Down
Community
and
Public
Sector
Union delegates voted for a strike, which
involved more than 4,000 employees,
about 15 per cent of the total workforce,
stopping work on Tuesday May 12. An
agreement with the government and the
Tax Office workers expired in June 2014,
and since then negotiations have broken
down. The union wants a 4 per cent pay
rise each year over three years. The
government is offering 1.5 per cent plus
productivity. CPSU national
president Nadine Flood told the delegates
– as noted in the Financial Review – that
the government had ‘gutted the Tax Office,
with 4,400 jobs gone, and that means that
wealthy people and big business will pay
even less tax.’

Leave Super Alone
The chairman of the Future Fund, Peter
Costello, has urged politicians to stop
messing around with the country’s $1.9
trillion superannuation system. Increasing
super taxes, warns the ex-Treasurer, will
worsen the burden of the age pension and
will ensure that to a greater and greater
degree, younger Australians are forced to
bear the cost of the tinkering.
The government’s inter-generational report
reflected the need for more retirement
planning, as Australians’ life expectancy is
expected to climb to 95.1 years for men
and 96.6 for women by 2055, compared
with 91.5 and 93.6 for people born today.
As Australia’s population ages rapidly,
younger people may be forced to pay more
taxes and ‘future generations will have to
pay our debts’, Mr Costello said.

exploit the favourable tax treatment given
to wine.

Google Revealed
Technology giant Google last year paid
$11.7 million in corporate tax to Australian
government coffers, on revenue of $438.7
million and profits of $58 million. In figures
released,
during
early
May,
to
the Australian
Securities
and
Investments Commission – it must be
noted that these figures do not include the
giant’s
Singapore
search-engine
businesses – the company revealed that it
received nearly $5 million in research and
development tax offsets from the federal
government.
As reported in The Australian, a Senate
inquiry into corporate tax avoidance is
examining the issue, with representatives
of Google,
Apple and Microsoft having
been recently grilled over corporate tax
arrangements, particularly relating to lowtax jurisdictions such as Ireland, or no-tax
havens such as Bermuda.
Millionaire Tax Avoidance
Fifty-five of Australia’s highest earners
paid no income tax at all during 2012-13,
not even the Medicare levy. All of them
having earned at least $1 million each,
they wrote their taxable incomes down to
below the $18,200 tax-free threshold, even
though for most the exercise was too
expensive. Tax statistics reveal that 40 of
them claimed an extraordinary $42.5
million for the ‘cost of managing tax
affairs’, which means that they each paid
an average of $1 million to an adviser
prepared to help them bring down their
taxable income.
That procedure is itself a tax deduction.
Two-thirds of the tax was paid by
Australians earning $80,000 or more. The
Age reports that nearly half a million tax
returns were filed by individuals on paper,
down from almost a million the year
before.

TOURISM

New Drinks Dodging Tax
The emergence of cheap, highly potent
spirit-like drinks made from wine highlights
the need for alcohol tax reform, public
health advocates say. The drinks,
includingO’Mara’s
Irish
Country
Cream and Cocolada, are stocked on the
spirit shelves of bottle shops.

The Place to Be
Victoria is closing in on Queensland as a
tourist draw. NSW, Queensland and
Victoria raised nearly 80 per cent of the
$40 billion that tourism directly contributed
to the national economy in 2013-14,
according to data released by Tourism
Research Australia. Victoria’s Minister for
Tourism and Major Events, John Eren,
warned against complacency, and said
that tourism was crucial to the state.

Also, they are packaged to appear similar
to products such as Irish Cream, rum and
vodka. According to The Age, the winebased drinks contain a similar volume of
alcohol to the spirits they imitate, but they
sell for between a quarter and half the
price of those drinks, partly because they

According to the Herald Sun, Australia is
considered to have a natural advantage in
tourism over a good many other countries,
as a result of its proximity to the growing
Asian market, its appealing natural assets,
and its safe environment, coupled with a
depreciating exchange rate.
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GAMING
Tabcorp’s Gambling Expansion
Punters who bet with Tabcorp will soon be
offered more biff with their sports
gambling, albeit virtual. Through a
partnership with a secretive US start-up
called Unikrn,Tabcorp’s wagering
website Luxbet will begin offering markets
for tournaments of online video games
such as Counter-Strike and League of
Legends, as
reported
in The
Age. Tabcorp chief
executive David
Attenborough said that globally 200
million people watched video gaming
online.

CLIMATE CHANGE.
ENVIRONMENT, ENERGY
Cut to the Green Army
Extra cash for the Great Barrier Reef will
come
at
the
expense of
other
environmental
programs,
including
the Green Army. The government has
mounted a fierce international campaign
as it tries to convince the 21 member
nations
of UNESCO’s world
heritage
committee not to list the reef as officially in
danger, during the talks that are scheduled
for June.
Meanwhile, the Green Army was one of
the key planks of the climate policy of the
Coalition in the 2013 election, along with
its Direct Action fund to pay polluters to
reduce emissions. The government still
intends to fund the same number of Green
Army projects by 2018, when it hopes to
have 1,500 Green Army teams working
across the country.
Remote Dump on the Cards
Up to four sites in South Australia’s far
north have been put forward as potential
waste dumps. The federal government,
however, is tight-lipped about the response
to its call in March for voluntary site
nominations for a national radio-active
waste facility. A preferred site is not
expected to be identified until at least the
middle of next year.
Proactive Incompetence
Proposed safeguards to limit greenhouse
gas emissions from big polluters have
been designed by the federal government
to fail, according to the Grattan Institute.
And
an
analysis
carried
out
by Environment Victoria has found that
the way in which Australia’s heavy emitting
electricity industry is treated, under the
present federal safeguards, would allow
power plants to increase emissions by
millions of tonnes without being penalised.
In a submission to the government’s
proposed safeguard design under its
climate change plan – known as Direct
Action – the Institute says that the
mechanism will not stop emissions
increases by heavy industry ‘because it is
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not designed to achieve this goal’ as
reported in The Age.
BP Primes Pumps
The local arm of global oil giant BP plans
to spend more than $450 million over the
next three years, in order to open up to 60
new stations across the country, as it
diverts funds that were previously spent on
its
ailing Bulwer refinery
into
its
increasingly profitable retail network.
As oil refining at the Bulwer site in
Brisbane will be officially shut down from
today, BP
Australasian president Andy
Holmes said that the company was also
planning a raft of refurbishments across its
nationwide network of more than 1,400
BP-branded sites, 350 of which it directly
operates.
Batteries for Solar Customers
AGL Energy will offer suitcase-sized
storage batteries to help customers better
match the ups and downs of solar energy
to their demands. This marks a step
towards a less fossil-fuel-dependent world.
The energy giant’s push into the small but
growing home storage market came as
electric vehicle pioneer Elon Musk said
that his ownTelsa company would supply
batteries for home use from its $6.3 billion
auto battery plant being built in Nevada.
‘Our goal here is to fundamentally change
the way the world uses energy’.
RET Birth Pangs
The federal government had agreed to
increase its ‘final offer’ of a 2020
renewable target of 32,000 gigawatt hours
to 33,000 gigawatt hours although the deal
was soured when the government
demanded at the last minute that the
burning of wood waste from logged native
forests be counted as a renewable energy
source. As for the ALP, it has pledged to
go to the next election with a more
ambitious renewable energy target.
Expensive US Climate-Bid
The federal budget could be a hit with a
$25 billion bill, if Australia were to match
the US’s low-range emissions reduction
target by 2025 at the Paris Climate change
summit. This observation comes from an
analysis by one of the nation’s leading
business groups. The Australian Industry
Group, in its submission to a special task
force formulating the nation’s post-2020
emissions reduction target, also calculates
that the cost of maintaining the current 5
per cent target to 2025 will be $19 billion.
It reckons that adopting the EU’s target
could cost $26 billion according to
the Financial Review. The submission will
fan criticism of the potential cost to the
budget
of
the
government’s Direct
Action policy, and will also increase
pressure on the government to allow the
purchases of international abatement from
developing countries lower the cost to the
taxpayer

Energy Paper, Competitive Push
The federal government will call for a more
‘productive’ use of Australia’s energy
resources in its Energy White Paper,
arguing for more competition to lower
electricity prices, as reported in The Age.
Amid its submissions to the government,
the Australian Chamber of Commerce
and
Industry
has
favoured
full
privatisation of electricity assets. ACCI’s
director of economics and industrial
policy, John Osborn, said that ‘business
expects to see a White Paper that outlines
important reforms to ensure our electricity
and gas markets are effective, competitive
and can contribute toward a more
productive economy.’
Renewed Plea
An increasingly agitated renewable energy
industry has issued another plea to the
government and opposition to end the
stalemate over Australia’s renewable
energy target. The plea comes as Industry
Minister Ian Macfarlane used an interview
to say that it was the ALP, not the
government, which ‘is causing the
uncertainty in the industry now’. It is more
than
12
months
since
the
government’s Warburton Review of the
renewable energy target began.

AGRICULTURE,
CATTLE, WATER
Sow Fresh Borrowings
After years of paying down debt in the face
of severe drought, Australian farmers are
ready to take advantage of low interest
rates
and
invest
in
their
businesses,Rabobank Australia and New
Zealand chief executive Thos Gieskes
says in The Age. The latest quarterly
Reserve Bank of Australia figures show
that total farm debt fell from $1.26 billion to
$60.9 billion.
Dairy Can Capitalise
A Dutch logistics and engineering
company that specialises in the global
transport of perishable liquids believes that
Australia’s dairy industry could send large
volumes of fresh milk to Asia by
boat. Diederik Brasser, managing director
of Trilobes and
its
sister
company Milkways, says that some dairy
regions of Australia have a rare
opportunity to ship milk, so as to meet the
lucrative and seemingly insatiable demand
from well-off Chinese for Australian fresh
milk.
Brasser predicts that Australia’s dairy
industry could double its annual milk
production from nine billion litres – the
current level – to more than 20 billion litres,
and could become much more profitable, if
it was able to bulk-ship fresh milk to Asia
and the Middle East, rather than merely to
export commoditised milk powder.
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As stated in The Australian, fresh milk in
Australia retails for just $1 a litre – with
farmers receiving less than 50c a litre –
while the small volume of fresh Australian
milk air-freighted to China sells for $8 –
$10 a litre, with demand outstripping
supply.
Plant Could Help Out
A wholesale clear-out of the state’s water
boards could result in the desalination
plant being used to top up dams near
Melbourne. Some Melbourne water
entitlements are currently held in Lake
Eildon, as part of the former north-south
pipeline deal put in place by the ALP
government of Premier John Brumby,
who lost office in 2010. But, rather than
send that water south in dry weather,
Water Minister Lisa Neville has asked
water corporations to explore options for
using it locally. Ms Neville also ordered the
135 board members at 19 state-owned
agencies to reapply for their jobs.
Upgrading Farmer Practice
Tech-savvy
livestock
farmers
from
Australia to Ireland are starting to use
drones as a relatively cheap alternative to
the cowboy and the sheepdog. Camerawielding copters that can be bought off the
shelf, for as little as $US500 ($650), can
cover terrain quickly, finding and guiding
sheep and cattle while the farmer operates
remotely – sometimes wearing goggles
that show the drone’s perspective, as
reported in The Australian.

MEDIA
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can hijack radio waves and can cause
havoc for infrastructure and services that
rely on mobile networks.
Metadata Law: Powerful Weapon
The law that criminalises leaking
government information to the media is a
‘pathetic, flabby, catch-all joke’ that makes
it an offence to leak even the office
Christmas party invitation. This was the
verdict delivered by veteran investigative
journalist Ross Coulthart to journalists at
the annual Press Freedom dinner.
In the Financial Review it was reported
that where would-be whistle-blowers and
journalists sought to reveal government
information, they should immediately avoid
almost all forms of digital and phone
contact – including taking their mobile
phone contact to any physical meetings –
in favour of old-fashioned letters if they
want to avoid being convicted under
national security legislation.
Do we Really Have Free Speech?
The move by SBS to sack sports
reporter Scott
McIntyre over
highly
offensive Anzac Day tweets has sparked a
fresh debate over freedom of speech. The
Australianunderstands McIntyre’s view to
be that the move to sack him was unfair,
and he himself is likely to contest the
decision. McIntyre, who has worked at
SBS for 10 years, declined to comment.
The worst of the tweets, which have been
deleted from his social media account,
read:
‘Remembering
the
summary
execution, widespread rape and theft
committed by these “brave” Anzacs in
Egypt, Palestine and Japan.’

Boosters Shut Down
The Australian Communications and
Media
Authority and NSW
Fair
Trading have joined forces to crack down
on the use of illegal signal boosters. Such
boosters are being used to improve patchy
mobile phone reception. Mobile phone
repeaters are employed to increase the
signal strength of mobile phones by
wirelessly replicating and amplifying radio
signals.

Another tweet said: ‘Wonder if the poorlyread, largely white, nationalist drinkers and
gamblers pause today to consider the
horror that all mankind suffered.’ Federal
Communications
Minister Malcolm
Turnbull slammed the tweets in The
Australian, saying: ‘Difficult to think of
more offensive or inappropriate comments.
Despicable remarks which deserve to be
condemned.’

The repeaters are sold by telcos and
licensed dealers, but unlicensed devices

Ten Running Out of Money
Pressure is tightening on Ten Network
Holdings to raise cash, and conclude its
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tortuous strategic review, after the
embattled broadcaster warned its investors
that it could run out of money if it misses
revenue forecasts amid a volatile
advertising market. Ten plunged $264
million into the red at its first half-year,
after writing down the value of its television
licences by $251 million, following larger
rival Seven West Media, which impaired
the carrying value of its own licences in
February.
According to The Age, Ten’s earnings
before
interest,
depreciation
and
amortisation fell from $10.1 million a year
earlier to $7.5 million on revenues down 2
per cent to $324 million. This decline came
as the network’s improved ratings failed to
translate into a materially higher share of
the advertising market.
No Freedom of Speech
According to Gillian Triggs in The Age,
there is no formal legal right to freedom of
speech under Australian law. The
disciplining or sacking of employees
whose emails or tweets breach industry
codes of conduct – most recently Scott
McIntyre, who alleged crimes having been
committed by the ANZACs – raise the
vexed question of the proper constraints
on freedom of speech. Does an employer
have the right to sack, demote or
otherwise sanction an employee for
speech that both breaches its code of
conduct and may be substantially
inaccurate, in bad faith and deeply hurtful
to most Australians?
Prohibitions do abound in respect of
statements that are libellous or slanderous,
in contempt of court, a breach of copyright,
obscene or seditious, or that incite mutiny,
commission of a crime or disclose official
secrets. In principle, it seems a reasonable
constraint on our freedoms that we should
abide by the ethics, values and standards
of our employers.
Dr Karl’s Misdiagnosis
The Federal Government will spend up to
$11
million
on
its
controversial
intergenerational
report
advertising
campaign
starring
science
broadcaster Karl Kruszelnickias reported
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in The Age. Dr Kruszelnicki – widely
known as Dr Carl – embarrassed the
government by describing the report as
‘flawed’, admitting to fears on his own part
that the report itself was far from apolitical.
In addition, he said he now felt ‘deep
regret’ that he had participated in the
campaign without reading the full
document.

industry has adopted a new tagline:
‘Influential by nature’.

Social Media Igniting Splits
One in seven married individuals have
considered divorce because of their
spouse’s postings on Facebook or other
online sites, according to research
reported in theHerald Sun. The research
was commissioned by law firm Slater &
Gordon in response to an increase in the
number of its clients who said
that Facebook,
Skype,
Snapchat,
Twitter, What’sApp or other social media
sites had played a part in their divorce.

Say Cheese
Tony Abbott has appointed a new
personal photographer, as part of a
growing trend among Australia’s politicians
to exert greater control over their
image. News
Corpphotographer Brad
Hunter will join the Prime Minister’s media
staff later this month, raising concerns
in The Age that news photographers will
gain less direct access to the prime
minister.

Foxtel Acts on Piracy
Foxtel says it has a role to play in
reducing the rate of online piracy, while
calling for new copyright laws to be
broadened. In its submission to an inquiry
into the federal government’s proposed
crackdown, the pay-TV provider said that
with some tweaking, legislative changes
could be a positive step to combating the
problem. Legislation which is currently
before parliament will allow rights holders
to seek a court injunction that would force
Internet providers to block access to piracy
websites, as reported in the Herald Sun.

Seven on the Rise
Media
mogul Kerry
Stokes has
manoeuvred Seven West Media into a
position to retain the AFL record media
rights and mount corporate takeovers,
should the media laws change. This
comes after Seven West Media had
undertaken a $612 million capital raising.
While
Seven
West
Media
chief
executive Tim
Worner said
that
a
recapitalisation of the company’s balance
sheet was primarily aimed at paying down
debt, he admitted that in addition, the
move gave him much-needed financial
firepower in a fast-changing media
landscape where it was getting tougher to
deliver earnings growth.
The TV, newspapers, digital media and
magazines company is strengthening the
balance sheet, which is groaning under the
weight of a $1 billion debt pile as reported
inThe Australian.
Papers Promoting Influence
Australia’s
four
major
newspaper
publishers are setting aside their rivalries
to work together on a multi-million-dollar
makeover of the industry, reminding
advertisers that newspapers remain hugely
influential. Emboldened by growing multiplatform audiences, and by a rising belief
among advertising executives that the shift
online has gone too far, the newspaper

Backed by the combined might of News
Corp, Fairfax Media, APN News &
Media and Seven
Network’s
West
Australian Newspapers, the campaign is
the largest ever undertaken by industry
body The Newspaper Works.

JUSTICE
Rehab Better than Punishment
An Australian-first study has revealed
those treated for drug and alcohol
addictions were more than 90 per cent less
likely to return to prison. Research
centre Turning
Point and
treatment
facility South Pacific Private surveyed
573 current and recovered drug and
alcohol addicts and found ‘striking
differences’ when it came to involvement
with the criminal justice system, where 77
per cent were less likely to drive under the
influence; a mere 2 per cent had a chance
of being arrested; more than 56 per cent
were less likely to damage property; only 1
per cent had a chance of serving additional
time in prison; and more than 40 per cent
were less likely to be involved in domestic
violence. This information was reported in
the Herald Sun.
The Harsh Reality
At a press conference in Canberra,
Commissioner Andrew Colvin sought to
tackle claims that the AFP could have
apprehended members of the drugsmuggling syndicate in Australia before
they departed for Bali or even on their
return in 2005. If that apprehension had
been carried out, it could have
enabled Myuran Sukumaran and Andrew
Chan to avoid the death penalty in
Indonesia. The federal government has
claimed that the police are still following
guidelines introduced in the wake of the
Bali Nine case. Those guidelines mean in
practice that the agency must take into
account the risk of the death penalty
before tipping off foreign agencies, as
reported in the Financial Review.
ASIO Could Conceal Torture, Murder
A public inquiry into the effect of the
revised ASIO
Act has
heard
that
journalists could be jailed for 10 years. A
public inquiry into the effect of the
revised ASIO Acthas been told that
journalists could be jailed for reporting on
intelligence operations, even if agents

were engaged in corruption, torture or
murder. Further, media companies have
warned that under section 35P of the Act,
reporters would face criminal charges for
even
revealing
details
of
special
intelligence
operations
that
had
successfully shut down terrorist activities.
The acting independent national security
legislation monitor, Robert Gyles, QC, is
reviewing changes to the Act which were
made last year: changes which criminalise
the revelation of information about a
special operation. As recorded by The
Australian, Independent Senator Nick
Xenophon told the inquiry that the law
was so draconian that if the law applied
during World War I, details of the
disastrous Gallipoli campaign might never
have been reported.
AFP Dispute over Rules
The Australian Federal Police is obliged
not to tip off foreign police if a suspect
could face the death penalty, even though
the federal government dumped an anticapital punishment directive last year,
Justice Minister Michael Keenan said. In
2010, the ALP’s Justice Minister Brendan
O’Connor directed the AFP to take into
account Australia’s opposition to the death
penalty when cooperating with overseas
law enforcement agencies.
Bill Shorten’s ALP opposition has called
for the reinstatement of the directive to
ensure there was no repeat of the shooting
meted out to Myuran Sukumaran and
Andrew Chan. The AFP were heavily
criticised over the handling of the case for
tipping off Indonesian authorities in Bali in
2005 rather than arresting the offenders
when they arrived in Australia. Mr Shorten
said to the Financial Review that the
government could not absolve itself of
responsibility.
Seventeen Charged with Ultimate Price
International human rights groups have
backed Julie Bishop’s call for Australia to
step up pressure on countries in the AsiaPacific region that still enforce the death
penalty. The Department of Foreign
Affairs and Trade confirmed in The
Australian that 17 Australians are awaiting
the death penalty in unidentified countries.
The founder of Australians Detained
Abroad, Dan Mori, said that while the
exact details of each of the Australian
cases was not known, they were likely to
involve drug offenders in China, Vietnam
and Thailand. China and Vietnam carry out
the most executions each year.
New Front in War on Drugs
A national taskforce has been established
to target the scourge of crystal
methamphetamine, or ice, with former
Victorian Police chief commissioner Ken
Lay having been nominated to head a
national
inquiry
into
ice. The
Australian reports
that
the Australian
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Crime Commission’s most recent Illicit
Drug Data Report warns ice ‘is emerging
as a pandemic akin to the issue of crack
cocaine
in
the
United
States.’
Methamphetamine itself is thought to be
the third most commonly used drug in
Australia, after cannabis and ecstasy.
Roughly seven per cent of the Australian
population aged over 14 – about 1.3
million
people
–
have
used
methamphetamines, according to the 2013
National Drug Strategy Household
Survey. Whilst the numbers who have
used ice are smaller, perhaps 200,000
during the past year, even this figure has
more than doubled since 2010. The price
paid for ice within Australia is among the
highest in the world, according to the ACC,
making it an attractive market for
international crime gangs.
Jihad Star Chamber
Family and friends of Australian terror
suspects who have fled to fight with the
Islamic State are being forced to reveal
details
to
authorities
in
secret
interrogations. According to the Herald
Sun,
the Australian
Crime
Commission has conducted 50 interviews
using coercive powers in a bid to identify
how young Australians are being
radicalised. During the interviews, people
are forced to tell the truth or face the threat
of up to five years in jail.

Take Out the Fizz
The chief executive of billion-dollar fleetmanagement company Orix has been
charged with paying corrupt commissions
to an employee of beverage giant CocaCola Amatil. In one of the biggest
scandals to hit corporate Australia, police
will allege that Orix boss John Carter, 53,
made corrupt payments of $504,000
to Coca-Cola Amatil’s fleet manager in
exchange for vehicle licensing contracts.
Bolt Down
Human rights lawyer George Newhouse
has won a defamation case against News
Corp columnist Andrew
Bolt in
the
NSW Supreme Court. The order requires
an article to be taken down from the News
Corp’s online sites. Mr Newhouse sued
over a July 10, 2014 article headlined
‘Fearmongers’ hateful fraud’.

BROADBAND, IT
Time Up for Local Calls
The days of the mandatory standard 22c
local phone call could soon be over. A
proposal to scrap it – and if this proposal
was put into operation it would put millions
of dollars back into the pockets of the
telcos – is being considered as part of the
reviews to cut red tape. The Herald
Sun revealed that a briefing paper
prepared
by
the
Department
of
Communications
said
that
the
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Government would consider ‘removing the
requirement to offer untimed local calls’.

events, flu antivirals and more specialised
personal protective equipment.

However, a report last year by industry
regulator the Australian Communications and Media Authority warned that
‘older Australians continue to rely on their
fixed-line telephone services’. More than
nine million people still have a landline
telephone service.

Morrison Bumps Hockey
Social
Services
Minister Scott
Morrison has emerged as the federal
government’s chief salesman with 16
interviews in the week before the budget,
compared with Joe Hockey giving only
four. The Age reveals that Morrison is
responsible for dealing with the budget’s
families package and with the proposed
pension changes, which if put into effect
will save $2.4 billion over two years. He
is/was already on track for a major win,
with the Greens and the welfare lobby
signalling that they could support changes
to pension asset testing that would boost
pensions for low and middle-income
earners but take away the part-pension for
wealthier people.

Hollywood Chasing Pirates
A landmark ruling has paved the way for
Australians who download movies and TV
shows illicitly to be sued by Hollywood. A
Federal Court judge ordered several
Australian Internet Service Providers,
including Iinet, to hand over to a film
studio the identities of thousands of
account
holders
whose
Internet
connections were allegedly used to share
a Hollywood film. The ruling means that
about 4,700 Australian Internet account
holders whose service was used to share
the blockbuster filmDallas Buyers Club on
the Internet from as early as May 2013 are
likely to be sent letters threatening legal
action by Australian lawyers acting for the
US-based Dallas Buyers Club LLC,
which owns the rights to the film.
Play Fair
The ACCC competition regulator is
investigating
claims
that Telstra is
misusing its market power and hurting
competition in the ultra-competitive mobile
market by refusing to wholesale its superfast 4G services to rival telcos according
to The Australian.

WELFARE
Welfare Wait Cut
The Federal Government has backed
away from its punitive plan to make the
young unemployed wait six months before
accessing welfare. Instead, anyone under
25 wishing to join the dole queue will wait
four weeks before entering the benefits
system. The back-down will cost $1.8
billion over five years. Unemployed people
aged over 25 and up to 30 will revert to the
standard dole queue, which has a
minimum one-week wait as reported
in The Age. People with significant liquid
assets can be forced to wait a month.
Stocks Reinforced
The National Medical Stockpile will be
given $34 million in new medicines and
equipment as the federal government
moves to ensure Australia is well prepared
for any terrorist attack or pandemic. The
emergency reserve was established
by John Howard’s administration in 2002,
in response to the New York terror attacks
the year before, and has grown
significantly amid concerns of a major flu
outbreak or other public health issue.
According to The Australian, the stockpile
includes medical countermeasures for
chemical, biological and radiological

Harsh Lessons as Students Wait
Most universities close for the mid-year
break next month, but even so, a good
many
students
who
applied
to Centrelink for financial support at the
start of the year are yet to receive a
payment. Student advocates say that the
government welfare agency refuses to
provide a timeline for Austudy, Youth
Allowance and Abstudyapplications,
while ‘huge delays’ are leading to a surge
in
student
loans
and emergency
relief. Stuart
Martin,
chairman
of
the Student Financial Advisers Network,
has maintained that ‘I’ve heard cases of
[waiting] even 12 or 14 weeks’.
Seniors to Stay at Work
Members of the federal cabinet have
agreed to make faster payments of up to
$10,000 to employers who hire older
Australians. This scheme is part of an
overhaul of job programs to help tens of
thousands of people back into the
workplace. A separate budget measure will
give people approaching retirement a new
incentive to stay at work for a few more
years, in the knowledge that they could
collect a bonus when they choose to claim
the aged pension.
The budget will also spare about two
million retirees from an unpopular change
to pension indexation, making the savings
instead from fewer than 400,000 people
with substantial private assets. As a result
of the tighter pension rules, most of the
burden for the savings will come from
retirees who not only own their own homes
but also have hundreds of thousands of
dollars in savings, real estate and other
investments.
Care Costs Bite
The NAB Work and Families survey
reported in the Herald Sun shows that one
in three families overall say they are
‘barely breaking even’ when childcare
costs are taken into account. The figures
come as childcare costs $85 a day on an
average day and up to $170 at some

15 April to 22 May 2015
inner-city centres. The survey of 1050
adults also found 61 per cent of men were
keen to spend more time with their
children, and 45 per cent anted to stop
working full-time in order to do so. NAB
spokesman said the report showed
affordability rather than accessibility is the
key childcare issue for most Australian
families.
Centrelink Needs Investment
Centrelink will spend an estimated seven
years to replace its ageing Income
Security Integrated System, which at
present manages $100 billion of payments
to 7.3 million people annually. The
platform, built in the 1980s, cannot cope
with sweeping changes recommended by
welfare reformer Patrick McClure. Last
month, The Australian revealed that simply
changing a social security letter for
payments took 100 public servants six
months to carry out, and cost $500,000.
An overhaul is required to provide longterm flexibility to implement welfare
changes and better detect and prevent
fraud.

Bad Case of Rivalry
Doctors are at war with pharmacists who
want to provide vaccinations, mental
illness checks, and basic health screening.
They claim that such pharmacists have an
‘inherent conflict of interest’. According to
the Herald
Sun, patients
could
be
prescribed unnecessary or inappropriate
medicines by pharmacists who profit from
their sale, the Royal Australian College
of General Practitioners says.
Pharmacists are negotiating currently a
new $15 billion, five-year government
agreement that sets out who can dispense
medicine and where, and how much those
who do dispense medicine are going to get
paid.
The Pharmacy
Guild
of
Australia said that it wanted to expand the
role of pharmacists, and that it hopes to
persuade the government to pay
pharmacists for providing various services
which doctors now carry out, such as flu
vaccinations, weight checks, smoking
cessation programs, chlamydia checks
and treatments for coughs, colds and
allergies.

Expensive Limb Examination
Australians could save more than $500
million a year on hip replacements,
pacemakers, keyhole surgery tools and
many other devices implanted into their
bodies if Harper review recommendations
to expose the sector to competition are
enacted. Private Healthcare Australia,
the insurers’ lobby, and cut-price implant
makerApplied Medical told the Financial
Review that overcharging for implants
could be as high as $592 million to $700
million a year, nearly half the 1.6 billion in
implant benefits, split between other
manufacturers and private hospitals.
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‘It is common knowledge in the industry
that the prices paid in Australia for
prostheses in Australia are much higher
than in comparable countries – say the
Unites States or in Europe,’ Matthew
Koce, chief executive of Hirmaa, a lobby
for non-profit insurers, said.
Pursue the Pension
The Federal Government is prepared to
restrict access to the part-pension for
wealthier retirees, in return for dumping its
controversial plan to inflict CPI increases
on all pensioners. Social Services
Minister Scott Morrison signalled the shift
in saying the alternative proposals from
the Australian
Council
of
Social
Services merited ‘serious consideration’.
Morrison, who has inherited about $12
billion in blocked welfare measures from
the 2014 budget, told the Financial
Review that what ultimately mattered was
the long-term sustainability of the age
pension system. While he did not
specifically endorse every proposal which
had been made by ACOSS, he said that
its ideas, including tighter eligibility for the
part-pension and superannuation tax
reform, were worth exploration.
Medical Fractures Show
Nearly 12 months after it was announced,
the Government’s $20 billion Medical
Research Future Fund has not been set
up. And now doctors are at war with Health
Minister Sussan Ley over whether new
savings in health, announced in the
budget,
should
go
into
the
fund. Australian
Medical
Association President Dr Brian
Owler says, ‘If there are savings identified
through the review they would be
reinvested into health rather than all going
off into the Medical Research Future
Fund.’ It is possible that the Government
could do both.
Ley’s Last Minute Lifeline
Mental health groups have been granted a
last-minute funding reprieve from the
federal
government
after Sussan
Ley announced a continuation of nearly
$300 million in funding about to expire, as
revealed by The Age. The money will go
toward much needed online and telephone
crisis
and counselling lines
such
as Lifeline andReachout, as well as other
mental health services.

TRANSPORT,
INFRASTRUCTURE
How to Build a Nation
The Federal Government should increase
its debt to help states fund new
infrastructure projects, but only if they
undertake more economic reform such as
asset sales, according to the peak
infrastructure
body, Infrastructure
Australia. The Federal Government has
already created the $5 billion asset
recycling fund to reward states for

privatisation, but the Institute of Public
Affairs said the concept should be
expanded into a national infrastructure
fund that would co-ordinate existing capital
works projects as well as new borrowing.
The states would then compete for grants
from the fund in return for the
implementation of agreed fiscal or
microeconomic
reforms,
similar
to
incentives
paid
underNational
Competition Policy reforms. All projects
would have to go through a publicly
available cost-benefit assessment via
Infrastructure Australia to be eligible for a
grant.
Flying into the Future
Aircraft with seating for more than 800
passengers is the future of an aviation
market facing huge growth and airport
capacity constraints. As reported in
the Herald Sun, Director of Strategic
Marketing
and
Analysis, Andrew
Gordon, said that on current trends, by
2033 every Australian would be flying an
average 4.2 times a year.
Last Camry Rolls
Toyota has begun its long goodbye from
manufacturing in Australia, unveiling the
last car to be built at its Altona plant before
the company winds up local operations in
2017 as reported in The Age. It marks
another chapter in the closure of car
manufacturing in Australia, as Toyota joins
fellow car makers Holden and Ford in
shutting its factories over the next couple
of years. Toyota’s departure is expected
to cost 2,600 jobs.

EDUCATION
More than Half Fail
General practitioners have attacked one of
the components of the Royal Australian
College
of
General
Practitioners
fellowship exam for being ambiguous and
subjective. This complaint follows the low
pass rate. Only 44.6 per cent of the 1000
candidates
passed
one
of
three
examinations that qualify candidates for
fellowship, the relevant test being known
as the Key Feature Problem.
Qualified GPs said that the high fail rate
indicated there was either something
wrong with the examination or a problem
with the training. Critics in The Age say the
exam could be improved.
NAPLAN 2.0
Computers will mark the written essay
component of the NAPLAN exams from
2017, infuriating teachers who have
described the move as ‘an absolutely
appalling ambush’ and who have vowed to
fight any push to computerise written
marking.
The Australian
Curriculum
Assessment and Reporting Authority’s
(ACARA)general manager, Dr Stanley
Rabinowitz, said he was ‘very confident’
that enough progress had been made to

15

15 April to 22 May 2015
guarantee the auto-scoring method would
work by 2017.
Humans will have to train the computers
by marking 1,000 essays before giving the
results
over
to
the
auto-scoring
machines. Judy Crowe, president of
the Victorian Association of State
Secondary Principals, said that the
change was a practical way to cut costs
and deliver results of the state-wide tests
to schools sooner.
Please Explain
Federal Education Minister Christopher
Pyne has asked the principal of Al-Taqwa
College to explain why he told students
that the whole notion of the Islamic State
was a Western plot. The request for an
explanation comes as a former teacher at
the school said that its principal, Omar
Hallak, also told students that Israel did
not exist, and Jews were horrible people.
Pyne condemned the principal’s comments
and said he would write to Al-Taqwa,
which is the largest Islamic school in
Victoria, seeking an explanation.
Review Disabled Please
In the wake of The Age’s revelations that
an autistic Canberra student was confined
to a cage-like structure, former Disability
Commissioner Graeme Innes, who says
that such abuses are actually widespread,
has called for a broad inquiry into the
treatment of children with disabilities in the
nation’s schools.
Student Debt Mole Hill
The federal government will have more
than $70 billion in unpaid university
student loans on its books in another two
years, double the figure owed in 2013-14.
Yet new research shows that nearly 25 per
cent – or $17 billion – of that amount will
never be repaid, and that this figure will
merely grow under government plans to
deregulate
university
fees.
Researchers Richard Highfield and Neil
Warren say that about 2.1 million people
currently have a HECS debt.
Student Escape System
A new cooling-off clause will help students
back out of costly training courses as the
federal government acts to limit Australia’s
ballooning student debt. Assistant Minister
for
Education
and
Training Simon
Birmingham is concerned that some
colleges use high-pressure sales tactics –
including door-to-door and phone sales –
to enrol vulnerable or inappropriate
students.
Senator Birmingham is now evaluating a
two-step enrolment system to stop
colleges recruiting students on the spot. ‘It
should be an opt-in process that operates
a little like a cooling off period. Rather than
opting out at the end of that period, they
would have to opt-in as a demonstration of
their enthusiasm and commitment to do
the course.’
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FOREIGN AFFAIRS
British Surprise Election Outcome
Britain’s
Labour
leader Ed
Milliband resigned, after being trounced
by Scottish nationalists to allow incumbent
Conservative
Prime
Minister David
Cameron to sweep back into office with a
historic general election win. In what has
been called one of the most extraordinary
election victories in modern British politics,
the Tories increased their majority – the
first time an incumbent has managed that
since 1983 – to win the minimum 326
seats needed to govern outright.
The most startling vote shift was the rise of
the secessionist Scottish National Party,
which won 56 of Scotland’s 59 seats – it
previously had held just six of them – and
which could now push for independence
from within the halls of Westminster.
Significant too, according to the Herald
Sun, was the staggering demise of the
UK’s
‘third’
party,
the Liberal
Democrats. This party was almost wiped
out, managing just eight seats from the 57
MPs that they had as part of the ruling
Coalition.
Yuan Internationally Recognised
The International Monetary Fund is close
to declaring China’s yuan fairly valued for
the first time in more than a decade, a
milestone in the country’s efforts to open
its economy in ways that would blunt US
criticism of Beijing’s currency policy. The
fund’s reassessment of the yuan – set to
be made official in IMF reports on China’s
economy due out in the coming months –
follows years of IMF censure of Beijing’s
management of the currency as reported
in The Australian.
Overseas Baby Concern
Founder of Surrogacy Australia, Sam
Everingham, estimates about 60 women
in Nepal are carrying foetuses for
Australians who have paid about $40,000
each to eight clinics offering their services.
He told Fairfax Media that he knew of 10
couples who had been anxiously inquiring
about their surrogates, including three
whose surrogates were due to give birth in
the next two months.
Obama Secrets Revealed
Emails to and from Barack Obama were
read by Russian hackers last year in a
breach of the US White House’s
unclassified computer system, The New
York Timessays. Earlier in April, US
officials admitted there was a cyber ‘event’
late last year, but they refused to confirm
reports that Russia was behind the attack.
However, the incursion was ‘far more
intrusive and worrisome’ than publicly
acknowledged, the newspaper said, citing
senior US officials briefed on the
investigation, and saying the hackers were
presumed to be linked to – or even
working for – Moscow.

The hackers, who also got into the State
Department’s
unclassified
system,
obtained access to the email archives of
people inside the White House, and
perhaps some outside, with whom Mr
Obama
regularly
communicated,
the Times said.
Greek Plan-B
Some Eurozone finance ministers have
acknowledged for the first time that they
are considering plans on what to do, if no
deal on Greece’s future financing can be
reached by the end of June. As reported
in The Australian, the statements by the
respective finance ministers of Slovenia
and Germany break a long-held taboo
during Eurozone crisis talks, where policymakers have been insisting that they are
entirely focussed on keeping Greece in the
currency union with the help of more
bailout loans.
Slovenia’s Finance Minister confirmed that
he had raised the issue of a ‘Plan B’ during
a meeting with his Eurozone counterparts,
also known as the Euro-group.
Death By Politics
It is an extraordinary thing, given
Indonesia’s history of authoritarian rule
under Suharto, followed by open and free
elections from late 1990s after Suharto’s
downfall, that Widodo, the man who is
supposedly more democratic than any
other president in Indonesian history, is
also the most hard-line and nationalistic on
the issue of executions. According to Paul
Toohey in the Herald Sun, Widodo seems
to have no sense of balance, given that a
string of terrorists, including some directly
involved in the planning of the Bali
bombings of 2002 and 2005, along with
Australian embassy and hotel bombings in
Jakarta, have walked free after serving
short sentences.
It is true that three of them, Mukhlas,
Amrozi and Imam
Samudra,
were
executed in 2008. It is true also that
Australia did not speak in support of these
men, but why would we? This is not a
reflection of our double standards. We
spoke for Chan and Sukumaran because
they belong to us, even if they didn’t look
too Australian.
Death Toll Increases
The Nepal quake’s death toll has
exceeded 3,700 as a frantic search of
flattened buildings for survivors uncovers
hundreds more bodies. But many areas
outside the capital, Kathmandu, are yet to
be reached. It is feared that villages at the
feet of the Himalayas may have been
wiped out. Tectonic experts say that the
force of the 7.8 magnitude earthquake has
shifted Kathmandu by three metres.
Hospitals in the nation of 26 million people
are struggling to treat thousands of injured
persons, while morgues are overwhelmed,
and a lack of clean water supplies and
sanitation threatens a secondary disaster.

15 April to 22 May 2015
According to the Herald Sun, Australia has
so far pledged $5 million in aid.
East West Agreement
Barack Obama and Japanese Prime
Minister Shinzo Abe have reached an
accord to tighten their respective countries’
defence co-operation, and are pressing
towards an agreement to tear down trade
barriers between their two countries and
across the Pacific Rim, as both leaders
move to counter rising economic and
military threats from China. Sheila Smith,
a senior fellow for Japan studies at
the Council on Foreign Relations, told
the Financial Review that the deal was a
‘very significant transformation’ between
the US and Japan.
Diplomatic Moves Pondered
The Federal Government contemplated
further diplomatic sanctions against
Indonesia, including cutting foreign aid, as
Jakarta belittled Australia’s response to the
executions of Australian drug smugglers
and business warned against an overreaction. According to Greg Earl in
the Financial Review, Australia’s large aid
program in Indonesia should be cut back
to reflect Indonesia’s growing economic
strength. But Tony Abbott’s maladroit
characterisation of the Aceh tsunami aid
during the execution row has made it
harder for Australia to cut back at present,
without adding to the impression in
Indonesia that aid is only intended to buy
Australian influence.
But in the end, Indonesia will only fix its
judicial system when its increasing middle
class starts to demand political certainty,
along with the foreign investment which
Indonesia needs to sustain its growth. This
is a basic reality of international relations
and Australian politicians shouldn’t be
suggesting they can hasten this process
with sanctions.
China Flexes Strength
A US admiral’s warning against China’s
rapid construction of artificial island military
bases has been slammed as dangerous
and damaging to Australia’s relationship
with its biggest trading partner. Publicly
available surveillance photos show that
China has been moving at remarkable
speed to build airstrips, harbours, roads,
container depots and even cement plants
on what were submerged coral atolls only
one year ago.
The new artificial islands are spread
across the vast
Spratly Islands
archipelago which is home to multiple
overlapping territorial claims.
Mature Governments are Coalitions of
the Willing
Politicians with opposing views need to
find ways to work together creatively,
according to Jonathon Holmes in The
Age of 8 April. Australians’ suspicious
attitude towards coalitions, formal or
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informal, is almost as unusual as our
system of compulsory voting. In most
European countries, however, wheeling
and dealing after election days is the norm.
Mr Holmes is a former presenter of
the ABC’s Media Watch program.
Expanding ISIS Fight
The Islamic State’s efforts to expand
beyond Iraq and Syria have spurred a
debate among the coalition of nations that
the United States has assembled to
confront the group. This debate is about
whether to broaden the coalition’s
campaign. According to the Financial
Review, maintaining the unity of the more
than
60-nation
coalition
against
the Islamic State, also known as ISIS,
may require the United States to agree to
a broadening of the campaign to include
terrorist groups that have declared
themselves to be ‘provinces’ of the Islamic
State.
Intelligence officials estimate that the
Islamic State’s fighters number 20,000 to
31,500 in Syria and Iraq. There are less
formal pledges of support from ‘at least a
couple of hundred extremists’ in countries
such as Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Tunisia
and Yemen, officials said.
Xi’s War on Corruption
Chinese President Xi Jinping’s ‘You Die, I
Live’ war against corruption has seen
Chinese government-controlled media cite
Australia as one of the three biggest
targets of Mr Xi’s ‘Operation Fox Hunt’
and freshly launched ‘Sky Net’ campaigns
to bring fugitives back home. The other
two targets are Canada and the United
States. To the frustration of Beijing,
however, Canberra has been deafeningly
silent on the issue since October.
That was when the Australian Federal
Police told Fairfax that it was helping with
a jointly agreed ‘priority list’ of economic
fugitives, together with tainted assets
worth hundreds of millions of dollars.
Australia’s cooperation has been ‘well
short of what we expected’, says Zhuang
Deshui,
deputy
director
of Peking
University’s Clean Government Centre.
‘I feel Australia is not fully open to China
with its information.’
Australian MP Fought IS
Matthew Gardiner, the former Northern
Territory Labor party president who
joined Kurdish forces to fight the Islamic
State, was detained at Darwin Airport
before being released without charge,
the Australian
Federal
Police have
confirmed. An estimated 100 Westerners
are currently fighting with Kurdish forces.
Path to Legitimacy
The Palestinians have become members
of the International Court, cementing a
significant and contentious step so far in
their new strategy of seeking statehood
through international forums. According

to The
Age, leading
Palestinian
representatives hope to use the court to
bring international pressure to bear on
Israel, and call it to account for policies
and actions that the Palestinians maintain
are war crimes and crimes against
humanity. These actions include the Israeli
assault on Gaza last year and the
continuing
construction
of
Jewish
settlements in the occupied West Bank.

DEFENCE
Abbott Ignored Sub Advice
Tony Abbott acted against the direct
advice
of
the Department
of
Defence when he talked up the possibility
of Japan winning the $20 billion Future
Submarines
contract.
High-level
departmental advice to the government
reveals its overwhelming preference was
for Adelaide-based, government-owned
ship builder ASC to do the bulk of the
work. The department’s swift release of the
ministerial advice under Freedom Of
Information laws adds to the intrigue and
confusion around the government’s
seemingly ever changing submarine
policy.
Defence Cut Ordered
As many as 1,000 Defence Department
jobs, including those of senior managers
and uniformed officers, will go as part of a
major restructuring of the defence force.
The government will also sell 17 major
sites worth up to $1.4 billion and scrap two
major agencies and disperse their
responsibilities and staff through the
department,
Defence
Minister Kevin
Andrews has announced. He said in The
Age the Government was adopting 75 of
the 76 recommendations made in an
exhaustive review of Defence carried out
by a team led by former Rio Tinto
Australia head David Peever.

INDIGENOUS
Put me in Charge
The Prime Minister’s chief adviser on
indigenous affairs said he feared that the
‘industry of misery’ built around Aboriginal
Australia would continue unless there was
a revolution of personal responsibility.
Warren Mundine said that the call
from Noel
Pearson for
indigenous
Australia to stop blaming the wrongs of the
past for today’s disadvantage expressed a
frustration with welfare dependency, and
that it was a frustration which he shared.
He told the annual conference of
the Royal Australian and New Zealand
College of Psychiatrists there was ‘too
much acquiescence and submission to
history and the loss of agency in the
present’ as reported in The Australian.
What is Mr Pearson up to?
The
latest
development
in Noel
Pearson’s approach
to
indigenous
constitutional recognition dissents from the
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position of the expert panel on
Constitutional Recognition of Indigenous
Australians of which he was a member.
According to Dominic Kelly in The Age,
Mr Pearson now argues that indigenous
recognition should be separated from the
campaign to remove racially discriminatory
clauses from the Constitution.
The hope is that a declaration of
recognition could be passed which could
eventually come to have the same status
amongst Australians as the Declaration of
Independence does for Americans, while
remaining separate and distinct from the
nation’s highest law, the Constitution. By
drawing media attention to a proposal that
does not have widespread support, Mr
Pearson’s intervention may only serve to
damage the cause of indigenous
recognition.

SPORTS, ARTS
Who? What?
The AFL
Commission has
been
presented with the league’s bold plan to
turn Grand Final week into a huge footy
festival. Under recommendations to be put
to the commission, the Grand Final eve
parade would start in the city – possibly at
its usual finishing point at the Old Treasury
Building in Spring Street – and head to the
park outside the MCG for a big, familyfriendly event. According to the Herald
Sun, the change has happened in part
because of the State Government’s
decision to gazette a public holiday on the
Friday before the Grand Final.
We Will Not Lose
Australia’s Olympic Committee will not
entertain the prospect of a slide in the
international pecking order in Rio next
year, despite the Australian Institute of
Sport’s forecast of a plunge as low as
11th on the medal ladder. This was a
significant drop from the top-five goal that
was set as the Olympic aim when
the Australian
Sports
Commission and AIS remodelled
Australian sport after the 2012 London
Games with the launch of the ‘winning
edge’ strategy.
For the History Books
The case against Essendon Football
Club – now cleared of giving players illegal
performance enhancing drugs – stank of
politics from the start, according toAndrew
Bolt in the Herald Sun. On Thursday,
February 7, 2013, the Gillard government
was in political hell. The day before then
Treasurer Wayne Swan admitted that the
mining tax had been a colossal failure
and Craig Thomson, a
political
ally
of Julia Gillard, was facing court for 154
charges of defrauding the government.
The Australian
Crime
Commission
announced a report with findings that were
‘shocking and will disgust Australian sports
fans’. It had found the use of peptides,
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hormones and illicit drugs is widespread
amongst Australian athletes. Labor
couldn’t have sold the report harder, where
the former head of ASADA, Richard
Ings,declared that it was the ‘blackest day
in Australian sport.’
Share the Olympics
Melbourne major events impresario Ron
Walker has thrown his support behind a
multi-city Australian bid for the Olympics
as a way of spreading the enormous
financial and infrastructure cost of hosting
the Games. In The Age, Ex-Victorian
sports minister Justin Madden, now an
infrastructure consultant at Arup, has
called for the major cities on the east coast
to come together and form a bid for either
the 2028 or 2032 Games.
Abbott met with International
Committee president Thomas
his Australian counterpart John
late April to discuss a potential
bid.

Olympic
Bach and
Coates in
Australian

Shortlist Revealed
The shortlist of proposals for the Australian
exhibition
at
the 2016
Venice
Architecture
Biennale has
been
announced, with entrants vying for the
chance to be part of the inaugural
exhibition in the new Denton Corker
Marshall-designed Australian pavilion.

SOCIETY
2016 Census Saved
The census has been saved and
the Australian Bureau of Statistics will
get a $250 million funding boost as part of
the biggest technology upgrade in its 110year history. The five-year grant, which
was included in federal budget, will be
used to replace computer systems that are
up to 30 years old, some of which fail to
perform properly weekly and daily
according to The Age.
The government’s expenditure review
committee was told that at present, the
ABS had 500 separate computer systems.
One in three of those were unreliable and
one in six were so outdated they were no
longer supported by their vendors.
Princess Charlotte Elizabeth Diana
Prince
William and
his
wife, Kate,
the Duchess of Cambridge, announced
the name they picked for their daughter,
seen as a tribute to both Prince
William’sparents and grandmother, the
Queen, as well as a link to Kate’s family.
The newborn is fourth in line to the throne
after Charles, William and
her
older
brother, 21-month-old Prince George.
Naughty But Nice
Rita Panahi reports in the Herald Sun that
Australians have warmed to the fourth,
soon to be fifth, in line to the throne as he’s
matured into the role while maintaining that
affable larrikin nature that sets him apart

from so many other members of his
extended family. In Canberra, it was a 12year-old who held a sign ‘red heads rule’
which charmed Prince Harry and earned
the boy worldwide media attention and a
royal high five. However, public opinion
can turn just as easily against the royal
family, and Ms Panahi warned that it might
do so particularly when Prince Charles
becomes King.
Shopping In the Future
Associate Professor Nemai Karmakar,
from Monash University, has created a
new generation of Radio Frequency
Identification tags that, until now, could
not work on products with metal or water.
A trial by Coles in 2006 failed because
liquids and metals interfered with the
signals. Dr Karmakar hopes that the
superior tags will renew the supermarket’s
interest in the technology.
He says shoppers will place tagged bread,
milk and tinned fruit into trolleys with
electronic readers and be instantly flashed
data such as expiry dates, shipping
histories and total price.
The New Norm
Australia has firmly entered the era of
‘super-commuting’,
with
more
than
130,000 people living in a different state
from the one in which they work, and tens
of thousands commuting vast distances
within state boundaries. The trend has
been linked to the fast-evolving corporate
environment, changing family and couple
dynamics and the need to attract workers
to remote mining sites.
Despite the widespread public assumption
that super-commuting is mainly a mining
issue, the figures suggest the practice
exists across more than 20 industries, and
that it has become particularly common
among senior executives, health workers,
transport workers, merchant seamen,
cruise-ship staff, aircrew, fruit pickers and
shearers, as reported in The Australian.
We Are Lonely
Almost half of Australians over 65 are
lonely. The 2015 Social Isolation and
Loneliness Report shows that 1.4 million
Aussies – or 45 per cent of those aged
over 65 – experience loneliness, compared
to 10 per cent of the general population.
Wear a Smart Watch
As the early buyers of the Apple
Watch take delivery of their new newest
gadget, app developers all over the world
are hoping that the long-fabled trend to
wearable technology is coming. According
to the Financial Review, Apple Watches
were already available from late April, but
if this particular app’s popularity is to soar
along similar lines to that of the iPhone,
then it is the ecosystem of available apps
that will drive its ongoing success.
The apps will need to suit smaller screens,
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as well as the more intimate access and
shorter attention spans of its users, who
will want to get access to information
quickly if they are to continue to use their
watch rather than pull their phone out. App
developer
and
development
house
Appster’s co-chief executive Mark Mc
Donald said that the company has been
working on a host of watch apps for clients
in anticipation of the launch.
Pleasant Regional Surprise
A hamlet on the outskirts of Melbourne has
made a surprise entry on to the 10 richest
postcodes in Australia after its residents
reported a 300 per cent increase in taxable
income according to the Financial Review.
Residents of St Andrews, which is known
for its 40-year-old hippie market on
Saturdays and for surviving the 2009 Black
Saturday fires, earn more on average than
the well-heeled residents of Toorak and
Portsea in Victoria.
Six Dollar Coins
One of Australia’s first and rarest coins – a
Holey Dollar – is expected to fetch more
than $600,000 when sold in Melbourne
next month. The early 1800s piece is one
of only six known Holey Dollars created
from a silver dollar and struck at the
Spanish Mint in Madrid. According to
the Herald Sun, the other five are held in
museums.
Stop Promoting Alcohol
Alcohol is still, and by far, the most
influential and mind-altering drug in our
society. According to Jeff Kennett in
the Herald Sun, it is responsible for acts of
family violence that can lead to death or
physical or mental injuries for life. The
habitually tough-talking former Victorian
Premier and BeyondBlue activist also
pointed out that alcohol can and does
adversely affect children, who often
witness acts of physical violence being
rained down by one parent on the other.
Marijuana, cocaine, heroin and ice
together do not create anywhere near the
damage that is caused by alcohol
consumed in excess.

When thinking about all the history that we are
making today and even just the stories of our lives, I
find it disheartening to imagine that what we will
leave behind for our future generations may be a
collection of digital media and database records.
We should refuse to leave posterity with such fate.
Instead, we must persevere to hand down heritage.

write2theletterman@gmail.com
www.sites.google.com/site/mabtheletterman

(03) 9654 1300
alistair@affairs.com.au
19

