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David Speers:  Welcome to the show.  We’re about to enter the final stretch of this election race, a time when most of the undecided voters will be making up their minds.  But according to party strategists on both sides, things couldn’t be closer.  So taking a look at where things stand now and what’s likely to happen in nine days time when voters do go to the polls, we’re joined tonight by the Minister for Financial Services and Superannuation, Chris Bowen, Tom Switzer, editor of The Spectator, John Della Bosca, former NSW Labor Minister and party boss, and Liberal Senator, Helen Coonan.  Thank you all for joining us.  John Della Bosca, if I can start with you.  Who do you think is winning this campaign at the moment, and why?
 
John Della Bosca:  I think Julia Gillard is ahead and I think Labor’s basically winning the campaign, largely because of Julia Gillard’s performance.  There’s some other reasons why I think Labor’s just ahead.  I don’t think it’s a long way ahead, and every now and then I get some feeling that the momentum’s shifting from one to the other.  It seems to be that the cycle is shorter and shorter, so it’s hard to call.  But I think it’s Labor by a very short half head, and I think it’s mainly because of the strength of Julia Gillard’s campaigning.
 
David Speers:  Who’s the momentum with though, at the moment?
 
John Della Bosca:  Right at the moment it’s very hard to tell.  I thought that at the beginning of the week, because of the Q&A performance particularly, and also I think some of the specifics of her campaign announcements, the Prime Minister had the momentum.  I think the events of the last couple of hours are very confusing, the intervention of a former Labor leader again into the campaign, this time standing up as shirt-fronting Mr. Abbott.
 
David Speers:  Does that hurt Labor, do you think, every time he pops up?
 
John Della Bosca:  No, I don’t think so.  I think it’s probably regarded as a bit of eccentric behaviour.  I think it’s a serious point though.  I think the big debate in this campaign is the one between Laurie Oakes and Mark Latham, and I think it’s about the media and responsibility for our democratic process.
 
David Speers:  Perhaps we should be pushing for a debate between those two.  Tom Switzer, do you disagree with any of that about where we’re at in this campaign right now?
 
Tom Switzer:  I do, David, because consider this.  Julia Gillard has been Prime Minister now for, what, six, seven weeks, and for the first four weeks her approval ratings were overwhelmingly up in the stratosphere.  She had an approval rating I think in a two party preferred basis of 55 to 45.  But during the course of the last two to three weeks, that has narrowed substantially, so much so that some polls such as AC Nielsen show that Tony Abbott is actually leading on a two party preferred vote.  So I think far from Julia being in front, I think that Tony actually has a bit of wind coming home.
 
David Speers:  You’re saying Julia Gillard’s a drag on Labor’s vote?
 
Tom Switzer:  I think people are very much undecided.  It’s ironic in a way, because I think a lot more people didn’t know much about Julia Gillard before she became Prime Minister, whereas a lot of people knew about Tony Abbott.  He had been a prominent minister in a very good government for the best part of ten years.  Whereas Julia Gillard has only been a major player . . .
 
David Speers:  . . . He’s the one with a negative net approval rating.  His disapproval’s higher than his approval rating.  Not so for Julia Gillard.
 
Tom Switzer:  I’d argue that that’s consistent with other Newspoll trends.  If you look at the eve of the 1996 election campaign, Paul Keating was overwhelmingly popular compared to John Howard, and yet John Howard still won a very convincing election victory.  So I think that I wouldn’t score too much onus on those specific polls.  I’d look more at the primary vote, and Labor has some serious problems.  It’s only 38%, 37%; a lot of hard heads in the Labor Party think they really need 40% to be competitive and have a good chance.
 
David Speers:  Chris Bowen, is that right?  Do you need 40% primary vote to win?
 
Chris Bowen:  I do think this election is really close.  I think it’s going to be the closest election we’ve seen in a long time, and I think it will go right down to the wire, and it could very well be a long night on August 21st.  I think this is really tight.  I think the electorate’s very volatile at the moment.  You’re seeing some polls with the opposition in front, some polls with us in front, some polls 50/50.  I think things are really volatile.  I think, of course, the last week will be crucial to this.  I think obviously the closer we get to the election, the more people think about the big issues, economic management, can we take the risk with Tony Abbott?  Is the judgment there?  And is this really an opposition that is ready for government?  Do they have the judgment?  And compare that to our track record in terms of the global financial crisis.  But I do think this is a really tight poll.
 
David Speers:  Helen Coonan, what do you think?
 
Helen Coonan:  Yes, I think it’s really almost too close to call.  I do think that Labor is edging back, I think we’re very much the underdog.  I think this is really a climb . . .
 
David Speers:  . . . Just this week, you mean, this sort of edge back?
 
Helen Coonan:  I think certainly this week, it’s a climb of enormous proportions to unseat a first-term government, you know, a 79-year history that we’re up against.  It’s really difficult.  But I think that the national poll, of course, is very interesting, but it really comes down to the hand to hand combat as we all know in the marginals, and I do think that the broad argument, Chris just started to touch on it, is starting to engage people very significantly.  I think they’re still very confused about what Julia Gillard really stands for, having knifed Kevin Rudd, having been the unreal Julia, then the real Julia, and then, of course, Mark Latham coming into the picture, and then getting Kevin Rudd back, texting her ex to come back.  It’s really very confusing . . .
 
David Speers:  . . . This issue with Kevin Rudd did come up last night in the People’s Forum at Rooty Hill RSL.  It surprised me a little that people in western Sydney were quite passionate about how Kevin Rudd was treated, and aggrieved by it.  Did that surprise you at all?
 
Chris Bowen:  It does come up and it has come up in this campaign, but I think the key thing is, how do we respond?  How does the Prime Minister respond?  I think last night she responded, of course, very well.  She made the case that she had an obligation.  
 
David Speers:  But it doesn’t seem everyone’s convinced by that, that’s the point.
 
Chris Bowen:  Understandably people want to hear about it and they want to hear Julia Gillard’s reasons for doing what she did, which is to call on a leadership vote.  The essential point is this, David.  Everybody involved in that leadership vote was an elected member of parliament.  They had not only a right to do what they thought was in the best interest of the government and the nation, they had an obligation to do what they thought was in the best interest of the government and the nation.  Of course, that’s . . .
 
David Speers:  . . . But we still haven’t really had a very convincing explanation of why there was this obligation to get rid of Kevin Rudd.
 
Chris Bowen:  I think Julia Gillard has laid it out, that she thought . . .
 
David Speers:  . . . She said the government lost its way.  That’s not really laying it out.
 
Chris Bowen:  She’s also laid out that there was very strong community feedback, that there was a mood for a change of emphasis in the government, a change of approach, and that she thought a fresh leadership approach was the best way to do it.  Look, these things are always difficult for the Liberal Party when they frankly ceased to function as an effective political party for quite a while, with half the frontbench resigning not that long ago.
 
David Speers:  Just on Labor, we are now in the situation where, as you admit, this is going to be neck and neck.  This is going to be the closest call.  Changing leader didn’t exactly put you in a position where you’re going to have a comfortable win, it wouldn’t seem?
 
Chris Bowen:  No, I don’t think we are going to have a comfortable win.  I think it’s going to be very tight.  But look, as I say, the party took the decision that we felt was in the best interest of the government and the nation.  People are interested in that, I understand that, but what’s important is how you respond.  I think Julia Gillard has been frank in her response, open in her response, talked about how difficult it was and what a difficult decision it was for her to mount this challenge.
 
David Speers:  But still not really explained, I don’t think, satisfactorily why Labor’s had to do that, other than for fear of the polls and for fear of losing.
 
Chris Bowen:  Kevin Rudd’s out there campaigning for the election of a Labor government very effectively over the last few days.  I think he’s made an impact at the seats he’s been at.  He’s shown that, while he said of course it was difficult for him, but there bigger issues at stake here.  
 
Helen Coonan:  Doesn’t that really beg the question, Chris, as to why get rid of him, if he was so toxic just a few weeks ago, but now suddenly he’s some asset to Labor’s cause?  People are naturally confused about that.  It’s a very confusing message, and Julia Gillard having set out tasks for herself that she thought she had to address, has failed fairly abysmally to address them, with the mining tax certainly not settled, certainly the offshore processing is not settled, and the citizens’ assembly on climate change is quite frankly farcical.  So she hasn’t done that; she’s just finished off Kevin Rudd’s agenda, quite frankly, and really hasn’t set out what she really wants to achieve that’s different from what Labor set out to do in the 2007 election.
 
David Speers:  Let’s get an answer to that.  What is different?
 
Chris Bowen:  Of course she has settled the mining tax, and what she has done is said we need a fair share of the wealth of the minerals under our ground to fund a boost to superannuation, which your party opposes, to fund an infrastructure fund which your party opposes.
 
Helen Coonan:  But Kevin said all that.
 
Chris Bowen:  But what she has done is sit down with the mining industry and sorted out an agreement with the mining industry.  Yes, of course, there are some people who say, we don’t want to pay anymore tax.  But we’ve been very reasonable and the Prime Minister had a different approach.
 
David Speers:  But wouldn’t Kevin Rudd have done that anyway?  You were heading in that direction.
 
Chris Bowen:  But the fact of the matter is, she has reached a settlement with the mining industry and put that issue to a conclusion.  On the other two issues she has said that there’s no easy overnight solution. Of course there isn’t, but she has outlined a plan for dealing with them; in terms of asylum seekers, a regional processing centre; in terms of climate change, a process to build a community consensus from the ground up, because we actually believe climate change is real, we believe we’re going to need a price on carbon, we had an agreement with the Liberal Party, which you smashed when you assassinated your leader.
 
David Speers:  John Della Bosca, the tearing down of Kevin Rudd just weeks before the campaign began, how much damage has that done to Labor’s campaign?
 
John Della Bosca:  It’s hardly an idea situation.  I don’t think anybody would necessarily want that to be the beginning of your election campaign, but I think Chris’s point is valid.  We are where we are, and it’s a matter of how the current leader responds.  She has responded to this, I think, pretty effectively.  I think she’s made her case.  It’s difficult to say, well these things have changed, because it’s fairly clear from the language that Julia and other people used at the time, this was about emphasis.  This was, to a certain extent, about the way in which Kevin was seen to be engaging or not engaging with the public.  This was very difficult territory for him, very difficult territory for the people close to him, and I think very difficult territory for Julia Gillard.  So it wasn’t an ideal start to a campaign.
 
David Speers:  But from where we sit tonight with just over a week to go, things are very finely poised in this campaign.  In hindsight, do you think Kevin Rudd might have done a better job?
 
John Della Bosca:  Hindsight is 20/20 vision!  We’d all like better hindsight.  So we don’t know that, and we’ll never know that.  What we do know is that there’s a contest now between Julia Gillard and Tony Abbott, the people are making up their mind this week about who they want as a Prime Minister for the next three years.  I think in the end that judgment will fall in Julia Gillard’s favour, because she has made a case about the way she’s managing important areas like health, education, she’s setting out an agenda.  Tony Abbott’s done a good job.  I think he’s been a strong leader for the Liberal Party, there’s no doubt.  He’s come from a long way behind.  We can’t pretend that this hasn’t been a tough campaign.  I don’t mean any disrespect to anyone, except for a few match ups, Helen, the Labor Party’s team is much more effective than the Liberal Party’s team.  Roxon and Dutton, Crean and Pyne; the effectiveness of the Labor team is much stronger, so you’d have to give a lot of credit to Tony Abbott and maybe his inner group of advisers for getting the party this far, because I think Julia Gillard is a very good candidate for Prime Minister, irrespective of the way Kevin Rudd left the scene.
 
David Speers:  Tom, Kevin Rudd broke his silence about a week ago, made some general comments about the need to stop Tony Abbott, I think his words were “sliding into office”.  Since then, during this week, we’ve seen him campaigning in a few seats, not talking to reporters, but wanting to be seen to be a team player for the re-election of the Gillard government.  Is he doing the right thing?
 
Tom Switzer:  My sense is that Kevin Rudd is actually doing this for himself.  I’m not convinced that he’s been asked by the Labor Party hierarchy to do this.  I think the Labor Party hierarchy would wish he’d go away.  But they’re very fortunate, because he’s not taking questions.  The journalists out there should be asking Kevin Rudd what’s his position now on Julia Gillard’s proposed new mining tax, what’s Kevin Rudd’s position now on refugee offshore processing?  This is the very issue that he raised on the eve of his execution, where he said he did not want to see the Labor Party move to the so-called right on refugees and illegal immigrants.  What is Kevin Rudd’s position on a citizens’ assembly?
 
David Speers:  He’s not answering those questions.
 
Tom Switzer:  He’s not answering those questions, but he should be asked those questions.
 
David Speers:  He’s being asked.
 
Tom Switzer:  He is being asked, is he?
 
David Speers:  He’s being asked every day, he’s just not answering.
 
Tom Switzer:  Back to your other point though, David, in the post-war period at least, there have been three prime ministerial executions – Bill McMahon on John Gorton in 1971, and, of course, Paul Keating on Bob Hawke in 1991.  The difference between those two executions and what happened to Kevin Rudd a few weeks ago is that that happened 18 months before a poll.  I think people were probably upset that McMahon knifed Gorton, and Bob Hawke, who was a very popular Prime Minister, he was admittedly struggling with John Hewson and Fightback, but he was a popular Prime Minister, people felt very upset.  But after 18 months, people forget these things.  What’s different in this case, I think, is that it’s so close to a poll and it’s the same Labor Party hard heads in the NSW Labor Party that have already done it three times, I think, now to NSW premiers.  People around the country, particularly in Queensland, don’t want to see that model imported in Canberra.
 
Helen Coonan:  That is the point I just wanted to make very quickly on that, David.  I think we have seen the NSW machine really moving to Canberra, and I think that’s causing quite a lot of consternation out there in the electorate.  It, I think, underscores the instability in the Labor Party and the fact that Julia Gillard, while she can giggle and dismiss it, she can’t really guarantee that she’s going to stay there, if it gets at all sticky for her.
 
David Speers:  There’s been a lot of suggestions, John Della Bosca, that the NSW machine has moved into Canberra after the way Kevin Rudd was treated.  You’ve been a part of the NSW machine for many years.  Is there any truth in this?  In all honesty, has the NSW machine moved into Canberra?
 
John Della Bosca:  I think you go back to Graham Richardson and a lot of Labor Party figures that’ve been seen to be part of the NSW Labor Party for a long time, we’re talking a couple of generations.  People can argue, we say Ben Chifley was part of the NSW Labor machine.  So you’ve got to think through what you’re alleging here.
 
David Speers:  This culture of churning through leaders when the polls turn down a bit, Nathan Rees, Morris Iemma.  
 
Helen Coonan:  Chugging through them.
 
John Della Bosca:  But I can also say Neville Wran and Bob Carr, who were effective leaders for over a decade each.
 
David Speers:  But it’s this generation of Labor figures in NSW.
 
John Della Bosca:  You’re trying to tempt me here on a generational basis!  What are the mark of people who came after me?  
 
Helen Coonan:  And how quickly they’re turning over, of course.
 
John Della Bosca:  All I can say is that clearly this wasn’t something just done by people from the NSW Labor Party.  I happen to talk to a lot of people who aren’t from NSW as well in the Labor Party, and it was a fairly widespread sentiment.  It wasn’t just somebody or a few people from NSW.  There were people from Victoria and there were people from different factions and different points of view within the party that really came to this conclusion, I think very suddenly, I don’t think there was some conspiracy.
 
Helen Coonan:  Can you really galvanise the whole parliamentary party if people didn’t fall into line?  My mail on it was that the decision was made in Sydney at about 4 in the afternoon, and by 6.30 Julia Gillard’s in Kevin Rudd’s office with the knife.
 
Tom Switzer:  John, if you asked most Labor MPs before they went into Parliament House on that Wednesday morning what would happen later that night, I strongly suspect the broad cross section had no idea what was coming.
 
Helen Coonan:  Including John Faulkner, who, I think, quite genuinely was surprised!
 
David Speers:  We don’t want to get bogged down on what happened that night tonight.  But do you accept that this focus on Kevin Rudd throughout the campaign and particularly in week two and three of the campaign, it was all anyone was talking about.  Has this meant that Tony Abbott has faced less scrutiny?
 
Helen Coonan:  No, I don’t think so, although I think that quite rightly the scrutiny in those couple of weeks has been rightly on the dysfunction in the Labor Party and who’s the real leader.  It was like a progressive barn dance, Kevin and Julia, and Julia and Kevin, and now Mark Latham!
 
David Speers:  This is my very point, you can go very quickly to making fun of Labor.  And yes, it has been a bit of a soap opera, but hasn’t that meant that the Liberals and Tony Abbott have avoided some scrutiny?
 
Helen Coonan:  No, I don’t think they’ve avoided scrutiny.  We’ve been focused on explaining our agenda for the future of this country, holding the government accountable for waste and gross mismanagement.  It’s a bad government, and we’re making the case that we don’t really think that Australia can afford to have three more years of Labor.
 
David Speers:  We’ll get to some of those issues surrounding economic management, costings and whether the coalition should be submitting policies to Treasury right after the break.
 
David Speers:  Welcome back.  We’re joined tonight by the Minister for Financial Services and Superannuation, Chris Bowen, Tom Switzer, editor of The Spectator, John Della Bosca, former NSW Labor Minister and party boss, and the Liberal Senator, Helen Coonan.  The Liberals today confirmed that they won’t be submitting their policies to Treasury for costing until the leaker is found, the culprit behind a leak of a Treasury document earlier this week, which exposed, according to Treasury, an $800 million hole in coalition costings.  Chris Bowen, who leaked it?
 
Chris Bowen:  I don’t know!  What I do know is this is a scandal, and the scandal is not any leak; the scandal is the Liberal Party here avoiding scrutiny.
 
David Speers:  We’ll get to that, but what about the leak?  The leak is important though, isn’t it?  This is in the middle of a campaign, it’s designed to politically hurt the coalition.  How serious is the government about this leak and finding who did it?
 
Chris Bowen:  The federal police are looking into it, as I understand.  Andrew Robb has had the right to refer this to the federal police since it happened.  He’s now today done that.  He’s entitled to do that, and the federal police will examine it, as they examine leaks from time to time.
 
David Speers:  Do you have suspicions? 
 
Chris Bowen:  No, I don’t have any suspicions.  This is a matter, from time to time, documents get leaked to newspapers.  Sometimes it favours the government, sometimes it very much does not favour the government, as we know from recent history, and as the Liberal Party well understands.
 
David Speers:  Does the government, to the best of your knowledge, ever play a role in facilitating said leaks?
 
Chris Bowen:  Certainly not, and certainly not in this instance.  But what’s going on here, the Liberal Party have had a number of blowouts in their costings in this election campaign, a number of very serious issues.  They’ve been sitting around saying, there’s no way our costings can withstand the robust scrutiny of the Department of Finance and the Department of Treasury.  What are we going to do, guys?  We could say the dog ate the costings, no, that won’t work.  I know, we’ll use this leak as an excuse.  The Charter of Budget Honesty was introduced by the Howard government, to their credit, to their great credit, in 1998.  Since then every government and every opposition have complied with that charter.
 
David Speers:  You got yours in, I think, 12 hours before election day last time!
 
Chris Bowen:  Everybody has complied, Labor, Liberal, since 1998.  Now we find the first time the Liberal Party’s been in opposition without the support of the bureaucrats to do their costings, it’s all too hard, we can’t work out how much it’s going to cost, we are going to trash the process.  This is a scandal.  Talk about avoiding scrutiny.
 
David Speers:  Helen Coonan, what is the coalition worried about here?  What specifically is the concern?
 
Helen Coonan:  Quite clearly, it’s the integrity of the process.  Having introduced the Charter of Budget Honesty, obviously, we were prepared to actually comply with it.  But the hypocrisy of Labor really knows no bounds, when they got their policies in, I think it was 12 hours last time.  About 124 of their policies weren’t in until the death knell, avoiding scrutiny.
 
David Speers:  But this time around, what’s wrong with putting in the policies to Treasury?  If you’re worried about them being leaked, does that really matter?
 
Helen Coonan:  It should.
 
Chris Bowen:  Not if you’ve got nothing to worry about, if you think your costings are up to scratch.
 
Helen Coonan:  It should.  This is a process where integrity really matters.  It can only have really come from one of two sources; either from the Treasurer or someone in his office, or alternatively from Treasury.  It is certainly something that needs to be cleared up, and we should not be obliged to be putting in the rest of our policies.  We’ve said that rather than deal with the policy that’s obviously corrupted by some leak and potential leaker, what we will do next Wednesday if this hasn’t been sorted out, and obviously, Andrew Robb took this matter to the AFP in the absence of Mr. Swan doing so, we will, in fact, have all of our policies released to everybody with them all added up and verified by an independent source.
 
David Speers:  But does it matter if these costings and these policies are leaked?  They’re meant to be there for all of us to see anyway.
 
Helen Coonan:  Yes, but David, it must if somebody’s going to be leaking things and getting it wrong, which clearly was the case.  It was flawed.
 
David Speers:  That’s a different matter.  If you’re saying Treasury’s doing a bad job in costing your policies, that’s a separately argument really.  The issue of should the Treasury costings be leaked, it’s our Treasury.
 
Helen Coonan:  But this was a leaked document that had been released, that related to a policy that we hadn’t yet even put in, and they’d got it wrong.  So that was then brandished around and used for quite inappropriate political purposes.  I mean surely fair’s fair here, and the Charter of Budget Honesty must be a process that observes this integrity, or else we will try to have another process that provides all the transparency, all of the scrutiny, but doesn’t expose us to the risk of these documents being inappropriately leaked, and political mileage being made out of incorrect information.
 
David Speers:  But how transparent will that process be?  If you go to an independent accounting firm, give them all of your policies next week by Wednesday, will we get to see everything?
 
Helen Coonan:  Yes, you’ll get to see everything.  And it will be more transparent than the last election when Labor got theirs in 12 hours before.  Let’s be sensible here.
 
David Speers:  What’s wrong with that then, Chris Bowen?
 
Chris Bowen:  No, there is no independent verifiable costing other than the Department of Treasury and the Department of Finance.
 
David Speers:  What’s wrong with KPMG or another accounting firm?
 
Chris Bowen:  The Liberal Party can’t go to an accounting firm and ask that accounting firm to do its costings, and then say, look, here’s our independent costings.  That doesn’t work. 
 
David Speers:  Why not?
 
Chris Bowen:  That’s why the Liberal Party established the Charter of Budget Honesty.
 
David Speers:  But it’s not a Liberal Party accounting firm.
 
Chris Bowen:  That’s why this process was set up by the previous government, to enable the government’s costers . . .
 
David Speers:  . . . But has that now been corrupted?
 
Chris Bowen:  Not at all.  The hypocrisy, frankly, the crocodile tears about leaks from the Treasury from a party who cultivated and developed Godwin Grech is breathtaking.
 
David Speers:  That’s a fair point, Helen Coonan.  It was Eric Abetz . . .
 
Helen Coonan:  . . . I don’t seriously think that the Charter of Budget Honesty and Godwin Grech go together.  The Charter of Budget Honesty is a completely separately thing.
 
David Speers:  But leaks from Treasury and Godwin Grech go together, that’s the point.  There were leaks to the Liberal Party from someone in Treasury, and you made the most of it at the time.
 
Helen Coonan:  We’re looking at an election and we’re looking at a set of policies.  We’re looking at a process that’s well and truly understood, and we’re looking at that process being adulterated.  We’ve come up with what I think is a fair way of dealing with an adulterated process where the integrity of this process has simply been put into question.
 
David Speers:  Tom Switzer, has the process been adulterated?  And is this a fair excuse for the Liberals not to submit their policies?
 
Tom Switzer:  If Lenore Taylor from the Sydney Morning Herald who got this story, I think, allegedly from Treasury, sure, I think that Treasury is compromised.  Without getting into the details of these things, I can’t see what’s wrong with your suggestion of having an independent, private organisation to cost them, and to do so as soon as possible.  I think both sides, to be fair, I’m not going to be a party hack here, both sides have been guilty I think of dragging the chain on this.  What’s wrong with just getting it out a week beforehand to an independent auditor?
 
David Speers:  But isn’t that the job of Treasury?
 
Tom Switzer:  They’re compromised now.  If the leak has indeed come from Treasury, surely they can’t play a role in this.
 
David Speers:  John Della Bosca, what do you think?
 
John Della Bosca:  If I was the opposition, I’d always not want to put my costings to Treasury.
 
David Speers:  Why is that?
 
John Della Bosca:  Because the government’s always going to have an advantage.
 
David Speers:  Because the Treasury is aligned with the government of the day?
 
John Della Bosca:  No, that’s not the reason.  The reason is because, and this is not specifically a comment about this particular set of things, I’m reinforcing Chris’s point that this is a strategy on the Liberal Party’s part – not a bad strategy.  I think they’ve probably confused everybody and not many punters will get the finer points of the argument that Chris has so adequately put here this evening, and it’ll be lost.  That’s something that, I think, is part of the cut and thrust, part of the bustling of politics.  I’d say in an objective sense though that the Liberal Party does remind me a little bit of my favourite scene from the movies, Casablanca, where the dishy French captain’s closing down the casino, because there’s gambling going on, when the croupier hands him his winnings.  The Liberal Party has benefited from leaks from Treasury a helluva lot, and it’s really a bit rich to say this is terrible, the whole process, the whole Charter of Budget Honesty, all the work the Liberal Party did is now trashed because of one leak.  
 
Tom Switzer:  One of the key differences I think between the opposition in 2007 and the opposition today is that although both sides have been dragging the chain and putting their financial plans to proper costings and accountability, the Labor Party, let’s not forget, basically ripped off the coalition tax plan a week before the actual election.  
 
Chris Bowen:  Why is this such an issue in this election?  Because the Liberal Party has so many costings wrong.  The Liberal Party at the last election . . .
 
Helen Coonan:  . . . That’s not right.
 
Chris Bowen:  It is.  You’ve had the education tax rebate, pretty clearly wrong.  Today’s announcements on superannuation, pretty clearly wrong.  
 
David Speers:  On that, the coalition does counter that by saying that that report that you’re referring to, to suggest the thing is wrong, the veteran Superannuation you’re talking about?
 
Chris Bowen:  Yes.
 
David Speers:  Referred to all seven pensions.
 
Chris Bowen:  If they really believe that, if they really believe that, let the Department of Finance be the judge.  Let the Department of Finance see the policy, and let the Department of Finance cost it.  It’s all very well, and with all due respect to the private accounting firms, and I know them all well and have worked with them in various portfolios and they’re all very professional, costing government projects is a quite unique business.  There are all sorts of complexities that need to be taken into account, take-up rates and flow-on effects and various permutations.
 
Helen Coonan:  That’s interesting.  Take-up rates.  What about broadband take-up rates?
 
Chris Bowen:  That’s why you’ve got your education tax rebate costings wrong, because you said we can expand it to all sorts of new things like piano lessons and the take-up rates won’t change. You got that wrong.
 
Helen Coonan:  What about computers in schools?  That blew out completely, because you didn’t put your costings in last time.  You’re arguing a council of perfection in circumstances where this process has been adulterated.  We’ve come up with what obviously is a fair way of dealing with it and being transparent about it, and that’s what we’ve said we’ll said we’ll do.  We can argue about it till the cows come home; it won’t change the fact that unless this leaker is identified and this process is restored to the original intent, we’re not going to risk our policies being ripped off or talked about or misrepresented by giving them over at this stage.
 
Chris Bowen:  I’m not arguing a council of perfection.  I’m arguing that you should do what you said you would do.  You said, long before this, that you would submit your costings to Treasury.  Originally, Joe Hockey said, we’ll submit the costings to Treasury and the Department of Finance as soon as the pre-election fiscal outlook comes out.  That was the 26th July as I recall, ages ago – it’s been and gone.  Then Andrew Robb said, we’ll do it by the end of next week – been and gone.  Every time we’ve had an excuse, and this is just the latest excuse.
 
David Speers:  Chris Bowen, they have submitted about half their policies.
 
Chris Bowen:  Yes, but only covering a small proportion of their expenditure.
 
Helen Coonan:  About $20 billion.
 
Chris Bowen:  You’ve got a lot of expenditure out there, that’s true, but you haven’t submitted paid parental leave, you haven’t submitted today’s policies, a lot of very big spending policies that simply haven’t been submitted.  So the proportion of the coalition spending . . .
 
Helen Coonan:  . . . Have you put all yours in, by the way?
 
Chris Bowen:  Well, 90% of our spending has already been submitted – 90%.  You’ve got a huge way to go.
 
David Speers:  John Della Bosca, this argument comes up in different guises in every campaign, as you know.  Is there a better way of doing this than this constant argument over whether the Treasury should do this?
 
John Della Bosca:  If there is, I don’t know it.  To get back to your point, Treasury itself is the right place to make costings of government programs.  They’ve got the expertise.  The Liberal Party is choosing to abstain from that.  They’re using, Chris and I are going to call it an excuse, Helen’s going to call it a reason, I don’t know what Tom will call it, but the point is that there’s always going to be reluctance for an opposition that’s nervous about the way they’ve put together their policies to have things rigorously examined by Treasury.  I think it’s an endorsement of the government as things stand.  Helen might say it was an endorsement of her previous government that we put in our costings right at the death knell, but we put them in.  I don’t know whether Helen intends, or the coalition intends, to refer automatically when they do the public release, it was a bit unclear from Joe Hockey’s comments tonight, refer them on into the process.
 
Helen Coonan:  That’s my understanding.  They’ll be available to everybody, including Treasury.
 
John Della Bosca:  I don’t know.  If that happens, that’ll remain to be seen.
 
David Speers:  A lot of this, Tom Switzer, comes down to the argument over the economy, economic management, and a lot of the argument over economic management in this campaign has been fought in the rear view mirror about getting us through the global financial crisis, did we spend too much, did we spend the right amount, did we spend it in the right ways?  But what about economic policies for the years ahead?  Do you think we’ve heard enough in this campaign from both sides about economic reform and the need for economic reform?
 
Tom Switzer:  That’s a fair point David, probably not.  But on the issue of economic credibility, I think it’s interesting to note that the coalition is now seen as better economic managers than the Labor Party.  Is that correct?  I think there was a Newspoll just recently that showed that.  That’s the first time in almost two years that’s the case, and it’s hardly surprising.  I think it gets back to the point that Chris often raises, is which party would’ve best handled the global recession?  Now the Labor Party’s line is that they helped weather that global storm, but John Howard made this point very well and Joe Hockey made it very well, too, just recently – the reason why Australia has emerged from this global recession better than virtually every other country in the world is because it went into this crisis in a much better fiscal shape than other countries around the world.  In September of 2008 we had a record low unemployment of 4%, there were no banking crises, you know the story.  There was no debt, there was a pretty decent public surplus.  That had a lot to do with the coalition policies, a lot of which the Labor Party opposed in opposition.
 
David Speers:  Again, this is the argument that we’ve heard now for the last 12 months about, was it the Howard legacy, was it the Rudd stewardship of the GFC?  Why did we get through so well?  Again, figures today on the jobs front, a slight increase in unemployment, but again a pretty healthy jobs figure.  But what’s being said about the future here?
 
Helen Coonan:  I think there’s an additional wrinkle on that, and that is the ANAO report, which has suggested fairly clearly that certainly with the big capital expenditure on the school halls, the Building the Education Revolution, in particular, that only about 19% of those projects commenced on time.  There was about $1 billion delay.
 
David Speers:  But there are other reports as well that back the government’s action on this.
 
Helen Coonan:  No, just a moment.  This is a report that’s more recent than the IMF, for example.  So we know now that there’s still about $7 billion to go and that it’s been brought forward into this year.  It can’t possibly have been that expenditure, that growth that was called by Treasury back when there was a downturn that saved jobs.  It just is illogical.  That expenditure that goes out to 2012 is not responsible for jobs created for a mild downturn in 2008.  The maths don’t add up.
 
David Speers:  But looking ahead if we can, Chris Bowen, what reform will the government deliver?
 
Chris Bowen:  I actually think that’s a really important point, David, because I think there actually is more discussion about economic reform in this election than you might think.  There are three policy areas I point to where there’s a very stark difference between our approach and the alternative.  Let’s start with NBN and broadband.  We actually think this is very important for productivity, very important for economic growth, for educational outcomes.  We think our plan is much superior than the opposition’s.
 
David Speers:  I do want to get into a broadband conversation in the final segment of the show.  
 
Chris Bowen:  The other two areas, I think there are two areas for economic reform.  One is health funding, dealing with demographic change and the ageing of the population.  We have a health funding reform plan becoming the dominant funder.  The opposition opposes that.  The third is retirement incomes and Superannuation.
 
David Speers:  Could the fourth be paid parental leave?
 
Chris Bowen:  Well sure, that’s an economic reform as well.  But in terms of the long-term . . .
 
David Speers:  . . . But their reform’s a bigger one than yours?
 
Chris Bowen:  Only paid for by a pretty big tax increase on corporate Australia.
 
David Speers:  But nonetheless, it’s about trying to encourage working mums and dads into the workforce.
 
Chris Bowen:  Sure, but we’re actually the government that’s delivered it.  Our scheme is the law.  They can talk about, we’ll have a different scheme and we’ll pay for it by a tax increase.
 
David Speers:  But you’re a government.
 
Chris Bowen:  Yes, that’s why we’ve got a scheme that’s law.  But can I just finish my point, David, on those three areas of economic reform.  The third one was retirement incomes.  We have a comprehensive plan to fix the retirement income savings gap in Australia.
 
Helen Coonan:  With a big new tax!
 
Chris Bowen:  Increasing superannuation, boosting the SG, boosting the superannuation guarantee from 9 to 12, giving low income earners their tax back on their superannuation, putting downward pressure on fees.  Opposition – complete silence.  Not a thing.  We haven’t heard a word about what is one of the key economic challenges, which is the very significant savings gap on retirement incomes in Australia.
 
Helen Coonan:  All right, well it’s very interesting that Chris picked out the increase in the Superannuation guarantee as some great reform.  It was the one thing that the Henry Tax Review did not recommend, number one.  Secondly, we know that this is going to come at a huge cost to business, something in the order of $20 billion.  Small business will cop about $10 billion of that.
 
David Speers:  They’re getting a company tax cut to help them with it, though.
 
Helen Coonan:  Yes, but it’s not going to be proportional.  
 
David Speers:  It’s a fair point, Chris Bowen.  If you’re citing this as one of the three big reforms of the next term . . .
 
Helen Coonan:  . . . Big new tax . . .
 
David Speers:  . . . It’s business that’s going to pay for it.
 
Chris Bowen:  We’re introducing it with a very long lead time, so it can be built in not only to forward planning, but to negotiations and wage outcomes over a long period of time.  We are taking longer to do it than the original introduction of Superannuation from zero to 9%, and we heard all those arguments then that this was going to be a tax on jobs and people were going to lose their job, that profits would fall.  None of those things happened.  Who would say today that it was a bad thing that superannuation was introduced by Bob Hawke and Paul Keating in the ‘90s?  That would be a very brave person.
 
David Speers:  John Della Bosca, when we look across the last few decades, do you regard what’s on offer in this campaign as genuine economic reform?
 
John Della Bosca:  Yes.  I think obviously I’m glad Chris mentioned Hawke and Keating, because I thought they were the people that had missed out so far, and they deserve a run in terms of economic reform, I think more significant than any other government since the Chifley government, but different kind of economic reform, of course.  I think, again, Chris’s point is very valid.  Savings has been the big issue.  Since I was a kid, reading about economics when I was 19 or 20, the big issue was the Australian national savings deficit, and no one did much about it until Keating and Hawke introduced their reforms.  Chris is right.  We hear the same argument over and over again.  The two things I think that we left out were the environment issues, why did we come to the GFC, commodity trade, fundamental reforms, the platform that we’ve put in place in the Hawke and Keating years, and on top of that national savings.  They’re the things that really meant we got through the GFC, they’re long-term . . . 
 
David Speers:  . . . Commodity trade you mentioned there, but Labor’s going to put a big tax on the mining industry.
 
John Della Bosca:  That doesn’t mean we still won’t . . .
 
Helen Coonan:  . . . That’s also going to feed into Superannuation fund investment.  There’s a lot of trade-offs, you know. 
 
Chris Bowen:  Superannuation funds don’t agree with that. The Superannuation funds fundamentally disagree.
 
Helen Coonan:  Ultimately Labor’s only response on any reform is to raise taxes.
 
John Della Bosca:  And increase national savings, Helen, that’s very important.  
 
Tom Switzer:  Don’t underestimate the conservative tendencies of middle Australia.  There’s been a great deal of economic reforms in this country over the best part of 25 years, and I think there is a sense of reform fatigue in the community.  
 
Helen Coonan:  I introduced the co-contribution for low income earners, and that was a terribly important reform for people who otherwise wouldn’t ever have the opportunity to save for their own retirement.  So it’s not a one-way street.
 
David Speers:  I take the point, I think you’re right that there’s probably some reform fatigue, but does that mean government should back off, if it’s in the national interest?
 
Tom Switzer:  Well it depends on the national interests.  I mean we’ll talk about broadband later, but some of these proposals that Labor has put forward I think are not in the national interest.  I mean the thing that strikes me about the economic reform agenda, if you go back to the 1980s and the 1990s, and during the early 2000s, economic reform was often equated with free markets and private enterprise.  Economic reform today under the Labor Party government is about the power of big government to control and monitor things.  That’s not the nature of microeconomic reform, and intervene and meddle in the market system.
 
David Speers:  I’m going to intervene there, because we’ll take a break and then come back and look at this broadband argument.  It is one of the clear policy differences on offer in this election.  Stay with us.
 
David Speers:  Welcome back.  We’re joined tonight by the Minister for Financial Services, Chris Bowen, Tom Switzer, the editor of The Spectator, John Della Bosca, former NSW Labor Minister, and Liberal Senator, Helen Coonan.  Broadband is one of the clear policy differences, the Labor Party offering a $43 billion or thereabout high speed broadband network, NBN, with speeds of 100 MB per second for most Australians, or faster we learnt today, could be up to 1,000 MB per second.  The opposition instead offering a more modest $6 billion plan to encourage the private sector to build high speed broadband, but with guaranteed speeds of only 12 MB per second for most Australians.  Tom Switzer, first to you on this, how important is broadband, do you think, for most Australians?  And how is this issue playing out in the campaign?
 
Tom Switzer:  I don’t think it’s a huge issue for the broad cross-section of the Australian people.  I think there is certainly a segment, particularly younger people, who are more motivated about it.  Certainly a lot of journalists are motivated about it.  But I think on the public policy front, getting back to your point we raised before about economic reform, I think it requires an unwanton faith in the power of government to believe that an NBN or a national broadband system run by the government can produce all this broadband and digital Nirvana to so many people at the right budget and the right time, at any time.
 
David Speers:  Because we don’t know about the budget or the timeframe, what this is going to cost a lot of Australians to plug this thing in.
 
Chris Bowen:  Yes, the national broadband network will reduce costs for internet access by making it so much more accessible.  As I said before, David, we see this as a key economic reform.  I disagree with Tom on this.  I think it is important to people.  In my electorate, areas which don’t have good broadband access, suburbs, recent developments where the broadband simply wasn’t put in, it is a huge issue for people, huge issue for students who really need very fast broadband access these days.
 
David Speers:  This is the question, how fast do people need?  What exactly do we need 100 MB per second or 1,000 MB per second to do?
 
Chris Bowen:  I’ll just give one example.  Just take a classroom that wants to download a documentary.  On the current speeds, take a sample documentary, it might take 20 hours to download a high definition documentary.  Under 1 GB per second, it would take five hours down to 20 seconds.  Just think about the improvement that makes to students going about their business, small businesses wanting to expand their business across the country or offshore, having access to broadband, the number of small businesses that I get in my electorate saying our broadband’s not good enough, we want to access bigger markets, we want to access all sorts of things.
 
David Speers:  Is it important for a classroom to be able to download a documentary in 20 seconds?
 
Helen Coonan:  The first point I’d really want to make about this is that everyone agrees, I think we’re in furious agreement, that broadband is important, and the digital economy’s important, and it’s all part of the future.  No doubt about it.  The real issue here is what do you need to do to deliver an accessible, affordable and sustainable and adequate broadband network for the future?
 
David Speers:  This is the key.  What do we need?
 
Helen Coonan:  Well I’m just about to say.  You need high-capacity broadband for some applications, at universities, hospitals, research capacities.  Most of them already have it.  For example, with HFC cable now in Melbourne, Brisbane and Sydney obviously, you’ve already got 100 MB for those who want it.  So that’s the first issue.  The second issue is what will people be able to afford?  So far, we’ve heard nothing on this $43 billion magic carpet ride about a business case, what are the costs of funds, what is the take-up rate, and what ultimately will consumers have to pay for it?  Talk about transparency and putting things in for costing, we just simply don’t know what this will cost.
 
David Speers:  We don’t have a business case for this.
 
Chris Bowen:  We have released some quite substantial modelling on it, and it shows that the cost to government in terms of government funds will be substantially less than the $43 billion.  But look, this is expensive, of course, it is.  This is the equivalent of building railways in the 19th century, which was expensive for government.  It’s the equivalent of a government building a Snowy Mountain scheme.  It was expensive, but it’s an investment in the future.
 
David Speers:  Building a railway, you didn’t have a choice between half a dozen different technologies, one costing a lot of money, one costing far less.
 
Chris Bowen:  The opposition’s plan is like saying, yes, we accept we need a bridge over the Harbour, but we can’t really afford it, let’s make it a two-lane bridge, let’s not worry about what’s going to happen.  Let’s not worry about what we really need here. 
 
Helen Coonan:  The thing that’s really interesting about this is, what Labor is really asking us to do is on a leap of faith lock ourselves into just one technology, when everyone who knows anything at all about technology knows that it changes so quickly that you certainly want to have a mix of technologies available to deliver different things for different people.  It’s not a one size fits all.  It’s a bit like building an eight-lane highway to every village and town in Australia.  They just simply don’t all need it.
 
David Speers:  But arguably, don’t those people in regional areas need it more than those in cities, to access services?
 
Helen Coonan:  That’s why if Labor hadn’t acted with such hubris towards what was a very good solution, a new independent rural and regional network that they had handed to them on a platter, leveraged with private sector investment for a fraction of the cost, a billion dollars was all that the government really had to put into it, they would’ve had all Chris’s black holes and all the people complaining to him about broadband, it all would’ve been fixed for Labor.  Instead, they couldn’t deliver the $4.7 billion program that they promised everybody at the last election, so now they’ve just gone to this totally undeliverable white elephant, that’s an absolute disgrace.
 
David Speers:  What do you think of the politics of this argument?
 
John Della Bosca:  I think the politics are pretty clear.  I think Tom’s right, this is an argument that’s hard to get the message down to anybody by stakeholders.  But Chris is right.  There are a lot of stakeholders here in small business.  I can give you a couple of great examples.  A lot of people wouldn’t know that a NSW psychiatric hospital out at Orange gives top-class psychiatric services to small isolated towns through the north-west and western NSW.  You would’ve thought intuitively that the last branch of medicine you could deliver by telemedicine would be psychiatry, but I’ve seen it happening and I know it works, and it’s really taken a lot of pressure off some communities which were doing it tough without that sort of service.  I’ve seen examples with my own eyes of very young kids in language lessons over the internet, and the potential with big improvements is obvious, let alone as Helen’s already outlined, research facilities, universities, but also small businesses.  I had a lot of frustration when I had the regional portfolio for a while in NSW.  There was a lot of frustration around the issue of lack of access to broadband for small businesses, a lot of places even quite close to the metropolitan area.  So I think it is a big deal, and I’m with Chris on the analogy of the Harbour Bridge.  Anybody would’ve said back in 1927 that Bradfield was over-engineering the Harbour Bridge, but it’s still there, we haven’t had to do anything to it, it’s still made out of the same materials . . .
 
Helen Coonan:  . . . You had to build the tunnel. 
 
John Della Bosca:  Yes, but that was a long time later.
 
Helen Coonan:  That’s the whole point.  What you do is, you use a combination of technology to upgrade what’s there.  That’s the most effective way to do it.  It’s a bit like pulling down a whole house and having nowhere to live till 2018 till you get your mansion built.  What we’re saying is that you need to renovate this system, you need to leverage private sector investment, and it is an extremely important economic reform.  But with wireless for example, Telstra, I think, have announced that they’ll be upgrading their wireless to something like 70 MB next year.  It constantly changes, and the upgrade paths on all of this technology will be unrecognisable by 2018.  In the meantime, we’ll be locked into an expensive technology, goodness knows what this will cost.  We know, with all due respect to Labor, they can’t roll out a carpet without having cost blowouts.  They’re not going to be able to roll out a $43 billion . . .
 
David Speers:  . . . Your legacy on insulation, pink batts, on school halls, has left a question mark in a lot of people’s minds about whether we can trust you with $43 billion of taxpayers’ money to do this.
 
Chris Bowen:  I think it’s a pretty cheap sound bite frankly.  I think that people understand the importance of broadband.  What the Liberal Party’s plan would do is consign us to copper wires, consign us to copper wires and not introduce fibre optic . . .
 
Helen Coonan:  . . . You don’t understand our policy.
 
Chris Bowen:  The person who doesn’t understand it is Tony Abbott, which was quite clear the other night on television when he couldn’t explain the policy.  If you can’t explain his policy, he certainly can’t explain our policy, a policy he’s proposing to cancel.  He doesn’t understand the benefits of it.  I’m not trying to make a cheap point here, I just don’t think Tony Abbott understands the economic importance . . .
 
David Speers:  . . . He admitted he’s not a tech head.
 
Tom Switzer:  Nor is Julia Gillard for that matter.
 
Chris Bowen:  Neither are many of us us around the table, I suspect, but you don’t need to be to understand the economic importance.  Tony Abbott, the last night of the debate, said I understand how important broadband is, my daughters are on Facebook and they download movies.  Broadband’s a lot more important than that, Tony!  It’s about economic reform.
 
Tom Switzer:  The Wall Street Journal which is . . .
 
Helen Coonan:  . . . But a lot of kids just want to use it that way too.
 
Tom Switzer:  I was just going to make the point, well two things.  One is, I don’t think politically this is so important.  I don’t think this issue, at least, will swing a lot of the marginal seats in the sunbelt seat in western Sydney.
 
David Speers:  Do you agree, John?
 
John Della Bosca:  I don’t agree with that, Tom.  I think that there’s a lot of people in small business in seats like the Central Coast seats of NSW, the seats down in the south west of NSW and the tablelands, Gilmore and so on, and I assume similar demographics up in the Queensland regional seats where people are craving, and I’m talking business people, small business people . . .
 
Tom Switzer:  . . . To the extent that people do care about it, there is still a lot of division about which model is better.  You can’t accept for a moment that the NBN is necessarily the best.  The Wall Street Journal, which is arguably the most respected economics and business journal publication in the world, has editorialised strongly against NBNs.
 
Helen Coonan:  Nowhere in the world in any comparable country has there been such a gigantic waste of money in terms of what’s being proposed here.  The really interesting thing about this is there’s this massive government intervention and the biggest problem with it all, when you actually sort of boil it all down, is there’s absolutely a complete obliteration of competition.  That’s also a huge issue.
 
David Speers:  It’s a discussion that no doubt we could continue all night.  But we are out of time.  So I’d like to thank Chris Bowen, Tom Switzer, John Della Bosca and Helen Coonan.  Thank you all for joining us.  We’ll be back next week, when of course it will be just two days to go in this election campaign.  It’s going to be a fascinating week ahead in this close contest.  So stay with us right here on Sky News.  For now, I’m David Speers, thanks for your company. 
 
ENDS.
 

