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DISCLAIMER:

“Dialogue is a publication 
designed to generate policy 
debate and to encourage 
the sharing of policy ideas. 
The views expressed are 
not LNP party policy or the 
policy of all LNP Members 
of Parliament. Each author 
takes responsibility for the 
views expressed in their own 
work only. ”

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Send your letters to 
dialogue@lnp.org.au. 
Article contributions are 
also invited.

AMANDA STOKER

Editor – Dialogue magazine

Policy Standing 
Committee Member

Editor’s  
welcome

Welcome to edition 5 of Dialogue. 
There’s no shortage of items on the “to-do” list  

for our new federal government.

While the need for economic growth and reduced public debt are front 
of mind, we should not forget that, across the gamut of the federal 
portfolios, there are opportunities for the Coalition to vastly improve 
the performance of the federal government.

Every portfolio has the chance to reconsider the role of government in 
that field, to more efficiently and effectively deliver essential services, 
and to strengthen relationships that will help to ensure our security and 
economic strength into the future.

Consistently with the government’s mandate to bring the budget into 
the black, these policies need not be expensive. Indeed, a number 
of the proposals in this edition carry with them the potential to be 
revenue positive.

Each federal policy committee has had the opportunity to contribute 
one article touching on an issue in their field. From privatising the 
ABC to strengthening Australia’s relationship with Papua New Guinea; 
improving competition laws to industrial relations reform, there is plenty 
of inspiration for debate in this issue. The Chairman of the defence 
and veterans’ affairs policy committee also provides an update on the 
work of his team. 

This edition of Dialogue is the first to have the benefit of some new 
faces on the editorial team. 

Chris McLoughlin is an experienced journalist, production editor and 
sub-editor from Bundaberg. He is now working as a communications 
and media adviser in regional Queensland. 

Alessia Maruca is a journalism graduate from Brisbane. She is now a 
freelance business development and communications consultant. 

Roderick Schneider, who you might remember as the Chairman of the 
federalism policy committee that prepared issue 4 of Dialogue, has 
now become a member of the editorial committee. 

With these faces, along with Richard Williams and Wendy Armstrong, 
the editorial team is now stronger and more energetic than ever. I 
thank each member of the team for their enthusiasm and industry.

We hope that this issue starts many discussions in your local branches, 
SECs and FDCs about the specific ways that the Abbott government 
can improve the lives of Australians in ways that are consistent with the 
Liberal National Party’s promise to be economically responsible. 

Amanda Stoker – Editor, Dialogue magazine 
Policy Standing Committee Member
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RODERICK SCHNEIDER

Chairman – Federalism 
and Decentralisation 
Policy Committee

Co-ordinator – Federal 
Policy Group

A note from the 
federal issues 
policy group  
co-ordinator

Tony Abbott stated many times during the 2013 election 
campaign that winning government from opposition was like 
climbing Mount Everest. If that is the case, then he will find 
that cleaning up the mess left by the Rudd, Gillard, Rudd 

governments will be like swimming from Cairns to Canada.

The scale of what has been left in the wake of Labor’s tumultuous 
tenure is terrifying. An estimated budget deficit of $45,000,000,000. 
Debt approaching $400,000,000,000. An interest bill of over 
$34,000,000 every day. As my favourite political satirist put it: “If 
this were a private company, there would have been a fire here 
last Tuesday.” Alas, this was some time before the eventual change 
in government.

These figures have been stated so frequently that I am concerned 
that some people may even be becoming accustomed to large 
numbers. Possibly they believe the numbers, but also believe that 
the government has a never ending pool of our tax money they it 
can raid whenever it sees fit. Maybe these numbers seem so far from 
reality to the average family trying to pay their bills that they switch 
off or cannot comprehend the magnitude – that would certainly be 
fair enough. Whatever the cause, this devolution is not healthy for 
our country.

In spite of the catastrophic state of the federal finances, public 
expectations on government continue to rise. 

Part of this is the Prime Minister’s doing by positioning himself 
as someone who would demonstrate governments worth by their 
actions and not their talk. This is certainly an admirable pursuit.

However, the over riding contributor must surely be the disturbing 
trend of turning to government, rather than to ourselves, when 
it comes to finding solutions to life’s challenges. In his speech to 
the Institute of Economic Affairs in London Joe Hockey quantified 
this: “The entitlements bestowed on tens of millions of people by 
successive governments, fuelled by short-term electoral cycles and 
the politics of outbidding your opponents is, in essence, undermining 
our ability to ensure democracy, fair representation and economic 
sustainability for future generations.”

The Treasurer is right. It is our job as the membership of the LNP to 
never let our elected representatives in Canberra never forget it, and 
ensure policy decisions are made to reverse this downward spiral.
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In the first term of a government we look for big policy initiatives, 
as the government sets its course for the long term and lays the 
ground work major reforms. In this edition of Dialogue we look 
beyond the issues of paying down debt and stopping the boats, and 
delve into other, sometimes less publicised, issues confronting the 
newly elected Abbott government. 

Roderick Schneider  
Chairman – Federalism and Decentralisation Policy Committee 
Co-ordinator – Federal Policy Group

Roderick Schneider is the 
Convenor of the Federal Policy 
Group, and the Federalism 
and Decentralisation Policy 
Committee. Previously he has 
served on both Federal and 
State executives of the LNP and 
currently serves as Trustee of 
the Sir Jim Killen Foundation. 

Roderick holds a degree in 
Commerce and is an Adviser 
for diversified Financial advisory 
business with a client base 
spread across Queensland. He 
also sits on the Queensland 
Committee of the Association 
of Financial Advisers. 

He is a regular guest on triple 
J’s current affairs programme 
Hack, and was a participant 
in SBS’s refugee journey in 
reverse Go Back to Where You 
Came From. 

Chris McLoughlin is an 
experienced production editor, 
journalist, political columnist 
and sub-editor across a 
number of publications in New 
South Wales and Queensland 
including the Bundaberg 
NewsMail, The Morning Bulletin 
(Rockhampton), Mackay Daily 
Mercury and the Temora 
Independent. He also previously 
worked as a communications/
political advisor for the Minister 
for Police, Fire and Emergency 
Services Hon Jack Dempsey 
MP and volunteered for the 
Bundaberg and Burnett LNP 
campaigns during the 2012 
state election. Chris is currently 
employed as a communications 
and media advisor with 
a large organisation in 
regional Queensland.

Outside of media and politics, 
Chris takes an active role in 
his local Progress Association, 
Anglican church and basketball 
competition. He is married to 
Tanya and has two children.

Alessia Maruca is a freelance 
business development and 
communications professional 
based in Brisbane. An LNP 
member since 2010, she is 
actively involved in a number 
of campaigns, committees and 
executives across the Young 
LNP, the LNP Women and the 
senior party. 

Alessia holds a Bachelor of 
Creative Industries in Journalism, 
Communications and History 
from the Queensland University 
of Technology and has 
previously worked in a variety 
of roles and projects across the 
small business, corporate and 
government sectors. 

Outside of her regular work, 
Alessia has a keen interest 
in stakeholder and media 
relations, organisational change 
and change management 
practice, education policy and 
the convergence of fashion, 
populism and politics. 
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Take photos?  
Win prizes! 

Fancy yourself as a photographer? 
Or do you just have the best backyard  

in the world?

Either way, get snap happy and enter your photographs in Dialogue’s 
new photography competition. 

We are looking for striking photos that showcase the landscapes, 
industries and people of our great State. Get out your camera and 
show us how beautiful your home town is! 

Each issue, a winning photo will be published prominently and will 
also win a prize. 

Each photo must be your original work, and by entering the 
competition, you give your permission to have it published by the 
LNP in future editions of Dialogue. It must be a high resolution 
JPEG file, of between A4 and A3 size (300dpi). You can enter as 
many times as you like.

Send your entries to dialogue@lnp.org.au with your name, contact 
information, and a description of your photo. Entries for the next 
issue will close at 5:00pm on 31 July 2014.
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WHOSE ABC? TOM SWITZER

Not since Bob Hawke accused the Australian Broadcasting 
Corporation of undermining the Gulf War effort in 1991 has 
a sitting Australian prime minister been so at odds with the 
nation’s signature media giant. The furore arises out of an 
ABC report that the Australian Navy tortured asylum seekers 
by forcing their hands on the boat’s red-hot engines on route 
back to Indonesia.

But as soon as the story went to air, serious doubts surfaced. Two 
asylum seekers admitted they had fallen onto the engines and their 
spokesman acknowledged the alleged victims were not deliberately 
forced to touch it. Meanwhile, the Navy and government strenuously 
denied further ABC allegations of mistreatment. 
It’s more likely that the burns were caused by 
the asylum seekers trying to interfere with the 
engines. After all, this is standard practice when 
people smugglers’ boats have been intercepted 
and turned back. 

It was in this context that Tony Abbott remarked: 
‘It dismays Australians when the national 
broadcaster appears to take everyone’s side but 
our own.’ The critics slammed the Prime Minister, 
but hardly anyone denied that the episode showed 
a lack of journalistic rigour. It is one thing for a 
news report to fall short. The normal course of 
events is for that failing to be acknowledged and 
corrected. Not only has the ABC refused to do so, 
it has played down the error. The managing director, Mark Scott, 
later admitted ABC reporting should have been ‘more precise’, but 
otherwise the ABC has displayed no regrets or contrition. 

The problem here goes beyond the errors of judgement made 
by one reporter and the unwillingness of senior management 
to acknowledge responsibility. It speaks to a culture of bias that 
has crept into the news reporting of what was once an excellent 
media organisation. 

Now, I should stress from the outset that, with rare exceptions, the 
bias is subtle, unintentional and unconscious. Despite what many 
LNP friends may say, the ABC treats the Coalition, both at the 
state and federal levels, with scrupulous fairness. Reporters and 
producers alike go to considerable lengths to give the LNP a fair 
go. On matters of equal time and coverage of party events, Aunty 
shows no favouritism. 

All true. Yet allegations of bias constantly bedevil the ABC’s 
editorial output; and there is little doubt that a clear majority of 
hosts, reporters and producers lean to the left. No one is acting 
out of malice; it’s not as if the journalists sit around in dark corners 
and plan how they will slant their news coverage in favour of their 
friends and causes. It is simply a case of the herd mentality at work. 
According to a recent University of Sunshine Coast survey, more 
than 40 per cent of the ABC journalists supported the Greens and 
another 30 per cent backed Labor at the last federal election, which 
the Coalition won in a landslide. 

“Tony Abbott 
remarked: ‘It 

dismays Australians 
when the national 

broadcaster 
appears to take 

everyone’s side but 
our own.’”
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WHOSE ABC? TOM SWITZER

That explains why prominent ABC journalists (past and present) Kerry 
O’Brien, Maxine McKew, Fran Kelly, Tony Jones, Barrie Cassidy, 
Phillip Adams, Jon Faine, Mark Bannerman, Alan Carpenter, Claire 
Martin, Mary Delahunty, Robyn Williams, Jeff McMullan, Virginia 
Trioli, Waleed Aly – crikey, even the weatherman Mike Bailey! -- 
sport a world view remarkably at odds with a significant segment of 
the community, to whom the ABC purportedly answers. 

On most issues of public policy and political controversy, 
the ABC’s instincts are to embrace a left-liberal world 
view: support for a republic, multiculturalism and same-
sex marriage; opposition to Work Choices, anti-terror 
laws and tough border protection; and a deep suspicion 
of religious conservatives, economic rationalists and 
sceptics of carbon taxes, emissions trading schemes 
and catastrophic man-made global warming. These 
groups won’t get the soft interview or helpful publicity. 

When I took part in a discussion on the recent Griffith by-election 
on Radio National’s Late Night Live, Phillip Adams introduced me 
as a conservative activist. That may well be true, but he would never 
describe my opponents as left-wing activists. This is because left-
wing has long ceased to be controversial at the ABC. Conservatives, 
however, are seen as outside the mainstream, which is why we often 
require a health warning. 

Not that it is wrong that left-leaning voices are heard on the ABC. 
There is a place for them, but not to the exclusion or evident 
minority of more conservative ones. Even at News Ltd and The 
Spectator magazine (where I’ve worked for nearly 15 years), we 
have published some lefties occasionally. And those who dislike 
us can take solace in the fact they are not subsidising conservative 
columnists, such as Janet Albrechtsen or Rowan Dean. Taxpayers 
who subsidise the ABC to the tune of $1.25 billion every year don’t 
enjoy that peace of mind. The Australian and The Spectator are, 
after all, private outlets and our opinion writers are open about 
where they stand on hot-button issues. People read us because they 
know what they are getting. The public broadcaster is different: the 
need for balance is there in the ABC Charter; it is the legislative 
quid pro quo for public funding. 

One could be inclined to dismiss one voice on this topic, but I am 
hardly alone in my frustration. Australian conservatives complain 
constantly about the political bent and editorial content of the 
ABC, and bloggers such as Andrew Bolt and Gerard Henderson as 
well as The Australian Conservative’s John Styles and Quadrant’s 
Roger Franklin maintain exhaustive online records of its ideological 
imbalances. 

And yet obscured by the outrage over ABC bias is a problem even 
more serious. As Bolt and The Australian’s Chris Kenny frequently 
argue, the well-funded public broadcaster has exploded in size at a 
time when its private competitors are struggling to survive. The ABC 
now operates four national TV networks and five national radio 
networks (and digital versions of those stations), not to mention an 
overseas TV service as well as a publishing arm. It offers free the 

“The well-funded 
public broadcaster 
has exploded in size 
at a time when its 

private competitors are 
struggling to survive.”
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same kind of online news and opinions to the 
same audience that The Age, Sydney Morning 
Herald, Canberra Times, Brisbane Times and 
Crikey must charge under a pay wall just to survive. 
Sky News, which pioneered the 24-hour TV news 
service, now also faces a taxpayer-funded, free 
competitor. That such a player is allowed to 
encroach on the commercial landscape during 
this digital era when advertising revenue is in 
serious decline creates a market distortion. This 
is not a level playing field, which makes it even 
more difficult for private-sector rivals to survive. 

Nor is it just conservatives who 
complain about the ABC’s 
growing reach at taxpayers’ 
expense, segments of the left 
are also disturbed. Sir Robert 
Menzies once described the 
Sydney Morning Herald as 
‘being read by our friends, but 
written by our enemies’ and 
many Liberals could be excused 
for thinking that not much has 
changed in 50 years. Yet even 
the Herald, in an editorial last 
December, complained that ‘the 
ABC has expanded far beyond its original remit.’ 
With its online outlets offering so many opinion 
and entertainment services, not to mention digital 
TV and an overseas channel, the ABC has ‘a 
competitive advantage over commercial rivals, 
thereby deterring the entry of new participants and 
forcing others to ration or skew their offerings.’ 
The Herald posed the question: why should the 
ABC need to be all things to all people in the 
digital age? ‘If, as chairman Jim Spigelman says, 
you would “create a revolution in the suburbs” 
by removing Peppa Pig from its apps, why can’t 
a commercial rival offer the children’s program 
and let the ABC focus on content others would 
not offer?’

Veteran Fairfax journalist Gay Alcorn – no 
conservative – agrees, warning in February 
that there is a danger the ABC will become 
too dominant at a time of enormous struggle 
and transition in the media. ‘It’s not that the 
commercial media, big and small, don’t need to 
innovate and stand on their own two feet,’ Alcorn 
observed, ‘but the task shouldn’t be made harder 
by the distorting impact of public funding.’

So, as controversy rages over the growth of 
the ABC and the persistent claims of bias, can 
anything be done? 

When it comes to the latter, one problem is that 
the bias is institutional, and runs from the top to 
bottom. In terms of staffing, ABC editorial people 
are overwhelmingly university graduates, usually 
in the liberal arts, and there is not surprisingly a 
strong ‘group think’ mechanism at work. To alter 
the ABC’s ingrained bias, perhaps it makes sense 
to get rid of some people and hire others of a 
different political stripe. But such a policy amounts 
to affirmative action; and it would be disingenuous 
for conservatives, who have long opposed quota-
driven agendas in the workplace, suddenly to 

embrace discrimination in the 
name of fairness. 

Most of the other proposed 
solutions, such as a greater 
emphasis on ‘fairness,’ are 
clearly lacking: one person’s 
fairness is another person’s 
bias. And any kind of regulator 
would be inappropriate: the 
last thing conservatives should 
demand is a return to a Public 
Interest Media Advocate 
of the type put forward by 
Labor’s communications minister 

Stephen Conroy last year. 

What the ABC needs is much more radical: 
privatisation. Stop protecting the broadcaster at 
taxpayers’ expense and let the market – the viewers 
and advertisers – put a value on its product. 
Because the ABC lives and breathes the air of the 
public sector, it does not have to sell its programs 
to advertisers, viewers or listeners and, although 
it is subjected to Senate Estimates committee 
hearings, it never runs the risk of closure due 
to lack of funding. Yet at a time when countless 
private media companies are trying to spring up 
throughout the nation, and when virtually every 
need and taste can and is accommodated online, 
the ABC’s status is an anachronism from the days 
when governments believed public ownership 
could promote efficient organisation and social 
responsibility. A privatised ABC, operating 
without tax dollars and having to compete in 
the marketplace for its revenue, would have 
few arguments with the government. And when 
disputes broke out, the allegations would matter 
less, since tax dollars would not be involved. 

Now, it must be stressed that privatisation 
does not mean extinction nor a diminishing of 
the quality of its services. Far from it. Look at 
Australia’s experience: Telecom, Qantas, the 

“Allegations of bias 
constantly bedevil the 
ABC’s editorial output; 
and there is little doubt 
that a clear majority 

of hosts, reporters and 
producers lean to the 
left. No one is acting 

out of malice. It is simply 
a case of the herd 
mentality at work.”
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Commonwealth Bank are examples. Privatisation is sound public 
policy, because governments have found that services are often 
delivered better when they are transferred back to the private sector. 
The ABC, like most state-funded agencies, has its share of waste 
and redundancy. And many talented and hard-working ABC staff 
would benefit from greater rewards. 

Of course, privatisation is not scheduled to be on the political 
agenda in Canberra anytime soon. But given the federal budget 
pressures and changing media environment, the Abbott government 
will at least want to save tax dollars and perhaps rationalise public 
broadcasting. One proposal that could emerge from the efficiency 
review announced by Communications Minister Malcolm Turnbull 
is to amalgamate the ABC and SBS. As flagged by the Sydney 
Morning Herald’s Paul Sheehan, ‘a consolidation of the networks 
into one multi-channel broadcaster would produce cost savings and 
raise revenue via the sale of the valuable broadcast spectrum freed 
up by the restructuring.’ It would also create a level playing field and 
allow more room for commercial media. 

Meanwhile, the ABC could be forced to raise more of its revenue, 
such as advertising through its high-traffic websites. That would, 
according to James Paterson of the Institute of Public Affairs, provide 
a much greater incentive to management to deliver content that 
Australians really want. And the more revenue the ABC collects in its 
own right, the less valid political meddling in its editorial decisions 
becomes. 

These are short-term proposals to deal with the ABC. In the long 
run, however, Canberra is more likely cut the public broadcaster 
loose. After all, in an age with scores of TV channels, available 
by satellite, cable, Internet, iPhones and especially iPads, ensuring 
sufficient quality of quantity of content is not a necessary job for the 
state, if it ever was. Or put it another way: if the ABC did not exist, 
would there be a need to create it today? 

* * * * * *

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Tom Switzer is the Australian editor of The Spectator UK, a 
research associate at the United States Studies Centre and teaches 
Australian and American diplomatic history at the University 
of Sydney. He is a former opinion editor of The Australian 
(2001-08), an editorial writer at the Australian Financial Review 
(1998-2001) and an assistant editor at the American Enterprise 
Institute in Washington, DC (1995-98). He has written for several 
international publications, including the Wall Street Journal (US, 
Asia, Europe) and New York Times. In July, he plans to move to 
Brisbane with his wife and two young daughters.
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PAPUA NEW GUINEA: OUR NEIGHBOUR AND FRIEND JEFFREY WALL, CBE

BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS 
WITH THE PEOPLE OF PNG

As I scale back my direct association with Papua 
New Guinea, one that dates back to 1978, I have 
been reflecting on the state of the Australia-Papua 
New Guinea relationship today, the changes that 
have occurred in my time, and what is needed to 
make it even stronger in the future.

I have the benefit of a significant hindsight. I have 
had the privilege of working directly for three 
Prime Ministers: Sir Rabbie 
Namaliu, Paias Wingti, and 
the current Prime Minister, 
Peter O’Neill. I have also 
worked for senior Ministers in 
the Governments of two other 
Prime Ministers, Grand Chief 
Sir Michael Somare and Sir 
Julius Chan.

What constantly amazes me 
about our perception of Papua 
New Guinea is the widespread 
ignorance of the fact that 
Papua New Guinea is our 
closest neighbour – not New 
Zealand and not Indonesia.

There is also a widespread lack of knowledge of 
the deeply significant historic links between our 
countries and our peoples.

Until September 1975, Australia administered 
Papua New Guinea. It was one of a number 
of Australia’s “territories”, and up until self-
government in 1973, the Australian Minister for 
Territories was directly responsible for government 
in Papua and New Guinea. That government was 
delivered through an Administrator appointed by 
the Australian Cabinet.

The second historic link is the part Papua and 
New Guinea played in World War II in repelling 
the rapidly advancing Japanese forces. While the 
Kokoda Track is the most significant of the historic 
places linked to our war effort, there are many 
others, where our land, sea and air efforts were 
pivotal, along with the forces of the United States 
of America and New Zealand.

Given our geographic proximity, and our 
significant historic links, it has always surprised me 
that our understanding of our closest neighbour 
and its economic, social and political importance 
is so inadequate.

I believe, based on long personal experience that 
includes living full time in PNG for a decade, that 
it is not just the job of our government, but the job 
of all of us, to better understand our neighbour, to 
support it in challenging times, and to encourage 
the most enduring of all our links: a varied and 
important people-to-people association.

Papua New Guinea faces significant challenges.

Our neighbour faces two challenges that I believe 
even Australia would struggle with: a rapidly 

growing population brought 
about by people living longer 
and a high birth rate, and 
the inability of the economy 
in its current state to provide 
the jobs and the opportunity 
a growing and increasingly 
informed population deserves.

The second challenge is an 
urban unemployment rate 
that we simply could not 
handle. There are no official 
statistics because there is no 
“dole”, but it would be safe 
to say that over 60 per cent 
of males and females aged 

between 18 and 40 living in urban areas are 
unemployed. In Australia we press the alarm bell 
when unemployment reaches 6 per cent, not 60. 

It is not for me to pass judgement on the current 
and past governments of Papua New Guinea. 
Not in this article at least.

What I want to do is to outline some of the causes 
I have been and remain passionate about, and 
to offer a few suggestions on how the LNP might 
contribute to them through policy discussion and 
personal engagement.

My greatest passion remains the strengthening 
and broadening of the people-to-people 
association that really underpins our relationship. 
It is unquestionably the great hope for the future.

When I first went to Papua New Guinea at the end 
of 1977 I was amazed by the level of interest by the 
grass roots of the nation, and the elite alike, in the 
then NSW rugby league premiership. Even then, 
before the advent of direct television broadcasts 
most people followed a team - with the South 
Sydney Rabbitohs, the Roosters, and probably the 
Bulldogs having the greatest following.

“I believe that it is 
not just the job of 

our government, but 
the job of all of us, to 
better understand our 

neighbour, to support it 
in challenging times, and 
to encourage the most 
enduring of all our links: 
a varied and important 

people-to-people 
association.”
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But it was not confined to rugby league. Our cricket tests were 
followed widely, and the Melbourne Cup was and remains almost 
as big a day there, as it was and is here. 

I quickly learned that the people-to-people association had even 
deeper roots.

The number of Papua New Guineans in leadership positions 
I got to know and work with who were educated in Australia 
was striking. Every one regarded their education here – at 
schools and in universities – as wholly beneficial.

The Prime Minister when I first went to Papua New Guinea 
was Michael Somare. He was not educated but his sons and 
daughters were, and his grandchildren are being educated 
in Australia today.

The first Prime Minister whose government I worked for was 
Sir Julius Chan. He and his two sons were educated at Marist 
College, Ashgrove.

The first national Chief Justice of PNG, the late Sir Buri Kidu, 
was educated at Toowoomba Grammar School, long before 
Independence. He was school captain at TGS. 

Today the education links are as strong as ever – more than 1,000 
students from PNG attend private and state secondary schools in 
Australia, mainly in Queensland. There are several hundred students 
from PNG attending our universities and TAFE colleges.

I would like to see our governments and our education institutions 
do even more to help educate the leaders of Papua New Guinea 
tomorrow and thereafter.

One might ask why, almost 40 years after Independence, Papua 
New Guinea cannot educate its own people and future leaders?

The answer is that it can, but the quality of the education system, 
especially at the year 11 and 12 levels and in the tertiary sector, 
remains wholly inadequate.

That is the fault of successive PNG governments. To an extent it is 
also the failure of our generous aid program, for in 39 years it has 
not significantly improved education quality.

I see an educated Papua New Guinea as being critical to the 
nation’s economic progress and its social harmony and stability.

Hardly a week goes by when I do not come across members of 
our own community who have a strong link through education with 
Papua New Guinea – people who had PNG students as school 
mates and as university colleagues.

We need to build that association and add new dimensions to it.

The second important link is sport. 

The entry into the Queensland Cup competition this year of the 
PNG Hunters is something I have been supporting for years, and 
the team’s early success has not gone unnoticed.

“The strengthening and 
broadening of the people-
to-people association that 
underpins our relationship is 

unquestionably the great hope 
for the future.”
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We need to help Papua New Guinea develop its 
sports at the grass roots level, and at the elite and 
national levels.

The AFL, the NRL, Soccer Australia and the 
Australian Cricket Board are all helping develop 
their sports in PNG. But the real need is for 
support of the sports in which women excel, such 
as netball.

Sport is a powerful and growing link between 
Australia and even the most remote of 
PNG’s communities.

We need to work with our PNG neighbours to 
lift the quality of their sports administrations 
and coaching, and ensure access to basic sport 
and fitness across a nation of almost eight 
million people.

The third association we need to “grow” is the 
business one.

The level of Australian business investment in 
PNG stands at $20 billion. That is greater than in 
any other country. 

PNG will soon see the first exports from the 
giant Exxon Mobil-managed LNG plant near 
Port Moresby. The Australian equity in that is 
considerable, principally through Oil Search and 
Santos. The extensive oil and gas exploration in 
PNG has a large Australian component.

Since the ill-fated Bougainville mine pioneered 
the PNG mining sector, Australian companies 
have been prominent players. Today they include 
Newcrest and Highlands Pacific.

Two of our leading banks, ANZ and Westpac, 
have a strong PNG presence, as do our major 
law and accountancy firms, engineers, architects, 
traders and construction companies.

The future of PNG will be significantly assured if it 
can deliver on the commitments by Prime Minister 
O’Neill to grow the small business sector and 

medium sized enterprises, owned and operated 
by Papua New Guineans.

Australian business – and especially Queensland 
business – can play a constructive and mentoring 
role in the delivery of that objective. 

I see the people-to-people association between 
neighbours and friends as being more critical than 
the many agreements between our governments, 
important though they are.

If we maintain and grow a genuine people-to-
people association, then the Australia-Papua 
New Guinea relationship will gain new and much 
needed relevance and substance.

There is one little-known historic link I want to 
conclude with.

One of the founders of the Liberal Party was 
Brigadier Don Cleland. He helped form the 
Liberal Party with Sir Robert Menzies in the early 
1940’s. He became the Party’s first Federal 
Director, and was one of the architects of the 
Liberal Country Coalition victory in 1949 that 
began Sir Robert Menzies’ record-breaking 16 
year term as Prime Minister.

Don Cleland came from Western Australia, and 
he was an associate of the Minister for Territories 
in the first Menzies-Fadden Government, 
Paul Hasluck.

In 1952, Don Cleland was appointed Administrator 
of the Territory of Papua New Guinea. He held the 
position for a record term until he retired in 1966. 
He was a much loved and effective Administrator, 
and when he retired he and Lady Rachel Cleland 
elected to live in Port Moresby.

When he died in 1975, just months before 
Independence, the Chief Minister, Michael 
Somare, accorded him a State Funeral.

It’s an interesting, and little known, historic link. 

* * * * * *
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Perspectives for 
a New Australian 
Competition Law

Competition law is a hot topic right now. 
It excites media columnists like John 

Durie in The Australian on a weekly basis 
and the Australian Competition and 

Consumer Commission (“ACCC”) attracts 
more column inches in Australia than its 

counterparts overseas. 

With the ongoing, some would say incessant, debate about 
supermarkets and suppliers, the airlines and now the department 
stores, Minister Bruce Bilson can scarcely have picked a more 
opportune time to launch a root and branch review (“the Review”) 
of the current competition law in Australia with a view to right-sizing 
and future proofing Australian competition laws.
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SHOULD WE CARE?

Absolutely, this is one area of law which, like 
tax, affects everyone whether they like it or not, 
or realise it or not. An effective competition law 
and policy can add percentage points to GDP. 
This is evident from the background paragraphs 
in the review document which recollects that in 
2005, the Productivity Commission found that the 
then “[National Competition Policy] and related 
reforms contributed to productivity and price 
changes in key sectors, which increased Australia’s 
GDP by 2.5 per cent”. This equates to dollars in 
the pocket, more jobs and more opportunity for 
consumers and businesses.

Competition policy and law definitively framed 
for the long term interests of all Australians 
engenders fair competition, better run and more 
competitive businesses, breeding, not frustrating, 
entrepreneurialism or innovation. This leads 
to more efficient businesses driven by healthy 
competitive tension, and to more tax dollars 
through employment and consumption; there is 
a direct linkage between a successful competition 
policy and a forward looking fiscal policy, i.e. it 
can help give the Treasury more wriggle room on 
the budgetary side. 

MORE THAN THE OBVIOUS

It is hard not to ignore the quite unusual fact that 
Australia is a land with lots of concentrated sectors, 
predominantly visible two major supermarkets, 
two airlines, two department stores and four 
banks. But there is more to a competition policy 
than constantly zoning in on these specifics. 

We need to look at competition law and policy 
in a number of ways and not, as consumers, 
to abandon all the hard work the Australian 
Competition and Consumer Commission 
(“ACCC”): 

(i) deal with the current business landscape 
to fix the negatives – the ACCC conducts 
investigations and inquiries to deal with this 
but within a limited budget, 

(ii) design a regime to pre-empt unfair competition 
in the future and take the cost out of doing this 
– this is where the Review comes in,

(iii) promote advocacy from the private and public 
sectors for a level playing field – this type of 
self-empowerment makes (i) and (ii) easier to 
achieve and maintain.

WHERE TO START?

Keep it simple. Start at the beginning with the 
federal Competition and Consumer Act 2010 (Cth) 
(“the Act”). Problem is that is where the simplicity 
ends. It is over 1,500 pages long in dealing with 
competition and consumer policy and even then 
is not exhaustive. Electricity and other industries 
like shipping have their own special regimes. 

To take one example of the difficulty which the 
apparent exhaustiveness in drafting causes, look 
at cartels. Cartels are the ultimate bete noire 
in competition policy; they exploit consumers 
and eliminate competition. Cartel behaviour is 
criminalised for a reason.

The prohibition on cartels works off a basic single 
paragraph in the United States. In the European 
Union, it is encapsulated in about a page. In 
Australia, it is dealt with in over 17 pages of rather 
opaque text. These are difficult enough cases to 
prove as it is and we must make it simpler and 
clearer to prosecute and enforce them. Otherwise, 
the law’s ability to deter and punish is lost in all 
but the most obvious of cases. 

There is a real issue as to whether process and 
form is undermining the substantive issue of 
eliminating anti-competitive conduct.

FOCUS ON THE SUBSTANCE 
AND EFFECT OF BEHAVIOUR – 
MARKET POWER

Market power is often held up as another area of 
competition law needing reform. Fair and vigorous 
competition can lead to businesses obtaining 
market power. The existence of market power in 
itself is not a bad thing; it is the market speaking. 
The exercise of market power in a fair way can 
put less efficient or vigorous competitors out of 
business. That is a fact of life and that is not anti-
competitive as Section 46 of the Act recognises. 
The problems only arise where market power is 
abused such that markets are adversely affected 
and this is not obvious or easy to identify. 

Businesses can and do engage in practices which 
are superficially attractive for end consumers - in 
the short term, but the effect of which may be 
to foreclose or restrict (i) market entry to actual 
or potential competitors in the future as customer 
loyalty is consolidated, or (ii) market opportunity 
for suppliers as channels to market narrow 
with that market consolidation. This leaves the 
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holders of market power then in a position then 
to act independently in the future without fear 
of retaliation from competitors, or switching by 
customers or disciplinary behaviour by suppliers. 
This is not just about the ability for participants with 
market power to lift prices in the future to take one 
example, being able to maintain prices at a given 
level or avoiding having to pass on the benefits 
of any deflationary inputs are other illustrations.

To guard against actual or 
potential abuse of market 
power, many countries 
have laws which provide 
that businesses with market 
power can engage in anti-
competitive behaviour (often 
known elsewhere as abuse 
of dominance – in Australia, 
one does not need to be 
necessarily dominant in 
the market to have market 
power), regardless of the 
intent or purpose of the competitive behaviour 
of businesses with market power, if the behaviour 
has anti-competitive effects for their market. 

This is an implicit recognition that businesses with 
market power or monopolies must recognise 
their role in society and that even non-deliberate 
actions can have adverse effects for those around 
them. It is one reason why natural monopolies 
like electricity grids are often regulated. 

In the same way that a taxpayer may innocently 
miss a tax payment date and incur fines and 
penalties as one person not paying tax means 
the next person must pay more, similar should 
be the approach with regard to market power 
in competition law. If the holder of the market 
power or monopoly engages in activity which 
unduly harms consumers, and by extension 
competitors and suppliers, in a serious way, it 
should still be unlawful. 

Many would regard this as unfair, but businesses 
in those positions usually have the requisite 
internal resources in the first place to determine 
whether their behaviour may be likely to have 
such consequences whether directly or indirectly. 

There have been cases in Europe where 
businesses which have been dominant in one 
market have been found to have abused their 
dominant position in different but unrelated 
markets through their use of the market power 

which they have in the first market. Cases in the 
European Union have included where TV channels 
have refused to licence their TV schedules to 
independently owned magazines who wanted to 
print TV schedules or where vertically integrated 
energy companies have used their ownership 
of transmission grids or gas pipelines to stop a 
competing generator or gas producer accessing 
the necessary infrastructure on reasonable terms.

These are market power 
issues framed in the negative 
sense. However, market 
power can also be exhibited 
in a different way which 
counteracts behaviour 
or mergers which some 
may see as unusual. In the 
supermarket sector, I have 
been involved in a merger 
case overseas where a 
merger was successfully 

negotiated between the some of the leading 
suppliers in the cooked meats and dairy spread 
sectors in Ireland. 

The Competition Authority in Ireland at first vetoed 
the merger for its alleged anti-competitive effects. 
However, this veto was successfully challenged 
in the courts on the basis that whatever anti-
competitive effects were alleged, the fact was that 
the supermarkets had countervailing buyer power 
capable of disciplining any desire of the merged 
entity to exercise its own market power in an anti-
competitive way. The courts recognised that the 
supermarkets were the gateway to the market and 
that this control of the shelf space was capable of 
dictating the market.

These cases are still difficult to prove and it is 
also likely that in any successful actions based 
on an effects test, there will be evidence of some 
purpose or intent to take advantage of the market 
power. But taking the latter out of the equation 
makes it simpler for consumers, competitors and 
regulators to approach this problematic area and 
arguably makes the issue of proofs easier. 

PRE-EMPTIVE REGULATION

The ACCC has a wide range or powers to deal 
with anti-competitive agreements and mergers 
but there is a very valid question as to whether 
the current legislation forces it to range its guns 
on the wrong type of activity. 

In the same way that a 
taxpayer may innocently 
miss a tax payment date 

and incur fines and penalties 
as one person not paying 

tax means the next person 
must pay more, similar 

should be the approach with 
regard to market power in 

competition law.
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The ACCC is engaged in dealing with lots of applications from all sizes 
of business who want their arrangements authorised or certified as not 
infringing the Act. There is nothing wrong with this process except that it eats 
up ACCC resources in dealing with relatively straightforward issues which the 
notifying parties could probably self-assess on their own with their lawyers. 
A self-assessment arrangement for categories of commercial agreements, 
like distribution agreements, based on published ACCC guidelines (“safe 
harbours”) would free up the already scarce ACCC resources to tackle 
the serious abusive conduct. It would also save business legal costs. The 
European Union had a similar system to the Australian regime until 2003 
but changed it then for these very reasons. There are real efficiency gains all 
round from this approach.

BACK TO MERGERS?

Australia has no mandatory merger notification requirement to the ACCC. 
There is also a good argument for the current voluntary system in Australia as 
it works well generally. Any mergers with serious competition issues will always 
be notified to the ACCC as the parties will not want the ACCC injuncting their 
merger later for being an anti-competitive agreement. 

Yet a mandatory regime has many attractions, particularly in the face of the 
choice of merger notification options under the Act to apply to the ACCC or 
the Australian Competition Tribunal; there is no single voluntary regime and 
the formal regimes are not used. 

The current informal voluntary Australian approach works off the parties 
knowing their market share and making a subjective decision accordingly. 
But that is difficult to assess where you are unsure of the precise definition 
of what the market it the market and what your share of that may be. Other 
jurisdictions require a merger to be notified where the parties involved hit 
specified monetary turnovers. This provides real certainty to businesses and 
investors. It takes out the subjective assessment of what the market and 
market share is in each case. 

A mandatory notification regime based on turnover also gives Government 
valuable data about economic activity and to plan accordingly. Merger 
data helps to uncover what sectors are in trouble, are hot or coming. It also 
avoids an aggregation of smaller mergers leading to unsatisfactory market 
concentrations. 

Further, as the role of FIRB becomes more important in these times, there is 
an analogous rationale to make sure we test all mergers of a certain size for 
competition compliance as well as say, public security and tax considerations. 

A single notification process allowing for all of this to be dealt with together in 
the one procedure may be the future. This is unlike the current situation where 
businesses can choose to apply for formal or informal merger reviews to the 
ACCC or the Australian Competition Tribunal applying different criteria, and 
then may still also have a FIRB process to deal with. 

The Review also allows the opportunity in this context to deal with the problem 
faced by Murray Golbourn in its battle with Saputo for Warrnambool Cheese 
(“WCB”). There, Murray Golbourn had to try the untested merger control 
procedure of notifying its proposal to buy WCB to the Australian Competition 
Tribunal as, on a pure competition assessment if it had notified the ACCC, 
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it feared that its proposal might not be approved 
by the ACCC due to its post-deal market share. 

The Australian Competition Tribunal route allows 
a national champion argument to be made that 
regardless of the impact on domestic competition 
markets, it would be in the public interest to 
approve the deal as the potential for exports 
would be better for the country. This is a worthy 
discussion to have now in the context of the Review, 
merger control and FIRB, and the window to get 
exports up and running in certain industries.

AN EXAMPLE SOLUTION?

Company A from Singapore with a turnover of 
$150m wants to buy Company B in Queensland 
with a turnover of $30m in the military aviation 
sector (this military aspect may make the deal a 
FIRB issue). 

The law requires a transaction with a combined 
turnover of $50m and where each relevant party 
has a turnover of $25m to notify it to the ACCC 
for approval before it can happen. There is no 
Australian Competition Tribunal.

The ACCC has to approve it or order a detailed 
investigation within a timeframe specified by law.

The new merger law provides that the application 
must specify if the parties believe there is a FIRB 
requirement. If there is, the ACCC sends the 
merger to the Treasurer for the FIRB assessment 
on receiving the application. The Treasurer has to 
meet the same timeframes as the ACCC. 

If the ACCC clears the merger on competition 
grounds first, it tells the Treasurer who must 
accept the competition analysis. If there is to be 

a national champion exemption, this is where it 
comes into play.

This preserves the competition oversight with the 
proper agency and other public interest oversight 
with the right Minister in the Treasurer. Strict 
timelines are followed so there can be no gaming 
with the procedures which was a criticism in the 
Warrambool Cheese/Saputo/Murray Golbourn 
take-over battle.

There is a real cost benefit to this pre-emptive 
certainty of process in terms of doing business.

KEEP IT SIMPLE

As noted above, the Act is about 1,500 pages 
long. It dwarfs any comparable legislation 
overseas. I hope that the coming Review sees the 
end of reform by amendment replaced with real 
root and branch reform, with a thorough pruning 
of form so that the consumer and all Australians, 
for whose benefit the Act is written, truly enjoy the 
fruits of free and fair competition.

I leave the last words to that great literary 
entrepreneur, William Shakespeare, thus:

“More matter with less art”... as... “brevity is the 
soul of wit”.

* * * * * *
The views expressed are purely personal.
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BREAKING THE 
INDUSTRIAL 
RELATIONS CLUB
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His philosophy is that workers should be treated with honesty and respect, and trusted to make their own decisions 
about what workplace arrangements they enter into and when they can exit them.

He turned that philosophy over 20 or more years into a very successful career managing his own $50 million IR 
and Employment issues business. Now retired, he has founded a new service organisation to support professional 
associations in competition with the existing monopoly unions. A former teacher, an awfully long time ago, he is 
currently the inaugural secretary of the Private Teachers Professional Association of Qld.

The forthcoming Royal Commission into the union movement is certainly going to be 
interesting, but it ultimately will not tell us anything that most observers and members 
of the unions do not already know. It is just that the denials by the beneficiaries of 
the existing system will no longer be credible. That they are still being trotted out 
and published beggars belief, but that is the Australian industrial relations club at 
its gobsmacking best. 

Let me spell out the beneficiaries of this overwhelmingly corrupt system.
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The primary beneficiaries are the existing 
monopoly unions, and their largely dependent 
political wing: the ALP. Running a close second 
are the other major employer associations and 
industry bodies who owe a large part of their 
relevance to the fact that business members join 
because they believe they need protection from 
"recalcitrant" unions.

For instance: how many builders would be 
members of the Master Builders Association in 
its current form if there was no CMFEU or BLF? 
Furthermore, the key players in these employer/
industry associations can look forward to plum 
postings on union super funds, allied industry 
boards or even big prizes like the former AIG 
chief Heather Ridout’s appointment by the Labor 
Government to the Reserve Bank board. All 
they have to do is toe the line of the “industrial 
relations club”.

Coming a close third is the building construction 
duopoly of Lend Lease and Leighton Holdings. 
Nearly every government building and 
construction tenderer is allied by shareholding 
or contractual control to one or other of those 
two groups. As a consequence, the States, mainly 
because they do the lion's share of Australia's 
government construction, end up paying about 
25% more than they need to for every piece of 
infrastructure built by this duopoly.

This list of beneficiaries goes on. It includes all 
the government departments ostensibly looking 
after industrial relations, workplace health and 
safety, education (which has become a sheltered 
workshop for extreme educational ideologues 
of both the left and the right), transport (which 
favours unionised solutions), the environment 
(whose lobbyists are often funded by unions), 
and of course the respective public service 
commissions. Their place in the sun is required as 
a counter to the public sector unions themselves.

Let us not also forget the professional chatterers 
in the media and academia. When you make 
a living out of words you tend to be drawn to 
socialism, because conceptually it looks and 
sounds so good. Even worse of course is this 
group's fascination with the fatal conceit that 
force and coercion is justified as an unfortunate 
means to a worthy end, of conforming thought, 
and the primacy of the workers “welfare” whether 
they want it or not.

There is probably more, but let's just start with 
these issues.

May I suggest that there is a simple underlying 
thread. This utterly corrupt and inefficient system 
has been with us for over 100 years with little 
change. It is not an unworkable system, because 
like socialism, it does work. It just doesn't work 
very well and of course it is profoundly unjust.

We can understand why the ALP has done 
nothing to change the system because the ALP is 
a direct beneficiary, but how do we explain why 
non-Labor governments, who have been in power 
at least 50% of the time in both state and federal 
levels, have done virtually nothing to change it? 
Do they not want to, or not know how to?

I believe it is a mixture of both, but one largely 
predicates the other. Non-Labor governments, in 
spite of overwhelming evidence to the contrary, still 
believe that the employer/industry associations, 
who are ostensibly opposed to unions, actually 
support the non-Labor governments. The logic 
seems to be that because they "hate or oppose" 
our enemy they must therefore be our "friend". Not 
so of course. These "friends" always give them the 
same advice about industrial relations. It goes like 
this. "Workers cannot be trusted and will always 
follow their union’s advice. So in order to change 
the situation so that employers can have efficient 
workplace arrangements you must mandate a 
new set of workplace rules and force the workers 
to comply."

Every now and again non-Labor governments 
follow this advice. That is what Workchoices was 
about. Not only doesn't it work, the governments 
who try this approach always get thrown out. 

So what do we actually have to do to get some 
change to this corrupt system? Let us start with the 
core philosophy of each side.

On one side: the ALP who does not trust the 
workers to make their own decisions about 
workplace matters, but who plan to protect them.

On the other side: the non-Labor political party 
who also does not trust the workers to make their 
own decisions about workplace matters, but who 
has a different plan for the workers which will be 
good for the workers and also for their bosses.

Guess who is always going to win that particular 
argument? And people wonder why the non-
Labor parties can never win an industrial relations 
argument and why the non-Labor parties can 
never effect change to a system which works 
against the interests of the workers themselves.
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Perhaps now after 100 years the non-Labor 
parties might consider trying something different. 
After over a century of flogging a dead horse 
is it really too soon to redefine the non-Labor 
parties’ core philosophy in this area? It is actually 
not hard, and the field evidence overwhelmingly 
supports what I'm going to suggest. Here it is.

The LNP should try this philosophy:

"The LNP trusts workers, and will support the 
workplace plans that the workers develop."

Before the LNP embraces 
this novel concept they need 
to understand that all the 
beneficiaries of the current 
industrial relations system, 
including the employer/
industry associations, will 
vehemently oppose this idea.

Here is why they will oppose it.

The first logical consequence 
of this new core philosophy is that an LNP 
government will allow the workers themselves to 
choose which union to join, including new ones 
that will spring up to meet that need. Workers will 
overwhelmingly choose unions or associations 
that do not spend their money for party political 
purposes or for escort agencies. This will mean 
that before long the stream of cash from the 
monopoly unions to the ALP will start to dry up.

The second consequence is that eventually union 
corruption will be a thing of the past.

The third consequence, provided State 
government planning and construction ministries 
in particular start striking off the government 
tender list those builders who cannot comply 
with an honest building code, is that construction 
workers will have to start working for open and 
competitive construction firms. They will no longer 
be forced to join the CMFEU and will thereby be 
able to negotiate sub-contract and employment 
terms that will optimise their earnings against 
the builder’s costs. Taxpayers will start to see a 
reduction in new infrastructure costs.

The fourth consequence is that without the unions’ 
ideological opposition, non-Labor governments 
will feel confident enough to allow small business 
firms to negotiate sensibly with their workers. 
Remember, the new paradigms are that the LNP 
must back the workers to make their own decisions 

and that means that they also have to back their 
plans for the workplace, and not just the plans of 
the employers.

This is actually not a problem, because in the real 
world the interests of workers and their employers 
are not diametrically opposed but are in fact 
mutually interdependent upon each other. In a 
broad sense, what is good for one party is also 
good for the other. So the simplest and safest way 
to back the workers workplace plans is on the one 

hand to allow the workers to 
enter in to whatever agreement 
suits them but to also allow the 
workers to withdraw with just 
one weeks’ notice from the 
arrangement if it no longer suits 
them. If it is easy for workers to 
get out of arrangements they 
don’t like, then you don’t need 
many rules about what you can 
or can’t do. 

The Gillard government actually introduced this 
concept, in what it called an Individual Flexibility 
Agreement. The Gillard version had a few 
union inspired tweaks, which prevented it from 
working. But in a proper working form, Individual 
Flexibility Agreements will keep the employers 
honest because their offers to their employees 
must always be market-based and adjusted 
according to the prevailing conditions. No worker 
will ever be in a workplace arrangement that 
they do not agree with, but there is scope for 
huge efficiency gains to be made, particularly by 
sensible small businesses. 

The fifth consequence is that the existing 
government bureaucracies, who are the indirect 
functionaries of this system, will slowly transform, 
as the ideological teacher’s and nurse’s unions, 
for instance, lose their capacity to control policy.

I think it is worth a try. It will work. That’s why it will 
be vehemently opposed by all of the beneficiaries 
of the current system. All the LNP has to do is 
to say “we trust the workers and we will accept 
their workplace plans”. Here is the big one: if they 
genuinely mean it, it will be a vote winner.

* * * * * *

“In the real world the 
interests of workers and 
their employers are not 
diametrically opposed, 

but are in fact mutually 
interdependent upon 

each other.”
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“It is the Soldier”

It is the Soldier, not the minister 
Who has given us freedom of religion.

It is the Soldier, not the reporter
Who has given us freedom of the press.

It is the Soldier, not the poet
Who has given us freedom of speech.

It is the Soldier, not the campus organizer
Who has given us freedom to protest.

It is the Soldier, not the lawyer
Who has given us the right to a fair trial.

It is the Soldier, not the politician
Who has given us the right to vote.

It is the Soldier who salutes the flag,
Who serves beneth the flag,

And whose coffin is draped by the flag,
Who allows the protester to burn the flag.

Author: Charles M Province

Image courtesy of the Department of Defence, 
Commonwealth of Australia
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Image courtesy of the Department of Defence, 
Commonwealth of Australia
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Responsibility for developing and implementing policies for defence 
and veterans’ affairs rests with the Commonwealth Government and 
although issues and implications of policy for both of these areas is 
of national importance these policy areas are relevant to all State 

and Territory governments in the context of national security, defence 
industry opportunities and with regard to the delivery of services to 

serving members of the ADF, defence families and veterans.

Defence and veterans’ affairs are policy areas 
that present all governments with significant 
challenges in terms of providing funding. Total 
appropriations to the Department of Defence 
for the year 2013-2014 amounted to $29.82B1 
and for the Department of Veterans’ Affairs total 
appropriations amounted to $12.43B2.

For the year ending 30 June 2013 the Australian 
Defence Force (ADF) had approximately 58,000 
full-time members and 22,000 part-time or 
Reserve members3. Additionally 22,000 civilian 
staff were employed by Defence in 20134. 
Queensland has more than 25 percent of the ADF 
based in the State which is an acknowledgement 
of the strategic importance of Queensland, 
located as it is relative to the northern approaches 
to Australia and the strategic importance of its 
key infrastructure, including ports, mining and 
agriculture. Queensland has the largest ADF 
base in Australia located in Townsville along 
with large bases in Brisbane and Amberley. 
Other defence bases and infrastructure are also 
located in Cairns, Canungra and Oakey. The 
defence training area located at Shoalwater Bay 
near Rockhampton is internationally regarded as 
a location that permits the conduct of training 
activities on a scale and scope unlike almost any 
other training area in the world. Defence also 
maintains other training areas near Townsville 
and Wide Bay.

In addition to providing large training areas the 
proximity of Queensland relative to South East 
Asia and the South West Pacific is such that it is 
well suited to provide mounting bases from which 

1 http://www.defence.gov.au/budget/13-14/pbs/2013-2014_Defence_PBS_
Complete.pdf, Australian Department of Defence, Portfolio Budget Statements 
2013-14, p.10.

2 http://www.dva.gov.au/aboutDVA/publications/corporate/budget/2013-2014/
Documents/dvapbs.pdf, Department of Veterans’ Affairs, Portfolio Budget 
Statements 2013-14, p.16.

3 Commonwealth of Australia, Defence Annual Report 2012-13, Department of 
Defence, p.145.

4 Ibid.

military operations, including humanitarian relief 
operations can be launched and supported from 
existing military bases.

The history associated with the defence of 
Australia coupled with significant investment by 
the Commonwealth Government over many years 
to develop and maintain major defence bases is 
such that Queensland will continue to be a critical 
stakeholder in national defence5.

The federal Coalition Government has committed 
to growing the total Defence budget from 1.56 
percent to 2 percent of GDP within the coming 
10 years6. Further, the Coalition Government is 
committed to replacing the current submarine 
fleet and the acquisition of joint strike fighter 
aircraft7. Both of these capabilities will come at 
a very significant cost. Decisions for these and 
other defence equipment acquisitions will need to 
be balanced against the outcomes of a Defence 
White Paper that will articulate strategic priorities 
for Australia and inform resource implications 
for a Government grappling with balancing 
a massive budget deficit and at the same time 
sustaining existing programs in other portfolios, 
including social policy programs. Compounding 
the challenges facing the Coalition in respect 
of defence spending is the commitment by 
the Coalition that there will be no further cuts 
to Defence spending8. Another challenge is 
sustaining key defence manufacturing capabilities 
in Australia, which in addition to providing 
employment opportunities have significant 
strategic implications. Sustaining the shipbuilding 
industry in Australia is a case in point as that 
industry involves 4000 to 5000 jobs, the loss 

5 In the year ending 30 June 2012 the Commonwealth spent AUD$441M on capital 
works in Queensland.

6 Hon. David Johnston, Speech to the Australian Defence Magazine Congress, 
2014. 

7 The Coalition’s Policy for Stronger Defence, September 2013, p. 2, 
September 2103.

8 Ibid.

| 27 |



DEFENCE AND VETERAN AFFAIRS POLICY GRAEME MICKELBERG

of which would also have serious economic and 
social implications.

Australian defence industry, which is a key 
enabler of national defence, employs 29,000 
persons nationally. Although 50 percent of 
defence industry jobs in Australia are provided 
by small to medium enterprises (SME), major 
defence projects are more often then not won by 
one of the top 10 major defence contractors of 
which 6 are foreign owned. However these very 
large companies, which in 2013 had a combined 
turnover of approximately AUD$6B, depend on 
SME, who as sub-contractors, provide niche 
expertise in a wide range of areas9. Of the top 10 
performing SME in 2013, 7 were foreign owned 
with a combined turnover of AUD$403.7M10.

Despite having a considerably smaller defence 
presence than Queensland, Victoria and South 
Australia each benefit from approximately 25 

9 Australian Defence Industry Magazine, Top 40 Defence Contractors and Top 20 
Defence SMEs, Volume 22, Number 1, p. 33, December 2013 – January 2014. 

10 Ibid.

percent of all defence business in Australia. 
Both Victoria and South Australia have invested 
a considerable amount of time and money to 
develop and implement a defence industry 
policy and strategy, which appears to be paying 
dividends. Their policies and strategies are 
supported by an aggressive approach to lobbying 
the Commonwealth Government and the 
proactive analysis of defence strategic guidance 
to identify potential business opportunities in 
cooperation with businesses involved in the 
defence industry sector. 

In 2013 the Queensland Government announced 
the appointment of a Defence Envoy with the 
following responsibilities:

“identifying opportunities for development of 
Queensland’s defence industries and growth 
of the defence presence in the state”

“conducting export analysis and providing 
advice to inform policy and industry 
support activities”

Image courtesy of the Department of Defence, 
Commonwealth of Australia
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“working with defence industries to position 
them to access national and international 
supply chains”

“fostering defence related research and 
development in the state”11.

The appointment of a Defence Envoy is a positive 
initiative however the challenges confronting 
Queensland to win more defence business must 
include the need to raise the profile of the State with 
defence industry nationally and internationally as 
well as with the federal government. Consideration 
should be given to appointing a Minister with 
responsibility for defence industry and defence 
support with access to a panel of expert advisors 
with high-level defence experience to inform 
policy development. These suggested measures 
are similar to those taken by the Victorian and 
South Australian Governments, which have shown 
to be highly successful. 

The federal Coalition Government has reiterated 
its commitment to supporting local defence 
industry but has stopped short of committing to 
mandatory local content requirements as part of 
defence contracts. Given the dominant position 
of foreign owned defence companies in Australia, 
the proposed reform of the Defence Materiel 
Organisation should include the identification and 
development of credible mechanisms to facilitate 
opportunities for Australian SME to participate in 
defence industry procurement12. Such measures 
need to address the prohibitive costs to small 
businesses of responding to Defence tenders.

The contribution that men and women make and 
have made as members of the defence force 
cannot be understated. Prior to federation each 
of the Australian colonies had militia forces, 
which were the basis of Australia’s commitment to 
the Boer War and following federation were the 
foundation for Australia’s involvement at the start 
of World War 1. The commitment and sacrifice 
of men and women from all parts of Australia as 
defence force members has remained constant 
from the earliest years. In time of war and peace 
when asked to undertake high-risk tasks that put 
their lives and health at risk defence force members 
do so willingly. Most recently 40 Australians have 
lost their lives and more than 200 have been 
wounded in Afghanistan. Australia owes a debt 
to veterans and their families. Further, every year 

11 Queensland Government, http://www.dsdip.qld.gov.au/defence-industries-queensland-
envoy/economic-development/defence-industries-queensland-envoy.html

12 The Coalition’s Policy for Stronger Defence, p.7, September 2013.

service personnel lose their lives or are injured 
in training. Political parties and the broader 
community have an obligation to care for veterans 
and the families. 

That obligation to veterans and their families is 
acknowledged in the LNP Constitution, which 
states “… men and women who have been 
members of the fighting services and their 
dependents shall enjoy honour and security, 
and where preference and generous repatriation 
benefits are recognised”13.

Queensland has approximately 77,000 
veterans who receive assistance from the 
Commonwealth14. There are many more other 
veterans in Queensland, including personnel 
serving as members of permanent ADF and 
persons who are members of the Reserve, all of 
whom are veterans and are deserving of support. 

The LNP Defence and Veterans’ Affairs Policy 
Committee (DVAPC) is responsible to contribute 
to the development of LNP policy on matters 
relating to defence and veterans’ affairs. A terms 
of reference has been developed which focuses 
the Committee on identifying issues concerning 
defence, including defence industry, as it relates 
to Queensland and engaging the significant 
veteran community in Queensland to identify 
issues they consider are important to them and 
measures needed to address those issues.

To assist the LNP to better understand the needs 
of veterans and to inform LNP input to veterans’ 
affairs policy development, the Defence and 
Veterans’ Affairs Policy Committee will engage 
with veterans by consulting with ex-service 
organisations. The intent of this engagement 
strategy is to provide an opportunity for ex-service 
organisations to confirm what they consider 
are the key issues confronting veterans and the 
priority that should be attached to implementing 
measures needed to address the issues. Where 
appropriate these engagements will involve sitting 
LNP MPs (State and Federal) and Senators. 

Feedback: Questions or comments may be 
forwarded to graememickelberg@gmail.com

* * * * * *
13 LNP Constitution Object B.1 (e) refers.

14 See http://www.dva.gov.au/aboutDVA/Statistics/Documents/2013_September/
LGAs_Sep13_internet.pdf
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‘Political Collaboration’ could be described as an oxymoron. 
Political parties usually pride themselves on the point of difference 
they have with their political competitors. It’s seen as their 
competitive advantage in their appeal to the voting public, despite 
the fact that often the public is actually sick of the political spin put 
on everything. This is particular to democratic forms of government. 
As Winston Churchill observed in 1947 - "Democracy is the worst 
form of government, except for all those other forms that have been 
tried from time to time."

Does a democratic form of government not facilitate political 
collaboration? In reality there is a lot of collaboration that takes 
place in democratic governments to ensure the process works. 
This tends to be at the process end of government, passing non-
controversial pieces of legislation, which are perceived to be 
necessary or not worth expending the energy on opposing. It’s 
the big-ticket items, or the issues that attract the interest of the 
media or vocal advocacy groups that lead to political opposition. 
Unfortunately it’s these issues that an Opposition will latch on to, 
believing that taking an opposite view to the Government will gain 
it merit in the eyes of voters. 

While it’s understandable that an Opposition will take advantage 
of the free ride it’ll get from media exposure, it shouldn’t be an 
automatic default position on every issue. In recent times in 
Australia we’ve had two significant issues, both received a lot of 
media attention but the Labor government of the day could have 
handled at least one of the issues differently to reduce the political 
fall out and gain voter kudos. 

The first issue was the introduction of a carbon tax. Labor did 
this with little consultation and in fact had promised prior to the 
election that it wouldn’t introduce a carbon tax. To appease its 
relationship with the Greens and in the misguided view it could sell 

POLITICAL 
COLLABORATION
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a tax to the Australian people it went down the 
path of implementing a tax. It was an issue that 
was never going to achieve political collaboration 
except with the Greens, which was irrelevant to 
its political longevity. The issue provided to the 
conservative Opposition a gift in that it knew 
there was widespread opposition to an additional 
tax because of the impact on cost of living, but 
worse for the Government, it had told a ‘great big 
lie’ and reneged on its pre-election promise of no 
tax. Political Collaboration was not possible on 
this issue even though reducing emission pollution 
is a good objective environmentally.

The second issue with some 
smart politics and employing 
political collaboration could 
have been a winner for Labor 
but it was too bound up in 
its dislike for the Opposition, 
its own philosophical view of 
life and arrogance on how it 
should be delivered. This issue 
was the implementation of a 
National Broadband Network 
(NBN). Nationally it’s a good 
idea; develop an Internet 
highway for the country. It is a 
popular idea and one difficult 
for an Opposition to oppose, 
particularly if it was turned 
into a politically collaborative 
process. However, while Labor 
could have turned itself into a 
winner it chose not to. It should 
have treated the project as too important to be 
tainted by base politics and invited not only the 
Opposition but also various interest groups into 
a collaborative venture. The result would have 
been that any political issues would have been 
neutralised but more importantly the development 
of the NBN program would have been successful. 
For example, the Opposition spokesperson on 
communications could have been appointed to 
the NBN board to make it a bi-partisan effort. 

Unfortunately given the cost is now likely to exceed 
$60 billion Labor chose its own course of non-
collaboration. It stacked the NBN board with its 
preferred appointees; it became an employment 
centre for Labor supporters (the average salary for 
employees was $400,000 a year); it developed a 
plan for roll out which was nonsensical because 
it didn’t explore the options thoroughly; cost 
has gone through the roof; and it failed to develop 
a supporting business case at the start. Perhaps in 
the context of ‘political collaboration’ the biggest 
mistake was to appoint a Minister to oversight the 
project that pathologically hated the Opposition 

and was arrogant enough to 
believe he solely had the skills 
to deliver such a landmark 
project. 

A ‘politically collaborative’ 
approach could have turned 
the NBN project into a political 
winner for Labor but it chose to 
put politics first. Unfortunately 
political parties come to 
the conclusion that political 
collaboration is good only 
when there’s a national threat 
that then drives the formation 
of a unity government, as 
in the Second World War 
in Australia and Britain. A 
unified and collaborative 
approach to the delivery of key 
government programs, without 
politicisation, would benefit the 

ruling party and the country but it requires political 
leaders to rise above the view that everything is 
about political warfare. It would even benefit an 
Opposition that in the near future might be the 
Government. We need more collaboration in 
politics when it’s in the best interest of the country 
and less an attitude that political point scoring 
is best.

* * * * * *

“Does a 
democratic form 

of government not 
facilitate political 
collaboration? In 

reality there is a lot 
of collaboration 
that takes place 
in democratic 

governments to 
ensure the process 

works.” 
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Cotton in Queensland adds more than $2.5 billion in value to 
the Australian economy. Not only is cotton a challenge to grow, 
it is also notoriously difficult to photograph. This photographic 
essay was shot by photographer, Maria Maruca, outside of 
Dalby in April 2014.


