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Peter Van Onselen:  Can I go straight to the mining tax.  We’ll talk in a moment in your portfolio area specifically.  But the deal was done yesterday between at least the big three miners and the government.  It’s going to be hard now for the opposition to run its line that it’s going to remove this tax, when large chunks of the mining industry seem to be in support of it?

Michael Keenan:  I don’t think so.  A deal was done yesterday with three of the 320 miners that are going to be affected by this new tax.  The reality is there’s a lot of companies that are now doing sums about what this tax might mean for them, and there’s a lot of disquiet about what it means and I think the battle lines are still very much drawn that the government stands for a high taxing regime on the minerals sector, a sector that’s very important to the prosperity of Western Australia, but of course of the whole of Australia as well.  We will of course axe that tax.  They need this tax of course because they’re addicted to spending, whereas the Liberal Party doesn’t need the revenue that this tax draws, because we know how to responsibly manage a budget, as opposed to the Labor Party that consistently just taxes and spends.  This new tax wouldn’t be needed if they weren’t addicted to spending in the first place.

Peter Van Onselen:  I want to go to Western Australia in a moment, given that you’re a marginal seat holder and a senior Liberal out of WA.  But you mentioned that the battle lines are drawn, and clearly that’s the case.  Tony Abbott did come out yesterday and say exactly that.  But I guess to extend that analogy, there’s a bit of outflanking going on now by the government against your side.  The danger for the opposition always seemed to be if the government was able to split the mining industry.  Granted, most of the small miners still aren’t on board yet, but you have to accept that the mining industry has now been split with the big miners moving off, and it’s probably only a matter of time before it splits further.  It makes it very hard for you to look like you’re doing anything other than being a belligerent opposition, doesn’t it?

Michael Keenan:  Well no, I don’t accept that.  Three of the larger miners have done this deal with the government, and of course they did it with a gun held to their head.  But the industry as you would know is a very diverse industry and there are lots of different sizes of players within this industry, from the large players, medium sized players, to small players.  They’re very concerned about what this tax might mean for them.  It’s a very complicated tax.  They would still be looking at the implications of the changes, or the changes announced yesterday in this tax.  But it’s still going to raise $10.5 billion from this industry, and it’s going to affect the investment decisions that are made within this industry, and it’s going to be bad for the industry.  Because it’s bad for the mining industry, it’s going to be bad for the whole of Australia.  I’ll leave others to talk about what the politics of this are, but the policy implications are very clear – this is a bad tax and it’s not a tax that we will push forward with when we’re in government.

Peter Van Onselen:  But what do you do as an opposition, and I’m assuming this is what’s going to happen politically now, the story as the days and weeks unfold will be one of miner after miner coming on board and supporting the three big ones that have already shifted to accepting the regime that the government have brought in place?  That’s a pretty bad narrative for an opposition that’s holding a strong line, when each day you’re going to see reports about additional mining companies joining the big three.  Where do you go if that keeps happening?

Michael Keenan:  I’m not sure that is what’s going to happen.  A lot of the commentary from the mining companies yesterday was of grave concern about this tax.  So I don’t know that it is going to be the case that all of the miners are going to sign up for this or say that they’re happy with it.  They are not happy with it.  In fact, I suspect even the big three are not particularly happy with it, but they’ve been forced to negotiate with the government at the point of a gun, so they’ve done the best that they can under those circumstances.  So we oppose this tax and we oppose it for very sound reasons, and that is it’s going to be bad for a very important sector of the Australian economy, a sector of the Australian economy that was instrumental in making sure that Australia did very well through the recent global economic downturn.  That’s why it’s a bad tax, and that’s why we’ll continue to oppose it.

Peter Van Onselen:  Let’s talk about Western Australia in particular if we can.  When the government was in a real funk over the mining tax, there was a lot of talk and a lot of polls coming out of the west that the Labor Party, the government could lose three seats.  It could lose Hasluck, it could lose Brand, it could even lose more than that.  Now I’m wondering what your impression is with this deal that’s been done.  I accept that you don’t like the deal and that you’ll continue to oppose it.  But have the politics of Western Australia changed going into this next election cycle?  Do you think that Gillard will be able to hold the line in the west?  You hold 11 of 15 seats in the west, do you think Gillard’s going to be able to hold that line of only holding four?

Michael Keenan:  Well the government’s never been very popular here.  Of course they’ve done a lot of specific things to disadvantage Western Australia.  In my own portfolio area for example, when they came into government, they moved resources from the Australian Federal Police Office in Perth to other parts of the country.  The mining tax is just the latest example of specific policies that are bad for Western Australia.  So the government was never popular here to begin with, and I think the people have seen through the way this government operates a long time ago.  Of course they have a lot of ground to make up here in Western Australia, but they’re not going to do it by doing things like the mining tax that directly affects the prosperity here.  We are a mining state and they are about to drive a stake through the heart of the mining industry.

Peter Van Onselen:  Can I ask you, Mr. Keenan, what about Julia Gillard in particular?  I was at a lunch by the Chamber of Commerce last year celebrating Julia Gillard, and there was a fair bit of love in the room for her and talk of her potential.  Do you think that that still exists post some of the mining tax debate that we’ve had over the last six months?

Michael Keenan:  I don’t think it’s really about the personalities, I think it’s more about the policies that they pursue.  The policies that were pursued by Kevin Rudd and Julia Gillard have never been popular in Western Australia.  I don’t think that’s going to change.  In fact, I suspect that once the implications of this latest mining tax have been fully hammered out for the mining companies here, that the government certainly won’t be doing any better, because people understand that what’s been decided is bad for this state.  It’s not only bad for Western Australia of course, it’s bad for the whole country.  But we’re directly affected here because this is a state that relies very heavily on the mining industry for our prosperity.

Peter Van Onselen:  There’s a report on the front page of today’s Australian.  The headline, the splash on the paper is “Tax Done, PM Turns To Boats”.  That’s right into your policy area as Shadow Justice Minister.  Are you expecting an upcoming announcement as Julia Gillard looks to try, post having dealt with the mining tax, whether you agree or disagree with it, to change Labor policy in view of the next election on this crucial area of boat arrivals?

Michael Keenan:  I did hear Julia Gillard say something yesterday that she was going to make some announcements about this policy area in the upcoming days.  Of course she’s been there as the vice captain of the team that made the decisions in the first place in August of 2008, that weakened the system of border protection that was in place and was inherited by the incoming government from the previous Howard government.  So she needs to take her fair share of responsibility for what’s gone on since then, and that is that weakening of that system allowed the people smugglers to go back into business, and as a result of course we’ve had this tsunami of boats arrive on our borders ever since.  We’ve had 74 boats arrive this year alone, and of course we’re only half way through the year.  So I think she will probably make some announcements.  I think it will be very typical of this government.  There’ll be some spin about how they’re toughening up the system, but Australians will easily be able to judge the effectiveness of what’s been announced, about whether it actually puts the people smugglers out of business and whether it stops the illegal boats from arriving in Australia.  So it’s very easy to judge how effective these policies are going to be.  But I suspect what they’ll try and do is they’ll make some announcement, it’ll spin that they’ve toughened up the system, and then they’ll hope that that will get them through to the election that they’re going to call obviously quite imminently.

Peter Van Onselen:  What about on your side of politics, one of your policies that I wouldn’t mind asking you about is something that Tony Abbott has stuck by, I’ve heard you talking about it at different points as well, the policy that if boats come you’d be prepared to tow the boats back out to sea.  Kevin Rudd made similar comments when he was opposition leader, but then hasn’t followed through on them as prime minister.  How practically are you going to actually tow boats back out to sea?  How is that going to be a pragmatic policy in government?

Michael Keenan:  It is something that we’ve done in the past.  It’s something you can do only once you’ve secured the boat.  Of course we would never do it if it were to endanger anybody on that boat.  But the Australian Customs and Border Protection Service and the Navy have had experience of doing this in the past.  Of course the reason that we would do it is because it sends a signal to the people smugglers that we’re serious about disrupting their evil trade.  You can imagine that they get to sell a product and they charge a lot of money for that product, and that product is that they can get you into Australia permanently.  When the Australian government actually tows the boats back, that sends a strong message to everybody that we are serious about disrupting the people smuggling.

Peter Van Onselen:  Just so that I can understand exactly how the policy works, so when you say tow them back out to sea, you’re going to tow them out into international waters after first securing the boat?

Michael Keenan:  What has happened in the past is that boat was secured and then it was towed back to the waters of the country from where that boat came from.  That of course was done in the past and the government didn’t make a very large song and dance about it in the past.  But of course it would’ve had an immediate effect about disrupting the people smuggling trade, because it wouldn’t have allowed them to actually sell the product of coming into Australia.

Peter Van Onselen:  So you’re actually going to tow the boat not just out of Australian waters, but through international waters and into say for example Indonesian waters, but presumably with the approval of the Indonesian government?

Michael Keenan:  Clearly the Australian government wouldn’t enter the territorial waters of another country, and of course it does need to be done in the context of regional cooperation.  But as I said, we have done this in the past and we would certainly intend to do it again.  Unlike the Labor Party of course, when we say we’re going to do it, we will actually follow through in government.  They said they were going to do it in government, then they didn’t do it, like so many of the other promises that they made prior to coming to office.  So we will do this and we will do it because we are deadly serious about putting the people smugglers out of business.  

Peter Van Onselen:  How will you do it safely though?  You did mention earlier that the boat would need to be secured and safety would be paramount before doing it.  But it strikes me that whether there might be some short term safety, once you’re towing the boat out, these are desperate people that want to get to this country.  Once the act of towing the boat out, or once it’s known that this is government policy, that boats do get towed out, won’t the refugees or the asylum seekers on the boats simply look to put out a distress call to damage the boat, to render it not seaworthy, and therefore require you not to tow it out simply, but to then actually render assistance to it?

Michael Keenan:  It goes without saying that we would never do this if it endangered the lives of anybody on board one of those boats that wants to come illegally into Australia.  There’s absolutely no question that we would ever do that.

Peter Van Onselen:  But isn’t it just an inevitable reality though, Mr. Keenan?  I would’ve thought that the policy sounds tough, but in pragmatic terms it’s hardly ever going to actually happen, simply because of those realities that asylum seekers are going to thereby damage the boat, as they’ve done before, to stop this policy from being practically possible to happen?

Michael Keenan:  No, we would need to secure the boat beforehand, and of course you’d never do it if it endangered the lives of anybody on board.  But it has been done successfully in the past, and of course it’s a great thing to send the message to people smugglers that we are deadly serious about putting them out of business.  So you would need to secure the boat, but it is practically possible to do it.  We will certainly follow through with that in government, and we’ll do it because we’re not going to accept people smugglers controlling part of our humanitarian immigration program.

Peter Van Onselen:  Let me just ask one final question on this, so I can understand how it works.  So you tow the boat out of Australian waters, let’s say that you don’t take it into Indonesian waters, but you tow it out into international waters.  What happens after you leave the boat, it’s all been secured, if at that point the boat is then rendered inoperable by the refugees on the boat, such that they have to put out a mayday call?  What happens then?  Presumably then the same boat that towed it out comes back, renders assistance, and then brings those asylum seekers straight to Christmas Island, doesn’t it?

Peter Van Onselen:  That isn’t what’s happened in the past, and the Australian officers who are tasked with doing this have a method of doing it where it doesn’t endanger the lives of the people on board.  It is possible to do it.  So it is practically possible, it needs to be done in a way in cooperation with others in the region, but it is a system that sends a very tough message about what we’re going to do when we get into government about people smugglers.  We will follow through with that when we get the chance, and that will send the message of course that we’re not interested in allowing criminal gangs of people smugglers to control who comes into Australia.

Peter Van Onselen:  Mr. Keenan, thank you very much for joining us on Saturday Agenda.  
Michael Keenan:  My pleasure, Peter.
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