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David Speers:  Thanks so much for coming, Tony Abbott.  We appreciate your time and willingness to take some questions from the floor.  Before we get into some questions, let’s give you a few minutes to make your pitch on why these people should vote for you.
Tony Abbott:  What I’d like to do, David, is go down to be on the level with people.

David Speers:  Sure, why not.
[applause]

Tony Abbott:  If I may, I do quite a lot of these meetings in my electorate, and I think if that’s what I do in my electorate with my own constituents, it’s what I should do here at the Rooty Hill RSL.  I can’t say to you that I have been born and bred in the western suburbs.  I haven’t.  I’ve spent most of my life on the north shore and the northern beaches of Sydney, but I am a Sydneysider and I know what it’s like to live in this great city.  I share the frustrations that so many of you share in your daily life with traffic jams, with cost of living pressures, with mortgages which are hard to pay.  I am a Sydneysider just like you, and I get particularly frustrated when government lets us down.  We’ve had a lot of disappointment from government in this state.  Now you might have heard me in the course of this election campaign say that if elected I want to end the waste, I want to pay back the debt, I want to stop the big new taxes and I want to stop the boats.  So what I’d like to do, just for a few moments, is talk a little bit about what I mean when I say those things, and then obviously throw to you.  We’ve got to end the waste.  You might have heard about the so-called education revolution program; schools that wanted gymnasiums have got halls, schools that wanted halls have got gymnasiums, buildings that should’ve cost $1,500 a square metre have cost $5,000 a square metre.  The problem there is that the government didn’t give the money to the school communities that would’ve got value.  It gave the money to the public servants, the bureaucrats, and they haven’t got value.  So on day one of an incoming coalition government, I would stop giving the money to the bureaucrats, and say it’s got to go to the school communities that will do the right thing by their kids.  I’ve talked about paying back the debt.  In 2012/13, the year the budget is supposed to get back to surplus, we will still be paying almost $6 billion in interest on the debt, which is mounting up at $100 million every single day.  The problem is that the money could be much better spent on things like the schools, the hospitals and the better roads that we need.  That’s why it’s so important to try to pay off the debt and deficit as quickly as we possibly can.  The big new taxes.  Now I know there aren’t all that many mines here in Western Sydney, but there is a mining industry.  In the last couple of weeks I’ve been to two big engineering works.  They can only survive because of the orders they get from the mining industry.  You put the world’s highest tax on the mining industry, it means no investment for the future, and it means far fewer jobs here in the west.  A carbon price, the Prime Minister talks about a carbon price all the time.  That means an emissions trading scheme or it means a carbon tax.  It might as well be an electricity tax, and if we do have what amounts to an electricity tax imposed on us, every time you open the fridge, you pay.  Every time you turn on the lights, you pay.  Every time you jump in the shower, you pay.  I want to help the environment as much as anyone, but I don’t think we should all be paying every time we turn on our lights.  Finally, the boats.  I can understand why people want to come to Australia.  All of us are migrants or the children of migrants, or just about all of us are, so I can fully understand why people want to come to this country.  But you should not as a government put the people smugglers into business to prey on desperate people; many of them tragically die trying to come to Australia in leaky boats.  So a truly compassionate government puts policies in place which put the people smugglers out of business and stop the boats.  Finally on that subject, we all know that Sydney, particularly Western Sydney, is choking on its own traffic.  I support migration.  I was born overseas myself, but we can’t keep bringing in close to 300,000 people a year.  That’s building a city the size of Canberra every single year just for the new immigrants.  Plainly we’re not doing it.  So in the first term of a coalition government there would be a maximum of 170,000 migrants a year.  That’s a 100,000 cut on the current figure.  Ladies and gentlemen, that’s from me.  I just want to close with these few words.  We are a great country, we are a great people.  I think we have been let down by our government.  I want to restore good and competent and prudent government which respects the citizens of this country, and above all else respects the taxpayer dollar.  I know how hard you work for every dollar that you have.  Much of it, too much of it, you give to government, and government should never waste a dollar of your money.
[applause]

David Speers:  Thank you, Tony.  I think let’s get straight into some questions.

Mark:  Good evening, Tony.  My name’s Mark.  With Labor Party being in government for the last three years, I’ve noticed that our cost of living has increased significantly, with electricity, water, groceries and things like that, petrol.  Can you tell us a little bit about what impact the ETS will have, if Labor get back in, with the Greens?  Thanks.

Tony Abbott:  You’re right.  Prices have gone up.  Electricity has gone up since the last quarter of 2007, that’s gone up 34%.  Gas has gone up 26%.  Water has gone up 29%.  Health has gone up 18%.  Education has gone up 17%.  Rent has gone up 17%.  Bread has gone up 12%, and food generally has gone up 8% since the final quarter of 2007.  So these are big increases.  If the IPA, the Independent Pricing Authority here in New South Wales is to be believed, electricity prices in New South Wales are going up 60% over the next couple of years, and of that a third or 20% is supposed to be the result of an emissions trading scheme.  As you know, the government was committed to an emissions trading scheme; now it says it won’t proceed, instead there’ll be this citizens’ assembly to look at this.  But I reckon we’ve got a citizens’ assembly, it’s called a parliament, and the parliament should make the decision with me.  There won’t be an ETS, there won’t be a carbon tax, and you just don’t know with Julia what’s going to happen on this score.

Mark:  Thank you.

David Speers:  Let’s get into our next question.

Desiree:  Good evening, Tony.  My name is Desiree, I work in the community services sector.  At the last election Liberal was voted out because of WorkChoices.  I know that that’s no longer a thing anymore, but there’s obviously different names and there’s different meanings of what that could be.  Also the Labor Party politically assassinated their previous leader.  So I’m just in the quandary where I should go with the two of you.  I also know you’re a Rhodes Scholar and some of the values of a Rhodes Scholar are truth, devotion to duty, sympathy, protection of the weak and taking an interest in one’s fellow human beings.  How would you demonstrate these standards and lead the Australian people, particularly the working poor and the pensioners?  And how does this fit in with your concept of building the Australian economy within the context of your concept of a crowned republic?

Tony Abbott:  There’s a lot in that, if I may say so!  There’s a lot in that question.  First of all, can I say thank you for reminding me of the ideals of that scholarship that I was lucky enough to get all those years ago.  I’d love to be able to say that every part of my life has fully realised those ideals, but sadly no one’s that good.  But it is important that we don’t forget our ideals.  The saddest thing sometimes in politics is to see people who’ve been there too long and have forgotten their ideals.  If that ever happens to me, I hope I am despatched instantly by my preselectors or my electors.  You’re right, WorkChoices is gone.  I’ve said dead, buried, cremated, and that’s not just a sneaky word game.  What I am told by people out there in the community, employers no less than workers, is that there’s been too much change and they want a period of stability.  So that’s what they’ll get from me.  I share a lot of people’s dismay at the way Kevin Rudd was treated.  I didn’t think Kevin Rudd was a great Prime Minister.  Obviously I didn’t think he was a great Prime Minister, but he was the Prime Minister that the Labor Party told us we should vote for at the last election.  He was chosen by the people, and he should’ve faced the people’s judgement.  I would’ve argued that they should’ve got rid of him.  But nevertheless it should’ve been the people that made that decision, not the faction leaders in Sussex Street.
Female:  What about Malcolm Turnbull?

Tony Abbott:  I’ve got an interjection here from the front, what about Malcolm Turnbull?  Two points I make.  The first is that parties in opposition often change their leaders.  In opposition, your leader belongs to the party, but in government the leader belongs to the people as well as just to the party.  I think that’s an important distinction.  The other point I make in respect of Malcolm is this.  We had an argument over policy.  I wanted to change the policy, Malcolm didn’t want to, and the leader was changed because a majority of the party decided to change the policy.  In the case of Kevin and Julia, what was it all about?  She said the government had lost its way, and then she seems to have made a bad situation worse in the seven weeks or so that she’s been the Prime Minister.  In the end, I think we’ve got a bad political culture here in New South Wales where state premiers get politically executed at the first sight of the polls.  I would like to think that the federal parliament is better than that, that we are able to show a bit of loyalty, a bit of consistency, because in the end the country depends on the national government.  If the national government can’t be relied upon to stick in a crisis, then we’ve got a real problem on our hands.  Thanks, is there any issue there that I haven’t deal with?

Desiree:  Meeting the Australian people, particularly the working poor and the pensioners.

Tony Abbott:  Okay.  Well, when you’ve been in parliament for a while, you start to realise that at any one time there are an enormous number of things that you would really like to do, and that your people would very much like you to do.  You can’t do all of them immediately.  I’m pleased that pensioners got a boost from this government in the 2009 budget, and I think that at least a part of that boost was due to pressure from the coalition.  We passed a private members bill in the senate calling for a $30 a week increase in the basic rate of the single pension, so I’m pleased about that.  But just at the moment, with a $57 billion deficit as opposed to a $20 billion surplus, I can’t promise that much more.  I wish I could, but I can’t.  What I will try to do is not add to their burdens by wasting money, which means that the government can’t spend money on worthwhile projects and is constantly looking to increase taxes.
David Speers:  Thank you for that.  We do have a long line of questions there, so let’s hear from the next one.

Joel:  Good evening, Mr. Abbott, and thank you very much for the opportunity.  My name’s Joel, I would’ve worn a shirt tonight but I just came straight from work.

Tony Abbott:  Good on ya.

Joel:  My question is really simple.  I just want to know why it would be beneficial for me to vote in a Liberal government rather than a Labor government.  I’ve just moved from Adelaide, I live in Sydney, I’m a 28 year old, working three jobs, and one day I’d love to be in the media.  I don’t have a house, I don’t have a wife or kids, I don’t have a mortgage to pay.  All I have is a decent DVD collection!  

Tony Abbott:  Can I move in with you please, Joel!

Joel:  In all honesty, a lot of the policies that are put in place by governments affect those people with their wife, with the kids and with the house.  But I think there’s a lot of Australians, and you want my vote, why should I vote for you?

Tony Abbott:  Well Joel, again, I can’t say that I’ve got a big bag of goodies necessarily to dole out.  Frankly, I think you might not respect me if that’s all I have to offer.  What I would like to say is that if I say that I will do something, I will do it.  I’ve got a record in government as a minister in the former government, a very senior minister in the former government, of actually competently administering portfolios.  I think what Australians really want at the moment is a steady, stable, competent government that respects them and which respects the taxpayer’s dollar.  So that’s what I would try to do for you.

Joel:  You can come around my place and watch The Notebook any time.

Tony Abbott:  Thanks so much.

David Speers:  Just before we hear from your question, trust in election promises is something that was coming up a lot when Julia Gillard was here earlier.  You in government did give what you called the rock-solid ironclad guarantee that you then broke on the Medicare safety net.  So what further assurance can you give these people tonight that what you promise in this campaign will be delivered?

Tony Abbott:  David, it’s reasonable for you to remind me of that.  That was probably the worst moment of my political life, because I had made that commitment as the Health Minister in good faith pre-election, and, the truth is, I was overridden by my colleagues in cabinet.  I had the option of either resigning and causing a crisis, or if you like swallowing the disappointment and I suppose the sense of, if you like, ethical inadequacy that I felt at that time, and trying to continue to help the government.  I guess the conclusion I came to, and I hope you don’t think it’s too self-serving, but the conclusion I came to was that to resign would look like a dummy spit, so on balance I thought that I shouldn’t do it.  But if I’m the Prime Minister, I don’t get overridden by my cabinet colleagues, so I wouldn’t be in that situation this time the way I was then.
David Speers:  Fair enough.  Our next question?

Rob:  Good evening, Mr. Abbott.  Thank you very much for coming.  My name’s Rob.  I, unlike Joel, I’m a mortgage payer, I’ve got a wife and numerous children!  The issue for me is that during this week, I’m still very undecided about who I want to vote for, but as a person who’s paying a mortgage and living in Sydney, I notice that there was a TV media news story about the Australian stock exchange interested in lobbying to allow US-style hedge funds to invest in Australian land/house values, with the possible outcome that they stated that house and land values will drop.   Now they stated that our homes are 60% overvalued.  My question to you would be, if I vote you in, are you going to support the big end of town and allow them to affect all Australian homes, and by devaluing us, devaluing what we’ve worked so hard to get?

Tony Abbott:  Rob, all of us are almost by definition against the big end of town.  The trouble is that the big end of town, we love them, the banks that is, when they’re lending us money, but we hate them when they want their money back.  When I wanted a bigger mortgage to extend my house, I was so pleased that the bank said: “Yes, sure, here’s the extra money”.  When I face higher repayments, I think the bloody banks, they’re screwing me blind!  So I think we have to honest about this.  How do we get the best possible behaviour from our banks?  First by reasonable competition, and there’s less competition in the finance sector now than there was, partly because of the global financial crisis, partly I think from the way some of the bank guarantee issues might have been handled.  So we’ve got to have competition.  The other thing we need is good prudential regulation.  None of our banks went seriously bad the way so many of the British and American banks did.  Look, all credit to the former government and indeed to the current government for keeping a solid system of regulation.  So competition and regulation will give us the optimal outcome.  Does that mean that everyone is going to think the situation is perfect?  No.  But I think it’s probably as least imperfect as we’re likely to get.

Rob:  So you’re saying that we won’t be going that direction, by allowing US-style hedge funds to come in and to work it so that they can sort of sell us short?

Tony Abbott:  I don’t think the Australian regulators would allow it, no.

Rob:  Thank you very much.

Tony Abbott:  Thanks, Rob.

David Speers:  What about foreign investment in real estate in Australia?  It’s pushing up property prices and a lot of people in Sydney know the pain of property prices.

Tony Abbott:  That’s a good point, David.  Again, there is an instinctive critical reaction when this idea of foreigners buying up our property is raised.  I think it is right to maintain reasonable restrictions on foreigners buying up residential property.  Apart from anything else, we want our suburbs to be real neighbourhoods where people live, rather than just empty apartments and houses which might be occupied for a couple of months of the year only.  We don’t want our cities and suburbs to get like some of the little hamlets up the coast, where basically there’s only people there for Christmas and Easter.  We don’t want that.  But on the other hand, we’ve also got to appreciate that at times if I say a foreigner can’t buy my house, a foreigner can’t buy my business, it means my house value is not as high as it would otherwise be, my business value is not as high as it would otherwise be.  So there is a cost to all of these benefits.  I think that the existing restrictions on foreign purchases of residential property are appropriate.  I support them.  At the moment, we’ve got a pretty concerted move to see foreign companies buying up agricultural land, for good reasons.  Our land is terrific.  It’s very productive, if properly managed, and why wouldn’t foreign businesses want a slice of our agricultural action?  But I do think we need to monitor the situation and I do think there’s a good place for reducing the threshold for the Foreign Investment Review Board having to consider on a strict national interest basis whether it is actually advisable to allow these foreign purchases of agricultural land.  

David Speers:  Next question?

James:  Hello Tony, my name is James, I’m a teacher.  There has been an increased number of cases of people abusing drugs and alcohol, and the Australian population is also growing and more people are going to grow older because they’re going to live longer.  So what’s your view in terms of mental health of this country?  Can you do something about it?
Tony Abbott:  Thank you, James.  When I was at university, I have to say that this was the 1970s and any of you who were alive through that period would know we had a very permissive attitude to these things.  We now know better about the mental health ramifications of the regular use of even so-called soft drugs.  So I think it’s a very important point you raise.  This is, like so many health problems, never one that is ever going to be finally fixed to everyone’s satisfaction.  There’s a sense in which everything we do in health, whether it be better funding for medical services in the community, better funding for public hospitals, it’s always going to be a work in progress.  There’s always going to be more that we want to do this year than we did last year, and next year than we did this year.  On mental health, we’ve put forward a $1.5 billion plan.  It’s basically a plan that was put together with the assistance of the Australian of the Year, Professor Pat McGorry, who has been basically at the forefront of better care for mental health patients, and it involves 800 additional acute and subacute public beds, and it involves the creation of an additional 60 youth mental health centres.  Because if we can nip mental health issues in the bud early, if we can tackle them when they first appear, we are much more likely to give people a good future.  If these things are allowed to become entrenched, they’re so much harder to treat.  So there’s $1.5 billion more on the table from the coalition.  I don’t say it will work miracles, but it will help, and I’m pleased to say that we’ve put the package together with the assistance of Pat McGorry and John Mendoza who are the experts in this area.

James:  Prevention, such as education and penalty?

Tony Abbott:  Yes, we do need drug education, and I’m pretty conservative in this area.  I think we need to tell people that there is no safe way to use illicit drugs.  I think for people who are pushing drugs, we do have to have very serious penalties, because they are killing people.  They may not think they are, but they are.

James:  Thank you.

Cassie:  Hello.  My name’s Cassie.  The Labor Party announced their plan for the national broadband plan, and you announced your alternative option of wireless.  But how can you guarantee that that’s the best plan for Australia to advance technologically, because like wireless isn’t as good?

Tony Abbott:  Cassie, it’s a great question and I appreciate that young people in particular live in a kind of wired-up world.  My kids spend their whole life on Facebook.  

Cassie:  I love that thing!

Tony Abbott:  They’re always wanting to download things.  For me, broadband basically is about being able to send an email, receive an email.  For them it’s about downloading movies, downloading songs, all that kind of thing.  That requires bandwidth.  I accept all of that.

Cassie:  But it’s not just about Facebook.  It’s like about all technology areas.  Like I want to be a journalist, so it’s going to affect me and my job in the future.

Tony Abbott:  Again, I accept that.  But what we do here has got to be affordable.  I might want a really fantastic car, but I’ve got to buy the car that I can afford, not necessarily the car that in a perfect world I would like . . .

Cassie:  . . . But if the price is going to come down in a year anyway, why don’t you just spend the extra money?
Tony Abbott:  Fair point!  Look, I think there are lots of people who would say why not spend $43 billion on this?  Even without a business plan, even without really knowing exactly how it’s all going to be achieved, which is what the government did.  I would rather not commit myself to such a gargantuan expenditure when we are in a difficult financial situation, and where I don’t think we can be absolutely confident that technology is not going to change all the time.  I know wireless at the moment is not as good as fibre optic cable.  I know that.  But the wireless is getting so much better.  I’ve upgraded my wireless modem a few times in the last couple of years, and it is amazing how much quicker it is now than it was.  So Cassie, if the one issue that’s going to sway your vote is broadband, and if you are absolutely committed to a particular form of broadband no matter what the price, I’m going to be a disappointment.  But I think that our infrastructure has got to be affordable and deliverable, and I just don’t trust this mob to deliver.

David Speers:  Thanks, Cassie.  I think you’ll make a good journalist.  Let’s hear the next question.

Vitas:  Hello, Mr. Abbott.  My name is Vitas, and I’m currently a TAFE student.  On the subject of censorship, what are your views on the absence of an R18 rating for video games?  And do you have any policies relating to this?

Tony Abbott:  I didn’t know there was a problem here.  My kids are probably into video games.  I’m not myself.  I’m instinctively in favour of trying to protect people from filth; that’s my instinctive position.  But it’s very hard to apply these sorts of blanket prohibitions in the real world.  If you think there’s a problem, I’d be happy to look at it, because as I said I am not against trying to protect people from material that will do them harm.  It’s not an area that I’m particularly familiar with.  What sort of stuff is available?  Don’t show me photographs!  Tell me what the problem is, as you see it.

Vitas:  Well currently how with movies you’ve got G, PG, M, MA, R. For video games it only goes G, PG, M and MA.  For some time now, video games just haven’t had an adult rating, and for some time the average gamer is around 20 and they say they should be able to play what they want to play.  With a lot of pirating going on and buying from overseas, there’s not really much like stopping it, but I mean I guess like we want to experience something like, well, adults, and be able to choose what we want to play.

Tony Abbott:  If what happens with video games is not roughly analogous to what happens in other areas, that seems silly.  There ought to be much the same kind of information available to consumers in respect of video games as there are in respect of other kinds of entertainment.  So instinctively I’m with you, and it’s something that I’d be happy to look at, were we in government. 

George:  Hi Tony, my name is George.  My question to you is in regards to health.  The Labor Party has spelt out their health policies.  In which way are your health policies superior to the Labor Party?  So obviously as you look around the room, health is an issue that’s going to address most people in this room at this point in time.  We’ve known our hospital and our health situation is in crisis.  In which way does your health policy rate superior to what Labor is offering?  Because generally people talk about so many other issues, which are important I must admit, but what is really important in many ways to a lot of people is their health.  Because if they’re dead, they’re dead.  If it’s not addressed, nothing else matters, does it?

Tony Abbott:  Well said.  You’re right, George.  I was a Health Minister for four years, so I’m very conscious of how important health policy is and health services are.  In a nutshell, I am offering more beds and local hospital boards or local community boards to run the hospitals.  I’m talking now about public hospitals, I know that’s not the whole of the health system.  But the difficulty in public hospitals is that if you go to an emergency department and they want to admit you, it often takes a long, long time to go out of the ED and into a ward.  If you’re on the elective surgery waiting list, you can often wait a long, long time before you get whatever the procedure is.  The basic problem is that they don’t have enough beds.  So some of the money that the Rudd/Gillard government wants to invest in what I think are fairly bureaucratic structures, I am going to redirect to opening more beds, 2,800 more beds, and that’s 1,500 more beds than the government is proposing.  It’s not just the beds.  Anyone who has anything to do with the doctors and nurses in public hospitals understands that morale is low.  These are very dedicated, idealistic, very skilled people.  One of the nice things about being the Health Minister was the contact you have with doctors and nurses who are almost always in it for the right reasons.  It’s great to mix with people who are in whatever they’re in for the right reasons.  Their problem is that if there’s a difficulty at the hospital, no one can make a decision.  No one can make a decision.  I became quite good mates with a very senior doctor, a great clinician, a world-class clinician in his field, and he had a very senior official position in the Western Sydney Area Health Service.  He could not order a plate of sandwiches for a meeting, even though he was notionally in charge of 1,500 professional staff with an annual wages budget of about $70 million.  The thing is, in such a bureaucratic straightjacket that he could not order a plate of sandwiches for a meeting without getting permission from higher up.  The General Manager of Port Macquarie Hospital can’t decide on any item of spending greater than $5,000 without going further up the line for approval.  No wonder the whole thing is log-jammed and people leave the system in droves if they can, because they hate dealing with superiors who have to give ‘no’ for an answer.
George:  Not to harp on the same question, but how are your policies superior?  I’m not saying that I agree with the Labor, because they’ve been caught out short because there’s stuff reported in the media that they’re going to be cutting back on things like blood testing, certain GP issues, issues relating to women, whatever.  Having been Health Minister, I’d say you’d be qualified to answer to me how are your policies more superior to Labor?  Because it’s something, health and hospitals, I’ve been in emergency wards and you’re lucky to get out of there in four to five hours.  Normally there’s one or two doctors on duty, and I know there must be a lot of people going through university wanting to become doctors.  Where are these people?  

David Speers:  Let’s just get a quick answer on that.  We’ll need to move on, we’ve got a lot to get through.

Tony Abbott:  There are currently 1,000 vacant places for nurses in the NSW public hospital system.  So they are 1,000 short of establishment, partly because people don’t necessarily want to work in hospitals that are as poorly managed as NSW public hospitals are, partly I suspect because the hospitals don’t actually have the money in their budgets to pay for the nurses on their establishment.  So we just have to run them better, George.  That’s the answer.  It’s not the perfect answer, it’s not going to solve every problem, but at least it means when there is a problem, it’ll be easier to address, because local people will be empowered to do so.

George:  Thank you.

Tony Abbott:  And good luck. 

David Speers:    Sorry to hurry you up, we do have a lot to get through.  Let’s hear the next one.

Shay:  Good evening, Mr. Abbott.  My name is Shay. I’m a Macquarie University student.  Within the media at the moment, NBN is very out there.  It’s a very important issue for young people to have broadband that’s widely available all over Australia.  It’s the way for progress.  However, I do agree that it is going to cost far too much if the Gillard government is to get in, and I’m willing to put forward to you an idea that we put public enterprise in, instead of the government funding the broadband.  So public enterprise have places already established that could expand, and if given government incentives and injections, they might be able to do a better job and do it cheaper for Australia.  What do you think of this?

Tony Abbott:  Are you suggesting, Shay, that some particular government business should build the broadband network?  Is that what you’re suggesting?

Shay:  I don’t believe that the government should build the broadband network.  I think it should be left to free enterprise to do so, rather than our taxpayer’s money going into it.  What do you think of this?

Tony Abbott:  I substantially agree with you.  I do think that the market has got to be the foundation of the system.  The market won’t deliver a fast, affordable broadband everywhere, and that’s why if we’re going to have rough equality of services, the government does have to put in some fairly significant support and assistance, particularly in remote and some regional areas.  So I think that competition is good, I think that the market is good, but something as important as broadband, which is I suppose to this century what the railways were to the 19th century, it does require significant government involvement.  It needs to be intelligent involvement though, and not wasteful involvement.

Shay:  I agree completely.  So would you consider giving government injections to guarantee broadband availability to remote areas?

Tony Abbott:  That’s essentially what we are trying to do with our policy.

Shay:  Brilliant, thank you.  Good luck with the election. 

David Speers:  Private enterprise has not been able to deliver the fast broadband so far.  We’re lagging behind the rest of the world on this, and private enterprise hasn’t delivered it.
Tony Abbott:  I accept that our services could be better.  I certainly accept that, David.  I’m just very, very doubtful that a vast government-owned quasi-monopoly is the best way to improve them.

David Speers:  Okay.  Next question?

Jens:  Good evening, Mr. Abbott.  My name is Jens and I’m semi retired.  Mine is a Telstra question and it’s a retirement income question.  Successive governments, of which I think you were a member, T1, T2, T3, advised the population of Australia to invest in Telstra.  As it happened, about 1.4 million Australians have invested in Telstra.  But what we’ve seen, in particularly the last three years due to government action or inaction, is a complete erosion of the value of Telstra and Telstra shares.  My understanding is that you plan to do away with the national broadband network altogether, and what seems to have been supporting the value, the current low value of Telstra shares is the fact that there is now an agreement in principle between NBN and Telstra.  Do you have any sense of duty or obligation to those 1.4 million shareholders of Telstra to do something to maintain the value of Telstra shares?

Tony Abbott:  I think it’s very important, Jens, that government never does anything which is likely to deprive people of their legitimate rights and expectations.  Government should be here to lighten the load on people, not wantonly to increase the load.  I’m not a Telstra shareholder myself, so I’m not perhaps as familiar as you are with movements in the Telstra share price.  But my understanding is that one of the big hits that the Telstra share price has taken in recent times was due to the announcement of the National Broadband Network, which was going to involve, as I recall, if you like a virtual confiscation of Telstra’s copper wire network.  One of the reasons why the coalition instinctively opposed the National Broadband Network from the start was that we don’t believe that it’s legitimate for government to just waltz in and effectively confiscate shareholder value by saying, you must do this, and if you don’t we’re going to refuse to let you bid for Spectrum.  I mean that’s negotiation with a gun at your head.  If there was a done deal with Telstra, it would be a different situation, but there’s not a done deal with Telstra over the national broadband network.  As I understand it, all there is is an agreement to a process; there has been no agreement on outcome.

David Speers:  Thanks, Jens.  Let’s move onto our next question.

Pamela:  My name’s Pamela.  Asylum seekers are not acting contrary to the law or immorally when they ask for asylum in Australia.  Why then is your party prepared to treat them with such a lack of compassion, when they’re here with your suggestion that temporary protection visas may be reinstated?

Tony Abbott:  Pamela, I tried to make it clear at the start that my argument is not with boat people.  If I was living in Afghanistan or Iran or perhaps Sri Lanka and I thought there was a prospect of coming to Australia and having a better life, I would be inclined to grab it with both hands.  Who wouldn’t?  But I am against the Australian government effectively subcontracting out a component of our migration program to the people smugglers.  That’s the problem that we’ve got.  That’s the problem that we’ve got.  If people think that getting here means you can stay here and become permanent residents, they will come.  Sadly, quite a few of them will drown in that attempt, so I think we should have a significant humanitarian and refugee immigration intake.  We do, we always have had, and I think we should have an appropriate immigration program.  But I think that the Australian government should be in charge, not the people smugglers, and I think that the program should be run in Australia’s national interests, not in the interests of people in other countries.  So that’s my position. 

Dean:  Thank you, Mr. Abbott.  My name’s Dean.  I live in northwestern Sydney and, as you know, has a boom in population, but we’ve received broken promise after broken promise off our state Labor government.  We’ve seen Julia Gillard and Christina Keneally today announce a Parramatta to Epping rail link, but nothing for the north west, which has no public transport whatsoever.  Would a federal Liberal government commit funds to investing in public transport in north western Sydney?

Tony Abbott:  Dean, it’s a great question, and I can’t say yes without a whole lot conditions and qualifications.  Sydney has very poor infrastructure.  Sydney is a great First World city, but it doesn’t have a great First World infrastructure, and I think that the state government has been asleep at the wheel for far too long.  Sure, it may well in part be the fault of the NSW coalition that we haven’t got rid of them before now!  Perhaps if we were a better political outfit, we would’ve won a couple of elections ago.  But look, I think that the best thing that we can do to get better infrastructure in Sydney is, if I may so, to change the state government.  I think that’s the best thing that we can do.  I think that when people heard the Prime Minister and the Premier talk about the Epping to Parramatta rail extension today, they would’ve thought “Here they go again!”  Because from memory, there’s been something like eight major railway lines announced by the state Labor government over the last ten years.  Not one of them has ever started!  I mean there’s $28 billion worth of rail projects in New South Wales announced but never started.  This is what makes people despair of politicians, the fact that you’re making announcements, you’re never actually doing things.  The big problem with the Rudd government was that the former Prime Minister was all talk and no action.  I fear with today’s announcement that the worst features of the NSW Labor style are creeping down to Canberra.
Dean:  Thank you, Mr. Abbott.
Tony Abbott:  Thanks, Dean.

David Speers:  Let’s hear from our next person.

Rex:  Good evening, Mr. Abbott.  Rex is my name.  Thank you for taking this time.  I guess my question is about health and, sorry, there’s been three or four of them tonight.  But this is to ask the question on 2.5 million people who are a collective group but who struggle with rare diseases.  Now we’re all about having more beds, all about having a better health system, but we have these little pockets of people, and one of these pockets is close to our heart, and this disease is called PNH.  But I guess what is your government going to go to I guess address these rare diseases?

Tony Abbott:  There is a program called the Life Saving Diseases Program.  That’s for drugs which are very expensive, but which can make an enormous difference to the lives of a small category of person.  Now there’s also the Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme that everyone will be familiar with, the PBS, and there’s something called the Pharmaceutical Benefits Advisory Committee, which considers applications by drug companies to put their drugs up for subsidy.  I worked with the PBAC for four years, I know the head of the PBAC very well, a thoroughly, thoroughly admirable person who wants to do the right thing by the patients of Australia, but also understands that taxpayer dollars are not limitless.  When the PBAC makes a recommendation that a drug should go on the Life Saving Drugs Program, it is a pretty rough government that doesn’t accept it.  So I think that drug should go on the Life Saving Drugs Program. 

Rex:  And your government would?

Tony Abbott:  Yes.  

Rex:  That’s fantastic.  Thank you.

David Speers:  Thanks, Rex.  Let’s go to our next question.

Sean:  Good evening, Mr. Abbott.  Welcome to Rooty Hill.

Tony Abbott:  Nice to be here.

Sean:  And congratulations on being an Oxford Blue at Oxford.

Tony Abbott:  It was only against Poms though, you know!

Sean:  You’re speaking to an Irishman called Sean!  Mr. Abbott, down to grass tacks, Labor seems determined to rule out the super clinics in marginal seats.  I know for a fact, my GP has disapproved of this.  What is your plan to improve primary healthcare and services?

Tony Abbott:  It’s a good question.  The doctor that I visit, I live in Forestville and the practice that I go to is a practice that’s been down at Brookvale for about the last 20 or 30 years, it’s the Brookvale Mall Medical Centre.  There’s about 12 GPs who work there.  There’s a pharmacy onsite, there’s radiology and pathology onsite.  They’ve got practice nurses onsite.  One day I got hit in the head with a surfboard and I thought if I go to Mona Vale, I’m going to be a long time in the emergency department.  I went to the super clinic, the private sector, Medicare-funded super clinic at Brookvale, they saw there was blood coming out of my head, they put me straight into the procedure room, I got stitched up on Medicare within about 20 minutes, and I was out.  That is a super clinic!  We actually have hundreds of them right around Australia.  You don’t need the government to subsidise competition to existing clinics which are doing a good job.  What we should try to do is improve the Medicare rebate so that the existing doctors and the existing practices can provide the best possible service.  So what we’ve proposed is a higher rebate for people with chronic and complex conditions, faster access to allied health professional services under Medicare for people who’ve got chronic and complex conditions, and a higher rebate for afterhours services, so that the doctor’s surgery is open for a lot longer than it currently is.  That’s what we’ve proposed.
Sean:  Thank you for your sensible answer.

David Speers:  We’ve got time for another question.

Robert:  Mr. Abbott, my name’s Robert, I’m referring back to the answer you gave before where you mentioned being in opposition and being overruled by the shadow cabinet, but if you were Prime Minister you would not be overruled.  I have to say that reinforced my fears for government as it has been for the previous Labor and the previous Liberal government.  I believe that a good government requires consensus and consultation.  You present yourself as a one-man decisive figure, but I would like to know, is there an example where you have demonstrated an ability to work with government, perhaps during the Howard years?  Work with the people who were your acknowledged superiors or experts to reach a better decision?

Tony Abbott:  That’s a very good question.  If I could take it on notice, I’d probably come up with a lot more examples.  But our mental health policy, for instance, is a policy that was thoroughly consulted over with people like Pat McGorry.  I’m not saying that the Australian Medical Association agrees with the entirety of our health and hospital policy, but certainly we worked strongly with them in devising it.  You might notice that we’ve slightly moderated an aspect of that policy.  My previous position was that we should have an individual board for every significant hospital.  We’re now talking about community boards for, if you like, clusters of hospitals in some instances, and it’s advice from the health and medical community which has caused us to, if you like, finesse that policy so that every significant referral hospital and its associated hospitals will have a strong independent community board.  But we won’t necessarily have an individual board for every hospital.  So they’re two examples of policies which have been worked up by the coalition and endorsed by me in close consultation with the experts on the ground.  But I’ve got to say this, in the end, it is the elected politician who has to take responsibility.  We can’t hide behind the experts, because even on those occasions when we actually allow experts to call the shots, it is in fact our authority which gives them that power.  If that power is not appropriately used, the public will expect it to be fixed, and they’ll look to us, the elected politicians, to fix it.  That’s the point of having a government – someone is in charge, someone is accountable when things don’t go wrong, and the great thing about a democracy is that in the end you know who to blame!  You know who to blame, and an election such as this is an opportunity to blame the right people for our problems.

David Speers:  But Tony Abbott, just getting back to what Robert’s question is, you did say earlier that as Prime Minister you wouldn’t be overruled.  Are you seriously saying that your word goes in cabinet?

Tony Abbott:  That’s a fair point.  Even a Prime Minister has to be extremely conscious of the balance of opinion inside the cabinet.  Prime ministers do get out-voted occasionally. There are famous stories of premiers and prime ministers announcing to their colleagues that that decision has been carried one vote to 19, and so on.  But you can’t do that very often.

David Speers:  Do you go with the majority?

Tony Abbott:  In the end, the way a cabinet should work is by, I suppose, consensus.  The cabinets that I was in, what happened would be that the relevant minister would talk briefly to the submission, there would be general discussion, depending upon the issue the matter would be lengthily discussed.  Sometimes the Prime Minister would open the discussion, sometimes the Prime Minister would wait until there’d been an extensive discussion before entering the discussion himself.  Sometimes there would be a straw poll taken.  In the end, cabinet works best when the Prime Minister assesses the mood and the feeling of the cabinet room and comes up with a decision which best reflects the overall sense of the thing.  I suspect nine times out of ten that would be the Prime Minister’s sense of what is right, because in the end what is right, at least for this time, is what can best carry your colleagues and best carry your country.

David Speers:  I think we have time for one or question.  Anyone?

Male:  Mr. Abbott, thanks for taking my question.  Today the Commonwealth Bank announced a $6 billion profit, and it’s unfortunate that much of that has come at the expense of mortgage holders here in the west.  You yourself have recognised that competition in the banking sector is lacking, and there’s a whole bunch of credit unions and building societies out there that are obviously in good shape and are ready to take it to the major banks.  But they need your help.  I’d just like to know that in your first term, would you at least commit to working with those stakeholders and the community and develop a competition in the banking sector policy?

Tony Abbott:  That’s an easy agreement to give you, because we do need more competition.  I am not against the banks.  Thank God we have strong banks in this country.  Thank God we’ve got safe banks in this country.  The global financial crisis would’ve impacted much worse on us if our banks weren’t solid.  But just because we need them doesn’t mean we only need banks.  We do need other financial institutions, and yes, I’m happy to try to do what I reasonably can to bring back the kind of competition in the financial sector that we had before the global financial crisis.

Male:  Would the coalition commit to at least developing a formal banking competition in the banking centre policy?
Tony Abbott:  We will support competition in the banking sector.  I don’t want to be absolutely prescriptive about exactly how that will be brought about, but we do need competition.  It is in the DNA of the coalition to think markets are a good thing and competition is a good thing.  Markets sometimes fail; competition can sometimes be unfair.  So you can’t let it be completely open slather.  But yes, these are thoroughly good things and they are very helpful for our country.

Male:  Thanks.

David Speers:  We’ve covered a lot of ground in our questions and answers.  I’ve just been told one more.  Okay, one more question, thank you.

Peter:  Thanks very much.  Hi Tony, my name’s Peter, I work in recruitment and there have been a few questions about drugs.  I was going to ask about climate change, but I feel that I should ask, did you inhale!  

David Speers:  An answer on that one?

Tony Abbott:  Didn’t everyone of our generation?

David Speers:  There’s your answer.  

Peter:  A few months ago we had Malcolm Turnbull and Kevin Rudd about to act on climate change and bring in an ETS.  Then you came in and got rid of Turnbull, Gillard got rid of Rudd, and now we have no action on climate change.  If there’s no action on climate change by the end of 2011, can we have Kevin Rudd and Malcolm Turnbull back?

[applause]

Tony Abbott:  I think there are two politicians who would love that question!  Peter, you just never know what the future holds, do you?  But there will be action on climate change if the coalition gets elected.  It won’t be an emissions trading scheme and it won’t be a carbon tax, but we have set aside a substantial fund.  It’ll be up to a billion dollars a year in the out years, and with this fund we will go to the market and purchase abatements, and it might be tree planting, it might be soil carbon, it might be from businesses that change their ways of operating so that we get substantial reductions in their emissions.  So there will be this fund, and it will enable us to meet our emissions reduction targets by 2020.  So there will be a 5% reduction in our emissions by 2020 if the coalition is elected, but we will do it without a carbon tax and without an emissions trading scheme. 

David Speers:  Thank you for that.  Tony Abbott we are, I’m told now, out of questions.  But I’ll invite you now just to make some closing remarks reflecting on what you’ve heard here tonight.

Tony Abbott:  Okay.  David, again, can I thank everyone for their participation tonight.  Can I say that meetings like this are a very important part of our democracy?  I’ve spent a lot of time now talking to the public service and I spend obviously a lot of time reading newspapers, reading briefing papers and so on.  There is no substitute for mixing with the people of our country if you are going to stay in touch.  You’ll get lots of arguments and you’ll lots of disagreements, but you will be constantly reminded of what it’s all about.  It is all about trying to build a better life for the Australian people.  It’s been a great discussion.  I don’t know who is going to win the election.  None of us know who’s going to win the election, but it will be a better government because it faces up to the people in the form of audiences such as this.  So thanks very much indeed.

[applause]

David Speers:  Thank you, Tony Abbott.  Before we let everyone go, I would like to thank you all for coming along tonight.  I know it’s been a long evening, but we’ve got through a lot of material and some great questions.  I’m not going to ask you all who you’re going to vote for.  I know you’ve got the chips on your seats to put in the box as you go out.  But can I just get people to raise their hands if what you’ve heard tonight has helped make up your mind on who you’re going to vote for?  Well, look at that, okay, that’s very interesting.  It looks like a majority have made up their mind listening to the two leaders tonight.  Ladies and gentlemen, please thank the leader of the opposition, Tony Abbott.  

[applause]

David Speers:  And thank you for joining us here at Rooty Hill RSL, and at home.  Ten days to go in this election campaign.  It’s going to be an interesting finish.  Thanks for joining us.

ENDS
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