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UP FRONT

Federal parliament has established 
the Joint Committee on the National 
Broadband Network to investigate 
and report on the rollout of the NBN. 
Chaired by Rob Oakeshott (Lyne, 
NSW) and with Yvette D’Ath (Petrie, 
Qld) as deputy chair, the committee 
is required to provide from 31 August 
2011 six-monthly progress reports on 
the NBN rollout. 

The ratio of cabin crew on aircraft 
is being reviewed by the House 
of Representatives Infrastructure 
Committee, at the request of 
Infrastructure and Transport Minister 
Anthony Albanese. 

Under current arrangements, operators 
of Australian domestic aircraft carrying 
between 15 and 216 passengers must 
carry at least one cabin crew member 
for each 36 passengers. But the Civil 
Aviation Safety Authority is proposing 
to amend this to a 1:50 ratio for 
aircraft carrying between 20 and  
216 passengers.

The committee’s review is considering 
the factors that determine the cabin 
crew ratio, including the role of cabin 
crew in managing passenger safety  
and security. 

For more information visit www.aph.
gov.au/ic or email ic.reps@aph.gov.au 
or phone (02) 6277 2352.

Young internet users have been 
asked about their online experiences, 
knowledge and concerns in two 
surveys conducted as part of a 
parliamentary committee investigation 
into cyber safety.

The Joint Select Committee on 
Cyber-Safety will use the survey results 
to help formulate its recommendations 
and report.

The committee has received more 
than 120 submissions to its inquiry. 
Recent public hearings have featured 
representatives from Facebook, 
Yahoo!7, Principals Australia and the 
Australian Federal Police.

For more information visit www.aph.
gov.au/jscc or email jscc@aph.gov.au 
or phone (02) 6277 4202.

A new television program focusing 
on the highlights of parliamentary 
sitting weeks is being produced by the 
Australian parliament. MPI (Matters 
of Public Importance) is broadcast on 
the Australian Public Affairs Channel 
(A-PAC) with replays available at: 
www.aph.gov.au/ath

MPI focuses on debates held, 
legislation before parliament, 
committee investigations, including 
public hearings, and events at 
Parliament House in Canberra.

This is the second TV program 
produced by federal parliament. 
The About the House program is 
broadcast on Sky News and focuses 
on investigations being undertaken by 
parliamentary committees. Segments 
of the About the House program are 
also available at: www.aph.gov.au/ath

ROLLOUT REVIEW: Regular reports will be 
delivered on the NBN. Photo: Newspix

The progress reports, to both houses of 
parliament and relevant ministers, will 
continue until the NBN is complete 
and operational.  Issues to be covered 
in the reports include achievement 
of take up targets, network rollout 
performance, and the NBN Co’s 
strategy for engaging with consumers 
and handling complaints. 

For more information visit www.aph.
gov.au/jcnbn or email jcnbn@aph.gov.
au or phone (02) 6277 2322.

UP IN THE AIR: Cabin crew changes examined. 
Photo: Thinkstock

FEEDBACK: Cyber safety survey seeks youth input. 
Photo: Thinkstock
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Despatch
BOX

HAVE YOUR SAY
Send your letters to:   

About the House Mail,  
International and Community  

Relations Office,  
PO Box 6021, Parliament House 

Canberra ACT 2600,  
or email: news@aph.gov.au  

or fax: (02) 6277 8521

Please include name, address and 
daytime contact details. Letters may be 

edited to fit available space and  
for clarity.

Thank you to our 
readers who sent in 

surveys or completed 
our survey online.

In the last issue of About the House 

(Issue 40) we asked you to fill out a 

survey to tell us what you think about 

the magazine. We received more 

than 2,000 surveys and the results are 

outlined in the graph below.

On the question of whether 

you prefer to read About the 
House in printed copy or online, 

an overwhelming majority of 

respondents (88 per cent) said they 

preferred to read the printed copy.

Thank you to our readers who sent in  

surveys or completed our survey online.  

The comments you have made will help  

us in bringing you news and features  

from the House of Representatives 

that are relevant to you.

The Australian parliament in 

conjunction with the United Nations 

Development Programme, and 

with funding from AusAID, has 

launched a three year parliamentary 

strengthening program for the Pacific 

island parliaments of Kiribati, Tonga 

and Tuvalu. The Pacific Parliamentary 

Partnerships program, which is 

also being supported by the ACT 

Legislative Assembly and the South 

Australian and Victorian parliaments, 

will help develop parliamentary 

skills among parliamentarians and 

parliamentary staff of the three  

Pacific parliaments. 

An induction program for newly 

elected Tongan parliamentarians 

and a study visit to Australia by the 

Tongan Speaker and Deputy Speaker 

helped launch the partnerships 

program. Tongan Speaker Lord 

Lasike said the induction program 

had been well received by the new 

parliamentarians, who not only 

learned in detail about the processes 

of parliament but also about 

parliamentary engagement with  

the community.
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Hillside

AUSTRALIA’S aid program should be 
subjected to rigorous evaluation checks 
to ensure it is achieving its aims, the 
Member for Fraser (ACT), Andrew 
Leigh has told federal parliament.

Speaking about Australia’s $201 million 
aid program for Africa, Mr Leigh said it 
is important that programs are put 
under scrutiny so their effectiveness is 
maximised.

“My personal view is that the Australian 
aid program should carry out more 
randomised trials  –  a rigorous evaluation 
tool that is becoming increasingly 
common in the developing world,”  
he said.

“More recently, the Minister for 
Foreign Affairs has established an 
independent panel to undertake a review 
of the future direction of Australia’s  
aid program.

“This kind of analysis is critical if we 
are to maintain public support for the 
Australian aid program.”

As economies in China and India 
continue to develop at a fast pace, 
bringing many people in the region 
a higher standard of living, many 

countries in Africa are struggling to 
make headway.

While incomes per capita in China 
have quadrupled, some incomes in 
Africa have not lifted much in the past  
40 years.

However, Mr Leigh said there are 
hints things might be changing. He 
emphasised the benefits of keeping up 
a strong aid program to Africa in areas 
such as climate change, world trade and 
the fight against terrorism.

“We give because this region is one of 
the most impoverished in the world,” 
he said.

“For the most part our donations are 
driven by generosity but it so happens 
that even a selfish Australia would want 
to donate.

“By raising African standards we 
create new markets for our exports 
and probably also reduce the threat of 
extremism.”

Mr Leigh said with many Asian 
countries beginning to prosper the 
challenge now was to raise living 
standards for the “bottom billion” of 
the world’s population, many of whom 
are in Africa.

National 
scheme 
needed for 
paramedics
A national standards and accreditation 
scheme is needed for paramedics, 
according to the Member for McEwen 
(Vic), Rob Mitchell.

He told federal parliament qualified 
paramedics have to re-sit their exams 
every time they move interstate.

The lack of a national system 
means different education standards 
and requirements within different 
jurisdictions. 

“In some cases one can qualify as 
a paramedic after doing a six  
week course, whereas someone working 
for Ambulance Victoria requires  
many years of full-time study,”  
Mr Mitchell said.

Better workforce mobility and 
improved support for rural and remote 
regions would be some of the benefits 
from a national scheme.

“We should move to national standards 
and accreditation to ensure that every 
Australian can receive high quality, 
professional service that will ensure the 
patient’s welfare is not put at stake,” 
he said.

Aid checks vital
Aid to Africa as important as ever. Photo: aapone

Standards for paramedics 
vary state by state. Photo: aapone
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More 
screening 
could save 
lives
INCREASED funding for a highly 
successful bowel cancer screening 
program has the potential to save lives, 
according to the Member for Pearce 
(WA), Judi Moylan.

Bowel cancer currently kills around 
73 Australians every week, yet nearly 
all cases could be cured if detected 
early, Mrs Moylan told the House of 
Representatives.

She described the National Bowel 
Cancer Screening program as the 
most effective measure available to 
immediately reduce cancer deaths in 
Australia and called on the government 
to expand the program to include two-
yearly screenings for all Australians 
aged 50 and over.

“Bowel cancer is preventable and if 
it is detected early the survival rate is 
excellent,” Mrs Moylan said.

“In planning its health budget, I 
urge the government to strongly 
consider funding a biennial screening 
program. If fully implemented, this 
program can potentially achieve a 
major breakthrough in bowel cancer 
treatment.”

Mrs Moylan said estimates for the 
annual cost of a fully implemented 
National Bowel Cancer Screening 
Program have ranged from $39 
million to $140 million.

“Even at the higher end, the program 
is by international benchmarks a 
strong public health investment. 
Multiple studies, both in Australia and 
internationally, have demonstrated 
the cost effectiveness of bowel cancer 
screening,” she said.

AUSTRALIA’S surfboard manufacturing 
industry has hit troubled waters  
and the Member for McPherson 
(Qld) Karen Andrews has asked  
the federal government to step in with 
some assistance.

With around 200 surfboard 
manufacturers located between  
Burleigh Heads and Coolangatta,  
Mrs Andrews said this is a very 
significant industry for the Gold Coast. 
“We cannot afford to lose it,” she said.

The current high Australian dollar, 
increased competition from surfboard 
manufacturers overseas and surfers 
hanging on to their boards for longer 
in response to higher costs of living are 
the main reasons why the Australian 
industry is struggling.

Imported surfboards from countries 
like China typically retail for about half 
the cost of an Australian made board. 

A fundraising campaign for 1,000 
books in 12 months has been launched 
by Autism Victoria in a bid to boost the 
resources available to families raising 
children with autism.

The Member for Flinders (Vic), Greg 
Hunt told the House of Representatives 
about the 1,000 Books Campaign 
during a parliamentary debate on the 
value of public libraries and their role 
in combating illiteracy.

With around 200,000 people in 
Australia suffering from autism,  
Mr Hunt said one of the great challenges 
for families raising children with  
autism is accessing literature tailored  
specifically to the needs of these  
children and their parents.

“It can be deeply debilitating or it can 
be something that can be addressed at 
an early age through very targeted early 
intervention,” Mr Hunt said.

Making more resources available 
through initiatives such as the 1,000 
Books Campaign is vital, he said.

A 500km walk later this year will 
also help raise funds to deal with the 
challenges of autism.

Surf’s down

Book hunt for autism

Hillside

Surfboard sales slump puts jobs at risk. 
Photo: Thinkstock

Book campaign to help children 
with autism. Photo: Thinkstock

Photo: Thinkstock
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Teens stuck in custody
Bail denied for young people with nowhere to go.

N E W S

S
ome courts are unable to 
grant Indigenous children 
bail because authorities are 
unable to find them a place 
to stay, a parliamentary 

inquiry has been told. 
The problem was highlighted when 

police, magistrates and community 
leaders vented their frustration over the 
inability of governments to reduce the 
high number of Indigenous children 
and teens serving time behind bars.

At a recent roundtable discussion 
in the Sydney suburb of Redfern, the 
House of Representatives Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Affairs 
Committee was presented with a litany 
of complex and overlapping problems 
from those working at the coalface of 
the youth justice system.

Committee chair Shayne Neumann 
(Blair, Qld) said the rates of Indigenous 
youth in detention were “alarming” 
and conceded that Australia had gone 
backwards in its handling of the issue 
in the past 20 years. 

According to witnesses, key factors 
contributing to the over-representation 
of Indigenous youths in custody include:

in children languishing in detention;
poor program and service coordination;

alcohol and mental health problems; 
and

with troubled children.
Magistrate Joan Baptie of the 

Sydney Youth Drug and Alcohol Court 
told the committee courts are unable 
to release some young people because 
authorities have failed to find them 
somewhere to live.

“That often cannot be resolved 
and you have government departments 
that say, ‘that’s fine, just lock them 
up that will solve the problem of 
accommodation’,” she said.

”It sure does – but it’s not in this 
young person’s interest one would have 
thought because ultimately at some 

LATEST

REVIEW TARGETS BARRIERS 
FACING MENTALLY ILL
Obstacles blocking access to 

education, training and employment 

opportunities for those with mental 

health issues will be the focus of a 

new parliamentary inquiry.

House of Representatives Education 

and Employment Committee Chair 

Amanda Rishworth (Kingston, SA) 

said the inquiry will also highlight the 

need to improve collaboration and 

coordination between government 

and service providers, as well as 

strategies to improve community, 

carer and employer capacity.

“The area of mental health is a 

particularly big issue for the federal 

government as is employment 

participation and education,”  

Ms Rishworth said.

“So we are bringing these two 

together to see what the barriers are 

that stop people with mental illness 

actually entering into the workforce, 

staying in the workforce, and getting 

an education. 

“Mental illness is a wide ranging issue, 

but we will be looking at everything 

from the chronic mental health issues, 

such as schizophrenia and bipolar  

disorder, to the more prevalent issues 

such as depression and anxiety.”

The committee’s report and 

recommendations will aim to 

complement COAG’s National Action 

Plan on Mental Health and the Fourth 

National Mental Health Plan.

“We want to refine these strategies.  

It will be important for the inquiry to 

look at best practice and look at where 

things are going well, where the 

strategies are working, and where the 

strategies are not working, and come 

up with some recommendations for 

the government,” Ms Rishworth said.  

LINKS
www.aph.gov.au/ee 
ee.reps@aph.gov.au 
(02) 6277 4573 

Indigenous youths kept behind bars just for somewhere to stay. Photo: Thinkstock

Follow House of Representatives news at  
www.twitter.com@aboutthehouse
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stage they’re going to be released back 
into the community and they’re going 
to be angrier and less able to integrate.” 

Katherine McFarlane of the NSW 
Corrective Services Women’s Advisory 
Council said the consequences for the 
children and their communities are  
far-reaching. 

“In one instance I was looking at a 
file [and] a child had been in custody 
three weeks on what was an offensive 
language charge – a no jail offence – 
they were in jail for three weeks because 
no one could come up with anything,” 
she said.

 “You get this really bizarre 
situation where the child’s being 
punished because no one can get 
organised enough to provide a safe 
environment for them. 

“What that does to the child in 
terms of their belief and trust in the 
justice system is really questionable.”

The committee was also 
told communities were in a “state 
of emergency” as witnesses urged 
immediate action from governments 
at all levels struggling to deal with the 
complexities of the problem. 

Australian Institute of Criminology 
figures show Indigenous youths aged 
10-17 are 24 times more likely to be 
jailed as non-indigenous youths.

They are also 16 times more likely 
to be under supervision and 29 times 
more likely to be in detention on an 
average day as other young people. 

Governments were urged to fund 
more programs to keep children on 
track from an early age, with the 

suggestion that money be diverted 
away from prisons and into community 
support.

Queensland Police Commissioner 
Bob Atkinson said while crime rates 
were generally going down, more 
Indigenous people were ending up 
in jail – a situation he described as 
“troubling”.

He called for a bipartisan approach 
from all governments to address  
the issue.

“Without wanting to sound 
negative in any way I do not think 
there is a single or simple solution to 
any of this, or a silver bullet. It’s a long-
term thing,” he said.

Several witnesses highlighted the 
problems arising from administrative 
complexities and a lack of coordination 
between various agencies, which can 
hamper those making decisions on how 
best to help a young person caught up 
in the system.

Sam Jeffries from the National 
Congress of Australia’s First Peoples 
said those working on the ground need 
to be given more freedom on where to 
allocate money.

“There needs to be some untied 
money for groups, whether it is local 
governments or state governments, so 
they have complete flexibility to do 
things that are outside the normal 
scope of designing and delivering 
programs and services,” he said. 

Several witnesses also stressed the 
importance of having strong mentors 
available for young people to help them 
make better life choices. 

BUILDING A LIFE
When trying to explain to the young 

kids of Redfern why they don’t want to 

end up in jail, Roy Smith is able to draw 

on his own experience.

“I’ve been in trouble with the police a 

fair bit,” he said.

“I try to talk to them about when you’re 

incarcerated, there’s nothing for you. 

You can’t get a job and there’s no 

education. There’s nothing there.”

Like many Indigenous children, Roy’s 

early life was marred with alcohol 

abuse and violence. 

“My father was an alcoholic,” he said. 

“I come from a family out west where 

you have to be hard. I was hit around 

a lot as a kid. I’ve seen my mum get 

bashed, a lot of confrontation between 

the families, my uncle and everyone 

like that.”

Roy has been able to turn his life 

around with the help of Shane Phillips 

who is the chief executive of the Tribal 

Warrior Association.

Roy credits Shane with restoring his 

confidence and pride and for helping 

him realise life is about giving as well 

as taking. 

Roy now works as a paid mentor along 

with a team of others at Tribal Warriors 

to help Indigenous teens in Redfern 

build a life from a tough childhood 

instead of turning to crime and 

substance abuse.

“We’re trying to get them to see, 

even though you come from a 

place of hardship and breakdown 

– or somewhere that’s not good, 

somewhere where violence, alcohol 

could be around them – that they 

don’t have to turn to that path. They 

can go and be their own individual,” 

he said.

Shane is keen to expand the 

association’s mentor program.

He told the House of Representatives 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Affairs Committee at a recent hearing 

that having positive role models in 

Indigenous communities is invaluable. 

“We’ve got young blokes like Roy 

who are responsible, who want to do 

something with their lives and they’ve 

actually made this much stronger than 

even we imagined,” he said. 

Video news from the House now available at  
www.aph.gov.au/ath
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Shane Phillips, chief executive 
of the Tribal Warrior Association in 
Redfern, emphasised to the committee 
how much of a difference mentors  
can make.

“Generational change is what we 
need. We are in a state of emergency. We 
cannot afford any more experiments,” 
he said. 

“It’s really simple. We want to 
help people. We want people who have 
got some influence, who are worthy of 
trying to be a good mentor, help other 
people engage.”

Roy Smith is now working as a 
paid mentor for Tribal Warriors after 
overcoming a difficult childhood  
marred by alcoholism and violence. 

He said he tries to show kids their 
past does not need to dictate their future. 

“I try and bring a bit of pride 
into them about being an Indigenous 
person,” he said.

Redfern Police Local Area Command 
Superintendent Luke Freudenstein 
works closely with Mr Phillips and other 
Indigenous community leaders. He told 
the inquiry he has had considerable 
success in reducing robbery rates through 
a number of sports programs run by 
police with the help of organisations 
such as Tribal Warriors. 

“We’re obviously in t-shirts and 
shorts and we just box with them, 
and they see us as people who care for 
them,” he said.

“We’re not just there to arrest them, 
or to move them on or search them.”

Shayne Neumann said he hoped 
the committee would make some 
strong recommendations in its report to 
parliament.

“We’re tough on juvenile crime 
but unfortunately when we do that we 
have a situation where more and more 
Indigenous youth and young adults 
are actually caught up in the system,”  
he said.

“So we’ve got to be tough on the 
causes of crime and not just on the 
crime itself and that’s coming through 
in the evidence.”   

LINKS
www.aph.gov.au/atsia 
atsia.reps@aph.gov.au 
(02) 6277 4559

Forestry review welcomed

A
ustralia’s peak forest industry 
body has welcomed a 
parliamentary inquiry into 
the long term options for the 
growth of and investment in 

Australian forestry. 
Allan Hansard, CEO of the National 

Association of Forest Industries, said 
the inquiry provides an opportunity to 
refocus the industry.

“Australia’s forest policy framework 
is nearing the end of its shelf life,”  
Mr Hansard said.

“NAFI welcomes the terms of 
reference of the inquiry, including the 
analysis of the relationship between 
forestry and water resources and the 
industry’s ability to integrate with 
traditional agriculture in the landscape.

“Forests provide the essentials of life 
including renewable wood and paper 
products for shelter and other needs. 
On our current course, Australia will 
not have enough locally grown wood 
to meet our future needs. Australia’s 
growing population will require 7.1 
million new dwellings and at least 64 
million cubic metres of construction 
timber by 2050.” 

The forestry review is being 
conducted by the House of 
Representatives Agriculture, Resources, 
Fisheries and Forestry Committee.

Committee chair Dick Adams 
(Lyons, Tas) said the inquiry will assist 
in the future viability of the Australian 
forestry industry in the face of 
heightened environmental concerns and 
international competition in woodchips 
and paper milling.

 “The industry is going through 
major change and Australia needs to 
change with it,” Mr Adams said.

“We need to ensure that innovation 
is being identified and supported, that 

new ideas are accessible, and that the 
implications of change to the forestry 
industry upon communities and the 
economy are fully considered. We must 
get this right if we are to maintain 
an internationally competitive forestry 
sector.”

The inquiry will explore the social 
and economic impacts of the forestry 
industry, as well as current and future 
opportunities for industry development, 
diversification and innovation.

There will be a particular focus on 
models of investment, environmental 
issues, plantations, energy production, 
land use and farm forestry.

The committee will also investigate 
improvements in productivity and 
possible strategies to address the $2.2 
billion forestry trade deficit.

“Australia imports $4.5 billion of 
forest and forest products, which is a 
big drain on our trade figures. We could 
improve that a lot,” Mr Adams said.

“The Australian community has a 
large and growing demand for forest 
products. We need to ensure that 
demand is being met in ways that 
are environmentally and economically 
sustainable, and beneficial to Australia.”

Education and skill levels will also 
be considered to ensure they match 
the employment requirements of the 
industry.

“I’m very conscious of making sure 
that we have enough foresters, with 
the changes to forestry that we do not 
lose the professional foresters, and that 
our training and academic levels are 
maintained,” Mr Adams said.  

LINKS
www.aph.gov.au/arff 
arff.reps@aph.gov.au 
(02) 6277 4500

Forestry’s future in the spotlight. Photo: Thinkstock
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Japan treaty boosts cooperation

A
ustralia and Japan will be 
able to work together in 
military evacuations of 
foreign nationals under a new 
treaty examined by federal 

parliament’s Treaties Committee.
The Japan-Australia Acquisition and 

Cross Servicing Agreement allows for 
closer logistical cooperation and sharing 
of resources such as fuel and transport 
when engaged in joint operations.

The treaty arrangements will be used 
primarily during exercises and training, 
humanitarian and peacekeeping 
missions and military-led evacuations.

Department of Defence assistant 
secretary Benjamin Burdon told a public 
hearing if the agreement had been in 
place last year it would have improved 
cooperation between the two countries 
working on the assistance mission in the 
aftermath of the Haiti earthquake.

Australia offered to provide uplift 
for Japanese disaster relief crews and 
materials, but was restricted by the 

logistics of loading and carrying Japanese 
equipment on Australian aircraft.

“Certainly we were willing to do so, 
and there was will on both sides to do 
so,” Mr Burdon said. “Unfortunately we 
were defeated by some of the technical 
considerations.”

Air Vice Marshal Margaret Staib 
said the purpose of the agreement is 
to set in place a framework to facilitate 
such activities, rather than making ad 
hoc arrangements during operations. 

“The agreement is significant as it 
is the only logistic support treaty that 
Japan has in place in addition to its 
current logistics agreement with the 
United States,” she said. “In particular it 
will benefit Australia by formalising and 
enhancing the quality of and potential 
for defence cooperation with Japan.”

The treaty does not apply to 
offensive operations and specifically 
excludes the exchange of military 
equipment such as weapons systems or 
explosives.

It will also not apply to evacuation 
operations using commercial rather 
than military aircraft, such as the recent 
evacuations of Australians from Egypt.   

LINKS
www.aph.gov.au/jsct 
jsct@aph.gov.au 
(02) 6277 4002

Closer ties between 
Australia and Japan. Photo: Department of Defence

Prisoners in China may come home

A
ustralians imprisoned in 
China could be able to 
come home under new 
treaty agreements before 
parliament.

If the new treaty is passed, Australia 
will become the first country to have a 
prisoner transfer arrangement with China.

Under the treaty Australian citizens 
imprisoned in China will be able to serve 
out their sentences in Australia, provided 
the two countries and the individual 
involved all agree to the transfer.

Chinese nationals imprisoned in 
Australia will also be able to be transferred 
back to China under the same terms.

The Attorney-General’s Department 
told the Treaties Committee that 
bringing prisoners home allows them to 
be closer to family, overcomes language 
barriers and improves the chance of 
rehabilitation.

There is also a chance for prisoners 
to have their sentences adapted before 
transfer so that their sentence more closely 

matches the punishment they would have 
received in their home country.

The department gave the example 
of several Australian women who were 
serving 35 year sentences in Thailand 
for various offences, well above the ‘life’ 
sentence of 25 years in Australia.

They were able to be transferred 
back to Australia under the existing 
prisoner transfer arrangement, and by 
agreement their sentences were lowered 
to a similar level they would have 
received under Australian law.

The treaty will only apply to people 
convicted of offences that are considered 
criminal in both Australia and China, 
and any Australian facing the death 
penalty in China would need to have 
that sentence commuted before being 
eligible for transfer.   

LINKS
www.aph.gov.au/jsct 
jsct@aph.gov.au 
(02) 6277 4002

Jailed Australians could benefit 
from transfer treaty. Photo: photolibrary
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T
he Productivity Commission has 
defended its recommendation 
to require gamblers to set loss 
limits before playing gaming 
machines, in the face of fierce 

criticism from the gaming industry.
Productivity Commission 

Chair Gary Banks told the federal 
parliamentary committee on gambling 
reform that he is confident the benefits 
of the commission’s proposals outweigh 
the costs to the industry.

“The potential gains from reform 
in relation to gambling policy and 
regulation are very large,” Mr Banks said. 
“As we show in the report, the social costs 
amount to billions of dollars, especially 
related to poker machines, and those 
social costs have increased over time.”

However the Australian Hotels 
Association claimed a mandatory pre-
commitment scheme could cost up to $4 
billion to introduce and will drive many 
small pubs and clubs out of business.

“It also must be recognised the 
introduction of a full, mandatory pre-
commitment scheme will lead to the 
immediate loss of many thousands 
of jobs and millions of dollars in 
community support,” the AHA said in 
its submission to the inquiry.

The Productivity Commission’s 
Robert Fitzgerald said some of the huge 
costs predicted by industry are based on 
false assumptions about the mandatory 
pre-commitment system.

“One of the things which has been 
wrongly reported is that every single 
gambler would need to register. That is 
not so,” Mr Fitzgerald said.

“In our recommendations we have 
been very clear that irregular players 
– players who play only occasionally – 
who have a very low spend would be 
able to go to a venue and receive a cash 
card or a card which has a limit of, say, 
$20, a low-value card. 

“When that card is expended, 
that is the end of it. Most recreational 
gamblers will not even fall within the 

pre-commitment system, unless they so 
choose or they want to spend a larger 
sum of money.” 

Despite this, various clubs and 
hotels have made individual submissions 
supporting the AHA’s position, stating 
lower gaming revenues and upgrade 
costs will mean they have to cut staff, 
food and drink subsidies and community 
support.

Club Central Menai in the NSW 
Illawarra region said the changes would 
lead to a profit drop of more than 80 per 
cent, and the capital costs to upgrade its 
155 gaming machines would make the 
club unviable.

“If the club was made to adhere 
to these extreme measures it would no 
longer be able to offer the benefits that it 
was designed to do,” the club said in its 
submission. “The club would struggle to 
survive in its most basic form. 

“The Menai district risks losing the 
only community based club of its type. 
This would be considered a tragedy 
amongst local residents.”

However St Vincent de Paul Society 
Queensland Social Justice Committee 
Chair Stephen Doyle questioned 
whether gambling revenue is needed 
to support the community, saying only 
a small percentage of income derived 
from gambling is directed to community 
organisations.

“It is also argued that it will cause 
a loss of revenue and employment 
opportunities if these measures are 
brought in,” Mr Doyle said. “Our 
position is that those employment and 
revenue opportunities will be created 
somewhere else, probably in more 
socially desirable areas such as housing 
and retail.”

Gambling Reform Committee 
Chair Andrew Wilkie (Denison, Tas) 
said he understands that smaller clubs 
and pubs have special needs during and 
after a transition to mandatory pre-
commitment.

Debate rages over loss limits for 
gamblers. Photo: Newspix

Gambling industry fears 
commitment 
Reforms aimed at limiting the money spent 
by gamblers are meeting resistance.

“The weight of evidence though 
is clearly behind the need for reform 
and in support of mandatory pre-
commitment,” Mr Wilkie said. “There 
is no doubt that the majority of 
witnesses and the majority of what 
people have had to say is behind me 
on this.”

The next step is to enlist the 
support of the state governments, who 
have been invited to respond to the 
scheme by the end of May.

Mr Wilkie said he is confident 
that mandatory pre-commitment will 
be rolled out nationwide by 2014, with 
or without the support of the states.

“I have an agreement with the 
Prime Minister and all the evidence is 
that the government is determined to 
honour that agreement. If it comes to 
the crunch, if we have to vote on it in the 
parliament I believe I’ll get the numbers, 
I believe I’ve got the numbers now.”  

LINKS
www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/
gamblingreform_ctte 
gamblingreform@aph.gov.au 
(02) 6277 3433
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parliamentary inquiry into 
multiculturalism will play a 
key role in shifting debate 
away from political point-
scoring so parliament can 

take a bipartisan approach to future 
policy directions, according to a leading 
advocate for ethnic communities.

Parliament’s Migration Committee 
recently announced it would conduct 
the inquiry in a move which coincided 
with the federal government’s decision 
to establish an independent body to help 
advise it on a new policy.

The inquiry will investigate the 
contribution migrants have made to the 
economy and society, the adequacy of 
settlement programs on offer, and how 
to better harness the skills immigrants 
bring to Australia.

Despite the government’s recent 
re-commitment to a multicultural policy, 
the Federation of Ethnic Communities 
Councils of Australia said there is still a 
need for the inquiry.

FECCA chair Pino Migliorino 
said an agreed definition of what 
multiculturalism should be is missing.  

“At the moment the problem is that 
people say, ‘multiculturalism is X and 
therefore we don’t like it’, and other 
people say the opposite and say, ‘we like 

it’ so there’s not a common definition 
and without a common definition I  
think we’ll continue to have these 
debates,” he said.

“Once it establishes what it is then 
we can actually put some meat around 
that structure and actually start speaking 
about the same things.”

With the multiculturalism debate 
often becoming tangled in political 
arguments over immigration, refugees 
and population policy – especially around 
election time – Mr Migliorino believes 
the inquiry can strengthen a united 
approach to the issue by parliament.

“A bipartisan approach means you 
take it away from the emotive issues 
and we can discuss it in a far more 
substantial way,” he said.

“The parliamentary committee’s 
inquiry will have an important aspect 
to this because that committee involves 
people from right across the political 
spectrum and they’ll be working with 
people who give evidence to actually 
come to terms with what it means in an 
Australian context.”

Committee chair Maria Vamvakinou, 
(Calwell, Vic) was quick to emphasise 
that multiculturalism in Australia has 
been a success but insisted this does not 
render the inquiry redundant.

“New and different communities 
arrive, economic and social conditions 
change and government programs must 
therefore be reviewed to ensure relevance, 
value for money and effectiveness,”  
she said.

 “There is a lot of debate at the 
moment about multiculturalism as a 
policy and we think it’s a good time 
to have a look at what the Australian 
people think of multiculturalism.

“But more importantly we thought 
it was time to have a look at the skills 
capacity of our new migrants and how 
we can best utilise the skills that many 
migrants have when they are coming to 
this country.”

Critics of multiculturalism often 
complain that some ethnic groups are 
deliberately excluding themselves from 
the wider community.

While Mr Migliorino disagrees 
with that argument, he said integration 
of support services and programs for 
new migrants is a key to helping people 
fit in to their community. He wants the 
inquiry to examine ways to do this. 

“Successful migration is actually 
having people here who can facilitate 
that migration process.  

“So if we have government funding 
for that purpose it’s not to keep groups 
different it’s to facilitate their insertion 
into our community to make sure that 
they know how to get a bus, how to go 
to the doctor, how to basically utilise 
all the goods and services which are 
available to all communities in Australia.”

Muslim immigrants have been 
singled out by some as a group who 
have failed to integrate into society and 
Ms Vamvakinou said that’s an area the 
inquiry will be looking at closely.

“The attempt to try and single them 
out as a group that fails to integrate is 
dangerous and it’s dangerous for our 
progress as a society. 

“We haven’t had that problem in 
the past, we shouldn’t invite it now and 
we certainly shouldn’t cultivate it.”

Almost 45 per cent of people now 
living in Australia were born overseas or 
have a parent who was born overseas.

The committee is urging anyone 
with a migrant story to tell to share it 
with the new inquiry.  

www.aph.gov.au/mig 
jscm@aph.gov.au 
(02) 6277 4560

Ethnic communities see benefit in 
substantial debate on multiculturalism.

Agreement sought on what multiculturalism means. Photo: photolibrary
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Prohibition is not the best way to keep 
young people safe online, academics say.

oung people need to be taught 
how to make good decisions 
and be given opportunities to 
develop their own judgment in 
the cyber world, according to 

academics appearing before parliament’s 
Joint Select Committee on Cyber-Safety.

Professor Karen Vered from Flinders 
University told the inquiry children will 
not learn from mistakes if filtering and 
blocking software prevent them from 
ever having to exercise judgment.

“If we place children inside a walled 
garden, we deny them the opportunity 
to practise the self-management and 
self-regulation skills that we want them 
to have,” she said.

 “Studies show that the more 
authoritative parents are the less likely 
children are to share with them and 

discuss their online activities. In schools, 
rather than negotiate an understanding 
with students, filtering and blocking 
software prevent a range of activities. 
As a consequence, children pursue the 
prohibited activities elsewhere, in the 
private spaces that young people can 
secure for themselves,” she said.

Echoing these concerns, Dr Barbara 
Spears from the Australian University 
Cyberbullying Research Alliance  
gave the analogy of a backyard 
swimming pool.

“How dangerous is a swimming 
pool in your backyard? If you don’t have 
a fence or you do have a fence, if you 
don’t teach your children how to swim 
or you do teach your children how to 
swim...it’s as dangerous as we want it to 
be if we don’t do anything, but as safe 

as we can make it if we adopt multiple 
approaches,” Dr Spears said.

“We need to be growing ethical, 
digital citizens in our young people, 
who make good decisions about their 
behaviour in an online environment, 
in the same way they do in normal 
citizenship. We want to have the 
best citizens we can for the future 
of our country and they need to be 
able to operate in this environment. 
The technology is powerful and 
empowering, and we need to help them 
navigate their way through that.”

Professor Vered told the inquiry 
the young people most at risk online 
are the same ones most at risk off-line 
and include those with low self-esteem 
or self image problems as well as those 
seeking comfort and companionship, 
and the socially excluded. 

“Those problems are not 
technological problems. What makes 
them vulnerable is not the technology, 
so technological solutions are not going 
to address that. We need to be more 
aware of those children as individuals. 
Those young people are vulnerable to 
their peers and to adults, but no more 
so than they are in the face-to-face 
world,” she said.

Commenting on the serious nature 
of crimes by cyber ‘predators’, Professor 
Vered said online molesters are not 
seeking unsuspecting victims but rather 
youths susceptible to seduction.

Citing research, she said 
developmentally appropriate 
prevention strategies that target youths 
directly and acknowledge normal 
adolescent interests in romance and 
sex are needed. These should provide 
younger adolescents with awareness 
and avoidance skills while educating 
older youths about the pitfalls of sexual 
relationships with adults and their 
criminal nature.

“The current prevention messages 
emphasising parental control and 
the dangers of divulging personal 
information are inappropriate to the 
task. Again we must ask: how will 
children learn to be self-monitoring, 
self-regulating and independent online 
if we contain their explorations to a 
walled garden scenario?” 

www.aph.gov.au/jscc 
jscc@aph.gov.au 
(02) 6277 4202

Filters may not keep children safe online. Photo: iStockphoto
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particular advertisement campaign that 
caused a lot of complaints.

“A lot of complaints about one 
or two ads can skew the percentage of 
complaints about a particular medium.”

The inquiry is investigating 
whether the system of self-regulation 
used by the advertising industry is 
a rigorous enough safeguard against 
campaigns which have the potential 
to offend, such as those using sexually 
suggestive phrases and images.  

It is also exploring whether there 
are any levers available to the federal 
government under fair trading laws 
which could be used to keep the 
industry in check.

And it is considering the 
implications of future technological 
developments such as digital billboards 
which can switch between several ads 
or show different ads at various times 
of the day.

The ASB opposes any move 
towards government intervention in 
the regulation of advertisements.

Ms Jolly said the system is arguably 
more successful than many government 
mechanisms.

“We have a success rate of 99.03 
per cent compliance from advertisers,” 
she said.

“We have an unbelievable record 
in advertisers voluntarily removing 
their ads from whatever medium that 
the board has decided it can no longer 
be shown in.”

Ms Jolly pointed out that 
government regulation would mean a 
cost to the taxpayer, in contrast to the 
ASB which is industry funded. 

Committee chair Graham Perrett 
(Moreton, Qld) said he has received 
a lot of complaints from both his 
constituents and people Australia-wide 
about some billboards. 

“I’ve had not just from my 
electorate, but from all over Australia 
people making contact once I went 
public on the call for this, saying how 
upset they were,” he said.

“Maybe there’s a whole untapped 
sea of discontent out there that doesn’t 
actually make its way through to a real 
written complaint.”

Mr Perrett said extra scrutiny 
of outdoor advertising is needed 
because unlike other mediums, such 
as television, families with children do 
not have the choice to avoid billboard 
signs they are travelling past.  

Who’s watching this space 
Community concerns about billboards have 
led to a parliamentary inquiry.

T
he body responsible for keeping 
advertisers in check disputes 
claims that complaints about 
billboard ads are on the rise. 

Attorney-General Robert 
McClelland has asked the House of 
Representatives Social Policy and Legal 
Affairs Committee to establish an inquiry 
into the rules which govern outdoor 
advertising, following what he described 
as a steady increase in complaints in 
recent years.

Several controversial ads have also 
prompted public debate over the issue, 
including a billboard at Sydney Airport 
last year which urged visitors to the city 
to “have an affair”.

The industry is self-regulated by 
the Advertising Standards Bureau (ASB) 
which is responsible for investigating 
consumer complaints and ensuring  

that advertisers stick to industry codes 
of practice. 

Figures from the ASB show that 
while ads broadcast on TV make up 
the most complaints, those shown on 
billboards come in second.

In 2009 almost 24 per cent of 
complaints about ads were about those 
shown outdoors, compared to 16.48 per 
cent in 2008, 12.8 per cent in 2007 and 
3.67 per cent in 2006.

But ASB chief executive Fiona Jolly 
said those figures do not necessarily show 
a solid trend.

“Our statistics over the 12 years of 
operation have shown that outdoor pretty 
much is the second most complained 
about medium generally,” she said.

“The percentage of complaints 
will go from anywhere from 10 to 20 
per cent based quite often on whether, 
for example, there may have been one 

Controversial billboards have sparked community complaints. Photo: Newspix
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parliamentary review of 
aviation and maritime 
security has heard that a 
chemical being carried by a 
passenger arrested at Perth 

Airport in 2007 could have resulted in 
the crash of a passenger jet if the liquid 
had been opened on board the aircraft. 

Maggie Plumb, senior research 
coordinator with Western Australia 
Police, told federal parliament’s Law 
Enforcement Committee:  “That liquid 
would have been toxic at one part per 
million of oxygen, so we are talking here 
about a whole plane crashing.  If the 
seal had broken or he had decided to 
empty it into the toilet, everyone would  
have died.” 

Ms Plumb said Australia was “way 
behind other countries” in domestic 
aviation security, particularly when 
it comes to checking of passenger 
identification for domestic flights. 

She suggested Commonwealth 
legislation should be introduced that 
requires domestic airline passengers to 
authenticate their identity before they 
can fly.

“Domestic passenger identity 
legislation would assist in disrupting 
anonymous travel and disrupting 
organised crime and other criminal 
activity,” Ms Plumb said. 

She indicated domestic passenger 
identification was standard international 
practice, and introducing it into Australia 
would simply bring us up to the standard 
that is accepted overseas. 

But Qantas argued that identity 
fraud and tracking of individuals were 
neither a priority nor appropriate 
functions for airlines to implement, and 
that the financial burden of a change in 
procedures would be unjustifiable.  

“Verification of identity documents 
by commercial entities should not be 

Security screening at airports not enough to stop criminals. Photo: aapone

Liquid could have brought 
down plane 
Threat revealed at air safety hearing.

“I think the fact there has only 
been 180 complaints over the last 
three years isn’t necessarily indicative 
of the community concerns over some 
of these outdoor spaces and how 
they’re being a bit too confronting on 
occasion,” he said. 

Ms Jolly said while there are 
no specific rules applied to outdoor 
advertising, the ASB board when 
considering complaints takes into 
account the fact that billboards are 
hard to avoid.

 “Over the past three years to be 
honest the board has become more 
strict with outdoor ads,” she said.

Four billboard ads made it into 
the top 10 most complained about in 
2010 and 2009, with two in 2008.

The most complained about 
billboard ad last year was a promotion 
for the “Sexpo” convention held  
in Brisbane. 

It received about 75 complaints 
but they were not upheld by the ASB. 

Hot on its heels was an ad shown 
at Sydney Airport by a dating agency 
which encouraged visitors to Sydney 
to “have an affair” because “life is short”.  

It received about 60 complaints 
and also attracted the attention of the 
NSW government which voiced its 
displeasure to the ASB.

The complaints were upheld and 
the ad was taken down in July last year. 

Other ads attracting criticism 
include those for sex performance 
products, Calvin Klein clothes, and 
an ad which urged customers to join 
the Fernwood Fitness Club “Now for 
Fox Sake”. 

The inquiry is likely to report in 
the middle of this year after a series of 
public hearings.  

LINKS
www.aph.gov.au/spla 
spla.reps@aph.gov.au 
(02) 6277 2358

For the latest news 
from House of 
Representatives 
committees, visit  
www.aph.gov.au/ath



contemplated as they do not have the 
requisite expertise in the detection of 
fraudulent documentation,” Qantas 
Head of Security and Facilitation Steve 
Jackson said.   

“The cost of system changes is 
estimated to be many millions of dollars, 
not including ongoing data storage 
and transmission costs and would 
be detrimental to passenger facility, 
contingency and system redundancy 
requirements.  

“These anticipated costs cannot be 
justified based on identity verification or 
against the perceived benefit especially 
when considering that the domestic 
aviation industry is only seven percent 
of the size of the Australian domestic 
rail industry.”

A former aviation security specialist 
with the Federal Airports Corporation, 
Michael Carmody is calling for 
greater use of passenger profiling by 
airlines to help identify criminals and 
terrorists before they even reach airports 
or security screening gates. He said 

passenger profiling software used by 
Israel’s El Al airline works in a similar 
fashion to how credit card databases 
can alert banks to unusual card use in 
an overseas country and stop the card 
until the card user verifies their location 
or purpose. 

“At the point when you buy a ticket 
to fly on the Israeli airline the software 
kicks in,” Mr Carmody said. “Straight 
away, the software looks at you, who 
you are, where you are flying from, 
where you are flying to, the class of 
ticket, whether you are carrying baggage, 
how you have paid for the ticket, 
point of origin, nationality et cetera. If 
you happen to be a Qantas Platinum 
Frequent Flyer, moving throughout the 
Middle East continually, flying business 
class, invariably boarding here and 
disembarking there, have a profile that 
has been consistent over the years, have 
a ticket that is paid for by a company 
cheque et cetera, then obviously, in 
terms of risk based profiling, you would 
be shunted into a low-risk gate.

“If you happen to be a young fellow 
of 19 years of age flying first class with 
no baggage, paying cash and turning up 
in a pair of baggy jeans and a T-shirt, I 
suggest the software would trip you into 
another area.”

A passenger deemed risky will be 
questioned further when they check-in 
at El Al.

“The point of the exercise in 
profiling is, in a risk management sense, 
to highlight and identify your most 
serious risk before they hit the screening 
point, let alone the aircraft. We tend 
to engineer it in reverse; we tend to 
hope that at the eleventh hour we catch 
someone walking through a screening 
point or, better still, stumble across 
something as they mount the aircraft 
and sit in a seat. That, to me, is crazy.” 

www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/le_ctte 
le.committee@aph.gov.au 
(02) 6277 3419

roposed labelling changes 
could save Australian wine 
exporters up to $25 million a 
year and help expand their key 
export markets. 

The Agreement on Requirements 
for Wine Labelling between Australia 
and the other members of the World 
Wine Trade Group (WWTG) 
standardises wine labelling requirements 
across the member countries.  

Australian wine producers will be 
able to place all key product information 
including net volume, product name, 
country of origin and alcohol content in 
a ‘single field of vision’ located anywhere 
on the main body of the bottle.

Currently wines sold in Australia 
must include net volume on the front 
label.  The changes mean exporters will 
be able to produce wine with one label 
that meets both Australian domestic 
and international labelling requirements 
for WWTG and European Union 
countries.

The WWTG includes major 
markets such as the USA, Canada and 
Mexico, and along with the European 
Union constitutes 80 per cent of 
Australia’s export market.  

Hamish McCormick from the 
Department of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade told federal parliament’s Treaties 
Committee the voluntary changes 

would significantly reduce production, 
distribution and marketing expenditure 
for Australian wine producers. 

“The industry expect cost savings 
of $25 million each year as well as 
benefits for marketing and supply,”  
Mr McCormick said.

While the potential savings are 
significant, some Queensland and 
South Australian consumer groups are 
concerned consumers might be confused 
by the changes.  

However Mr McCormick said 
the changes could actually make it 
easier for consumers to locate product 
information on wine labels.

“Four key pieces of information 
will be available at the same time, in the 
same field of vision. 

“You could argue there are benefits 
for consumers by providing all this 
information in the one field of vision.”

The Winemakers Federation of 
Australia has agreed to a request from 
peak consumer body Choice to combat 
any confusion through an education 
campaign explaining the changes to 
consumers. 

www.aph.gov.au/jsct 
jsct@aph.gov.au 
(02) 6277 4002

Wine labelling changes expected to save millions. Photo: Newspix
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NBN could help stem  
rural exodus
Community hopes and concerns raised  
at hearings.

T
he National Broadband 
Network could be a key to 
reversing depopulation of rural 
communities, a parliamentary 
inquiry into the NBN has heard.

General Manager of the Gloucester 
Shire Council, Allan Young, told the 
House of Representatives Infrastructure 
and Communications  Committee 
the council sees the NBN rollout as 
providing economic opportunities for 
business growth “with the ultimate 
possibility of increasing the population 
of the shire”.

But with a population of 5,000 
spread out over a semi-rural area of the 
Upper Hunter in NSW, the council is 
concerned about the time it may take to 
get connected.

“It is possible that NBN Co will 
push to have major towns and cities 
connected first so as to generate greater 
income earlier in the rollout cycle with 
towns such as Gloucester being left until 
the last years of the project. 

“If this is the process, other larger 
population centres will benefit at the 
cost of smaller population centres and 
may in fact contribute to the economic 
demise of these rural towns.”

The Wheatbelt East Regional 
Organisation of Councils told the 
inquiry most of the wheatbelt area of 
Western Australia will receive little or 
no access to the NBN under current 
plans, deepening the digital divide 
between remote areas and regional and 
metropolitan centres.

“This lack of access will penalise the 
residents within these communities,” 
the group said. “This lack of access 
will adversely impact upon each of 
the criteria the committee has been 
requested to investigate.”

 But network owner NBN Co said 
it plans to provide broadband speeds 
of 12 megabits per second to 100 per 
cent of Australian premises through a 
combination of fibre, next generation 
wireless and satellite networks.

Over 93 per cent of premises will be 
connected by fibre optic cable offering 
speeds of 100 megabits per second.

The multi-billion dollar cost of 
delivering fibre based connections 
to most Australian households is 
continuing to generate heated debate in 
parliament.

Shadow Minister for Communications 
and Broadband Malcolm Turnbull 
described the NBN as the “most 
extravagant and reckless undertaking 
of the most reckless and extravagant 
government we have known in our 
lifetimes”.

“When it comes to the biggest 
infrastructure project in our nation’s 
history, the National Broadband 
Network – $50 billion of investment 
overall – there is no scrutiny, no 
accountability and no competition.” 

Mr Turnbull said favouring fibre 
technology over wireless methods is a 
fatal flaw to the NBN plan.

“We are seeing right around 
the world the explosion of wireless 
broadband. This is a genuine 
telecommunications revolution,”  
Mr Turnbull said.

“This is not to say that wireless is 
the complete solution, but, equally, it 
is naive to imagine that the explosion 
of wireless services is not going to have 
an enormous impact on the broadband 
experience and the broadband future  
of Australia.”

But Infrastructure Minister Anthony 
Albanese said Mr Turnbull’s promotion 
of wireless solutions shows he doesn’t 
understand how broadband works.

“Experts agree that, while wireless 
is one part of the picture, it is not a 
substitute for fibre,” Mr Albanese said. 
“If you are going to rely on wireless 
broadband, you need a fibre network to 
support it and you need mobile phone 
towers on every street connected up 
to each other in a system through the  
fibre network. 

“That is something that the 
Member for Wentworth might have 
an interesting time explaining to his 
electorate when those towers go up on 
every corner of every street.”

In a white paper report on the 
impact of broadband in Australia, UK 
social regeneration expert Dr Tim 
Williams said the focus should be on 
the potential of high speed broadband 
to link and develop Australia, rather 
than arguments over cost.

Based on the UK experience, the 
report shows high speed broadband 
allows major advances in e-health, 
online education, access to government 
and the revitalisation of regional 
communities.

However Dr Williams said these 
benefits can only be realised if all 
Australians have both the opportunity 
and ability to connect equally to the 
network.

“Digital inclusion is absolutely 
essential, and one of the findings of the 
report is that communities and citizens 
that are left unconnected will be at a 
deficit with their peers,” Dr Williams 
said. “So you’ve got to be in this thing 
otherwise all the benefits we talk about 
do not accrue to you.”

Public hearings of the NBN 
inquiry are scheduled until May and 
the construction of the network is set to 
continue over the next eight years. 

LINKS
www.aph.gov.au/ic 
ic.reps@aph.gov.au 
(02)  6277 2352

NBN review considers costs 
and benefits. Photo: Thinkstock
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It was a summer we will long 
remember for the disasters that 
struck across Australia, for the 
lives that were lost and for the 
heartache that remains. Four MPs 
from some of the hardest hit areas 
have recounted their stories.

INTERVIEWS:  EMMA O’SULLIVAN

Summer
of sadness
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“But, after the roads are rebuilt, 
businesses are back to full strength 
and people are back in a place they 
can again call home, those whom 
we have lost in this tragedy will still 
be lost and that is a cost that cannot 
be measured.”
 PRIME MINISTER JULIA GILLARD

“When they face ruined houses 
which are slow to be rebuilt and 
perhaps recalcitrant insurers or 
bankers, when their infrastructure 
is perhaps not restored quite as 
quickly as they would like, we will 
not forget them – they will not  
be alone.”
 OPPOSITION LEADER TONY ABBOTT
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It looked like a war zone. There was a 23-foot wall 
of water that just went through the place from the 
bottom of the creek bed. So as you’re driving into the 

community of Grantham, what used to have beautiful 
broccoli, cabbage, carrot and zucchini farms on either side 
of the road, looked nothing more than rubbish. I think there 
was a total of 300 cars just destroyed, some unrecognisable 
in paddocks, tractors turned upside down, pieces of debris. 
These beautiful paddocks that once produced our nation’s 
food for the tables looked nothing more than rubbish tips. 
Full timber low-set weatherboard homes displaced like a 
scene from the Wizard of Oz, just sitting in the middle of 
paddocks half twisted and turned. 

The clean-up process was hampered because there were 
so many people still missing and to this day we still look for 
seven of our people in that community. We had 200 Army 
personnel on the ground that were going around through 
this silt with prods looking for bodies and the same with the 
creek beds because every bundle of twigs, logs, branches had 
to be meticulously pulled apart one by one in fear that that 
was the potential tomb of one of our residents. So it was a 
very painstaking process. 

Grantham as a community are still suffering. In a small 
community of say 200 or 300 people, when one person dies 
in a community like that, the town just stops. But when you 
lose 10 to 15 people from one community, the scars it leaves 
on friends, loved ones, husbands, wives, school friends, 

associates, business partners. It’ll take that community 
absolutely years and years to recover. 

It’s a roller coaster of emotions for them. Certain 
community members are feeling a guilt, saying, ‘why them 
not me?’ when they sat on their rooves and watched bodies 
go past. They felt guilty that they couldn’t grab them. It plays 
on people’s minds. 

I cannot imagine the magnitude of grief that some of 
these people in this community are feeling by losing literally 
everything. They are so proud as people. A bloke was in the 
same clothes for four days and we said to him, ‘listen, we’ll 
get you some new clothes’.  He said, ‘no no, I don’t need 
new clothes. There’s somebody else worse off than me’. Well, 
there may have been but he was so proud as a person that he 
was saying, no, give it to someone else. 

When the water started to go away, it’s a cliché, 
but it did look like London after the blitz almost, 
without the bombs going off. There were people 

everywhere, there was mud and it stank to high heaven, high 
as a dingo’s howl. This mud was really disgusting. When you 
got it on your body, on your car, it was really, really horrible 
stuff, particularly in Rocklea where a lot of the factory 
material had flowed through the creek. It was slippery, it  
was horrible.

A lot of the clean-up has occurred in most areas. Now 
we’re just dealing with the heartache. Particularly talking 
to pensioners I suppose has been quite moving. You get a 
young couple with young kids and it’s all about rebuilding, 
restarting. You talk to a 78-year-old person who lived 
through the ‘74 floods, now the thought of starting again 
when they’ve got nothing – their hearts are almost completely 
broken. They’ve all but given up hope. 

I was talking to a lady the other day who had been 
through the ‘74 flood.  Everything was gone from her house. 
Everything. The house was sort of warped a bit. I’ve never 
seen a person almost so broken because everything was gone. 
They didn’t get anything out and the water went almost to 
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the ceiling inside the house. I don’t know what will happen 
to that person and there are a lot of stories like that.

One in three people in my electorate come from 
overseas. A mosque would just turn up to clean up a suburb 
or the Chinese Lions would turn up to clean up a suburb. I 
had this Buddhist group handing out cards, $500 each, to 
everyone who had water over their properties. Even though 
it was a tragedy and a disaster, community connections that 
have come out of it will make us a much stronger area. 

 

I’m amazed that more people didn’t die. We had two 
tragedies which unfortunately occurred as a result of the 
flood. When you consider that people were in vehicles 

that were washed away, people were literally washed off the 
street when they underestimated the force of the floodwaters, 
the only reason we didn’t have bigger fatalities was that 
the emergency services went into action like clockwork. 
The emergency disaster relief centre was actually activated 
before the storm hit and of course the extra bravery of the 
emergency services, particularly the rapid water recovery 
team who rescued people who were clinging to power poles, 
trees and the tops of vehicles. 

I think initially there was a sense of shock and the next 
day almost a stunned silence descended over the CBD. The 
area was cordoned off while search and rescue teams went 
through. We didn’t appreciate the economic impact at that 
stage. Most people thought the insurance companies would 
come in and it would all just be paid out and they’d have 
new carpets down in a couple of weeks. As it’s turned out it’s 
taken much longer and although insurance companies have 
agreed to pay out on all claims the simple fact is that people 
are still without their motor vehicles. They still haven’t had 
full assessment of the damages in their homes. Carpet is still 
rotting in their rubbish bins so there is still now a month later 
a feeling that this is going to take a long time. 

It’s been a particularly hard time. Obviously the human 
aspect has been very draining. What we’re trying to do is 
get business and people back on their feet as quickly as 
possible. There is a little bit of frustration but I’d have 
to say the community has really put its own impact aside 
very unselfishly and really devoted their attention to the 
catastrophe that occurred to our east at Murphy’s Creek and 
Grantham. So most people accept that whilst there was severe 
damage, they have much to be grateful for and really people 
are being very patient. 

The first place I went was Rosalie to the shops. 
I completely lost it. I became very emotional. I 
remember saying to myself, ‘pull yourself together 

because you’re here to comfort people, they’re going to 
be comforting you if you don’t watch it’. If you actually 
go and you smell it and you walk in that terrible dirt and 
you see people’s possessions, their lives, their history is on  
the footpath.

You provide comfort where you can. You cry with 
people, you are affected by it. You see wonderful places 
where you used to have coffee, destroyed. You see wonderful 
restaurants that are no longer there. You see whole streets 
covered in this terrible stuff. 

It’s been pretty shattering. People have lost businesses, 
they’ve lost houses. There have been about 2,000 houses 
affected in the Brisbane electorate and probably 400 to 500 
businesses. It’s been very heartbreaking for people to lose 
everything and then have to fight with insurance companies 
after the ordeal. So there’s been a lot of heartbreak and our 
office has been very much in the thick of it.

There were people who weren’t there in the ’74 floods 
and weren’t prepared. I don’t think they probably realised 
how brutal water can be. But also people have lost income, 
people haven’t been able to go to work, businesses have no 
cash flow. 

People who lose their possessions and their homes, it’s 
very heartbreaking but on the good side [there was] wonderful 
community efforts from complete strangers arriving with food. 
A wine wholesaler that I was with said that he had two Italian 
women roll up with trays of lasagne and salad. They had just 
been cleaning the dirt all morning and the mud and it was just 
the most beautiful sight to see that wonderful food arriving. 
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GEOFFREY MASLEN

ive years ago, a dark cloud 
of suspicion began to loom 
over thousands of foreign-
trained doctors when  
Dr Jayant Patel, an 
Indian-born surgeon at 

Queensland’s Bundaberg Hospital, was 
accused of causing the deaths of some 
of his patients.

Questions had been raised about 
Dr Patel’s competence soon after the 
hospital appointed him in 2003, yet 
it was another seven years before he 
was tried and sentenced to seven years 
imprisonment. Dubbed ‘Dr Death’ by 
the media, Dr Patel was found guilty last 
July on three counts of manslaughter 
and one of grievous bodily harm. 

The case highlighted the way 
controls over the employment of foreign 
doctors, even basic scrutiny of their 
qualifications, had been ignored for 
years by health authorities because of a 
desperate shortage of Australian-trained 
medical officers. 

Dr Mukesh Haikerwal says the 
shortage arose because the Howard 
government decided in 1996 to contain 
spiralling health costs by freezing 
enrolment increases in university 

medical schools. In that year, 1,327 
medical students graduated while a 
decade later the figure had risen to 
only 1,378 – an additional 51 doctors 
although the population had expanded 
by nearly 2.5 million people.

To fill the ever-widening gap, 
Australia became ever-more reliant 
on importing doctors from overseas. 
Significant numbers were drawn from 
developing countries, despite the 
desperate need for medical help in those 
countries. 

“They do not like any 
competition whatsoever.”

Dr Haikerwal is one of Australia’s 
best-known foreign-trained doctors. 
Also born in India but educated in 
Britain, he is a former president of the 
Australian Medical Association, chair of 
the World Medical Association’s finance 
and planning committee and a professor 
of medicine at Flinders University in 
Adelaide – and he still practises in 
Melbourne’s western suburbs where he 
first began as a GP in 1991.

“The federal government was forced 
to start building new medical schools 
from 2000 on to boost local training 
and their numbers have jumped from 
12 to 20,” Dr Haikerwal says. “But 
it takes more than 10 years before 
medical students graduate, complete 
their internships and other postgraduate 
training before they go into practice 
so the demand for foreign doctors has 
hardly abated.”

In some rural and remote regions, 
more than half of all doctors are now 
from other countries and overall they 
comprise 40 per cent of Australia’s total 
medical workforce. But the continuing 
publicity surrounding Dr Patel, his 
hurried forced departure to America in 
2005, the later warrants issued for his 
arrest and his return to Queensland to 
be tried last year, raised questions in the 
public mind about the capabilities of 
other foreign doctors.

“Overseas trained doctors now 
face a hostile working environment,” 
Monash University sociologist  
Dr Bob Birrell wrote in 2005. 
“Anecdotal evidence indicates they face 
a suspicious public [and] any doctor 
with a foreign name or appearance 

Medico 
limbo
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is likely to be affected... They are likely to be particularly 
reluctant to take medical employment in regional settings 
where there is not much social support.”

Until he stepped down last year, Dr Birrell headed the 
Centre for Population and Urban Research at Monash. In 
a series of articles beginning in 2004, he and his colleagues 
reported that quality control of the overseas trained medical 
workforce was virtually non-existent.

Writing in the centre’s journal People and Place, the 
researchers revealed that as a result of state and federal 
government decisions, foreign doctors faced no assessment 
of their medical knowledge, clinical skills, performance in a 
supervised hospital setting, or even a check on how well they 
spoke English. 

In a paper in 2005 headed ‘The aftermath of Dr Death: 
Has anything changed?’, Dr Birrell and Andrew Schwartz, 
then president of the Australian Doctors Trained Overseas 
Association, pointed out that despite the findings of a 
Queensland commission of inquiry into Dr Patel, neither the 
federal nor state governments had acted to ensure this would 
not happen again.

The authors noted that state medical boards had decided 
foreign doctors would have to achieve a score of 7 on the 
IELTS English proficiency examination as a precondition 
of registration. But while the Australian Medical Council 
proposed to implement a medical knowledge test, state 
and federal health authorities were not committed to  
enforcing it. 

“The [then] Minister for Health and Ageing, Tony 
Abbott, stated he does not want to be involved – he is content 

Long and winding road
When Dr Susan Douglas arrived in Australia with her 

husband and two children in 2006, she had no idea it 

would take years before she could get her qualifications 

and experience recognised as a long-term Canadian 

family doctor and academic.

 Dr Douglas was an assistant professor at Dalhousie 

University, a leading research intensive institution in Nova 

Scotia, with 16 years’ academic and clinical experience. 

She moved to Canberra after accepting a position at 

the Australian National University as a senior lecturer in 

general practice. 

 As such, she also wanted to practise medicine herself 

yet it was not until 2008 before she obtained conditional 

registration to work part-time as a GP in a Canberra 

medical clinic desperately short of doctors. 

Some 3,000 overseas trained doctors each year are 

granted temporary permits and provisional practising 

rights, mostly in places where doctors are scarce. In 

October 2009, after Dr Douglas had applied to become 

a permanent resident, she learnt that Medicare had 

withdrawn her provider eligibility, meaning her patients 

would no longer receive rebates from the health scheme. 

Under the rules, doctors without full accreditation 

automatically lose their Medicare rights. 

Her plight stemmed from a long-running dispute with 

the Royal Australian College of General Practitioners over 

recognition of her Canadian qualifications, even though 

she later learned other Canadian doctors with the same 

qualifications had been accepted as fellows of the college. 

Dr Douglas was given a year’s extension of her provisional 

registration and had her Medicare provider number 

reinstated but she is still trying to obtain accreditation. 

Unable to resolve her problems with the college, she has 

now started the registration process all over again and is 

following a different registration path. She is hopeful that 

by next year – six years after first arriving in Australia – she 

will have put the problems of the past behind her.

“Federal legislation prevents foreign medical graduates 

working where they want to for up to 10 years unless 

they practise in a particular area of need,” Dr Douglas says. 

“My clinic is desperately short but it doesn’t meet the 

Commonwealth definition as an area of district workforce 

shortage although it does in the ACT.

“The only reason I have an exemption and have a provider 

number is because I am an academic. The irony is if I left 

the university I could no longer work here as a doctor and 

would no longer have registration or a Medicare  

provider number.” 

Dr Douglas says Australia’s current policies on overseas 

trained doctors are actively dissuading foreign medical 

academics and teachers coming to Australia. 

“We have foreign doctors 
training in this country who have 
no voice and no opportunity 
to defend themselves or their 
reputations.”
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to leave the matter to the states,” Birrell and Schwartz wrote. 
“In his words, `I’m not going to buy into a quagmire where 
the federal government has responsibility but no authority’.” 

The authors said no state or Commonwealth health 
department had taken unilateral action to introduce a formal 
test of medical knowledge, clinical skills or a compulsory 
period of supervised medical practice, as was obligatory in 
the United Kingdom, Canada and the United States. Nor 
had any health authority decided to require a probationary 
period for foreign doctors employed as specialists in public 
hospitals that involved strict supervision of their work. 
“Patel could happen again..,” they warned.

A year later, the Council of Australian Governments 
(COAG) decided changes would have to be made to the 
employment process for international medical graduates 
applying for registration. The aim, the council said, was  
to “increase the safety and efficacy of the healthcare 
workforce by assessing the suitability of the applicant for a 
specific position”. 

The council agreed to establish an Australian Health 
Practitioner Regulation Agency which would assume 
responsibility for the registration of more than 500,000 
health workers in 10 of the main professions. At the time, 
85 separate state-run boards were responsible for accrediting 
doctors, nurses, mid-wives, dentists, pharmacists and other 
health professionals. 

Yet, despite the council’s decision, the state boards 
continued to perform their roles over the next four years. 
It was not until last July the regulation agency finally came 
into being, although almost from the start it has come under 
attack from healthcare workers who failed to be re-registered 
and suddenly found themselves unable to do their jobs. 

In any event, the entire medical registration system is still 
disturbingly complex so it is not surprising foreign doctors 
find it difficult to weave their way through the maze of 
groups with differing responsibilities. These range from the 
Australian Medical Council and the special medical colleges 
to the Medical Board of Australia, which has oversight of the 
state and territory medical boards. These boards function as 
committees of the national board and can make decisions 
about individual practitioners in each jurisdiction. 

When strict new accreditation rules were finally 
implemented across Australia in 2008, however, the 
regulations appear to have led to a zealousness on the part 
of some officials charged with assessing foreign doctors. 

In some cases their actions seriously affected a significant 
number of well-qualified professionals. 

General practitioners and medical specialists alike, 
including many who had worked in their communities for 
a decade or more, suddenly faced having to prove they were 
competent and some even lost their jobs.

“The current accreditation processes are very arbitrary 
with rules made on the fly and people changing them 
when they feel like it,” says Dr Viney Joshi, who succeeded 

Andrew Schwartz as president of the Australian Doctors 
Trained Overseas Association. 

“They don’t understand that this is ruining the careers 
of people who have been here for years, working in areas 
that historically Australian doctors don’t want to go. We are 
talking about people in their 40s and 50s with no history of 
problems who have been shafted. Some of what is placed on 
them is too onerous and more than is required of Australian 
graduates.”

Indian-born and trained, Dr Joshi is a GP and medical 
superintendent at the Blackall Hospital in southern 
Queensland. He quotes the case of an overseas trained 
gynaecologist who wanted to renew her accreditation with 
the relevant specialist college but was turned down because 
she had not performed laparoscopic hysterectomy, a relatively 
new alternative to the abdominal operation. 

“The college now says she must have a certain number 
of these operations to be accredited but it was not required 
when she came to Australia years ago,” Dr Joshi says. “She 
is working in an area where no Australian surgeon wants 
to go and is on call 28 days out of 30. The doctors in her 
community will tell you how much she is liked and how 
much she is needed but now the college says it cannot 
accredit her because she does not meet the latest criteria.”

In the House of Representatives last October, Bruce Scott 
(Maranoa, Qld) called for a parliamentary inquiry into the 
role of the medical colleges in assessing international medical 
graduate specialists and current accreditation methods, 

 In some rural and remote regions, 
more than half of all doctors are now 
from other countries.

Pathways to practice
In 2008 the Australian Medical Council introduced a 

nationally consistent assessment process for foreign-

trained doctors who then had four different ‘pathways’ 

they could follow to become qualified to work as general 

practitioners or specialists.

The pathways include obtaining approval to be registered 

by one of the medical colleges such as the Royal 

Australian College of General Practitioners, taking the AMC 

examinations, undergoing workplace-based assessment, 

or following a specialist assessment pathway.

No doubt aware of the growing concern among foreign 

doctors and the call for a parliamentary inquiry into their 

registration, the AMC and the Medical Board of Australia 

decided in November to review the effectiveness of  

the pathways. 

Chair of the board, Dr Joanna Flynn says the review is not 

about changing the standards but rather looking at what 

is working effectively and what could be improved.

“We are making sure these pathways have been 

implemented as consistently as possible and are as 

effective as they can be in ensuring IMGs (international 

medical graduates) have the skills, qualifications and 

experience to provide safe care to the Australian 

community,” Dr Flynn says.
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particularly the role of the pre-employment structured 
interview, known as the ‘PESCI’. 

Under the rules set down by the national registration 
agency, certain medical applicants are required to be 
interviewed, orally tested in fact, by a group of usually three 
examiner doctors. The assessment is to establish whether 
the foreign medical graduate has the knowledge, skills 
and experience to practise safely in the position for which 
registration is being sought. 

But there have been claims some examiners have exceeded 
their authority and failed well-qualified applicants who then 
lost the jobs they had been working in for years. 

Mr Scott said the issue of accreditation was causing great 
distress to a number of doctors in his electorate “and I know 
across many parts of Australia, particularly in Queensland”. 

“There is much concern that the current process to assess 
the competency of overseas trained doctors is discriminatory 
and that the process to approve registration for these doctors 
lacks transparency,” he said.

Seconding the call for an inquiry, Warren Entsch 
(Leichhardt, Qld) said a strong message had to be sent 
to the medical colleges that “with the gift of monopoly 
come serious obligations in the way they treat foreign  
trained doctors”. 

“Regional Australia could not function without the 
services of these foreign doctors. [Yet] these colleges are 
nothing but old boys’ clubs. They have been established 
by those who get major benefits from the current situation. 
They do not like any competition whatsoever [and] if another 
doctor comes in and does not play the game, they will attack 
them relentlessly and they will remove their opportunity or 
their licence to practise.”

Mr Entsch said he was calling on the Australian Medical 
Council to start setting accreditation standards and to give 
the colleges 12 months “to sort out their nonsense, to sort 

Health and Ageing Committee to conduct an inquiry 
into the registration processes and the support available to 
overseas trained doctors. 

The committee’s terms of reference note the vital role 
of the specialist colleges “in setting and maintaining high 
standards for the registration of overseas trained doctors” but 
state that the committee will: 

measures to determine if there are ways OTDs (overseas 
trained doctors) could better understand colleges’ 
assessment processes, whether appeal mechanisms could 
be clarified, and the community better understand and 
accept registration decisions; 

Commonwealth and state and territory governments, 

“The treatment of overseas 
trained doctors is divisive, 
unfair and discriminatory.” 

out this mafia that they are involved in and to improve 
conditions, transparency and accountability”.

“I have absolutely no doubt that we need competent 
people here but we have foreign doctors training in this 
country who have no voice and no opportunity to defend 
themselves or their reputations,” he said.

Responding to these concerns and others from disgruntled 
medicos and Dr Joshi’s association, Health Minister Nicola 
Roxon in November asked the House of Representatives 
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professional organisations and colleges to assist OTDs to 
meet registration requirements and provide suggestions for 
the enhancement and integration of these programs; and 

pathways for OTDs to achieve full Australian qualification, 
particularly in regional areas, without lowering the necessary 
standards required by colleges and regulatory bodies. 

Dr Joshi welcomed the news. “The treatment of overseas 
trained doctors is divisive, unfair and discriminatory,” he 
says. “Once the initial entrance exams to practise in Australia 
have been passed, where is the rationale for introduction of 
further layers of examination that are not in existence for  
our peers?

“Once we have been deemed to be at an Australian 
graduate level – and many of us are way beyond that upon 

arrival – why is it correct to treat us differently in any way 
at all? A quite stunning example is the ‘10-year moratorium’ 
that restricts where OTDs may work for up to 10 years after 
arrival in Australia. 

“It is enshrined in a federally legislated piece of 
discrimination, never mind that it contravenes the Racial 
Discrimination Act! That fact has been ignored as OTDs 
have been used to shore up rural and remote healthcare 
chasms for the past 13 years. And it hasn’t even worked: 
regional healthcare is worse now than it ever has been.”

Thousands of overseas trained doctors still waiting to 
gain accreditation were no doubt also overjoyed to hear of the 
inquiry. Many have found that Australia’s system of ensuring 

foreign doctors are qualified to do their work is complex and 
fragmentary, the bureaucracy disturbingly inefficient and the 
accreditation processes irregular and lacking clear criteria.

Professor Claire Jackson, however, rejects the claims 
made in parliament about the medical colleges and the 
assertions of Dr Joshi and other critics. As president of the 
Royal Australian College of General Practitioners, and a 
professor of general practice at the University of Queensland, 
Dr Jackson also dismisses Warren Entsch’s labelling of the 
colleges as “old boys’ clubs”.

“Females dominate our profession and the college board,” 
Dr Jackson says. “We recognise that many international 
medical graduates are working in rural and remote areas and 
that they need support as well as help with their education 
to be able to undertake the studies to gain a fellowship of 
the college.”

She says there are now flexible routes to fellowship 
of the college, which enables doctors to gain registration, 
and that overseas trained doctors do not have to sit an 
examination: “They can even qualify for fellowship by 
sending in videotapes of consultations with their patients.” 

Dr Jackson says the submission made by her college to 
the House of Representatives inquiry rejects suggestions the 
specialist colleges “set standards like an old boys’ club” or 
that they “change their arrangements as they wish”.

“I absolutely refute that claim as does the college,” she 
says. “We are accredited by the Australian Medical Council 
and our examinations, the standards we set and the way we 
measure those are accredited nationally by the AMC.”  

The college is completely transparent and is fully 
supportive of international medical graduates, Dr Jackson 
says. On Christmas Eve, the college received a $2 million 
grant from the federal health department to offer 300 places 
to overseas trained doctors required to re-register this year. 

“They will have personal learning plans prepared for 
them, lots more support and all our faculties of medicine 
in the universities have international medical graduate 
subcommittees, most of whom are IMGs themselves with 
fellowship of our college,” she says. 

“They will be working with these foreign trained 
doctors, often in remote areas with high workloads, to make 
sure they get all the support they need to achieve fellowship.”

  In its 14-page submission to the inquiry, the college says 
it has never supported the requirement that overseas trained 
doctors must serve at least 10 years in an area of need – usually 
remote or rural – and the policy needs urgent review.

The Australian Medical Association likewise argues 
in its 12-page submission that the requirement should be 
scrapped. The association says there could not have been 
a worse place to send foreign doctors unfamiliar with the 
Australian culture, its people and their practices.

The AMA says the requirement has exacerbated the 
doctor shortage and the isolation of country towns has made 
it harder for foreign doctors to accustom themselves to 
Australian standards.  

 on the Health Committee’s inquiry into 
registration processes and support for overseas trained doctors, 
visit or email or 
phone .

“Our examinations, the standards we 
set and the way we measure those 
are accredited nationally.”
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here was a certain cruel 
irony when one of the first  
parliamentary hearings on  
the future of the Murray-
Darling had to be postponed  
because of flooding.

For a decade drought had impacted 
on the lives and livelihoods of so many 
along Australia’s major river system.  
But on the day that had been set aside  
to hear from Swan Hill residents 
about how the Basin plan might affect 
them, nature again intervened with an 
unprecedented deluge.

That in itself is indicative of the 
challenges facing the Murray-Darling 
Basin and why the development of a 
sustainable water use plan has proved 
such a conundrum.

Following the winding river, 
members of the House of Representatives 

Regional Australia Committee have over 
the past three months spent many hours 
discussing with the people who live 
along its banks the impact of the Guide 
to the proposed Basin plan released in 
October 2010 by the Murray-Darling 
Basin Authority.

And what they have heard from 
farmers who rely on the river water to 
produce their grapes and citrus fruit is 
that, despite the testing times they have 
faced, they still love what they do and 
want their families to continue farming 
the fertile floodplains for many decades 
to come.

But there is no escaping the fact 
there has been a heavy price to pay for 
working the land that relies on water 
when water has been in short supply.

Higher than average suicide rates 
amongst farmers has been one of the 

dreadful consequences of the ongoing 
tough conditions, according to Professor 
Chris Miller from the School of Social 
and Policy Studies at Flinders University. 
And those conditions have impacted on 
entire communities.

“They are reflected in mental 
health referrals, domestic violence levels 
and increasing crippling household 
debt,” Professor Miller said while at a 
committee hearing in Murray Bridge. 

“They are also reflected in Basin 
communities, with declines or stress in 
agricultural related industries, in the 
retail and service sector and in the 
housing market.

“There is also recent evidence of 
growing anti-social behaviour amongst 
young people who are still left behind 
in those communities. They are also 
reflected in the continuing failure to 

WATER BLUE
 

ANDREW DAWSON
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attract and retain essential professionals, 
such as medical and healthcare staff, 
teachers and public servants. 

“Without that group of key workers, 
the future of Basin communities in the 
long term will only be very limited and 
restricted.”

During the committee’s visit to 
Mildura, rural counsellor Graeme 
Loison told MPs how vulnerable many 
hundreds of irrigators are as they 
contend with high debt levels and low 
water allocations.

“We had a client come through the 
door about 13 or 14 months ago who 
was at his wits end, had been stranded 
buying water at inflated prices, at a time 
where he couldn’t sell his produce,”  
Mr Loison said. 

“Now the effect on that family was 
that his wife was found self mutilating 
by their teenage children. Now they 
came in absolutely distraught, the fellow 
was in tears. They’ve ultimately exited 
from farming, much to the benefit of 
their family.”

Third-generation Mildura irrigator 
Vince DeMaria of Sunraysia Citrus 
Growers warned the committee any 
cutbacks to water supplies would 
be devastating for the 30,000 plus 
community.

“As we are already at the peak of 
our efficiencies in irrigation, cuts of 
30 per cent would lead to 30 per cent 
reduction in our production, a 30 per 

cent cut to employment which would 
lead to further job losses in our city 
of Mildura from our suppliers who 
provide cartons, chemicals, bottles for 
wine, transport industries and the like,”  
Mr DeMaria said.

“Water is critical for us, if we don’t 
have water during the critical months of 
our flower set, we don’t have a crop. If 
we don’t have a crop, we can’t service 
our debt and we can’t keep viable farms 
– so water is crucial. Without water, 
Mildura wouldn’t exist.”

“This community is stressed 
enough as it is without the 

proposed Basin plan.”

Mildura grape grower Ashley 
Johnstone said the Guide to the 
proposed Basin plan has created “huge 
angst” in the community.

“This community is stressed enough 
as it is without the proposed Basin 
plan. We’ve gone through low water 
allocations and poor prices paid for 
crops. Many farmers are going out of 
business. You only have to take a drive 
around Sunraysia and the pump districts 
to see how much dried off land there is.”

During the recent drought another 
Sunraysia grape grower Richard Mills 
spent $50,000 one year on buying water 

just to keep his vines and fruit trees alive 
for his family’s future.

“Country people like myself are 
resilient and we know in agriculture that 
you have your ups and you have your 
downs but what we don’t need is really 
bad policy like what this plan is going to 
be if they take away water permanently 
from farmers like myself. Taking 37 
per cent of my water away from me 
will be just devastating for my family,”  
Mr Mills said.

But along the river the committee 
also found many supporters of the 
proposed plan.

Aboriginal elder Tom Trevorrow 
from near the Murray mouth in South 
Australia hoped upstream irrigators 
remembered the pitiful state of the 
lower lakes and the Coorong region 
during the recent drought.

“There was no life there, and when 
you went down to the Coorong, it was 
like you were searching for the spirit of 
the Coorong, and we couldn’t feel it. 
It was like going to something that was 
slowly dying,” he said.

His people have lived on the 
Murray for thousands of years. He 
called on all users to respect the river 
more by ensuring it receives significant 
environmental flows.

“What’s required to save our river, 
our lakes and our Coorong is water 
flows. The water must flow down. Now 
I know that’s hard for people to come 



to terms with, when water is seen as a major source for the 
economy in this country, but as I said we’ve got to find the 
balance.”

SA Water’s River Murray operations manager Brenton 
Erdmann said increasing environmental flows back to the 
river will be vital to keeping the Murray mouth open to the sea.

“From a River Murray perspective, it’s a barometer of 
what’s happening on the whole of the river system. It’s right 
at the end of the system so all the ills of the system upstream 
ultimately end up down here,” he said.

“And that’s culminated in the fact we’ve been dredging 
the Murray mouth for the last eight years. Because there has 
been the combination of drought and water extracted, there’s 
been no decent flow going out the Murray mouth effectively 
since about 2001.

“Pre-regulation the flow out of the mouth on average 
was 14,000 gigalitres a year. Now the long term average flow 
out the mouth is something like 2,500 gigalitres a year. So 
you can’t pull that volume of water out of the river without 
having some significant effect on the ecology.”

At Langhorne Creek near the lower lakes the committee 
met with local wine grape grower Tom Keelan, who believes 
more water is needed from irrigators upstream to help flush 
out the lower Murray and improve water quality in Lake 
Alexandrina during the inevitable dry times ahead. 

“I used the analogy of a toilet – you can’t go to the toilet 
for three-and-a-half years and not flush it, and that’s the 
same for our river system – we have to be able to flush the 
system out,” he said. “We need to be able to export the salts 
that we are all putting in through fertiliser, through irrigation 
and just through naturally leaching them from our soils into  
the system.”

Committee chair Tony Windsor (New England, NSW) 
believes much of the anxiety and anger in the Basin 
communities about the proposed plan has come about 

because of the poor way in which the Murray-Darling Basin 
Authority communicated its proposals for water cutbacks.

 “I think the way the authority delivered the message 
was quite appalling because the assumption that is out there 
now from people with individual water entitlements is that 
they are going to have a percentage of their water taken away 
– that someone is going to come in and take their water,” 
Mr Windsor said.

“No government is suggesting that. The Commonwealth 
is engaged in a voluntary water buyback, which is fair and 
reasonable.”

Mr Windsor said it will be the federal parliament along 
with the state and territory governments in the Basin and 
not the Basin Authority that will decide how much of the 
draft plan will be acted upon.

“The authority in a sense has no real authority in terms 
of being able to implement anything. It’s a vehicle or a 
child of the Commonwealth government and the four states 
signing an agreement.”

“You can’t go to the toilet for three- 
and-a-half years and not flush it, and 
that’s the same for our river system.”



A contentious issue during committee hearings was just 
how many thousands of gigalitres of water are needed to 
be returned every year to the Murray-Darling to improve 
its environmental flow. The authority recommended that 
between 3,000 and 4,000 gigalitres will be needed to move 
the Basin from poor to moderate health. The challenge will 
be deciding just how much water should come from irrigator 
buybacks, by improving water infrastructure and making 
other efficiencies.

Farmers Vince DeMaria and Ashley Johnstone are both 
sceptical of the science driving the push for more water being 
returned to the Murray-Darling, especially in the wake of the 
recent floods in Victoria and Queensland.

“We expect that the Basin plan should be slowed down 
so that science can be fully peer reviewed and absolute in its 
integrity. We don’t want science that’s dodgy to threaten our 
livelihoods,” Mr DeMaria said.

“We’ve come out of one of the worst droughts that this 
country has ever seen, and now we are in flood. Obviously 
there is still drought and flood cycles, it’s not all doom and 
gloom as we’ve been led to believe. I think Mother Nature 
has shown us that it can rain,” Mr Johnstone said.

But the Australian Conservation Foundation and 
Environment Victoria both want all governments to accept 
the Guide to the proposed Basin plan. The ACF’s healthy 

rivers campaigner Arlene Harris-Buchan said the water 
reform process for the Murray-Darling has been going for  
20 years and needs action.

“Back in 1994 the Council of Australian Governments 
said, ‘We’re taking far too much water out from the 
Murray-Darling Basin and we have to return more back to 
the rivers’. The proposed Basin plan is the culmination of  
20 years of work in this area. And it is very, very important 
that we address the over-extraction of water, that we put 
some balance back into the system, and find a better way of 
sharing water between irrigators and the environment.”

Environment Victoria’s Juliet Le Feuvre agreed saying 
the Basin plan is the “best opportunity we’ve got to restore 
the rivers of the Basin to health so we’re strong supporters of 
the concept of the Basin plan”.

“We’re delighted that it has actually come to having a 
plan which addresses the environmental impacts across the 
whole Basin,” she said. “The whole idea of having a plan 
which addresses environmental impacts, is based on sound 
science and takes environmental needs into account is  
just fantastic.”

Despite the fears of many involved in irrigation,  
Tony Windsor is hopeful some compromise can be found.

“Are there further water use efficiencies on farms? 
What about evaporative savings? What about infrastructure 
improvements? How much does all this add up to? Then 
on the other side of the equation – what can we do in 
terms of managing the environment better to achieve the 
environmental outcome but not use as much water as the 
authority is suggesting.

“You can end up with a win, win situation, where the 
environment is better, river health is better, people in the 
lower lakes are better off, and people in Mildura and other 
towns won’t be decimated – so there is a way through this. 
Rather than run away from this and face another 10 years 
of uncertainty, I think we need to take advantage of this 
parliament and try to solve the problem.”  
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“I think we need to  
take advantage of this 
parliament and try to solve 
the problem.”

 on the parliamentary inquiry into the 
impact of the Murray-Darling Basin Plan in regional Australia visit 

 or email  or phone  
.
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Shopping in  
the dark
Meaningless labels feed confusion.

C
onsumers could see 
changes to the way 
food is labelled with 
parliamentarians heeding 
community concerns 

and calling for action to improve the 
information on packets, cans and 
lids of processed food products.

Two private senators’ bills currently  
before federal parliament take steps 
towards more informative food labelling.  
One calls for the clear identification of 
any amount of genetically modified  
material in foods, while the other seeks  
to provide more accurate labelling of  
palm oil.

Community concern about the 
inadequacy of food labelling has also  
been debated in the House of 
Representatives following a private 
member’s motion by Amanda Rishworth  
(Kingston, SA).

Ms Rishworth said the community 
is concerned about labelling of the 
origin of food, the nutritional value 
of food and food production methods 
including the use of food technologies.

“Consumers want to buy Australian  
food not only to support Australian 
farmers, although this is often a big  
motivation, but for health and safety  
reasons,” she said.

“Consumers have confidence in  
Australian farming practices, including 
things such as the chemicals used and  
the type of environment the food is  
grown in. But they are not equally 
confident about the standards and  

environment for growing food in  
other countries.”

Ms Rishworth said she has heard  
that some foods labelled as “made from  
Australian and imported ingredients” 
may actually contain up to 95 per cent  
imported ingredients.

She said consumers are also confused  
about claims on food products such as 
‘natural’, ‘pure’, ‘fresh’, and ‘free range’.

“For many of these descriptors 
there is no definition or guidelines for 
use within the Food Standards Code, 
effectively making these terms  
meaningless.”

Co-sponsor of both Senate bills,  
Senator Nick Xenophon has slammed  
Australia’s current labelling 
requirements as “one of the weakest 
food labelling regimes in the world”.

He said consumers have a right 
to know what they are eating but 
are “shopping in the dark”.

Speaking on the Food Standards 
Amendment (Truth in Labelling 
– Genetically Modified Material) 
Bill 2010, Senator Xenophon said 
consumers are increasingly concerned 
about what is in their food and what 
they are feeding their families.

According to the bill’s other 
sponsor, Senator Rachel Siewert, 
up to 70 per cent of processed food 
contains GM ingredients but almost 
none is legally required to be labelled.

This bill, the senators said, will  
require any amount of GM material  
to be clearly labelled.

T H E  L A W

“Under the bill, Food Standards 
Australia New Zealand will be required 
to introduce a standard for the labelling 
of genetically modified material,  
irrespective of the amount or how it  
came to be present,” Senator 
Xenophon said.

“It also requires Food Standards 
Australia New Zealand to establish 
due diligence guidelines for products 
which claim to be GM-free. This will 
ensure that products which claim to be 
GM-free, whether it’s by way of using 
it in their labelling or by not having any 
labelling, will be required to provide 
evidence of their claim,” he said.

Senator Siewert said the full extent 
of the impact of GM on human  
and environmental health is not fully  
known and therefore precaution 
should be exercised. 

“What’s being hidden 
from us is potentially 
impacting our health.”

“For the environment, genetically 
modified organisms (GMOs) can have 
a devastating and irreversible effect. 
GMOs are capable of escaping and 
potentially introduce the engineered 
genes into wild populations. The 
impact from season to season of GM is 
also unquantifiable with the GMO  
gene persisting after the GMO has 
been harvested. That means it is not 
as simple as having a GM crop one 
year and then being able to revert 
to non-GM crops the following 
year,” Senator Siewert said.

“For human health, there are three 
main issues which arise with the use 
of GMOs. Allergenicity or allergic 
reactions; gene transfer, for example 
if antibiotic resistant genes used in 
creating GMOs were to be transferred 
to the body; and outcrossing, which 
is the movement of genes from GM 
plants into conventional crops or 
related species in the wild,” she said.

“There are no long term studies on 
the impact of GM on human health.”

Speaking on the Food Standards 
Amendment (Truth in Labelling 
– Palm Oil) Bill 2010, Senator 
Xenophon said the current laws 
allow manufacturers to “disguise” 
palm oil as vegetable oil.

Some foods labelled as “made from 
Australian and imported ingredients” 
may actually contain up to 95 per cent 
imported ingredients.
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Senator Xenophon said not only is 
palm oil high in saturated fats, which 
increases the risk of heart disease, but 
unsustainable harvesting practices may 
lead to the extinction of orang-utans 
in the wild in less than 10 years.

“In South East Asia alone, the 
equivalent of 300 soccer fields is 
deforested every hour for palm oil 
plantations and each year more than 
1,000 orang-utans die as a result of 
land clearing in this region. There’s 
no question the current labelling 
laws are inadequate and misleading 
consumers,” Senator Xenophon said.

“When you’re shopping for your 
weekly groceries at the supermarket and 
you turn over the packet to read the  
ingredients of a bag of chips, a block  
of chocolate or a box of biscuits, you’d  
expect that ‘what you see is what  
you get’.

“But believe it or not, that’s not  
always the case.

“And what’s being hidden from 
us is potentially impacting our health 
and is destroying the environment.”

“It goes to the health of 
our nation’s children.”

He said palm oil can be found 
in approximately 40 per cent of food 
products in the supermarket and every  
year the average Australian consumes 
around 10 kilograms of palm oil 
“without even knowing it”.

In the House of Representatives, 
Judi Moylan (Pearce, WA) said she has 
been contacted by many constituents  
concerned about the misleading 
labelling of palm oil.

“The palm oil controversy 
reinforces my long held belief that 
consumers should be empowered 
with clear information so they can 
make an informed choice about both 

the content of their food and its 
production origins,” Mrs Moylan said.

 “Increasing concern not only 
about sustainable practices but also, 
even more importantly, about the 
health and viability of the food 
industry and Australia’s food security 
makes addressing food labelling an 
extremely important issue. It goes to 
the health of our nation’s children 
as well as to all who consume 
food. So it is a critical issue.”

The two private senators’ bills have 
been referred to the Senate Community 
Affairs Legislation Committee which 
is due to report in June this year.

In addition, the federal government 
is considering its response to a report 
by an independent panel into food 
labelling law and policy. Parliamentary 
Secretary for Health and Ageing, 
Catherine King said the report’s 
61 recommendations need to be 
carefully assessed, with a government 
response due in December. 

Labels are inadequate and misleading for consumers. Photo: Thinkstock
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The process for selecting the  
site of a national radioactive  
waste facility will include a  
right of review under legislation  

passed by the House of Representatives.
The House accepted its Climate  

Change Committee’s recommendation 
that the National Radioactive Waste  
Management Bill 2010 pass unamended,  
after Senate recommendations around  
community consultation were incorporated  
into the bill.

The bill repeals and replaces the  
Commonwealth Radioactive Waste  
Management Act 2005, which excluded  
any right of review or procedural fairness  
in the nomination or final selection 
of a site by the relevant minister.

The new bill requires the minister 
to apply procedural fairness in dealing 
with nominations and selecting a site, 
and allows an ‘aggrieved person’ to seek 
a judicial review if the minister makes 
an error of law during the process.

A regional consultative committee 
will be established following the 
selection of the site, to communicate 
with local communities and address 
concerns as the project moves through  
construction to operation.

Federal Minister for Resources 
and Energy Martin Ferguson said the 
changes would ensure Australia is able 
to safely and responsibly dispose  
of radioactive material, while meeting 
high standards of accountability 
in the selection of a site.

“Under the bill, no site can be 
considered as a potential location for a  
facility without the voluntary nomination  
and agreement from persons with the  
relevant rights and interests,” 
Mr Ferguson said. 
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In perfect rhythm
Banking harmony impacts competition.

Review right 
on radioactive 
waste site
Selection process 
amended.

COMPETITIONNUCLEAR

What do Australia’s big banks and  
the Beatles have in common? 
Quite a bit, according to Bruce 
Billson (Dunkley, Vic) who 

made the comparison between the pop 
stars and the big four to illustrate the need 
for price signalling laws in Australia.

“Like the lads from Liverpool, our 
banks are fabulously successful, globally 
significant and likely to touch the lives 
of most of us in some way,” Mr Billson 
told the House of Representatives.

“Just like each of the four Beatles, 
any one of the four banks can lead 
with the lyrics. For a live performance, 
the band members recognise the 
cue or opening note, know the tunes 
spontaneously and quickly catch on to 
play with perfect tempo and rhythm 
and sing with marvellous harmony, 
particularly for the chorus.” 

But while this kind of performance is 
remarkable for a Beatles concert, he  
said it is untenable between competitors  
in a market economy and will be made  
unlawful under the Competition and  
Consumer (Price Signalling) Amendment  
Bill 2010.

“Concert performance in an 
entertainment context for the joy of 
audiences becomes concerted practice 
in the economy to the detriment of 
consumers and workably competitive  
markets.” 

The private member’s bill is aimed  
at addressing deficient competition  
laws, and will establish a new head of  
power within the Australian Competition 
and Consumer Commission (ACCC) to  
investigate and seek penalties for  
price signalling.

 The bill is currently being considered 
by the House of Representatives 
Economics Committee. Mr Billson said the 
ACCC has made repeated calls for the  
parliament to address this gap in the  
competition law toolkit.

“This conduct is unilateral and 
therefore cannot be dealt with under 
existing price-fixing prohibitions, where  
an understanding to exchange information  
that has the purpose, effect or likely  
effect of fixing, maintaining or controlling  
prices is required.

“Importantly, the bill also recognises 
that some communication of price related 
information can at times be pro-competitive  
and beneficial for consumers. The ability  
to compare prices, to be aware of 
discounting or to be readily able to 
undertake market research to support 
purchasing decisions and to compare 
rival offers, all of this is preserved by the 
provisions of this bill and protected because  
they are advantageous to consumers and 
are not anticompetitive,” Mr Billson said.

He called on the government 
to support the bill in the interest 
of consumers. 

FROM THE SAME SONGSHEET: New bill aims to combat price signalling. Photo: Thinkstock
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“It has been proven through 
much research and by way of a range 
of studies and gathering of facts 
and figures that tobacco advertising 
does encourage people to smoke, 
especially younger Australians.

“Therefore, we must do everything 
we can to limit the opportunities 
tobacco marketers have to increase 
the sales of their products through the 
new media, mainly via the internet, 
on social networking sites, and 
through personal communication 
devices such as mobile phones.”

Outlining the opposition’s 
support for the bill, Andrew Southcott 
(Boothby, SA) said it is important 
to focus on preventative health.

“Approximately a third of 
Australia’s burden of disease is 
attributable to modifiable risk factors,  
and tobacco smoking is one of the  
leading causes of preventable chronic  
disease amongst Australians,” 
Dr Southcott said.

“The National Preventative Health  
Taskforce identified that tobacco is 
currently the single biggest preventable 
cause of death and disease in Australia. 
Over 3 million people – that is,  
approximately 18 per cent of 
Australians aged 14 years and over – 
still smoke, with 2.9 million people 
smoking on a daily basis. About half 
of these smokers who smoke for 
prolonged periods will die early.”

Dr Southcott said almost one in five 
pregnant women report smoking during 
pregnancy, including 42 per cent of 
teenagers and 54 per cent of Indigenous 
women, with long-lasting and far-
reaching effects on their offspring.

“This legislation makes it an offence 
to advertise tobacco products on the 
internet and in other electronic media. 
By restricting internet advertising 
of tobacco products in Australia, 
this goes some way to targeting 
smoking and its harmful effects.”

The federal government has set 
a target of reducing the national 
smoking rate to just 10 per cent 
of the population by 2018, and 
said this bill follows a 25 per cent 
excise increase announced in April 
last year, record investment in anti-
smoking social marketing campaigns, 
and legislation to mandate plain 
packaging of tobacco products. 

T H E  L A W

A bill to tackle one of 
the leading causes of 
preventable death and 
disease in Australia has won 

the full support of MPs united by a 
desire to reduce the health burden 
associated with cigarette smoking.

The Tobacco Advertising 
Prohibition Amendment Bill 
2010 will make it an offence to 
advertise tobacco products on the 
internet and in other electronic 
media such as mobile phones and 
computers, unless the advertising 
complies with state, territory or 
Commonwealth regulations.

Cigarettes are currently heavily 
promoted on the internet, which is 
largely unregulated, and very few 
websites advertising tobacco contain 
even the most basic health warning. 

Speaking in support of the bill, 
Craig Thomson (Dobell, NSW) 
described tobacco advertising on a 
video sharing website as prolific and 
accessible, frequently associating 
smoking with glamorous and 
alternative lifestyles and with images 
of attractive young males and females.

“Only 11 per cent of the sites 
examined contained health warnings,” 
Mr Thomson told the House.

“Our internet legislation will 
mean that online sales, advertising 
and promotion of tobacco will 
now be subject to the same kinds 
of restrictions that are placed on 
over-the-counter sales,” he said.

“Together with our efforts to 
mandate plain packaging of tobacco 
products from 2012, Australia is on 
track to have the world’s toughest 
measures against tobacco.”

Since advertising bans were 
introduced in the mid-1970s, the 
number of smokers has steadily 
declined, yet more than 3 million 
Australians still smoke. The highest 
rates of smoking are found among 
younger Australians, especially 
those aged between 24 and 29, 
the Indigenous population, and 
people on low incomes.

He said tobacco related disease 
kills around 15,000 Australians a 
year and is estimated to cost the 
economy 31 billion dollars a year.

Advertising, he said, is partly  
to blame.

Net ban on tobacco promotion
New measures to combat smoking.

ADVERTISING

WARNING SIGN: Parliament gets tougher on tobacco. Photo: Thinkstock



C
arly Ryan met a good looking young 
Melbourne musician through her Myspace 
webpage back in 2006. A whirlwind cyber 
romance followed and the bright, sociable 
teenager was completely won over by the 
charm and good looks of 20-year-old 

Brandon Kane.
But it was all a lie. There was no such person. 

There was only 50-year-old Gary Francis Newman 
with time on his hands to pursue with evil intent the 
impressionable young teenager.

Pretending to be someone else on the internet is 
not a crime as such. But for what he did next, Gary 
Newman is now in prison.

After months of cyber flirting, the paedophile 
showed up at Carly’s Adelaide home as ‘Brandon’s dad’ 
and made a sexual advance. She rejected him and in his 
anger he used his fake son to arrange a final meeting, 
drove her to a secluded Port Elliot beach, bashed her, 
drowned her and left her for dead.

Finding out her daughter had been murdered was 
a moment that changed Sonya Ryan’s life forever. She 
remembers being shocked at how quickly she had lost 
her teenager whose clothes were still on the floor and 
whose cereal bowl was still perched on the edge of  
the couch.

But rather than lose herself in sorrow, Sonya Ryan 
has taken her grief and anger and is fighting for the 
lives of thousands of young Australians she believes are 
making the same mistakes as her daughter.

“These cyber predators are everywhere,” Ms Ryan 
says. “They even exist in groups, trying to come up 
with ways to approach children online. For them, the 
internet is a perfect medium. It’s like a smorgasbord 
of children for predators, they don’t even have to leave 
their own lounge room. 

“And having the internet in your home or in a 
child’s bedroom with a webcam is like opening all your 
windows and doors and inviting anybody in.” 

STORY:  
GEORGIE OAKESHOTT

|  ABOUT THE HOUSE – MAY 2011





Top of her list of advice for students, teachers, parents 
and anyone who will listen is not to make online friends with 
someone you don’t know.

“I want this to become the new stranger danger,”  
Ms Ryan told federal parliament’s Joint Select Committee 
on Cyber-Safety at a public hearing in the Adelaide Town 
Hall. “I want it to get to the point where every child when 
they are online thinks about what can happen as a result of 
what they put out there in the cyber world and I want them 
to have the tools and the support they need.”

Through the not-for-profit Carly Ryan Foundation, 
Sonya Ryan is taking the cyber safety message to young 
people, embracing youth culture by seeking sponsors which 
kids see as ‘cool’ and targeting events such as music 
festivals where they hand out brochures and t-shirts with  
striking graphics.

“We’re aiming to come to kids at their level, to talk 
to them one on one about what they’re doing daily online 
and to give them the tools and information to make wise 
decisions when their parents are not around. The internet is 

When online keep  
in mind 

Make your profile private.

Passwords are yours, don’t share them. They can be 

used against you.

Consider who will see the profile photos you post. 

You may think your pose is ‘hot’ but it may draw some 

unwanted attention.

Never respond to nasty or suggestive messages.

Never hesitate to block individuals who make you feel 

uncomfortable online.

Why participate in cyber bullying? It’s nasty and no 

different to the school yard.

If someone offers you something that seems too good 

to be true, it probably is.

Would you give your personal information to a stranger 

on the street, ie phone numbers, addresses, school 

names or locations, places of employment etc? People 

online are strangers too! Think twice before posting any 

personal information on your profile.

Be selective of the friends you add on Myspace, 

Facebook and other social networking sites. Your 

personal profile is not a popularity contest. Don’t add 

strangers just for the count. How many people on your 

friends list do you actually know? Is it worth the risk?

Have you ever added someone who you think is 

‘supercute’? Are they really who they say they are? It 

is not uncommon for the identities of people in the 

public eye, eg musicians, photographers and popular 

professionals, to be stolen and used to lure you.

Rather than talking to someone online about personal 

problems, reach out to someone you know and trust 

who will listen.

Think before sending a photo of yourself to anyone 

online, once they are posted they can’t be retrieved.

Remember people you’ve met online are actually 

strangers no matter how long you’ve been talking  

to them.

Never agree to meet anyone face to face. If an online 

friend requests a meeting tell your parents, carer or  

a friend.

Please never ever meet anyone alone.

From the Carly Ryan Foundation at  
www.carlyryanfoundation.com
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“Having the internet in 
a child’s bedroom with a 
webcam is like opening all 
your windows and doors 
and inviting anybody in.”

CYBER SAFETY ADVICE



available, as we know, in so many different mediums such as 
mobile phones and this danger will continue,” she told the 
parliamentary inquiry.

She’s also taking her cyber safety message to schools, 
with a seminar which has proven so popular it’s difficult to 
keep up with demand. The emphasis is on education and 
awareness, she says, and the feedback from teachers and 
students has always been positive. 

More importantly, she knows she’s making a difference 
because students are often “completely shocked” to learn 
that people may not be who they say they are, and admit to 
having no idea about the importance of safety measures like 
privacy settings.

 “When I ask how many of them have a Facebook 
account every hand goes up. When I ask them how many 
have read the terms and conditions of Facebook, no hands are 
raised. They are not aware that once they post a photograph 
on their account it becomes the property of Facebook, it is 

not retrievable. They simply want to be socially accepted, 
adding people they do not know just for the count.”

And when things go wrong, Ms Ryan says, they don’t 
know where to turn. 

She told the committee she receives hundreds of emails 
from children seeking help, too afraid to talk to their parents 
in fear of embarrassment or punishment or, worst of all, 
losing access to the internet.

“Kids get caught up and they don’t know what to do 
and they panic. They tend to go along with things, they even 
sometimes feel bad about saying ‘no’ because they don’t want 
to hurt anyone’s feelings or they don’t want to come across 
in a mean way. This is how vulnerable our children are, my 
daughter being one of them, having no comprehension that 
somebody could be so manipulative, so cruel.

 “I have personally helped two young girls aged 12 
and 13. I worked with them individually, counselled them, 
supported them and prevented them from meeting men over 
40 years old for sex,” she told the committee, adding that 
police are arresting over 400 online predators a year and the 
numbers are rapidly increasing.

She also tells students – who may be spending hours 
every day on the internet – to try turning off the computer.

“I talk to them about getting out with their friends and 
seeing people face to face. I tell them to get out into life and 
not spend so much time locked in a room. I encourage them 
to follow their dreams because they only have one chance at 
it, and Carly has lost that chance. I don’t want that to happen 
to any other child in the future,” she says.

 “If I can save the life of one child, then I will feel as 
though I have done my job.”

When police finally caught up with Gary Newman  
11 days after Carly’s brutal murder they found him at home, 
logged onto his computer as ‘Brandon Kane’ chatting to a 
14-year-old girl in Western Australia.

He was sentenced to life behind bars with a non-parole 
period of 29 years by South Australian Supreme Court Justice 
Trish Kelly who said he deserved the sentence for what he did 
to “a child that fell in love with the idea of the handsome, 
musically inclined and rather exotic Brandon Kane. The 
real man was in fact an overweight, balding, middle age 
paedophile with sex and murder on his mind.”

In memory of Carly and for all young people facing the 
same dangers, Sonya Ryan is fighting back. 
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STATE LAWS TO PROTECT WILD RIVERS ARE FACING A FEDERAL CHALLENGE. 

O
n the surface, the debate about 
Queensland’s wild rivers legislation 
comes down to a simple proposition: 
what’s best for the vast Cape York 
region. But underneath is a raging 

current of disagreement over how to achieve it.
The Queensland government believes its Wild 

Rivers Act (2005) will ensure the cape’s long term 
social and environmental sustainability. Federal 
Opposition Leader Tony Abbott believes the laws 
need to be overhauled and has introduced a private 
member’s bill to do so.

His Wild Rivers (Environmental Management) 
Bill 2010 seeks to give Aboriginal traditional owners 
the right to consent to a wild rivers declaration over 
their land – a right being denied under the current 
Queensland laws.

But the Queensland government insists its laws 
mean no change for most people who live or work 
around these river systems or who use the rivers – 
they just provide extra protection.

Mr Abbott argues his bill is not about scrapping 
environmental protection but about restoring 
reasonable rights to Aboriginal people. 

The Queensland government says traditional 
Indigenous activities such as camping, fishing, 
hunting and conducting ceremonies and traditional 
fire management are not subject to wild river 
requirements as they do not constitute development. 
There are no requirements under the act for boating 
and camping and a wild river declaration will not 
affect native title, cultural heritage, or the function 
and operation of the Aboriginal Cultural Heritage 
Act 2003. 

With the Senate having passed an identical 
private senator’s bill last June, further consideration 
of any Commonwealth legislation now awaits the 
findings of a review being undertaken by the House 
of Representatives Economics Committee.

“We are looking at a totally 
different situation and almost a 
totally different country to what 
normal society operates under.”

The committee is considering the existing 
legislation in relation to the environment, mining 
and other state legislation including the Wild Rivers 
Act (Qld) 2005 and the Environmental Protection 
and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999.

The MPs are also examining the impact 
of the proposed Wild Rivers (Environmental 
Management) Bill 2010 and options for improving 
economic development for local Indigenous people 
while protecting undisturbed river systems.

 And what the committee has heard in 
submissions and at public hearings is that there 
is great confusion about what is and isn’t allowed 
under the current legislation.

There’s a sense of weariness and wariness 
amongst the communities of Cape York and other 
parts of Queensland that no matter what they say 
it won’t be taken into consideration by decision 
makers and that their rights have been trampled on 
during this process.

STORY: DAVID KIRKPATRICK

Unchartered
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David Donald has been a tour operator in Queensland’s 
Cape York for the past 20 years and sees the wild rivers 
legislation as just another layer of bureaucracy that makes his 
business harder to run.

He’s not against moves to protect the environment, as 
long as it doesn’t shut down businesses in the process.

“The cape is so far away from everyone,” Mr Donald 
says. “People drop in for a couple of hours or a couple of 
days and then go back to the wilds of Brisbane and Canberra.

“They have absolutely no comprehension of what it is 
like to live here and run a business here.

“We do not just go down to the corner store and buy 
things. We have to source stuff from Cairns, which is 850km 
away, things like that.

“The roads close for four months of the year and we 
cannot get things.

“We are looking at a totally different situation and  
almost a totally different country to what normal society 
operates under.”

And on the introduction of legislation to protect 
Queensland’s wild rivers in 2005 he has this to say: “They 
seem to have picked out the cape –‘we’ll just chuck all the bits 
and pieces up to that end and let them wallow in it’? 

“I have some agreement in that it will protect the area 
and keep it fairly pristine.

“That is good when we are running businesses, provided 
we are allowed to run businesses to a small extent, where we 
are not impacting too much on the environment.

“It is good if it allows that, but if it starts shutting 
everything down … that is totally unrealistic.”

Whether it is real or perceived, Queensland’s controversial 
wild rivers legislation has raised many issues about costs, 
consultation and consent. It has also caused great confusion 
about what can and can’t be done on the land it seeks  
to preserve.

The Queensland government introduced the legislation 
in 2005 to protect wild rivers in Cape York and other parts 
of Queensland.

According to the Queensland Wild Rivers Act, it aims 
to preserve the “natural values of rivers that have all, or 
almost all, of their natural values intact”, but not undermine 
sustainable Indigenous economic development.

So far 10 areas have been declared wild rivers including 
Wenlock Basin, Stewart River, Fraser River, Hinchinbrook 
River, Settlement River, Archer River, Lockhart River, 
Gregory River, Morning Inlet and Staaten River.

At a public hearing in Canberra, government department 
representatives told the House Economics Committee around 
125 projects have been approved in wild rivers areas and only 
one project, a bauxite mine, has not proceeded because of the 
wild rivers laws.

Tony Abbott says the bauxite mining project would have 
provided hundreds of millions of dollars of investment and 
hundreds of jobs for Aboriginal people on the cape.

In its submission to the inquiry, the Queensland 
Resources Council expresses disappointment over the failure 
of the Cape Alumina Pisolite Hills project and concern that 
resource industry projects in the Lake Eyre Basin may face a 
similar fate.

Instead of being instantly rendered unviable, as is the case 
under the present laws, QRC would like these projects to 

“We know how to look after 
it because we were the 
custodians for 80,000 years.”

have to undergo a rigorous environmental impact assessment 
to identify all potential environmental, social and economic 
benefits and impacts as part of a framework of sustainable 
development. QRC argues that is the best way to maximise 
the benefits to local communities as well as the environment.

Since the introduction of the legislation many of the 
communities in the region have been crying foul about 
the consultation process that saw Queensland’s legislation 
enacted under Peter Beattie’s reign as premier.

They claim the costs of trying to establish businesses such 
as aquaculture, market gardening or tourism in the so-called 
‘high preservation’ areas have become either too expensive or 
too bureaucratic to manage.

Cecil Arthur, a ranger with the Steve Irwin Wildlife 
Reserve, says there is a right way and a wrong way to consult 
with Indigenous groups.

“If you go to a tribe like where I am, there may be five or 
six families who come from that tribe, so if you have to bring 
five elders in then that is what they have to do,” he says.

“They are the people who you need to tick off a proposal 
with and then it goes down the channel.

“But all I have seen is them coming around to our doors 
… saying ‘Do you agree?’ I do not have anyone, my lawyer or 
whoever, there to say yes, that is the right thing, or it is not.
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“At the end of the day, what we say down here, the 
government on top still makes their own decision.”

Mr Arthur told committee members he was pushing 
ahead with a venture to build a “traditional house to take kids 
back to their country” and teach them about cultural values, 
but wanted some certainty that what he was doing would  
be allowed.

“We have heard rumors that the legislation stops us going 
back to our traditional lands, stops us from having our rights 
in our waterways – say if we want to run fishing charters, 
organisations around running ecosystems, tourist camps and 
that sort of stuff.

“I would like to find out if it stops us starting up these 
economic businesses by ourselves.”

Many of those attending the public hearings also spoke 
about the confusion surrounding the Queensland wild rivers 
legislation and how it overlaps with native title or the laws 
that govern national parks and state reserves. 

Typical was Larry Woosup, a native title claimant for 
the Ankamuthi Traditional Owners Group north of Port 
Musgrave in Queensland.

“First of all it gets down to consultation and consent. 
A lot of people are not up to date with what is in the 
legislation,” he says.

“There are 13-odd bits of legislation to go through. We 
should have the right to build in high preservation areas. 
Who is to tell us that we cannot be there? 

“We cannot impact on the environment. We know 
how to look after it because we were the custodians for  
80,000 years.”

Mr Woosup says the Queensland government has  
restricted his people to barren country that has no  
economic prospects.

“This for us is a knock on the head because the most 
important area that you can get water from is the river or 
from the creek. 

“The only way we can get water is to pipe it, and it costs 
a lot to pipe. People like me, Indigenous people in the cape, 
we do not have that sort of money. 

“So the economic side is an issue, the costing, plus there 
is legislation on top of that. It sort of puts us back. It takes 
our economic viability for future generations.”

Tracey Ludwick, another member of the Ankamuthi 
group, says the Queensland legislation has made dreams of 
starting a business more difficult.

“We live a very simple life in the cape. We do not pollute 
the air – some of us do not even own a car to pollute the air 
– and we definitely do not own factories,” she says.

“My brother wants to do a market garden – something 
very simple that will cost him maybe $500.

“With wild rivers across it now, he might have to 
put in more piping and he will probably have to get an 
environmental impact study done on the land.

“It will cost him $10,000 to do that. It is okay if you 
have a lot of funding behind you, but if you are just a normal 
family that wants to pull in a little more income apart from 
welfare, it cannot be done.

“It can be done if you go and get some more money from 
somewhere else, not once you say you are from the cape, you 
would be flat out even getting into a nightclub in Cairns.”

But a group of graziers and dryland farmers has come out 
in strong support of the existing Queensland laws, describing 
them as an appropriate balance in the interests of water users 
and protecting the rivers.

In its submission, the Australian Floodplain Association 
says the legislation ensures the water which flows down the 
inland river system in western Queensland can continue to 
flood out across floodplains as nature intended, and will not 
be taken by irrigation or mining.

“Floodplain meat production is one of the few food 
producing industries which coexists with the river and does 
not take or divert water out of the system.

“Once wild rivers protection is in place and rivers flow 
with full water flows, the economic benefits to Indigenous 
(and non-Indigenous) people will be plentiful. These will 
centre on tourism, grazing and wild rivers branding.”

Pointing to the financially, socially and emotionally 
exhaustive efforts currently underway in the Murray-Darling 
Basin, the graziers warn “it is cheaper to protect than to 
rehabilitate”.

The Economics Committee is due to report by mid-year. 
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O
n her 14th birthday Bec discovered that 
her mother was having an affair with a 
family friend. 

Unable to confront her mother and 
terrified of the consequences of telling 
her father, she could only turn to her 

older sister for help.
“We didn’t know what to do and felt so alone, 

having no one to talk to,” Bec told national youth 
mental health foundation headspace. “I remember 
crying myself to sleep every night and even doing 
push ups and sit ups to release my anger and exhaust 
me enough to just collapse and easily get myself to sleep.

“I felt alone and confused, but the killer was 
feeling guilty seeing my dad who had no idea what 
was going on.”

Without support, Bec quickly fell into depression 
and began to self-harm. 

“There were times where I thought killing 
myself was the easiest option,” she said. “I started 
smoking and drinking in a way to escape from my 
problems, but it always seemed to make me feel 
worse. I couldn’t talk to my friends about what was 
going on because I didn’t want them knowing that 
about my mum so it was just me and my sister.”

Fortunately, Bec managed to overcome her fear 
of reaching out and spoke to her school counsellor, 
who has helped her to slowly get her life back on 
track. But for many young Australians there has been 
no happy ending to their story.

Only traffic accidents kill more young 
people than suicide.

Suicide kills more than 20 per cent of people 
who die between the ages of 15 and 24. Only traffic 
accidents kill more young people than suicide.
There are correspondingly high rates of mental 
illness among young people, with the Orygen Youth 
Health Research Centre stating that one in four is 
likely to experience a mental health condition in the 
next 12 months.

While the issue is widespread, it is also hidden. 
Youth mental health and suicide experts told a recent 
parliamentary roundtable that poor understanding 
of mental health in the community and associated 
stigma means issues often go unreported until it is 
too late.

YOUNG PEOPLE JOIN THE HUNT 
FOR ANSWERS TO THE PROBLEMS 
THAT ARE KILLING THEM. 

LIFE
STORY:  

JEREMY KENNETT
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“Even among young people with the most severe mental 
health problems only half receive professional help,” Royal 
Australian and New Zealand College of Psychiatrists executive 
member Daryl Watson says. 

“Parents often do not know where to go to get help or 
believe that they can manage on their own. 

“This is a particular issue for communities and families 
where help seeking is not part of the culture. Stigma prevents 
people from seeking help.”

Chris Tanti, CEO of headspace, says many young  
people lack the knowledge about mental health to realise they 
need help.

“For a lot of young people they have no frame of 
reference for what is going on with themselves. It is hard 
for them to understand whether they need a service or not,”  
Mr Tanti says.

For Jarrad, a 21-year-old from New South Wales, it 
has been a five year struggle. He always thought he was to 
blame for all his problems, from a disconnected home life to 
troubles at school and with friendships. He didn’t realise he 
was depressed.

“I didn’t tell anyone that’s how I felt. No-one asked me. 
After initially doing well in high school, it all started to fall 
apart around the time I turned 16. I saw a therapist, who I 
didn’t tell how I really felt – my biggest regret. I could no 
longer handle my step-mother, so when I managed to get into 
uni, I moved out. It just got worse.”

Not being able to identify what was wrong and reach out 
for help almost cost Jarrad everything.

“I didn’t want help. I believed I couldn’t be helped. I 
didn’t want to live anymore. I was 19 when I was admitted 
to hospital for suicidal ideation and self-harm.” 

Finally being assessed and diagnosed with major 
depression was the turning point for Jarrad. Treatment and 
therapy helped him to overcome his insecurities, and realise 
that not everything bad in his life was his fault. 

Dr Watson says increasing mental health knowledge in 
the community, particularly among parents, teachers, peers 

“One of the first ports of 
call for them is teachers or 
school counsellors.”

and community leaders, is the key to identifying more young 
people at risk before they reach a crisis point. 

Poor general understanding and misconceptions around 
mental health means warning signs are often missed, and the 
fear of being labelled ‘crazy’ keeps many from reaching out.

Orygen research fellow Joanna Robinson says developing 
skills and understanding at the school level is especially 
important because of the frontline role teachers and school 
counsellors have in working with young people.

“We know that when those people do seek help one of the 
first ports of call for them is teachers or school counsellors,” 
Ms Robinson says. 

“Some specific training around managing young people 
who are at risk and working with people who engage in self-harm 
for those sorts of populations would be incredibly beneficial.”

National depression initiative beyondblue is working to 
fill this training gap through the KidsMatter mental health 
promotion, prevention and early intervention initiative aimed 
at primary schools around Australia.

Developed in partnership with the Department of Health 
and Ageing and other community providers, KidsMatter 
provides teachers with the skills to feel confident in addressing 
mental health concerns among their students. 

Beyondblue program director Brian Graetz says the 
program recognises that teachers are expected to undertake 
a highly skilled role when mental health discussions begin at 
the classroom level. 

“One of the things we try to do under the KidsMatter 
model is provide training for teachers on how to talk to 
parents – that is, to understand that they have strong interests 
and to understand what they are going to want out of a 
conversation,” Dr Graetz says.

However mental health literacy organisation MindSavers 
says the emphasis for mental health education should be on 
those who need it most – young people themselves. 

MindSavers director Dr Deborah Selway says current 
models are too adult orientated, focusing on teachers, 
counsellors or adult mental health first aiders delivering 
mental health information to young people.

“What I am proposing is a more youth-directed 
educational model for early intervention in which youth 
are trained to directly share information with their peers,”  
Dr Selway says.

Mission Australia research in 2009 showed that the three 
top issues of concern for young people are drugs, suicide and 
body image, and that 85 per cent of youth surveyed identified 
their friends as their first option when seeking advice.
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“Based on that knowledge, MindSavers would want to 
see – and I am sure we would all want to see – that young 
people have the knowledge they need to help each other,”  
Dr Selway says.

“Our objective is to take mental health information to 
the grassroots level of the youth community by trained high 
school students working in collaboration with their school 
counsellors and teachers. 

“We are hoping that this early intervention strategy will 
help take vital information from headspace and beyondblue 
directly to young people and that they will utilise it. Hopefully 
it will help save some lives in the process.”

To this end MindSavers has begun a small pilot project 
in Adelaide where young carers are given basic mental health 
training to help them identify and assist other young people 
at risk.

“The early results are very encouraging. This project 
design can be scaled up if necessary, but it really does meet 

The fear of being labelled ‘crazy’ keeps 
many from reaching out.

the grassroots need for young people to get that information,” 
Dr Selway says.

Headspace is also working to ensure young people 
are directly involved in the services they receive from the 
organisation, from forming part of the advisory structure 
for management to helping design the headspace centres 
themselves.

Chris Tanti says the goal is to engage young people in a 
way that is relevant to them rather than to the organisation.

However one submission to the parliamentary roundtable 
claims the most relevant way to engage most young people at 
risk of suicide is not through the mental health system at all.

According to ABS statistics from 2005, men are four 
times more likely to die by suicide than women, and 
experienced counsellor Andrew claims it is inappropriate and 
even dangerous to refer many of these men to mental health 
services for treatment.

“Men typically kill themselves due to severe social 
stressors such as loss of a relationship, loss of or failure to gain 
employment, financial problems, sexual abuse or physical 
assault,” Andrew says.

“Most of the men who commit suicide are not mentally ill 
and referral of these men to mental health services is actually 
very harmful and significantly increases their risk of suicide.”

One circumstance clearly linked to suicide in young 
people is the previous suicide of a friend or family member. 

“In Queensland 42 per cent of young people who 
take their own lives are young people who are bereaved 
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by suicide,” CEO of family services provider SunnyKids, 
Christopher Turner says. “That is research that is supported 
around the world.

“Young people – or anyone who is at risk of suicide 
through their bereavement – are also among those potential 
suicides that are probably easiest to prevent. We know that 
the likelihood of suicide by that group of people will diminish 
significantly if they have access to appropriate support.” 

Yet finding support for this crucial group of people at risk 
has not always been easy. 

Mr Turner points to the example of Head High, a 
support group established in 2003 by a group of young 
bereaved people on the Sunshine Coast who found there was 
no service that met their particular needs. 

Head High has now developed to the point where it is 
partnering with government and the business community to 
develop support and resources for young people bereaved by 
suicide, and for groups working with them. 

However Head High’s experiences at the 2007 and 2009 
national suicide ‘postvention’ conferences show the difficulty 
in replicating successful local services on a larger scale.

“It is fascinating that at the end of each of those two 
conferences groups from all over the country would come to 
them and say: ‘We need this in our community. How can we 
get this in our community?’” Mr Turner says. 

“We would all leave that conference and little progress 
would be made on that.”

This sort of breakdown is symptomatic of a broader lack 
of collaboration afflicting mental health services in Australia, 
according to Chris Tanti.

 “People are often in competition with each other, so 
they do not cooperate around the interests of the client,” he 
says. “Community services are not necessarily well linked to 
specialist services. There is a complete disconnect when the 
presentation is more complex, and the client often gets left or 
the referral does not occur.”

 Mr Tanti believes there are the resources available 
to provide a more complete service, if providers and the 
government are able to place the needs of the consumer first.

“I think there probably is enough money in the system, 
but it is just badly coordinated, badly allocated and badly 
evaluated. We need to be looking at the systems and the 
services and bolting them into each other. We need to make 
it as simple as we possibly can for the consumer.”

The confronting statistics, complex causes and 
organisational issues around youth suicide can make the 
problem seem overwhelming. 

But the stories of young people who have battled with 
suicide show there is hope.

Katy eventually managed to find the help she needed 
despite fighting self-harm and depression alone and in silence 
for more than a year.

“My closest friends thought I was bubbly, happy and 
funny – they told me in life skills once that these were my 
strengths. I got straight A’s. I was good at sport. I had a 
boyfriend. My life seemed perfect. But I still felt terrible,” 
Katy told headspace.

It was only because of concern about a friend that she was 
eventually able to get help for herself.

“At one stage late in 2009, I became worried that one 
of my friends was depressed. While I was wrong, this fear 
was what led me to contact Kids Help Line. I emailed 
them and didn’t receive a reply for weeks, but when I did, I  
felt amazing.” 

If better collaboration between service providers and 
greater awareness of mental health issues in the community 
can be achieved, the road to recovery for young people like 
Katy might be made easier.

“Having people know has made all the difference. I 
fought. I survived. I am healing. But the process would have 
been faster and less painful if I had have sought help sooner. 

“Fight, survive, heal – but not alone.” 

*Some names used in this article have been changed to 
protect privacy.

MORE INFORMATION on the Health and Ageing Committee’s 
forum on early intervention to prevent youth suicide, visit  
www.aph.gov.au/haa/youthsuicide or email  
haa.reps@aph.gov.au or phone (02) 6277 4145.

The goal is to engage  
young people in a way that 
is relevant to them.
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A ustralia’s honeybee industry 
faces an uncertain future 
with beekeepers alarmed that 
a funding program aimed at 

containing an incursion of Asian bees 
has been scrapped.

Beekeepers from across the nation 
came to Parliament House to warn 
members and senators that abandoning 
the eradication program presents a food 
security issue.

Organisers of the ‘Food Security 
Needs Bee Security’ campaign have 
told parliamentarians that if the Asian 
bees are allowed to spread beyond their 
current contained Queensland location 
they will have a detrimental impact 
on European honeybees which are 
the lifeblood of Australia’s honeybee 
industry.

Not only will Asian bees disrupt 
the European honeybees’ honey 
production, they will also steal honey 

from hives so the European honeybees 
may starve.

Without European honeybees to 
pollinate crops and pastures, billions of 
dollars of agricultural production could 
be at risk.

Honeybee experts warn that 
Asian bees behave differently, are not 
manageable and will not provide the 
pollination service that our agricultural 
and horticultural industries depend on.

Believing it’s not too late to resume 
the eradication program and contain 
the spread of the Asian bee, campaign 
spokesman Max Whitten said they 
only need $5 million a year for the next  
two years.“If after a year the evidence 
shows we are losing then at least we can 
say we tried and that we did everything 
possible,” Dr Whitten said.

“The European bee is the most 
valuable insect we ever imported and 
this Asian bee is probably the worst. It 
will go right down the east of Australia, 

Beekeepers have called for a parliamentary committee’s 
recommendations to be adopted.

 Beekeepers want to extend an eradication program to stop an incursion of Asian bees.  
Photo: Andrew Dawson

across the north, down the south and it 
will occupy everywhere the European 
bee is. It will compete, it will probably 
wipe out our wild populations of 
European honeybee and it will rob and 
destroy managed hives,” he said.

The mere presence of Asian bees 
in Australia has already cost Warren 
Taylor, from Blayney in NSW, access to 
lucrative US markets where he has been 
exporting queen and packaged bees.

“The decision to basically declare 
the Asian bees endemic has cost us $2 
million in exports to the United States,” 
he said. “We’ve got 30 employees to 
think about, our overheads to cover and 
I don’t know how we can do it without 
a major export market.

“I guess it’s about funding. They’ve 
spent about $3 million and destroyed 
around 340 nests and they must be 
nearly on top of it. A couple more 
million might well see it finished,”  
Mr Taylor said.

He is asking parliamentarians 
to have a careful look at the damage 
this is going to do to agriculture and 
horticulture, extend the period of 
eradication and get statistical data for 
the next 6 to 12 months.

“If the data says we cannot eradicate 
it, then that’s the time to declare it 
endemic, but not now.”

Along with seeking $5 million a year 
for the next two years to continue the 
eradication efforts, beekeepers are calling 
for funding to establish a Co-operative 
Research Centre for Bee Research and 
Food Security, and the implementation 
of the recommendations in the 2008 
More than honey report by the House 
of Representatives Primary Industries 
Committee.

Describing the report as “brilliant”, 
beekeepers expressed disappointment 
that the recommendations – including 
one which called for $50 million 
annually to maintain healthy bee 
populations – have basically been 
ignored by government.

Jodie Goldsworthy of Beechworth 
Honey told parliamentarians a future 
with less food is a real possibility if the 
Asian bee is not eradicated in Australia.

“This is not primarily about honey, 
it’s about all food varieties which rely on 
bees,” Ms Goldsworthy said.  

www.aph.gov.au/arff 
arff.reps@aph.gov.au 
(02) 6277 4500

The Wrap
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L egislation allowing relocation 
of a protected flying fox 
colony has been passed by the 
House of Representatives.

It is only the second private 
member’s bill introduced by an 
opposition member to pass the House 
since 1939.

Introduced by Luke Hartsuyker 
(Cowper, NSW), the Environment 
Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation (Public Health and 
Safety) Amendment Bill 2010 grants 
automatic and unconditional federal 
ministerial approval for the relocation 
of a flying fox colony in the northern 
New South Wales town of Maclean, 
after relevant state approvals have  
been granted.

The grey-headed flying fox 
is designated as a protected species 
under the Environment Protection and 
Biodiversity Conservation Act (EPBC). 
Removal or relocation requires approval 
by the New South Wales government 
and the federal Environment Minister.

Mr Hartsuyker introduced his 
private member’s bill after health and 
safety concerns were raised about the 
colony which is adjacent to the Maclean 
High School, TAFE and residential 
areas.

“There has been an invasion of 
thousands upon thousands of bats 
around the high school, which has 
some 1,100 students,” Mr Hartsuyker 
said.  “These flying foxes defecate over 
the school, its students and its teachers.  
The smell is revolting and the colony 
can be extremely noisy.  They pose a 
risk of Hendra virus and Lyssavirus, 
a risk which extends to the staff and 
students of the nearby TAFE and the 
surrounding residents.

“The school has been forced to 
take drastic measures to protect the 
safety of the students and teachers.  
Bubblers and seats have been covered to 
avoid contamination.  Classrooms have 
windows permanently closed and air 
conditioning has been installed in some 
rooms because the windows cannot 
be opened.  Car parks, walkways and 

Private member’s bill passes the House.

 Flying foxes are causing havoc in northern NSW. Photo: Newspix

disabled accesses are all going to be 
covered because of flying fox faeces.

“And let us not forget the residents 
living close by.  Their homes have 
become virtually uninhabitable because 
of the stench and the problems these 
flying foxes cause.”

While the federal Environment 
Department had already granted 
a special licence in November 2010 
to permit the bats to be relocated,  
Mr Hartsuyker said he introduced the 
bill because of a lack of action on the 
issue and to reduce the possibility of 
further delay.  

But the government opposed 
the legislation. Leader of the House 
Anthony Albanese said while it is no 
doubt a significant issue for the school 
on the north coast of New South Wales, 
it is an issue that affects a range of areas. 

“We have a review of the EPBC 
Act underway.  We believe that a 
comprehensive approach to these 
issues is required rather than legislation 
which removes one suburb from 
the application of the EPBC Act,”  
Mr Albanese said.

The bill, which has now moved 
to the Senate, passed the House 
when crossbenchers Tony Windsor, 
Bob Katter and Tony Crook joined 
opposition members in voting for the 

The Wrap
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ONE ON ONE

E 
uropean MP Mara Bizzotto believes Australia has 
a vital role to play in pressuring countries such 
as China to improve their human rights as the 
world looks to exploit booming Asian economies.  

The chair of the European parliament’s 
delegation for relations with Australia and New Zealand 
indicated that it is more important than ever for Australia to 
keep strong ties with Europe as the region seeks to increase 
connections to Asia.

On a recent visit to Australia with members of the 
delegation she chairs, Ms Bizzotto said Europe can take 
advantage of Australia’s proximity to Asia to help push better 
human rights for citizens. 

And Ms Bizzotto said other complex global issues such 
as climate change and continued recovery from the financial 
crisis will also require a united front from parliaments around 
the world. 

Many Australians are probably unfamiliar with the 
European parliament, which first met in the early 1950s, 
but Ms Bizzotto says visits by her delegation to Australia are 
worthwhile.

“The fact that we have been meeting regularly for the last 
30 years shows that there is a common core of history and 
culture in the EU and Australia,” she said.  

Ms Bizzotto, from Italy, was first elected to public office 
at just 21 and has been in the European parliament since 2009.

Twenty-seven countries are now part of the European 
parliament in which 736 MPs sit. 

At a time when Europe is still struggling with the 
fallout from the euro zone debt crisis, Ms Bizzotto said 
the parliament is facing the challenges of achieving greater 
political unity, which will be crucial for the future social and 
economic growth of Europe.  

And the parliament is also keeping a close eye on the 
spreading upheaval in the Middle East and north Africa.  

“We’re apprehensive that this great desire for freedom 
on the part of the people of north Africa will result in 
unforeseeable economic and humanitarian consequences,” 
she said. 

While the European parliament has been busy dealing 
with the near economic collapse of countries such as Greece 
and Ireland as unemployment across the region spirals, 
countries like China and India are flexing their economic 
muscle and forging ahead.

Ms Bizzotto said it is clear the world is entering the 
century of the Asia Pacific and Australia has a key role to play 
in developing events.  

“You can no longer really talk about India and China as 
emerging countries – that’s an out-of-date concept because 
these countries have now actually emerged,” she said.  

On the 30th anniversary of relations between the Australian and 
European parliaments, the leader of a visiting delegation talks about 
European interests in the Asia Pacific.

Well connected

“But in the EU we feel that we all must act together 
because China and India and other Asian countries are 
developing very fast economically but they’re not always 
providing civil rights, human rights and the personal freedoms 
that should be respected. 

“If we look at what’s happened in north Africa we can see 
that the new generations in particular are seeking by means 
of peaceful revolutions to find not only personal freedom but 
also economic security and that will apply not just to north 
Africa but to China too.”

In the same week the delegation visited Canberra, Prime 
Minister Julia Gillard announced the government would 
move to put a price on carbon by July 2012 before moving 
to an emissions trading scheme in around three to five years.

With global action stalling after the failed Copenhagen 
climate change conference in 2009, the European parliament is 
keeping a close check on whether the Australian government’s 
plans to implement a carbon price will be successful. 

Europe has pledged to cut carbon emissions by 20 per 
cent by 2020.

Ms Bizzotto said it is crucial for Australia and Europe to 
be heading in the same direction on climate change but efforts 
must also be made to get the US on board.  

“It should not just be Europe pursuing sustainable 
development or Australia in isolation because if we don’t all 
agree on this then we’re not going to be able to go for a green 
production model,” she said.

      Continued page 54



I
n two years’ time, the nation’s 
capital will celebrate its 
100th birthday. Throughout 
2013 there will be numerous 

opportunities to recognise, reflect 
upon and commemorate some 
of Canberra’s most engaging 
foundation stories, especially on 
and around 12 March. 

For this was the day when, a 
century earlier (and an hour or so 
after the Governor-General’s wife, 
Lady Denman, officially named 
‘Canberra’), the Prime Minister, 
Andrew Fisher enthused a VIP 
luncheon with his vision of a future 
capital where “the best thoughts of 
Australia will be given expression to”. 
He imagined Canberra in the not too 
distant future as a seat of learning, 
politics and the home of art. 

Rising to a sense of momentous 
occasion for the new nation, the 
Governor-General, Lord Denman, 
looked to the creation of “a city 
bearing perhaps some resemblance 
to the city beautiful of our dreams”.

Several decades after his own 
controversial prime ministership 
(1915-23), Billy Hughes recalled 
the nation-building agenda of the 
pre-Great War years with genuine 
fondness, singling out the saga 
of the national capital for special 
attention. As he wrote in Policies 
and Potentates (1950): “ ... the 
story of how the Parliament of 
the Commonwealth came to 
choose Canberra as the Seat of 
Government is a chapter of history 
about which lingers the fragrance 
of romance.” 

It is an acute observation, one 
supported by a wealth of 
information and anecdote that, 
taken collectively, contradicts the 
last gasps of unthinking prejudice 
about Canberra and its roots that you 
still hear muttered in the odd pub or 
on the odd talk-back radio station.

Hughes, of course, had an active 
role in Canberra’s beginnings, as 
did so many of his larger-than-life 
parliamentary colleagues. As much 
as anyone, he was aware of the 
drama and intrigue that surrounded 
the ‘Battle of the Sites’, when 
towns and regions across Australia 
in the 1890s, and across NSW 
after Federation in 1901 (courtesy 
of the Australian Constitution’s 
section 125), aggressively promoted 
their credentials to be what one 

EX
TR

A  A vision splendid        
In the lead up to Canberra’s centenary in 2013, a recent exhibition at Parliament 
House has captured the drama and devotion of Canberra’s surveyors as they 
mapped out the nation’s capital. Story: David Headon

IDEAL CAPITAL: Copy of a 1901 watercolour by (Robert) Charles Coulter (1864-1956), ‘An ideal federal city, Lake George NSW’. While Lake George was bone-dry at 

the time, due to the ‘Federation drought’, Coulter could still imagine Australia’s future capital as a Venice-like ‘City Beautiful’.
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contemporary writer called “the 
treasure-house of a nation’s heart”.

In the years from 1902 to 1908, 
the combat of the ‘sites’ 
antagonists continued apace, 
finally reaching an uneasy 
conclusion when the 
region known as ‘Yass-
Canberra’ was named 
as the capital site, and 
became the subject 
of the milestone 
Seat of Government 
Act (1908). The 
extraordinary process 
had involved seven 
C o m m o n w e a l t h 
governments, five 
NSW governments, 
two Royal Commissions, 
nine Commonwealth 
Ministers for Home Affairs, 
four lapsed bills and three acts 
of the Commonwealth parliament. 

Billy Hughes’ fine turn of descriptive 
phrase about Canberra’s early history 
elegantly captures the flavour of the 
well-documented ‘sites’ saga, but it is 
just as relevant to a number of the 
unknown stories as well. One of these 
‘forgotten’ narratives was the subject 
of a recent exhibition at Parliament 
House, entitled ‘Devotion, Daring and 
Sense of Destiny: Surveyors of the Early 
Commonwealth’. 

Spanning the exact anniversary 
of the Federal Capital Territory’s 
commencement, the exhibition explored 
the crucial role played by Canberra’s 
first generation of Commonwealth 
surveyors, primarily through a stunning 
display of some of Canberra’s most 
iconic foundation photographs. 
Complementing this gallery of classic 
shots was a host of visual material being 
seen for the first time.

In the exhibition, the surveyor yarns 
found their proper place in Canberra’s 
grand narrative. 

Between 1909 and 1915, these 
men (and, on occasion, their hardy, 
supportive wives), camped on the 
Limestone Plains and in the nearby 
mountains in order to survey both the 
new bush capital city’s environs and the 
border of the nation’s federal territory. It 
was a very big border. Getting around it 
took ingenuity, commitment, devotion 
and, yes, even a little daring. Weather 
and water always loomed large, just as 
they do today. Lifelong friendships were 
forged. Characters abounded. Egos too. 

The exhibition introduced us to a 
fascinating group, including: Charles 

Scrivener, arguably the most 
talented surveyor of his 

generation, prized by 
both conservative and 

Labor governments 
alike; Percy Sheaffe, 
destined to play a 
leading role in the 
five-year border 
survey; ‘Happy’ 
Harry Mouat, 
border surveyor 
of talent who was 
not much given 
to a grin; ‘Fast’ 

Freddie Johnston, 
one of the more 

stylish members of the 
group, with his Model 

T Ford, who would go on 
to be the Commonwealth’s 

Surveyor-General; Arthur 
Percival, also eventually rewarded 

with the Surveyor-General post; and 
physiographic surveyor Griffith Taylor, 
perhaps best known as a member of 
the Scott Antarctic party (1911-12) 
and a great mate of Douglas Mawson’s. 
Taylor took a lifelong professional and 
personal interest in the evolution of his 
beloved nation’s capital city.

The first Commonwealth surveyors had 
a keen sense of their role in Prime 
Minister Fisher’s ‘nation-building’ 
project. In early Canberra they had a 
specialist job to do, but they regularly 
rubbed shoulders and shared fires 
with both Commonwealth and state 

politicians, geologists, meteorologists, 
astronomers, engineers, architects and 
military men. All relished the chance 
to be part of something far bigger 
than themselves – part of an endeavour 
destined to exert a lasting impact on the 
generations of Australians to come.

While the exhibition focused on the 
surveyors, it also provided fascinating 
glimpses of a number of the associated 
cast, including: three prime ministers of 
the era (Andrew Deakin, Chris Watson 
and Andrew Fisher); the imposing 
(Sir) John Forrest, surveyor, explorer 
and long-time Premier of Western 
Australia; Colonel David Miller, long-
time Secretary in the Department of 
Home Affairs, and as intimidating a 
government bureaucrat as any to stalk 
the corridors of power; the photographer 
Charles Stafford Vautin, whose ancestors 
included the aide-de-camp of Napoleon 
Bonaparte, and whose distant relatives 
to come include Paul ‘Fatty’ Vautin; 
and the controversial, irrepressible King 
O’Malley, Minister for Home Affairs 
during the key years, 1910–13, and 
the man who imposed prohibition on 
the fledgling capital (lasting from 1911  
to 1928).

The Commonwealth politicians based 
in Canberra managed to find themselves 
a drink during the 1920s, as did the 
surveying fraternity, but that’s perhaps 
a story for another time. 

David Headon was curator of the 
exhibition ‘Devotion, Daring and 
Destiny: Surveyors of the Early 
Commonwealth’. 

TEAMWORK: The Second Survey Camp’s leadership team at Camp Hill (lower part of Capital Hill), January 

1910 (seated, left to right) Felix Broinowski, chief draftsman; Arthur Percival, surveyor; Charles Scrivener, 

soon to be appointed first Director of Commonwealth Lands and Surveys; Percy Sheaffe, surveyor; 

(standing, left to right) L Morgan, surveyor; W G Chapman, clerk. Top: King O’Malley.



Climate change is not the only 
sticky issue facing Europe and 
Australia as both parliaments grapple 
with debates around immigration.              

The federal government  
has decided to re-embrace 
multiculturalism at a time when some  
European countries are rejecting it.

The leaders of both Germany 
and the UK have branded the policy 
a failure because some immigrants are 
not integrating.  

Ms Bizzotto said while 
multiculturalism has been largely 
successful in Australia, she is unsure 
whether this will continue. 

“Religion has not been seen as 
a factor in the equation governing 
integration but I see that debate is 
now opening up and some people 
are asking whether you can keep the 
doors open to everyone regardless of 
religious background,” she said. 

Continued from page 51

Appropriate 
appropriations
Question
Why can’t money bills be introduced in 
the Senate?

Answer
A bill for government spending is 
formally known as an appropriation bill.

Appropriation bills, when passed by 
both houses of parliament, allow the 
government to spend money it has 
gathered from the community through 
taxes and charges.

Any spending by the government must 
be authorised by legislation (section 83 
of the Constitution), and this legislation 
must be introduced in the House of 
Representatives as stated in section 53 
of the Constitution: “Proposed laws 
appropriating revenue or moneys, or 
imposing taxation, shall not originate in 
the Senate...”

Section 53 maintains the financial 
initiative of the executive: only the 
government can request that an 
appropriation be made or increased, or 
propose to impose or increase taxation.

The Senate may not amend any 
appropriation bills to increase 
expenditure under the bill and instead 
must send a request to the House 
to make any amendments. Section 
53 of the Constitution states: “The 
Senate may at any stage return to 

Do you have a question?
If you have a question about the House of Representatives email news@aph.gov.au or write to About the House, International and 
Community Relations Office, PO Box 6021, Parliament House, Canberra ACT 2600. Questions published in About the House will 
receive our history pack A House for the Nation on the first 100 years of the House of Representatives.

Question Time

the House of Representatives any 
proposed law which the Senate may 
not amend, requesting, by message, 
the omission or amendment of any 
items or provisions therein. And the 
House of Representatives may, if it 
thinks fit, make any of such omissions 
or amendments, with or without 
modifications.”   

Additionally, the purpose of all 
appropriations have to first be 
recommended by the Governor-General 
(section 56 of the Constitution), who 
can act only on the advice of the 
government.

A recent example of the effect of section 
53 on legislation was the introduction 
in the Senate of the Social Security 
Amendment (Income Support for 
Regional Students) Bill 2010.   

The bill was viewed as being 
constitutionally contentious on the 
grounds that, if enacted, it would 
appropriate money. The Department 
of Employment, Education and 
Workplace Relations estimated the cost 
of the bill to be $270 million over  
three years.

The bill was introduced in the Senate 
on 28 October last year by NSW 
Senator Fiona Nash, and aimed to 
include students from inner regional 
areas in independent youth allowance 
measures for students from outer 
regional and remote locations.     

Senator Nash contended the bill did not 
itself appropriate money as the funding 
was to be drawn from a standing 
appropriation (under the Social Security 
(Administration) Act 1999). 

House practice and standing orders 
consider bills that increase expenditure 
under a standing appropriation are 
themselves bills that appropriate 
revenue or money.

On 21 February 2011, when the 
bill was sent to the House, the 
Speaker made a statement about the 
constitutional provisions and the 
responsibilities of the House. The 
Leader of the House moved that the 
House affirm the constitutional position 
as stated and decline to consider the 
bill. After some debate this was agreed 
to by a majority.   

BILLS ON BILLS: The Constitution requires money bills to be introduced in the House. Photo: iStockphoto
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TURN IT ON: Committee recommends establishment of Parliamentary Budget Office.  Photo: iStockphoto

TREASURY has raised questions over 
the ability of the proposed Parliamentary 
Budget Office (PBO) to accurately cost 
election commitments.

The Joint Select Committee on the 
Parliamentary Budget Office has 
recommended a PBO be established 
to provide policy costing and financial 
advice to all members of parliament.  

The PBO will also be tasked with 
undertaking election policy costings 
from nominated parliamentary party 
representatives and independent 
members during caretaker periods.

Treasury executive director Nigel Ray 
questioned whether it would be possible 
for the Parliamentary Budget Office 
to cost election commitments without 
being involved in the daily management 
of government finances.

“Costings are not separate from the day 
to day goings on of the government’s 
finances,” Mr Ray said.

Treasury also warned the committee 
the Parliamentary Budget Office would 
struggle to find enough qualified staff 
to carry out its mandate, given skill 
shortages in the area.

More than 300 people in Treasury and 
Finance are involved in developing 
costings on policy during both election 
and non-election periods.

But former Finance deputy secretary 
Stephen Bartos said a Parliamentary 
Budget Office could be a viable 
mechanism for providing costings on 
government and non-government policy, 
especially outside of election periods.

“Having said that, they will definitely 
have to have good lines of communication 
through to not just the Treasury and 
Finance but to other departments as 
well,” Mr Bartos said. “They will have 
to have good links back through into the 
bureaucracy if they are going to do that 
function properly.”

Staffing issues could be overcome 
through secondments from Treasury, 

Finance and other bodies such as the 
Reserve Bank of Australia.

“There are secondments from time to 
time to other bodies; in fact, Australia 
also seconds to other countries,”  
Mr Bartos said. “If we can second people 
to other countries, we can probably 
second to an independent fiscal office 
as well, but again it will rely on a lot of 
goodwill and cooperation.”

The recommendation for an 
independent body to assist parliament 
in budgetary and financial matters in 
Australia continues a recent trend in 
OECD countries including the United 
States, United Kingdom, Canada and 
the Netherlands.

The Canadian Parliamentary Budget 
Office has been operating since 2008 
with a budget of less than $3 million and 
approximately 15 staff.

Canadian Parliamentary Budget Officer 
Kevin Page said while his organisation is 
able to provide some costings and analysis 
with a small staff and limited budget, it 
falls down in the area of forecasting.

“Where we do feel that it is weak, based on 
three years’ worth of experiences, is that 
we do not provide independent economic 
forecasts; we use average private-sector 
forecasts to prepare independent fiscal 
forecasts,” Mr Page said.

“If we were to provide an independent 
economic outlook for the next quarter 
out or the next six months out over 
the next five years I think we would 
require additional resources relative to 
our CAN $2.8 million ($2.8 million 
AUD) budget.”

Mr Bartos said that if the Parliamentary 
Budget Office is expected to provide the 
sort of long range economic forecasts 
made by the US Congressional Budget 
Office, then its resources need to be 
commensurate.

“Do not try and pretend that you can 
manage to do everything the CBO does 
on a budget of 2 or 3 million. That is 
impossible.” 

www.aph.gov.au/jscpbo 
jscpbo@aph.gov.au 
(02) 6277 4576

House Rules

The cost of costings
Proposals for improved parliamentary scrutiny of policy costings have themselves come under 
parliamentary scrutiny.
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Not long after a new parliament 
is opened, newly elected members 
have the opportunity to make 
their ‘first speech’ in the House of 
Representatives. 

A member’s first speech, previously 
referred to as a ‘maiden speech’, is 
a tradition that originated from the 
British House of Commons. 

It is a significant occasion and an 
opportunity for a new member to 
outline to the parliament what they 
hope to achieve. 

However, it may not necessarily be 
the first time a member speaks in the 
House – for example, if a member 
speaks as a minister or opposition 
spokesperson then it is not counted as 
a first speech.

Members’ first speeches are as diverse 
as the people they represent in their 
electorates.

In their first speeches many members 
choose to express their political views 
and goals while others thank their 
supporters or speak about personal 
experiences. 

Members may also mention specific 
issues affecting the people in 
their electorates, such as health or 
education, or speak about financial or 
economic matters.

Normally, a first speech is made in the 
House of Representatives during the 
Address in Reply debate. 

The Address in Reply debate is 
a formal communication from 
the House to the sovereign or the 
Governor-General. This debate 
generally occurs at the start of each 
parliament to thank the Governor-
General for his or her opening speech.

Project page for students and teachers

In return for this courtesy, the member 
must follow a few conventions.  
This includes keeping the speech 
succinct and uncontroversial, so as not 
to provoke interjection. 

Members are also asked not be 
tediously repetitive or debate a matter 
which may be debated later in the 
sitting period. 

It is also customary for members not 
to make unkind references to what 
others have said in their first speeches.

What they said
With broader changes in Australian 
culture and more people entering 
politics from non-traditional 
backgrounds, it should come as no 
surprise that a wide variety of views 
and ideals are expressed in  
first speeches.

The Address in Reply is usually 
spread over several sittings and allows 
members to speak on any matter 
they wish for up to 20 minutes. It is 
customary for members to make their 
first speech during this debate in the 
House of Representatives. 

We’re all ears
There is a convention in the House 
that a first speech is heard without 
interjection or interruption, and the 
Speaker normally draws the attention 
of the House to the fact that a 
member is making a first speech.

Although there have been occasions 
when a member’s first speech has not 
been heard in silence, most of the time 
people remain quiet out of courtesy 
for the member. 

Cartoon: Pat Campbell 



On 26 October 2010, Australia’s 
youngest-ever MP, Wyatt Roy 
(Longman, Qld), declared in his first 
speech: “I am not a young member 
of parliament; I am a member of 
parliament who happens to be young.”

The first Indigenous member in the 
House of Representatives, Ken Wyatt 
(Hasluck, WA) said “there is no ‘one 
size fits all’ solution to deal with any 
social issue”.

Both the Prime Minister and 
Opposition Leader spoke about their 
guiding philosophies during their first 
speeches. In November 1998, Julia 
Gillard (Lalor, Vic) said “we stand 
for the right of ordinary Australians 
– those who have neither wealth nor 
power – to a fair go”. In May 1994, 
Tony Abbott said: “I place on record 
my deep conviction that, nourished 
by the past and inspired by our 
great ideals, there is no limit to what 
Australia can achieve.” 

And commenting on the unique 
opportunity afforded to each member 
in a first speech, the current Speaker 
of the House of Representatives 
Harry Jenkins (Scullin, Vic) said in 
April 1996, “it is a pity that the time 
allotted for me to speak is so relatively 
short, especially when one has such an 
attentive audience”.

My First Speech 
competition
If you are an Australian 
secondary student enrolled in 
years 10 to 12, you are invited to 
write your own first speech then 
present your speech on video. 
It is part of a new competition 
run by the Australian parliament 
and you can submit your video 
to the parliament for judging. 
The winning video will be 
incorporated into an exhibition 
at Parliament House in Canberra 
and the winner and runner-up 
will be flown to Canberra for 
the launch. The winner will also 
receive a cash prize of $250 for 
themselves and $500 for  
their school, with the runner-up 
receiving $100 for themselves 
and $250 for their school.

Record your first speech
Imagine you are a newly elected 
member of the House of 
Representatives. Write a three 
minute speech about an issue or 
issues you feel passionate about. 
It could be of interest to the 
people in your area or something 
you want to communicate to 
the federal parliament and to 
the people of Australia. Record 
yourself presenting the speech 
on video and send your entry on 
CD or DVD to the International 
and Community Relations 
Office, PO Box 6021, Parliament 
House, Canberra ACT 2600. 
Entries close Thursday 16 June 
2011.

For inspiration, ideas and more 
details go to the competition 
website: www.aph.gov.au/
myfirstspeech

For more on the work, procedures 
and history of the House of 
Representatives, you can get the 
House of Representatives history pack 
‘A House for the Nation’, including 
cd-rom encyclopaedia, four episode 
documentary and study guide, for 
$55 (including GST). To order: 
email news@aph.gov.au or phone 
freecall 1800 139 299.

SPEAK UP:  An MP’s first speech is a significant occasion. 
Photo: AUSPIC

DEBUT: Wyatt Roy, the youngest member of the House of 
Representatives, making his first speech. Photo: aapone



Your guide to investigations by House of Representatives and Joint CommitteesHouse Work

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs Committee
High level of involvement of Indigenous juveniles and young 
adults in the criminal justice system 
Report being prepared 
www.aph.gov.au/atsia 
atsia.reps@aph.gov.au  
(02) 6277 4559

Agriculture, Resources, Fisheries and Forestry Committee
Australian forestry industry 
Submissions being sought 
www.aph.gov.au/arff 
arff.reps@aph.gov.au  
(02) 6277 4500

Australian Commission for Law Enforcement  
Integrity Committee 

Operation of the Law Enforcement Integrity Commissioner 
Act 2006 
Report being prepared 
www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/aclei_ctte 
aclei.committee@aph.gov.au  
(02) 6277 3419

Climate Change, Water, Environment and the Arts Committee
Carbon Credits (Carbon Farming Initiative) Bill 2011
Carbon Credits (Consequential Ammendments) Bill 2011
Australian National Registry of Emissions Units Bill 2011 
Report expected May 2011 
www.aph.gov.au/ccea 
ccea.reps@aph.gov.au  
(02) 6277 4580

Corporations and Financial Services Committee
Access for small and medium business to finance 
Report is being prepared 
www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/corporations_ctte 
corporations.joint@aph.gov.au  
(02) 6277 3583 

Cyber-Safety Committee
 Public hearings being conducted 

www.aph.gov.au/jscc 
jscc@aph.gov.au 
(02) 6277 4202 

Economics Committee
Competition and Consumer (Price Signalling) Amendment 
Bill 2010 
Report being prepared 
Indigenous economic development in Queensland and review 
of the Wild Rivers (Environmental Management) Bill 2010  
Public hearings being conducted
Reserve Bank Annual Report 2010 (First Report) 
Report released 28 February 2011
Reserve Bank of Australia Annual Report 2009  
(Second Report) 
Report being prepared
Income Tax Rates Amendment (Temporary Flood 
Reconstruction Levy) Bill 2011; and the Tax Laws Amendment 
(Temporary Flood Reconstruction Levy) Bill 2011 
Report released 21 February 2011

 www.aph.gov.au/economics 
economics.reps@aph.gov.au  
(02) 6277 4587

Education and Training Committee
Mental health and workforce participation 
Submissions being sought
School libraries and teacher librarians in Australian schools 
Report adopted awaiting presentation in the House
Higher Education Legislation Amendment (Student Services 
and Amenities) Bill 2010 
Report released 15 November 2010  
www.aph.gov.au/ee  
ee.reps@aph.gov.au  
(02) 6277 4573

Electoral Matters Committee
2010 federal election 
Public hearings being conducted 
www.aph.gov.au/em 
jscem@aph.gov.au  
(02) 6277 2374

Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade Committee
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade Annual Report  
2009–2010 
Submissions being sought
Defence Annual Report 2009–2010 
Public hearings being conducted 
Australia’s relationship with the countries of Africa 
Public hearings being conducted  
Australia’s trade and investment relations with Asia, the Pacific 
and Latin America 
Report being prepared 
www.aph.gov.au/jfadt 
jscfadt@aph.gov.au  
(02) 6277 2313

Health and Ageing Committee
National Health Reform Amendment (National Health 
Performance Authority) Bill 2011 
Report released 22 March 2011
Registration processes and support for overseas  
trained doctors 
Public hearings being conducted
Roundtable forum on early intervention programs to prevent 
youth suicide 
Report being prepared 
www.aph.gov.au/haa 
haa.reps@aph.gov.au  
(02) 6277 4145

Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Local 
Government Committee

Role and potential of the National Broadband Network  
Public hearings being conducted
Ratio of cabin crew members on aircraft 
Submissions being sought 
www.aph.gov.au/ic 
ic.reps@aph.gov.au  
(02) 6277 2352
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Intelligence and Security Committee
Listing of Al-Qa’ida in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) and the 
re-listing of six terrorist organisations 
Report being prepared
Administration and Expenditure No. 9 (2009–2010) – 
Australian Intelligence Agencies 
Public hearings being conducted 
www.aph.gov.au/pjcis 
pjcis@aph.gov.au  
(02) 6277 2360 

Law Enforcement Committee
Adequacy of aviation and maritime security measures to 
combat serious and organised crime 
Public hearings being conducted 
www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/acc_ctte 
le.committee@aph.gov.au  
(02) 6277 3419

Migration Committee
Multiculturalism in Australia 
Public hearings being conducted 
www.aph.gov.au/mig 
jscm@aph.gov.au  
(02) 6277 4560

National Capital and External Territories Committee
 www.aph.gov.au/ncet 

jscncet@aph.gov.au  
(02) 6277 4355

Parliamentary Budget Office
 Report released 23 March 2011 

www.aph.gov.au/jscpbo  
jscpbo@aph.gov.au 
(02) 6277 4576

Petitions Committee
Work of the Petitions Committee 
 Report released 21 June 2010 
www.aph.gov.au/petitions 
petitions.committee.reps@aph.gov.au  
(02) 6277 2152

Procedure Committee
Procedural changes implemented in the 43rd Parliament 
Report being prepared  
www.aph.gov.au/proc 
procedure.committee.reps@aph.gov.au  
(02) 6277 4670

Public Accounts and Audit Committee
National funding agreements 
Submissions being sought
Auditor-General’s reports  
Report being prepared 
Defence major projects report 
Report being prepared  
www.aph.gov.au/jpaa 
jcpa@aph.gov.au  
(02) 6277 4615

Public Works Committee

Department of Defence at Muirhead, Darwin, NT 
Report being prepared

at RAAF Base Amberley and Damascus Barracks, Meeandah, 
Queensland and at Gaza Ridge Barracks, Victoria  
Report released 22 March 2011
Proposed integrated fitout of new leased premises for the 
Australian Taxation Office in Albury, NSW 
Report released 22 March 2011
Proposed fitout of new leased premises for divisions of the 
Department of Innovation, Industry, Science and Research  
at Buildings 2 and 3, Riverside Corporate Park,  
North Ryde, NSW 
Report released 22 February 2011
Proposed fitout of new leased premises for the Attorney- 
General’s Department at 4 National Circuit, Barton, ACT 
Report released 22 February 2011
Proposed HMAS Penguin and Pittwater Annexe 
Redevelopment, Mosman and Clareville, NSW 
Report released 23 November 2010 
Proposed development and construction of housing for Defence 
at Largs North (Bayriver), Port Adelaide, SA 
Report released 23 November 2010
Proposed integrated fit-out of new leased premises for the 
Australian Taxation Office at 12-26 Franklin Street,  
Adelaide, SA 
Report released 23 November 2010 
www.aph.gov.au/pwc 
jcpw@aph.gov.au  
(02) 6277 4636

Regional Australia Committee
Impact of the Murray-Darling Basin Plan in regional Australia  
Report being prepared 
www.aph.gov.au/ra 
ra.reps@aph.gov.au   
(02) 6277 4162

Social Policy and Legal Affairs Committee
Regulation of billboard and outdoor advertising   
Public hearings being conducted 
www.aph.gov.au/spla 
spla.reps@aph.gov.au 
(02) 6277 2358

Treaties Committee
Treaties tabled on 1 March 2011   
Public hearings being conducted
Treaties tabled on 9 and 10 February 2011   
Public hearings being conducted
Treaties tabled on 24 and 25 November 2010   
Report being prepared
Treaties referred on 16 November 2010   
Report being prepared
Treaties tabled on 28 October 2010  
Report released 21 March 2011 
www.aph.gov.au/jsct 
jsct@aph.gov.au  
(02) 6277 4002
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