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UP FRONT

With heads bowed in a minute of 
silence, federal parliamentarians 
stopped the scheduled business of 
parliament on Friday 18 July 2014  
to honour the victims of the 
Malaysia Airlines Flight MH17 
brought down over eastern Ukraine. 
“This is a grim day for our country  
and it is a grim day for the world,”  
said Prime Minister Tony Abbott.
“As things stand, this looks less like  
an accident than a crime.”
Opposition Leader Bill Shorten and 
Deputy Leader of the Australian 
Greens Adam Bandt supported the 
Prime Minister’s remarks. 
“This is a violation of the rules of 
civilisation. It is a tyrannical, wild  
act,” Mr Shorten said.
“Thousands of lives are going to be 
touched by this tragedy,” Mr Bandt 
stated.
The House of Representatives then 
suspended its sitting for a time as a 
mark of respect.
The following day, the Australian  
flag atop Parliament House flew at 
half-mast as a nation mourned the  
innocent victims. n

Parliament echoes a nation’s grief Parliamentary Budget  
Office review
Federal parliament’s Public Accounts 
and Audit Committee has announced 
a review of the Parliamentary Budget 
Office (PBO).
The PBO was established in 2012 to 
increase the transparency of the budget 
process, provide analysis of fiscal policy, 
and cost policy initiatives, including 
election commitments.
Public Accounts and Audit Committee 
Chair, Andrew Southcott (Boothby, SA) 
said the committee will examine whether 
the PBO is meeting the objectives for 
which it was established.
A recent audit report found that 
the PBO was performing well. The 
committee will review the report and 
look more widely at whether the PBO 
should: 
n have statutory information gathering 

powers, and access to information;
n report on government progress  

against a new set of fiscal rules  
(as recommended by the National 
Commission of Audit); and

n report against medium-term 
projections of fiscal outlook beyond 
the forward estimates. n

Drones report released
New privacy protections may be 
needed amid a boom in the use of 
airborne drones in Australia.
Releasing its latest report, the House 
of Representatives Social Policy 
and Legal Affairs Committee was 
concerned that existing laws do not 
protect Australians’ privacy from 
drones.
Among its recommendations, the 
committee has called for modernised 
and nationally uniform laws 
regulating the use of surveillance 
devices, including drones, as well as 
an education campaign to inform 
drone users about privacy and air 
safety laws.
“Drones will revolutionise some 
industries, with a wide range of 
beneficial uses,” said committee 
chair George Christensen (Dawson, 

Video reports from 
delegations
To provide more information on 
overseas visits by parliamentary 
delegations, video reports from those 
delegations are now available from the 
Australian parliament’s international 
program webpage at www.aph.gov.au/
international and from the About  
the House YouTube channel at:  
www.youtube.com/athnews 
The international program webpage 
also provides information on the 
Australian parliament’s activities to 
support democratic development 
in our region, including the Pacific 
Parliamentary Partnerships program 
that links together 22 parliaments. n

Qld). “All the same, we must set 
out clear rules that govern how the 
police, governments, businesses and 
members of the public use drones.”n
(See feature page 44)
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DESPATCH BOX

TWENTY YEARS OF 
DEDICATED BROADCASTING

In 1994, Nelson Mandela was elected President of South Africa, Bill Clinton 
was in the White House, Tony Blair had just been elected the leader of British 

Labour and Paul Keating was our Prime Minister.
The year also saw the shooting death of NSW Labor MP John Newman and the 
imprisonment of former WA Labor Premier Brian Burke.
It was a sign that the pace of the news cycle was quickening and along with it 
the appetite for continuous news coverage, analysis and reaction which ABC 
NewsRadio serves to this day.
It’s grown from transmitters in eight locations to 72 nationally. When parliament 
sits, parliamentary proceedings can be heard on those 72 analogue transmitters.
Those who want to stay with the continuous news service can do so online, on 
digital radio or through a mobile app.
On August 17th, ABC NewsRadio will celebrate 20 years as the nation’s all-news 
network.
In 1988, the Parliamentary News Network (PNN) assumed the responsibility 
of broadcasting parliamentary proceedings. In 1994, PNN evolved to the ABC 
NewsRadio of today.
The requirement that the proceedings be broadcast by the ABC dates back to 
1946.
For just over 40 years normal programming on ABC Local Radio on the national 
broadcaster throughout the country was interrupted to bring citizens live 
proceedings from the House of Representatives and the Senate.
The formula was simple. When parliament sat people could tune in to a 
dedicated frequency in the cities and the regions to listen to the deliberations of 
their elected representatives. 
When the houses were not sitting they could listen to a new offering – 
continuous news from home and abroad.
Now, with the advent of digital radio, the internet and mobile apps you can 
quite literally get the best of both worlds, parliamentary proceedings and news – 
anywhere and anytime – on ABC NewsRadio.
Stay tuned for the celebration of 20 years of continuous news in August. n

SPEAKER 
CHALLENGES 
UNIVERSITY 
STUDENTS
House of Representatives Speaker 
Bronwyn Bishop has challenged 
students to put forward their 
arguments on what freedom 
of speech means in Australia’s 
democracy.
The best debater will win a cash 
prize of $500 as part of the 2014 
Speaker’s University Challenge.
“Freedom of speech is a 
fundamental principle on which 
our democracy is built,”  
Mrs Bishop said.  
“It’s exercised every sitting day here 
in the House of Representatives.” 
“So for this year’s University 
Challenge I’m asking university 
students to explore the topic: 
‘Freedom of speech in a modern 
day democracy’.”
Students have been asked to make 
a three-minute video to present 
their case on the topic. 
The producers of the top three 
videos will be flown to Canberra 
for the announcement of the 
winner on 1 October 2014. 
More information is at:  
www.aph.gov.au/unichallenge or  
email: comps.reps@aph.gov.au or  
phone: freecall 1800 139 299.
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 SWITCHED ON: The ABC NewsRadio team in 1994
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DESPATCH BOX

DAILY PARLIAMENT DIARY

Each morning when parliament meets, just before 9am, Speaker of the House 
of Representatives Bronwyn Bishop previews the business before the House on a 
new television segment broadcast on Sky News. Parliament Diary is shown during 
the AM Agenda program. 
At the end of each sitting period, the House of Representatives television program 
MPI (Matters of Public Importance) is broadcast on the Australian Public Affairs 
Channel, with segments also available on the About the House TV webpage at 
www.aph.gov.au/athtv or from the House of Representatives YouTube channel 
at: www.youtube.com/athnews  
MPI shows highlights from the fortnight in the House, focusing on bills 
presented, committee reports tabled, issues raised by backbench MPs, events  
held at Parliament House, and a one on one interview. n

FORWARD TOGETHER, WITH NO LIMITS
Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe (pictured) has joined a select 
group of world leaders who have been given the opportunity to 
address Australia’s federal parliament. Previous speeches to both 
houses have been given by leaders from the United States, China, 
the United Kingdom, Canada, Indonesia and New Zealand.
“Let us walk forward together, Australia and Japan, with no 
limits,” Mr Abe told members and senators who had gathered  
in the House of Representatives chamber for the historic speech.
The visit capped off a busy period of international visits to the 
Australian parliament, including official visits by parliamentary 
delegations from Afghanistan, Malaysia, Peru, Poland and Sri 
Lanka during May and June.
Information on parliamentary delegations is available at  
www.aph.gov.au/international and includes video reports  
from Australian parliamentary delegations travelling overseas. n

HOUSE OF 
REPS APP 
LAUNCHED
The House of Representatives has 
gone digital with the launch of 
an app that features an interactive 
seating plan showing where 
members and parliamentary officials 
sit during debates in the chamber.
The interactive seating plan includes 
each member’s name, photo, 
electorate name and information on 
any parliamentary position held. 
There is also a link that takes you 
direct to the member’s home page 
on the Parliament House website, 
where you will find biographical 
information, latest speeches and 
electorate details. 
More information on the work of 
the House is being progressively 
added to the app, which is free to 
download. n
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DESPATCH BOX

SPEECH TIME  
FOR STUDENTS AT 
PARLIAMENT HOUSE
It’s on again: the popular My First 
Speech competition for Australian 
high school students from years  
10 to 12. 
Students are asked to submit a 
three minute video of the first 
speech they would make if they 
were elected to the House of 
Representatives.
The top three students will be 
brought to Canberra to deliver 
their speeches at Parliament House, 
and there are also cash prizes on 
offer for the winning students and 
their schools.
My First Speech entries close on 
12 September 2014. For details on 
how to enter visit:  
www.aph.gov.au/myfirstspeech or  
email: comps.reps@aph.gov.au or  
phone 1800 139 299.

TONGA FORUM BOOSTS 
PACIFIC PARTNERSHIP

Women parliamentarians from across the Pacific region and Australia have 
joined forces in an effort to boost women’s participation in politics and 

women’s representation in parliament.
Attending the Pacific Women’s Parliamentary Partnerships Forum in Tonga, 
women MPs from 13 jurisdictions have called for gender training in parliaments; 
more meaningful engagement between parliament and women’s groups in the 
community; positive media reporting about women in parliament; and more 
mentoring of emerging women leaders in the Pacific.
Federal MPs Louise Markus (Macquarie, NSW) and Anna Burke (Chisholm, Vic) 
represented Australia at the forum, along with Australia’s Ambassador for Women 
and Girls, Natasha Stott Despoja, and Tasmanian MPs Ruth Forrest and Cassy 
O’Connor.
Forum participants suggested that women should take an active role in 
community groups and in local government as a pathway that could lead to 
broader involvement of women in national decision making processes.
They also argued that effort should be devoted to encouraging male ‘champions’ 
for gender equity in Pacific countries so that men take an active role in breaking 
down barriers to women’s participation in public life.
The forum was opened by Her Royal Highness Princess Mele Siu’ilikutapu 
Kalaniuvalu-Fotofili, the first woman elected to the Tongan parliament.  
“The heightened responsibilities of legislatures today, as demanded by the greater 
complexities of society, urgently necessitate the shared wisdom of both genders,” 
she said.
The forum was supported by the Australian aid program, under the federal 
government’s Pacific Women Shaping Pacific Development initiative. For more 
information on the Pacific Women’s Parliamentary Partnerships project visit: 
www.pacificparliaments.net/pwpp  n

For news and updates from  
the official page of Australia’s 

House of Representatives,  
like our page at:

www.facebook.com/athnews

 LEADING THE WAY: Pacific women MPs are breaking down barriers
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SAFETY

A metre really matters
Motorists have been urged to pay more attention to cyclists 
after 48 bike riders were killed in Australia last year, the 
highest number since 1997.

Federal MP Andrew Nikolic (Bass, Tas) has thrown his support behind the 
‘A Metre Matters’ campaign, which asks drivers to keep a minimum one 
metre distance when overtaking cyclists in areas where the speed limit is 
under 60 kilometres an hour and 1.5 metres when speed limits are above 60.
“There is a simple logic to this issue. The motorist in a car, travelling up to 
120 kilometres an hour and protected by the vehicle’s structure and airbags, 
owes a duty of care to the cyclist protected by nothing more than a helmet,” 
Mr Nikolic told the House of Representatives.
One of last year’s victims was 21-year-old Lewis Hendy, who died on  
29 December. 
“He was struck from behind without warning on a straight stretch of road on 
a bright Sunday morning very close to my home in Riverside,” Mr Nikolic 
said.
“No law will bring Lewis back, but shared respect between motorists and 
cyclists, increased awareness and a cooperative approach to road safety might 
just save other lives.” 
Mr Nikolic encouraged all Australians to download the ‘A Metre Matters’ 
petition from www.tas.cycling.org.au or from www.amygillett.org.au. n

MONEY

Tactile banknotes 
would be visionary
For most Australians, it’s no big  
deal to reach into your pocket 
and see what money you’ve got 
available. But for Connor McLeod, 
it’s not that simple. 
“Connor is frequently forced to pay for 
things using only coins because these are 
easier to distinguish,” Jenny Macklin told 
the House of Representatives.
The Member for Jagajaga (Vic) wants the 
Reserve Bank of Australia to introduce 
new tactile banknotes that would make a 
difference to the 300,000 Australians with  
a visual impairment.
Connor recently showed her a Canadian 
banknote which details the denomination 
of the bill in the right hand corner using a 
series of raised dots. 
“Many other countries have adopted tactile 
banknotes. It is possible,” Ms Macklin said.
She urged the federal government to instruct 
the Reserve Bank to introduce tactile notes 
as soon as possible. 
“Visually impaired Australians deserve to  
be as independent as they possibly can be,” 
she said. n

HILLS IDE
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MEDIA

Online radio goes offline  
Many people in regional Australia still aren’t able  
to listen to their choice of radio station online.
Member for Canberra (ACT) Gai Brodtmann has 
called on the federal government to resolve the 
ambiguity that currently exists around whether 
online broadcasting is a simulcast or a separate broadcast.
“While this ambiguity exists, radio stations are paying double for their licensing 
fees, which has forced nearly 200 regional radio stations, including many right 
here in Canberra, to cease online broadcasting altogether,” she said.
Ms Brodtmann said it was ironic that Australians can listen to radio online from 
all over the world, but not from some of their local stations.
She said constituents had told her it seemed unfair that radio stations are expected 
to pay additional payments for online broadcasting. 
“Of course, the great irony is that it is regional Australians who benefit most from 
being able to use the internet to overcome the tyranny of distance.”
She urged the government to implement recommendations from the Senate 
Environment and Communications References Committee to resolve the 
ambiguity around online radio broadcasting and simulcasts. 
“In 2014, it is not too much to ask to be able to listen to radio online,” she said. n
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SPORT

Binge on sport 
instead
Free support to turn sportspeople 
away from binge drinking is paying 
dividends. 
Former tennis ace turned MP, John 
Alexander (Bennelong, NSW) has 
praised the work of the Australian 
Drug Foundation’s Good Sports 
program in tackling the problem of 
binge drinking.
“The organisation Good Sports have 
been very successful in reducing risky  
binge-drinking behaviour in local 
sporting organisations,” Mr Alexander 
told federal parliament.
“They have overseen a 15 per cent 
drop in short-term harm such as 
violence and injury and a 14 per cent 
drop in long-term harm like cancer and 
cirrhosis of the liver.”
By providing free support to help 
reduce high-risk drinking, the Good 
Sports program encourages sporting 
clubs to focus more on young people, 
families and participation in sport and 
less on drinking alcohol.
The program aims to create positive 
and healthy sporting communities and 
to reduce a culture of binge drinking 
which, according to Mr Alexander, is 
present across all communities.
For clubs that serve alcohol or allow 
members to bring alcohol to the 
facilities, Good Sports provides 
guidance to meet state and territory 
laws. Clubs can benefit from access to 
responsible service of alcohol training 
at a reduced cost. 
For clubs that host post-match 
functions where alcohol is available, 
Good Sports provides support to 
reduce alcohol related risks and change 
binge drinking culture. n

TRANSPORT

Stability controls boost truck safety
Electronic stability control systems (ESC) should be introduced on dangerous goods 
tankers nationwide, federal parliament has been told.
In 2013, 13 per cent of all road accidents in Australia involved trucks, resulting in 
167 deaths.
“One important and relatively easy step that the Commonwealth government can 
take to make our roads safer is to regulate the use of ESC systems on our trucks,” 
said Cathy McGowan (Indi, Vic).
The New South Wales government has made it mandatory for all dangerous 
goods tankers to be fitted with ESC by 2019. 
But Ms McGowan said the only way to get nationwide use of the system is for 
the federal government to act on this issue.
“Everyone across Australia relies on our network of highways and major roads. We 
need these highways to be safe,” she said.
She praised constituents Jack and Jenny Murray for their lobbying efforts to get 
national reform on ESC. The Murrays lost their daughter, son-in-law and two 
grandchildren when a fuel tanker struck their car on the Princes Highway.
Ms McGowan said mandating ESC will greatly decrease the chance that families 
will be subjected to the suffering and loss the Murrays have faced over the past 
four years.
Retrofitting a truck with ESC costs about $5,000 to $10,000 per truck. 
“While there is no doubt that this represents a significant up-front cost for 
trucking businesses, a single crash of a tanker carrying dangerous goods can cost 
up to half a million dollars, not to mention the immeasurable cost in lives lost,” 
Ms McGowan said. n

HILLS IDE
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Shoppers confused by food labels
Calls to clarify ‘Made in Australia’

 

Consumers are being denied the right 
to make an informed choice about 

where their food is grown or produced 
due to a labelling system which is 
highly confusing, a parliamentary 
inquiry has heard. 
Amid calls for legislative changes 
and consumer education campaigns, 
some food manufacturers have also 
complained to the inquiry that the 
current system is working against them.  
The House of Representatives 
Agriculture and Industry Committee 
is investigating whether Australia’s 
Country of Origin Labelling system 
is adequately serving consumers and 
whether improvements can be made.  
The current system, administered 
by the Department of Industry, is 
intended to provide consumers with 
information about the origin of food 
when making purchasing decisions but 
at the same time not burden business 
with too much regulation.  

A producer or manufacturer must 
be able to show their claims are not 
false or misleading if they label their 
products with ‘Made in Australia’ 
or ‘Product of Australia’ by meeting 
certain provisions.  
In a submission to the inquiry, 
consumer group CHOICE said there is 
a strong case for reform.  
CHOICE conducted a survey in 2012 
which showed that 84 per cent of 
respondents place a high importance 
on knowing whether their food was 
grown in Australia, but only 10 per 
cent said labels were clear and easy to 
understand.  
“While it’s clear that the strong interest 
in knowing whether food is made 
or grown in Australia doesn’t always 
translate into purchasing behaviour, 
CHOICE believes that the current state 
of labelling is so poor that consumers 
are often unable to factor origin into 
their purchasing behaviour,” it said.

CHOICE has proposed various 
changes aimed at removing ambiguous 
claims found on some packaging such 
as ‘Made in Australia from local and 
imported ingredients’.
It wants three tiers of claims to be 
implemented including ‘premium’ 
claims about goods produced and 
manufactured in Australia.  
For those who can’t meet the premium 
claims, broader claims can be made 
about where products are packaged. 
“Our reforms would permit claims 
that tell consumers where ingredients 
are from, as well as claims that tell 
consumers where food products are 
manufactured, because consumers are 
interested in the origin of both the 
ingredients and manufacturing,” it said. 
The Australian Made Campaign, which 
administers the ‘Australian Made 
Australian Grown’ logo introduced 
in 1986, has also called for legislative 
change.  
Chief executive Ian Harrison told a 
public hearing provisions around the 
‘Made in Australia’ claim need to be 
tightened and clarified.  
“The big picture is that research clearly 
shows that consumers here and overseas 
have a preference for food products 
grown and processed in Australia,” he 
said.
“An effective country of origin labelling 
system trusted and understood by 
consumers and business will strengthen 
this important asset available to our 
farmers and food processors.”  
The inquiry also heard the rules are 
causing headaches for Australian pork 
producers. This is because imported 
pork ‘transformed’ into bacon can 
be labelled ‘Made in Australia’, while 
locally produced pork also made into 
bacon cannot say ‘Product of Australia’ 
because imported ingredients such as 
brine were used during processing.  

Get news updates from the House of Representatives: www.aph.gov.au/ath

 CHECKOUT CHALLENGE: Calls to clarify ambiguous food labels
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Australian Pork Limited chief executive 
Andrew Spencer said the ‘Made 
in’ claim should be removed from 
smallgoods.  
“Our anecdotal evidence is that 
every time a consumer sees ‘Made in 
Australia’ on a packet of bacon or ham, 
they believed the pig was grown here 
and that of course is not the case,” he 
said.  
“Today’s country-of-origin labelling 
laws make consumer choice almost 
impossible, which helps perpetuate 
70 per cent of Australia’s ham and 
bacon consumption being made from 
imported pork, a fact of which most 
consumers remain unaware.”  
However the Food and Grocery 
Council said its research shows that 
while origin is important to consumers, 
price, brand and quality are the main 
drivers.  
While chief executive Gary Dawson 
said the terms ‘Grown in’, ‘Product of’ 
and ‘Made in’ could be better aligned 
with consumer expectation, this could 
be done within the existing framework.  
“We would note that there are market 
mechanisms that are probably more 
effective than regulation in this area,” 
he said.    
The Department of Industry’s Lyndall 
Milward-Bason said while the system 
is confusing, it is actually working 
because there is minimal evidence of a 
failure by industry to comply with the 
rules.
“The fundamental issue is not 
about the framework, it is about 
the understanding of the claims by 
consumers,” she said.
“That is why the processes we 
are going through are not about 
changing regulation, new regulation, 
or additional regulation, it is about 
education of the consumers through 
the new guidance material and if 
necessary an education campaign.” n

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

LINKS

A public inquiry into foreign 
investment in Australian 
homes will examine whether 
the current system is causing 
supply and affordability 
problems for local buyers.  
Conducted by the House of 
Representatives Economics 
Committee, the review will 
investigate the economic 
benefits of foreign investment 
in residential property and 
whether it is increasing the 
supply of new housing.
It will also look at how Australia’s 
foreign investment framework 
compares internationally and whether 
any improvements can be made.
Committee chair Kelly O’Dwyer 
(Higgins, Vic) said the inquiry will 
look at whether or not our foreign 
investment framework is working 
and whether it’s appropriate for the 
current times. 
“We think rather than debate 
anecdote and emotion, it’s much 
better to deal in fact,” she said.
Overseas buyers are currently able to 
seek approval to buy new dwellings 
and vacant land for residential 
development, and invest in new 
developments. 
The policy aim is to boost the supply 
of new housing, thereby benefiting 
the local industry.
“It recognises that there are great 
social and economic benefits from 
that, but there are restrictions 
currently under the existing 
framework for established properties,” 
she said.
Foreign buyers cannot generally buy 
older homes, unless they are seeking 
to use it as a residence while in 
Australia.
Ms O’Dwyer said a key focus for 
the committee will be whether or 
not Australia’s policy framework is 
appropriate.
“If it is, whether it is being applied 
correctly and if it’s not being applied 
correctly, what are the barriers 
to its application and whether 
any enhancements ought to be 
considered,” she said.

Ms O’Dwyer said the committee 
would review substantial data to assess 
the impact of foreign investment on 
the housing market.
“If you take a cursory look at previous 
annual reports released by the Foreign 
Investment Review Board (FIRB), you 
will note that the quantum of foreign 
investment into residential real estate 
has been declining, not increasing,” 
she said.
“There has been some discussion 
about whether or not there is any 
impact on housing prices, if foreign 
investors are able to purchase property 
here, does that have an impact on 
inflating the price for Australian 
citizens who are looking to purchase 
property in Australia?”
Apartment developers Meriton said in 
2012-13 FIRB approved the purchase 
of 11,668 dwellings by temporary 
residents and non-residents, which it 
said was around 2.5 per cent of the 
total residential real estate market in 
2013. Total annual sales in that year 
were 468,354 dwellings.
“Foreign investors are an important 
contributor to the stock of new 
housing in Australia. However, their 
investment is not a significant driver 
of increased housing prices, playing 
a minor role in the overall housing 
market,” it said. n

Review to focus on foreign investment facts

www.aph.gov.au/economics
economics.reps@aph.gov.au
(02) 6277 4587

LINKS
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 STAMP OF APPROVAL: Concerns business people are missing out on visas

Visa rules excluding entrepreneurs 
Claims migration points test not geared for business

A skilled worker visa program 
designed to increase entrepreneurial 

talent and diversify business expertise in 
Australia has been criticised for setting 
its eligibility requirements too high.
Parliament’s Migration Committee is 
inquiring into the Business Innovation 
and Investment Programme (BIIP), 
which has been running since 2012.  
The program has several objectives, 
including to generate employment, 
increase Australian exports, encourage 
innovation and competition, and  
develop links with international 
markets.  
The committee is investigating whether 
the program is meeting its objectives 
and if the eligibility criteria, which 
include a points test, are effective in 
selecting suitable migrants.  
In its submission to the inquiry, the 
Law Council of Australia said feedback 
it has received from applicants suggests 
the eligibility criteria are excluding 
applicants who would otherwise be 
suitable business people or investors.  
For example, an applicant may meet all 
the criteria except for their age, or fail 
the points test.
“The government may therefore 
wish to consider whether adding 
these additional requirements and 
the resultant complexity is really 
necessary,” it said.
The Law Council said while the BIIP 
has been viewed positively both here 
and overseas, enthusiasm for and 
support of the program have not 
resulted in its success.
Liana Allan of the Migration Alliance 
told the committee at a public hearing 
she believes the selection criteria deter 
good candidates. “One of the key 
criteria in the BIIP has been a very 
stringent English language test” she 
said. “There would have been suitable 
applicants but unfortunately, because 
they could not meet the points test and 
the English language test for some of 
the criteria they were locked out.”

“AVCAL supports the programme’s 
objective to attract overseas 
entrepreneurs with a successful track 
record to set up innovative high-growth 
businesses in Australia,” it said.
“In AVCAL’s view, however, Australia 
would also benefit from immigration 
policies that build up the pool of 
entrepreneurial talent in Australia from 
the start-up level upwards.”
In its submission to the inquiry, the 
Department of Immigration and 
Border Protection said it was expected 
that the application rate may drop.  
“Several factors play a part in this 
reduction,” it said.
“Having raised the visa thresholds 
deliberately to improve the quality of 
applicants, it was expected that the 
application rate would be lower.  
“Other contributing factors include the 
new points test.” n

In another submission, Trade and 
Investment Queensland has called for 
the points test to be removed.   
“The points test is a successful tool 
when assessing the skills and abilities 
of an individual, however it does 
not translate into assessing business 
acumen,” it said.
“It is not an appropriate method to 
determine a business skills qualification 
where the core factors are in non-
personal areas such as business turnover 
and assets.”
The Australian Private Equity and 
Venture Capital Association (AVCAL) 
said migrant entrepreneurs play a 
significant role in contributing to job 
creation, tax revenue and innovation.
“We do not believe it to be an over-
statement to say that the potential 
impact of foreign-born entrepreneurs in 
building an innovation-based economy 
can be extraordinary and game-
changing,” it said in its submission.
The association believes the current 
rules set the bar too high for foreign 
entrepreneurs because they would 
have to be sufficiently successful and 
well-known to an Australian venture 
capital investor to secure the required 
investment. 

www.aph.gov.au/mig 
jscm@aph.gov.au
(02) 6277 4560
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Thousands respond to 
child support survey 
Almost 10,000 people have responded 
to a parliamentary inquiry’s call 
for feedback by participating in a 
questionnaire about Australia’s child 
support system.  
The House of Representatives Social 
Policy and Legal Affairs Committee is 
examining how the scheme works and 
whether it could be improved, especially 
for high-conflict families.  
Around 40 per cent of respondents are 
aged between 36 and 45, and roughly 
the same numbers of women and men 
have participated so far.  
The committee is publishing on its 
website a ‘snapshot’ of some of the 
themes arising from the survey responses, 
the first of which is ‘negotiation’.

Committee chair George Christensen 
(Dawson, Qld) said responses related 
to negotiation show a broad range of 
experiences with the Child Support 
Program.
“We want to give people an idea of the 
stories and experiences that people are 
telling us, and as time goes on, we will 
publish more summaries with other 
themes,” he said.
Examples published in the snapshot 
include, “Money is a battlefield. It is a 
source of tension and anxiety for both 
parties,” and, “We have been lucky we 
can be amicable and do it with a private 
treaty.”  
The committee will hold public hearings 
around the country which will also allow 
for ‘community statement sessions’.   
To read the full snapshot or to complete 
the questionnaire visit:  
www.aph.gov.au/childsupport n
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 HIGH EXPECTATIONS: Growth pursued 
in trade with Middle East

www.aph.gov.au/childsupport
childsupport.reps@aph.gov.au
(02) 6277 2223

LINKS

 

Middle East markets beckon
Trade and investment opportunities explored 

More than $348 million worth of 
Australian sheep and goat’s meat 

was served on the dinner plates of the 
United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, 
Jordan and Iran last year. 
According to the Sheepmeat Council 
of Australia, in 2013 Australia exported 
59,777 tonnes of lamb and 40,911 
tonnes of mutton to the Middle East.
In the same year, Middle Eastern 
countries also imported more than  
$1.4 billion of Australian wheat.
Now, federal parliament’s Trade Sub-
Committee is exploring whether these 
figures represent a small fraction of an 
as yet untapped potential in trade and 
investment between Australia and the 
Middle East. 
Sub-committee chair Brue Scott 
(Maranoa, Qld) said Australia is 
starting on the right foot. 
“We’ve always had good relations 
but they need to be built on, and this 
inquiry will identify some of the areas 
that we need to work harder at,” he 
said.
Mr Scott said the sub-committee’s 
decision to leave undefined which 
countries constitute ‘the Middle East’ 
for the purpose of the inquiry was a 
deliberate one.
“We think that the countries in the 
Middle East region with a great interest 
in Australia will identify themselves,” 
he said.
The private sector in Australia will 
target where they are looking to operate 
and extend business opportunities.
“We felt that if we described which 
countries we may leave one out that 
was important.”
Mr Scott said this approach was already 
paying dividends. It has allowed the 
inquiry to consider evidence on the 
expanding automotive and textile 
industries in Morocco, not always 
considered part of the Middle East.
The inquiry will also consider the 
impact of new air links with the 
Middle East. 

“The much improved aviation links 
with this region are helping to bring 
the Middle East much closer to many 
exporters and also bolstering the 
potential of our inbound tourism and 
higher education sectors,” Mr Scott 
said.
It is clear that both regions would 
benefit economically from closer trade 
and economic ties. 
Already, Australia imported nearly  
$4.2 billion of crude petroleum from  
the Middle East last year. 
In total, there was nearly $15 billion 
in merchandise trade between Australia 
and the countries of the Middle East  
in 2013.
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Saudis invested over $4 billion in 
Australia in 2012, and Kuwaitis 
invested $1 billion dollars.
However Mr Scott hopes the inquiry 
will also consider cultural links. 
“Anything that builds an 
understanding between the Middle 
East and Australia is to our advantage 
and their advantage,” he said.  
Professor Fethi Mansouri of Alfred 
Deakin University has told the sub-
committee these cultural links should 
not be overlooked in favour of a 
traditional focus on trade alone. 
“Australia is ideally placed to 
strengthen its current relationships with 
the Middle East to even higher levels. 
The existence of a vibrant Australia-
Arab community is a significant asset 
that is not often tapped into in the 
most optimal manner,” he said.  
The inquiry is especially keen to hear 
from Australian and Middle Eastern 
businesses with existing links to the 
region, or those seeking to break into 
the Middle Eastern or Australian 
markets.
“The sub-committee wants to find out 
from business what are the barriers 
and impediments to future trade 
and investment with Middle Eastern 
countries,” Mr Scott said.
They also want to hear about areas of 
potential growth, such as the market 
for higher quality food in the region 
because of the growth in the wealth of 
the middle class. 
Deakin University has already made a 
submission to the inquiry suggesting 
that establishing more centres at 
Australian universities which specialise 
in Middle East studies would fuel 
education exchange with the region. n

www.aph.gov.au/jfadt
jscfadt@aph.gov.au
(02) 6277 2313
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REPRESENTATIVES  
NEWS ON TWITTER

Concerns have been raised over 
whether enough is being done to 
protect land corridors needed for 
future infrastructure projects such as 
high speed rail.  
The House of Representatives 
Infrastructure and Communications 
Committee is examining how 
infrastructure planning and 
procurement can be improved to meet 
the demands of a growing population, 
particularly in large cities.
In its submission to the inquiry, the 
Australasian Railway Association 
said a number of transport corridors, 
including land needed for east coast 
high speed rail, are not sufficiently 
protected.  
It cited examples in states such as 
Queensland, where corridors are being 
designated for future rail lines which 
will provide access to key mining 
regions.  
“All projects are designed to protect 
the land that is needed to deliver 
future infrastructure projects,” the 
submission said.  
According to the association, 
Australia’s rail network is the sixth 
largest in the world, with 45,000 km 
of track.
Late last year the opposition 
introduced a private member’s bill 
to federal parliament which would 
preserve a corridor for the future 
construction of a high-speed rail link 
between Brisbane and Melbourne.

At the time Minister for Transport 
Warren Truss said he planned to 
consult with various states over 
how to move forward with the 
preservation of land.  
The association has also called for 
a greater focus on improving the 
capacity of passenger rail networks 
in cities to combat urban congestion 
and pollution.
It said a recent report into public 
transport showed that in Brisbane and 
in Perth rail requires 57 per cent and 
38 per cent less investment funds than 
road to achieve the same reduction in 
congestion.
“If no action is taken to invest in 
public transport, by 2031 the annual 
cost of congestion is expected to 
reach $5.5 billion per annum in 
Brisbane (currently $2 billion) and 
$3.8 billion per annum in Perth 
(currently $1.4 billion),” it said.
“Most important, congestion 
will retard productivity, which is 
fundamental to the economic health 
of not only our cities but also the 
nation.” n

Land corridors vital for future growth

www.aph.gov.au/ic
ic.reps@aph.gov.au
(02) 6277 2352
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 STRUGGLING: Some companies cannot afford NDIS payment rates

Payment rules impact disability programs
‘No gap’ may lead to ‘no service’

The ‘no gap’ principle of the 
National Disability Insurance 

Scheme (NDIS) is creating headaches 
for participants and service providers.
The NDIS was introduced in July 
2013 under the previous government as 
a pilot scheme at four trial sites, and is 
designed to provide support for people 
with disability.  
The parliamentary committee 
reviewing its implementation and 
administration recently visited all four 
trial sites and held public hearings.
While positive comments about the 
scheme were aired, it has not all been 
easy listening, said committee chair 
Mal Brough (Fisher, Qld).   
“We have also been very disturbed by 
some of the evidence provided,” he said.
One key issue raised with the 
committee has been unforeseen 
consequences from the NDIS ‘no gap’ 
principle. 
“This issue has been raised in every 
single forum that we have had,” 
committee member Jenny Macklin 
(Jagajaga, Vic) said.
A foundation principle of the NDIS is 
that funding allocated to participants 
should be enough to pay for approved 
services, without participants needing 
to dip into their own pocket to make 
any extra ‘gap’ payment. 
While most agree that a no gap policy 
is the best way to go, carers have told 
the committee that services are closing 
down, and it is because their work is 
undervalued in NDIS set rates. 
Wendy Hosking said group services 
her daughter used to attend have now 
closed down and she does not have a 
choice to make an extra payment to 
ensure they continue.  
“The unexpected consequence is that a 
number of therapists are electing not to 
do NDIS work,” she said.
Service providers have confirmed that 
the current payment structure isn’t 
always working. 
John Cranwell of Sasrapid Inc, which 
provides inclusive pathways into 

service providers that they were not 
allowed to make a gap payment for a 
service they wanted. 
“Basically, what they are trying to do is 
stop providers charging more. I see that 
is a really important point but in this 
case I want the choice to pay extra,” 
she said.
Mr Cranwell said Sasrapid Inc was in 
the process of working with the NDIA 
to determine whether parents could 
make a gap payment. 
“The NDIA, full credit, have been 
excellent in helping us out so far. The 
problem is, they are telling our families 
not to pay the gap fee,” he said.
Mr Brough has assured the community 
that the committee will take the issue 
of gap payments on board. 
“Our aim is to report to the parliament 
as soon after 30 June as possible,” he 
said. n

community sport and recreation, said 
his organisation was struggling to 
provide services at NDIS rates and that 
gap payments were essential for a viable 
business model.
“At the moment, for a service that costs 
us around $60, $40 of that is covered 
by the government funding and 
$20 of that is covered by the family. 
That actually puts us behind when it 
becomes NDIS and a gap fee can’t be 
charged,” he said.
“Families give us a call and say ‘we are 
now in a plan’ – and then we are losing 
money,” he said. 
Mr Cranwell said that if something 
didn’t change, the program would soon 
cease. 
“We can’t afford to do it at those prices 
because of the background cost in 
terms of pools. They are an expensive 
item,” he said.
The National Disability Insurance 
Agency administers the scheme and has 
told the committee some carers should 
still be able to make a gap payment 
to access desired services in certain 
situations.
However carers such as Ms Hosking 
said they had repeatedly been told by 

www.aph.gov.au/joint_ndis 
ndis.sen@aph.gov.au
(02) 6277 3083

LINKS

iSt
oc

k 



15

ABOUT THE HOUSE  |  AUGUST 2014

NEWSFEED www.aph.gov.au/ath

www.aph.gov.au/TaxRev
TaxRev.reps@aph.gov.au
(02) 6277 4821
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Tax disputes 
reviewed
Fair treatment and respect of taxpayers 
will be examined as part of a public 
inquiry into how tax disputes are 
handled.  
The inquiry, by the House of 
Representatives Tax Committee, will 
cover all categories of taxpayers.
It will also consider whether there 
needs to be changes to the current 
legal framework which could help with 
dispute resolution and compliance 
strategies, and if another agency should 
manage ATO litigation.  
The committee has also requested 
the Inspector-General of Taxation 
to conduct a formal review into tax 
disputes in relation to large businesses 
and high-wealth individuals. 
The Inspector-General has not 
previously conducted an inquiry at the 
request of a parliamentary committee.
Committee chair John Alexander 
(Bennelong, NSW) said the ATO has 
made clear their efforts to promote 
taxpayer confidence and trust in the 
system. 
“This inquiry will assist the committee 
to ensure these goals, particularly with 
regards to mechanisms for dispute 
resolution,” he said.
Although the committee will receive 
evidence of individuals’ experience 
with the tax system, it will not act on 
behalf of individual taxpayers in the 
inquiry. n

Online crime increasing
More than one million incidents of card  

fraud and related crime in one year

Scammers and fraudsters are 
increasingly taking advantage of the 

digital space to launder money, commit 
fraud and steal people’s identities. 
The Australian Bankers’ Association, 
which has 24 members nationally, has 
told a parliamentary inquiry while bank 
robberies are falling, online crimes are 
growing.  
This is partly because Australia’s strong 
economy is attractive to organised 
criminals taking advantage of new 
products such as faster payments and 
customer self-service.  
In its submission to the inquiry by the 
Joint Committee on Law Enforcement, 
the ABA notes that incidents of card 
fraud and related crime have risen 
from around 419,000 in 2008 to 
over 1,300,000 in 2013. The money 
involved in the same timeframe has 
almost doubled from $150 million to 
$280 million.  

The number of suspicious transaction 
reports has risen from almost 30,000 in 
2005 to 44,000 in 2013. 
“The use of technology to interact with 
people everywhere and at all times has 
been embraced across the world leading 
to a change in the way business is 
conducted,” the submission said.
“Unfortunately the early adopters 
of this technology change have been 
criminal groups and individuals who 
are largely able to hide or take over 
identities and use the geographical 
constraints of the criminal justice 
system.” 
The National Financial Services 
Federation represents 190 ASIC 
licensed short-term credit providers. 
Its submission said some people’s 
identities are being stolen by scammers 
posing as lenders purely to collect 
personal and financial information.  

 OUT OF THE SHADOWS: Crackdown needed on dodgy lenders 
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“If someone wants to steal your 
identity and set you up for a financial 
scam, the best way to do this is to ask 
you to apply for a loan,” it said.
“When loan applicants are ‘declined’, 
most think nothing of it and move 
to the next ‘lender’ and part with the 
same information again.” 
The federation has proposed several 
changes to crack down on illegal 
lenders, including banning ads from 
lenders who do not hold a valid 
Australian credit licence. 
CrimTrac hosts law enforcement 
systems such as the National 
Automated Fingerprint Identification 
System and National Criminal 
Investigation DNA Database. It 
said there is no national approach 
to tracking down those who may be 
operating under a false identity.  
“A consistent and improved national 
approach to identity resolution would 
enable an improved capability to link 
and match multiple records across 
jurisdictions,” it said.
“Improvements in the accuracy of 
recording and verifying identity would 
assist to prevent fraud, enhancing the 
ability of law enforcement and policing 
agencies to detect and resolve financial 
related crime.”
Evidence presented to the committee 
by the Northern Territory Police also 
suggests vulnerable groups are being 
targeted by online criminals.   
It said international crime groups 
have used open source information to 
specifically identify and target groups 
in Indigenous communities such as 
Nhulunbuy, via inheritance scams 
which have resulted in losses worth 
$70,000.  
“In January 2014 the NTP were 
advised that between 10 and 20 
individuals had paid funds via Western 
Union in anticipation of receiving 
inheritance funds,” it said. n

 www.aph.gov.au/joint_le 
le.committee@aph.gov.au
(02) 6277 3419
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More recruitment and training of 
Afghan female police officers is 
crucial for improving the rights of 
the country’s women and girls, a 
parliamentary inquiry has been told. 
Federal parliament’s Human Rights 
Sub-Committee is investigating the 
human rights challenges facing women 
and girls in the Indian Ocean and 
Asia-Pacific regions.  
Colonel Najibullah Samsour has over 
30 years of experience in the Afghan 
National Police, including mentoring 
female police officers.  
At present just one per cent of the 
country’s 157,000 strong force are 
women, and in a first, one has been 
appointed as the chief of police in one 
of Kabul’s districts.  
Colonel Samsour told the inquiry 
more must be done to increase 
numbers.  
“In Afghanistan’s conservative society, 
female police are vital for Afghan 
women to be able to report crimes and 
access desperately needed justice,” he 
said.
“This is vital given 87 per cent of 
Afghan women have experienced some 
form of violence.
“Further action is urgently needed 
to recruit, train and protect Afghan 
female police.”
In 2006 special family response units 
were established to tackle domestic 
violence and a gender strategy was 
developed by the Ministry of Interior.
“But further cooperation and support 
is required for the implementation of 
this strategy,” Colonel Samsour said.  
Zulaikha Rafiq of the Afghan Women 
Educational Centre said while 

illiteracy rates were high and underage 
marriages common in the country, 
it was important to take note of the 
gains that have been made.
Of the 8.3 million children at school,  
40 per cent are girls, compared to 
almost none in 2001.  
Although still high, the maternal 
mortality rate has more than halved 
to 400 women per 100,000 live births 
compared to the year 2000.  
“Hundreds of women are entering 
public life and taking on leadership 
and decision-making roles both in 
the government and non-government 
sectors,” she said.
“With the backing of the international 
community over the past decade, 
Afghan women have found their voice 
and have become a force that cannot 
be ignored. “
Ms Rafiq said while it was a challenge 
to ensure some new laws regarding 
women and girls were implemented 
across the country, there have been 
some fundamental changes in attitude 
throughout communities.
“It has been reflected in the recent 
elections,” she said.
“I do not think anybody at all is for 
the resurgence of the Taliban regime. 
We do not have any fear of that 
coming back,” she said. n

Female police vital for Afghan justice
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 FLAGGING ECONOMY: Norfolk Island’s challenges greater  
than ever before

Norfolk Island’s economic woes deepen
Review examines development options

Norfolk Island has no 
way of reigning in its 

ballooning budget deficit, the 
island’s Finance Minister Tim 
Sheridan has said.
The economic downturn 
has hit Norfolk Island hard 
in recent years, with the 
tourism industry stalling, 
local businesses suffering and 
people leaving to find jobs on 
the mainland.   
Mr Sheridan said the 
government’s deficit is 
around $7.4 million to $7.8 
million into the next three 
financial years.
“We cannot find that and 
we have no ability to raise 
that locally,” he told a 
parliamentary inquiry.
“In our current budget we have a total 
income of just under $30 million and 
our total expenditure is just over $34 
million,” he said.
“This financial year we were granted 
a $4.4 million assistance package 
from the Commonwealth, but that 
is dependent upon meeting certain 
milestones within the funding 
agreement.”
Federal parliament’s National Capital 
and External Territories Committee is 
examining the economic development 
of the island, Australia’s only non-
mainland territory with a self-governing 
legislative assembly.  
In a submission to the inquiry the 
Department of Infrastructure and 
Regional Development said the island 
would go bankrupt without federal 
emergency funding.  
The department said it is unlikely the 
island’s economy could ever provide a 
revenue base of sufficient size to fund 
the delivery of appropriate services and 
infrastructure.
“It is clear that the Norfolk Island 
government is not able to fulfil the 
range of federal, state and locaI 
responsibilities for which it currently 
has responsibility,” it said.

“Clearly this is not a 
sustainable situation,” 
he said. “The economic 
challenges are now greater 
than ever before.” 
On the upside, a turnaround 
in tourist traffic has returned 
confidence to Norfolk 
Island’s tourism industry and 
given a small boost to the 
island’s struggling economy, 
according to Norfolk Island’s 
Chief Minister, Lisle Snell.
He told the inquiry that 
securing a reliable air 
service to the island, which 
was underwritten by the 
Australian government, 
had been a key factor in 
the turnaround in inbound 
tourist numbers.

“We need to extend the current Air 
New Zealand Air Services contract and 
consider additional flights in the high 
season to allow an increase in visitor 
numbers,” he said.
“The security of an airline system 
is of the utmost importance for 
tourism to Norfolk Island. It has 
returned confidence to the industry, 
and we appreciate very much the 
Commonwealth assisting us in 
providing that security of airline 
service.”
Mr Snell also listed a number of capital 
works programs in need of funding “to 
enhance the tourism experience” and 
provide better facilities.
“For example roads, footpaths, 
walkways and bikeways, a multipurpose 
community conference centre, 
enhanced school facilities, dredging 
alongside Kingston Jetty, and storage 
solutions for excess energy generation,” 
he said. n

“There does not appear to be any 
improvement on the horizon.”
Norfolk Island operates outside 
of Australia’s tax regime and its 
population is not eligible to access 
Australian social services and welfare. 
Mr Sheridan said some changes to 
increase the tax base are underway, 
such as introducing municipal rates to 
raise $250,000 in the next financial 
year.  
However he told the inquiry that 
while the island remains outside of the 
Australian tax system it will continue 
to request Commonwealth financial 
support.  
Mr Sheridan said recurrent expenditure 
is $23.3 million, and this year the 
Norfolk Island government has allowed 
some $400,000 for capital expenditure.
“That is the area that suffers the most 
because the funds that are provided 
from the Commonwealth do not allow 
for any capital expenditure, so we fund 
our recurrent expenditure only and 
very little on capital expenditure,” he 
said.
Committee chair, Luke Simpkins 
(Cowan, WA) said Norfolk Island’s 
economic challenges were well 
documented.

www.aph.gov.au/NIeconomy
jscncet@aph.gov.au
(02) 6277 4355

LINKS

iSt
oc

k 



18

ABOUT THE HOUSE  |  AUGUST 2014

NEWSFEED www.aph.gov.au/ath

 BALLOT BLOCKS: Recommendations to 
stop ‘gaming’ in Senate elections

Senate voting reforms proposed
2013 election results prompt calls for change

‘Gaming’ the Senate ballot paper 
at federal elections may soon 

be impossible if a raft of electoral 
changes proposed by a parliamentary 
inquiry are implemented by the federal 
government.
The Joint Standing Committee on 
Electoral Matters has released an 
interim report on Senate voting 
practices as part of its inquiry into the 
2013 election.
The original Senate result in 2013 
saw several candidates from smaller 
parties elected, including the Australian 
Motorist Enthusiast Party’s Ricky Muir 
who received just .51 per cent of the 
primary vote.  
The interim report has made six 
recommendations for change to the 
Senate voting system in a bid to stop 
preference deals which facilitate the 
election of candidates on such a small 
primary vote.  
Committee chair Tony Smith (Casey, 
Vic) said the recommendations 
were agreed to unanimously across 
all parties, including the Australian 
Greens.  
“These changes are designed to restore 
choice to the voter, restore some clarity, 
and bring an end to the distortion of 
electoral will that has been occurring as 
a result of ‘gaming’ the Senate voting 
system,” he said.  
As outlined in the interim report, the 
Motoring Enthusiast Party received 
only a total of 17,122 votes in Victoria, 
or just 0.0354 of a quota. 
“However, through manipulation of 
preference deals, the party was elected 
to the final seat with a transfer of 
143,118 votes from the Sex Party, 
whose transferred votes themselves 
had been transferred from over 20 
other parties, arguably coming from 
voters that had no idea that their vote 
would elect a candidate from such an 
unrelated party with such low electoral 
support,” Mr Smith said. 
Deputy chair Alan Griffin (Bruce, 
Vic) said the proposed changes were a 
positive step forward. 

3.5 per cent or 470,000 voters voting 
below the line.  
The committee has also targeted party 
registration rules, recommending that 
the number of members needed to 
register a party be tripled from 500 to 
1,500.  
And it wants the Australian Electoral 
Commission to verify that the 
membership is genuine. 
“If these recommendations are accepted 
… voters will know that parties have 
had to pass a reasonable test, that 
they’re real and genuine and voters 
won’t be able to have their electoral 
will distorted,” Mr Smith said.
“They’ll know where their preferences 
are going and the extent to which 
they’ll go.”  
If the recommendations are 
implemented, the committee also 
wants adequate resources allocated to 
the Australian Electoral Commission 
so it can conduct a comprehensive 
education campaign on the changes.  
Special Minister of State Michael 
Ronaldson welcomed the report and 
said the government will consider it.  
“The committee’s interim report has 
highlighted and confirmed widespread 
community concern in relation to the 
current Senate voting system,” he said.
“There was also widespread 
acknowledgement that many 
voters were unaware of where their 
preferences would eventually flow.”
The inquiry has held several hearings 
in Canberra, NSW, Queensland and 
Tasmania and is still investigating other 
aspects of the 2013 federal election 
such as the circumstances which led to 
a new Senate election being held for 
Western Australia this year. n

“We think they’re the sorts of 
steps that governments should be 
considering seriously to actually ensure 
the sorts of events that occurred in the 
Senate election in September 2013 
don’t happen again,” he said.   
The committee has recommended that 
the group voting ticket, which allows 
for parties to determine the preference 
flows, be abolished.  
It has also called for optional above 
the line and below the line preferential 
voting.
At present a voter can vote with a ‘1’ 
above the line, with preferences to be 
distributed as per the group voting 
ticket which dictates the full preference 
flow to be applied.    
If they opt to vote below the line they 
need to number all the boxes. At the 
2013 federal election some Senate 
ballot papers were the maximum 
allowable printable width, with 110 
candidates listed. 
“We think this farce should end 
and that’s why we’re recommending 
we move to a system of optional 
preferential voting,” Mr Smith said. 
According to Australian Electoral 
Commission figures, in 2013 96.5 per 
cent of formal votes nationally were 
made above the line, leaving only  

www.aph.gov.au/em
em@aph.gov.au
(02) 6277 2374

LINKS

AE
C



19

ABOUT THE HOUSE  |  AUGUST 2014

ONE ON ONE

Due recognition
Australia’s first Indigenous member of the 
House of Representatives speaks about his role 
in our nation’s journey for change.

Ken Wyatt says the argument to allow for recognition 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in 

Australia’s founding document is clear.
“There’s a tremendous reaction from the breadth of 
Australian society to that whole concept of recognition 
within the Constitution,” he says.
“What we’re asking is peer recognition, to be recognised 
by fellow Australians that Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people were here for 40,000 years.”
As chair of federal parliament’s Joint Select Committee 
on Constitutional Recognition of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander People, Mr Wyatt is leading a 
process which aims to build enough parliamentary and 
community support to ensure when a referendum is put 
to voters it will be successfully passed.
It’s a journey for change that has already been going on 
for several years.  
In 2012 an expert panel on the subject recommended to 
government several changes to areas of the Constitution 
to recognise Australia’s continuing cultures, languages and 
heritage, remove racist elements and ban discrimination.  
This would involve removing some sections, such as 
section 25, which can allow states to ban people from 
voting on the basis of race, and adding others which 
would recognise Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
languages as the country’s first.
The committee is now tasked with putting its own 
response to those recommendations out for public 
comment and consultation before making a final report to 
parliament about the best way forward.  
Mr Wyatt says a key part of ensuring success is to get 
all Australians on board for change, especially given 
referendums are notoriously hard to get over the line. 
They are also reasonably rare. The last was held in 1999 
which means many young people will have not yet had 
one put before them.
“We’ve got to keep the bottom line and that is the 
Constitution belongs to every Australian so the challenge 
is to ensure that we bring everyone with us,” he says.
There is already cross-parliamentary support for 
recognition. In early 2013 both houses passed legislation 
which lays out the timeline towards a successful 
referendum. However, many of the details are yet to be 
worked out, such as the form of words to be used in the 
referendum question. 
Mr Wyatt is well-known around Australia as the first, 
and so far only, Aboriginal member of the House of 

Representatives. While he questions why he is often 
described by his ethnic background when other MPs 
are not, he acknowledges that he essentially has two 
constituencies – his Western Australian seat of Hasluck 
and Indigenous Australia.   
“There are people who do come to me with problems and 
we do work them through and resolve them,” he says.  
However, he says all 150 MPs in the House of 
Representatives should be working for their Indigenous 
constituents.  
“What I want Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people to do is to utilise their federal member, because 
the federal member needs to be aware of the issues 
challenging Aboriginal constituents in their electorates.  
“I honestly believe we will not Close the Gap in Australia 
unless every member of parliament gets to know what the 
gap is.” 
Mr Wyatt also believes parliament as an institution can 
make more progress to close the gap but he is wary of 
symbolic efforts which essentially lead nowhere in the 
long-term. 
“I think we’ve got to face up to some realities. Symbolism 
is powerful and I support the concept of symbolism 
because it gives people hope and optimism, but if that 
symbolic behaviour doesn’t translate to real things on the 
ground where you can see the change happening … then 
we’re wasting our time because after 50 years we should 
have had significant closure of the gap.”  n

 HOPEFUL: Ken Wyatt believes parliament can help to  
close the gap
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Alcohol abuse is leaving too many communities 
drowning in despair, as a parliamentary  
committee seeks solutions. 

Story: Emma O’Sullivan

“People who are disillusioned, 
people who are disempowered, 

people who have a whole 
range of trauma in their lives 

are looking for a quick fix.”



Images: Indigenous artist David Hardy was commissioned  
to illustrate this About the House story

Patricia Miller once went to three funerals in the  
same week.  

As the chief executive of the Central Australian Aboriginal 
Legal Aid Service, she has been observing the devastating 
effect alcohol has had on her people since the 1970s.  
What she has witnessed is a human tragedy, fuelled by a 
substance that many Australians enjoy, and in moderation  
is supposed to bring enjoyment.  
But that’s far from the reality for Dr Miller’s community, 
where 95 per cent of matters that come to her service are 
alcohol related and the rates of those in prison have soared. 
“We have seen many of our friends buried far too early, 
hospitalised and incarcerated and between the two of us  
we have attended many funerals. We have even lost count,”  
she says.  
“These were people who passed away well before their time. 
It’s nothing to attend a funeral three or four times a month.”
Dr Miller, who has been working at the legal aid service 
for over three decades, was speaking at a recent public 

hearing in Alice Springs as part of a national inquiry into 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander alcohol misuse across 
all communities.  

The inquiry is being conducted by the House of 
Representatives Standing Committee on Indigenous Affairs, 
which will visit several other states in the coming months.  

But at its first stop in the Northern Territory, committee 
members heard some staggering evidence about the damage 
being caused by alcohol abuse.

The Territory has long been known for its drinking culture, 
oft embraced across the population. So much so it was 
recently described by its Chief Minister Adam Giles as a 
“core social value” and “the way we live”.

Tragically, as the committee heard, the Territory is also 
known as the “jaw-break” capital of the world. It is a place 
where road accidents are among the top three causes of 
drinking related deaths, the other two being liver disease  
and suicide.  



Figures indicate that Territorians drink at a rate 1.5 times 
higher than the national average, consuming almost 13 litres 
a person per year. The cost of alcohol abuse has been put 
at over $4,000 an adult, compared to just under $1,000 
elsewhere.  

Alcohol addiction is ruining people’s health, destroying 
families and denying children a future. 

What is all the more disturbing is the disproportionate 
effect this abuse is having on just a third of the Territory’s 
population, half of whom don’t drink at all.   

They are the Indigenous residents, and those who do drink 
are consuming at 1.7 times the national average. Their rates 
of death due to alcohol are eight times higher for men and 
16 times higher for women than non-Indigenous people.  

It’s a cycle of addiction that has continued unbroken for 
decades as governments at the state and federal levels have 
tried to close the gap.    

As policy makers struggle to achieve long-lasting progress, 
those on the frontline, such as Dr Miller, continue to help 
people who have reached a complete crisis-point.  

Along with Dr Miller, representatives from alcohol advocacy 
groups, health organisations and local councils also came 
before the committee to outline what action they thought 
should be taken to stop the gap from widening.

Many were quick to point out that alcohol abuse was 
happening across all populations in the Territory, a fact 
committee chair Sharman Stone (Murray, Vic) readily 
acknowledges. 

“We know that every Australian has to look very carefully 
at their alcohol consumption. We are a population that 
happens to have a very strong culture of alcohol use. But we 
are the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander committee and 
we are focusing on Indigenous drinking matters right now,” 
she says. 

In order to tackle the problem, the committee is exploring 
what is causing and driving abuse, ways to best treat those 
addicted, and prevention and harm minimisation strategies. 

But effective responses are difficult when the causes – a 
mixture of historical, social, cultural and economic issues – 
are well entrenched.    

As Nicola Coulter of the Northern Territory Council of 
Social Services explains, many Indigenous families are 
dealing with a lot of hurt and disadvantage which has 
continued over several generations. 

“People who are disillusioned, people who are 
disempowered, people who have a whole range of trauma in 
their lives are looking for a quick fix,” she says.  

And for many, having no hope in the future is a big factor, 
as chief executive of the Council for Aboriginal Alcohol 
Program Services Jillian Smith points out.   

“Hopelessness is a word that comes up frequently when you 
talk about the lives of people in some communities. Loss of 
hope and interest in the future is a very dismal place to be,” 
she says.

“I think it will take a lot of work over generations perhaps  
to turn that around.”

An unconscionable number of children are 
intellectually impaired for life due to alcohol.
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Well known musician and Alice 
Springs resident Ted Egan, who served 
as Administrator of the Northern 
Territory from 2003 to 2007, says 
it must be understood that many 
Aboriginals drink to get drunk.   
“They were once forbidden alcohol.  
Now the mindset is you drink alcohol 
to get drunk and, by extension, 
aggressive. If that is not the outcome, 
you’ve wasted your money,” he says.
Under these circumstances family life 
becomes dysfunctional, with the worst 
impacts hitting the most vulnerable of 
all – children – as Sharman Stone is 
all too aware. 
“We’ve been given a lot of data that 
is quite shocking, in the number of 
assaults, the number of admissions 
in accident and emergency, in 

comparison to non-Indigenous communities and the tragedy 
is that young children and babies are neglected,” she says.  
The effects on children who live with alcoholic parents are 
huge. They may be neglected, have poor health, are not 
attending school and live in unsafe environments where 
they are exposed to violence which has been brought on by 
alcohol abuse.    

As they grow older they are themselves susceptible to alcohol 
addiction and run-ins with the law.  

It’s the job of NT Children’s Commissioner Howard Bath 
to ensure the wellbeing of young children, a job he has been 
doing since 2008.

He says over three quarters of kids in out-of-home care are 
Indigenous. Those in youth detention are as high as 90 per 
cent.  

In a recent study of children on child protection orders in 
the NT who had been neglected or abused, 86 per cent of 
these cases involved problematic parental alcohol use by one 
or both parents.  

“Tonight around 700 to 750 children will not be sleeping 
in their homes across the Territory because those homes are 
not safe, and most of them are not safe because of parental 
alcohol use,” he says.  

And often those children’s safety is compromised because 
their mothers also live in fear.

As Dr Bath explains, Aboriginal women in the NT make 
up 0.3 per cent of all Australian women, but they account 
for 14 per cent of all hospitalisations for assault Australia-

wide, with alcohol likely to be involved in two-thirds of the 
assaults.  
Aboriginal mothers are therefore 48 times more likely to be 
hospitalised for assault than all Australian women.  
“Children are growing up thinking this is normality, this is 
what life is about,” Dr Bath says.   
“The question has to be: how many lives does it take to get 
action on alcohol that will significantly change the pattern 
of what is happening? How many more mothers does it take 
to get battered and killed in this process before we get action 
to stop it?”
Dr Bath also points out that an “unconscionable number of 
children are intellectually impaired for life” due to alcohol. 
This is because of Foetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder 
(FASD), a broad term used to cover a range of conditions a 
child is born with because of high exposure to alcohol in the 
womb. It is notoriously hard to diagnose and treat and has 
ramifications for life.  
FASD is of great concern to Dr Bath and many of those 
who appeared before the committee. The issue was 
examined in depth by a parliamentary committee in 2011 
— Sharman Stone was also a member of that committee. 
(see ‘Lifelong sentence’) 
As children, families and communities continue their 
precarious existence, those advocating for solutions say too 
much focus is sometimes put on trying to fix things once 
the alcohol is consumed.
Instead, arguments have been put forward for measures 
which attack the causes of disadvantage, control supply, 
reduce demand and provide long-term support after 
rehabilitation in order to sustain sobriety. 
In terms of regulation, communities in the Territory 
are subject to a mix of laws. For example, federal law 
bans alcohol in what is known as a prescribed area while 
Territory law provides the framework for the licensing of 
pubs and takeaway outlets.  
Over the years, the NT government has administered a 
number of measures and programs to tackle abuse and anti-
social behaviour. In some instances particular consumers 
have been banned from buying alcohol or are sent to 
mandatory treatment programs. Some public areas have 
restrictions on drinking. Other communities have their own 
voluntary plans or systems to manage alcohol supply and 
use.   
Both in the Territory and nationally, debate continues 
and opinions vary over which measures have proved most 
effective. And concerns have also been raised that some 
recent measures involving mandatory rehabilitation are 
criminalising what is effectively an illness.  
The National Indigenous Drug and Alcohol Committee 
(NIDAC) is among several voices which favour the 

“Tonight around 700 to 750 children will not  
be sleeping in their homes across the Territory 
because those homes are not safe”



Foetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD) is a term used to 
describe a range of conditions that a person has because 

they were exposed to alcohol in the womb. A person with 
FASD, which also includes Foetal Alcohol Syndrome, may be 
dealing with a physical or mental disability or behavioural and 
developmental issues. 

However there are no national guidelines for screening and 
diagnosing what is a lifelong condition for those affected.  
There is also no cure and it is not officially classed as a 
disability.  

Complicating matters further is the lack of clarity around how 
many Australians may have FASD, although it is estimated that 
the rate is up to two to three times higher in the Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander population. Of particular concern to 
those who gave evidence to the Indigenous Affairs Committee 
is the connection of FASD with crime.  

Dr Patricia Miller estimates that up to 60 per cent of people 
she sees charged with an alcohol related offence are affected 
by FASD.  

“We suspect there is a strong link between FAS and FASD 
and contact with the criminal justice system here,” she says. 
“There needs to be better access to assessment services and 
support services, and declaring FAS and FASD as a disability 
may assist.” 

Dr Howard Bath says children are being condemned to a 
lifetime of marginalisation and dependence.

“Their prospects for the future have been significantly harmed 
and many will be maltreated and end up in the mental health 
and juvenile justice systems,” he says.  

Shirley Lewis of the Julalikari Council Aboriginal Corporation 
says those getting involved with alcohol at a young age are 
probably coming from families already affected by FASD.  

“They are running amok in the primary schools and they are 
not learning,” she says. “Primary schools are meant to be the 
foundation for the rest of your kid’s life, but they  
are not actually learning there.”  

However there are signs that some educational initiatives are 
having an impact. Anyinginyi Health Aboriginal Corporation 
chair LT says a project they have had running for several years 
has helped parents understand what is wrong with their 
children.  

“Now that we have the education, we need support and help 
to keep it going and do research,” she says.  

The corporation’s Trevor Sanders says early intervention measures 
must be developed to try and halt the generational impact.
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introduction of volumetric taxation, which in simplified 
terms involves taxing the alcoholic content of a particular 
drink. NIDAC’s Professor Dennis Gray says the option is 
appealing for several reasons.
“It can be applied nationwide by the federal government. 
It also has the appeal of taxing beverages with differential 
alcohol contents and different rates, so it is a much more 
efficient way to do it,” he says.
Regulations aside, the committee also heard that more 
emphasis needs to be put on supporting those who are most 
impacted – children – such as improving their education and 
safety as well as support for better parenting.  
Donna Ah Chee of the Central Australian Aboriginal 
Congress says authorities have to get in early.  
“We know that there are key interventions that can work 
around parental support through home visitation as well  

as child-focused support through educational day care,”  
she says.  
Trevor Sanders, of the Anyinginyi Health Aboriginal 
Corporation, points out that getting people out of 
overcrowded housing is crucial to ensuring the safety of 
families and especially children. If you can address that 
you can begin to address alcohol abuse and then domestic 
violence.  
“The fact is in health care we are really the ambulance at 
the bottom of the cliff.  People are living in dangerous and 
poor environments. They come into either the emergency 
department or to our facility. They get treated, they get 
patched up, they go back to a poor environment and they 
come back,” he says.  
“To tell people in a household of 20 or 30 people not to 
drink, not to smoke, not to do whatever, you are wasting 



L ong-term solutions to keep Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people away from harmful alcohol use for good, 

to improve the prospects of communities as a whole, still 
remain elusive to policy makers.

However the House of Representatives Indigenous Affairs 
Committee has heard several examples of organisations and 
individuals persevering in the face of funding challenges and 
resourcing difficulties to secure inroads in their area.

Timothy Shaw of the Tangentyere Council (which looks after 
the town camps of Alice Springs) told the committee of a 
successful men’s program he ran in Mt Isa from 2006.  

Those in trouble from the law were referred from the courts to 
the program which helped connect them to elders who could 
assist with their problems. Around 1,000 men went through 
the program, with only five per cent landing back in jail.  

“There were a lot of men who changed their life, they stopped 
drinking and moved on,” he says.

Now Mr Shaw is doing something similar in Tangentyere 
where elders from each camp are selected and meet three 
times a week.  

They identify the problem drinkers in the community who 
could benefit from joining Mr Shaw’s program.

“We do a bush trip and part of that bush trip is going out 
camping and sitting down with all the men, no grog, talking 
about issues in town,” he says.

“Once we work with them we find out what the issues are  
and the elder men can help start dealing with them”.  

Also in Alice Springs the Drug and Alcohol Services Association 
is providing various treatment services focusing on harm 
minimisation. 

With 36 staff who work from three sites in the town, the 
association has a sobering up shelter which provides an 
alternative to protective custody and an outreach program 
which offers residential treatment and aftercare.  

Around 20 people a night end up in the sobering up facilities, 
according to its chief executive Margo McGregor. The clients 
are mostly Aboriginal and mostly men. 

“The staff will monitor those people regularly during the 
course of the night to ensure their breathing is okay and to 
look at their risk,” she says.

“In the morning, once that person comes to, they might have 
another shower and they will have some breakfast.  

“Then the staff including the outreach staff will come in and 
have a conversation with those people: ‘How are you?  What 
do you want to do?  Where are you going?  This is the third 
time we’ve seen you here this week’.” 

Ms McGregor says an effective harm minimisation framework 
involves a set of strategies involving various intervention, 
treatment and care options.

“And that gives people a level of information and education 
that will enable them to make informed decisions,” she says.
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your money. We really have to attack the social determinant 
if we are to make an impression.”  
Dr Miller says more must be done in schools to educate 
young people about alcohol harm.  
“I do not think everybody, especially in the Aboriginal 
community, knows that when you are pregnant and you 
drink it is going to create harm not only to you but to your 
unborn children,” she says.    
“You have to physically go out and talk to schools and to 
communities and have a captive audience so that you can 
penetrate with your message.” 
Similarly cultural perceptions and norms must also be 
tackled at the school level says Nicola Coulter of the 
Northern Territory Council of Social Services.  
“At primary school events they serve alcohol. This is a 
cultural thing and this is what we are modelling to the next 
generation of people in this country,” she says.    
As the inquiry heads to other states it will be hoping to hear 
more ideas about potential solutions and programs which 

have worked at a local level. Chair Sharman Stone predicts 
the process may take 12 months.  
“At the end we hope to have a set of recommendations 
which state and territory governments will embrace,” she says.
“We expect the federal government will embrace them so we 
can make things much more useful and provide a different 
future for people who are currently at very high risk levels.”
Many who have already aired their views, including musician 
Ted Egan, will be watching and waiting.  
“We owe it to them to enable their rehabilitation,” he says. 
“They did not ask for the chaos that has invaded their lives.” n

www.aph.gov.au/IndigenousAffairs
IndigenousAffairs.reps@aph.gov.au
(02) 6277 4559 
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Overdue north
After decades of trying, efforts to realise the true potential  
of Northern Australia are gaining renewed momentum.

You can think big and dream even bigger in Northern 
Australia.  

After all, the area north of the Tropic of Capricorn soaks up 
40 per cent of the country’s land mass. 
In between its vast open spaces it’s also a place full of big 
things – from stunning natural wonders like the Great 
Barrier Reef, to an iron-ore and coal industry pumping out a 
staggering $80 billion a year in exports.  
It’s also sitting on the doorstep of Asia, a region where 
people are increasingly looking our way to supply their ever-
growing markets and satisfy their demand for technical skills 
and expertise.  
It’s long been recognised that Northern Australia has 
significant opportunities and strengths, which have the 
potential to unleash economic benefit for the nation.  
But while a future vision might be grand for some, the 
reality in recent decades has not been so splendid as 
governments have struggled to put in place policies for long-
term, sustainable development and growth.
Significant challenges such as the tyranny of distance, a 
lack of necessary infrastructure and adequate provision of 
facilities and services for communities are proving hard to 
overcome.  
Debate has raged for decades over what is the best way 
forward, with numerous reviews attempting to pin down 
workable strategies and approaches.    
In recent months much of this debate has been placed before 
federal parliament’s Northern Australia Committee which 

has been busy gathering evidence on the ground for its 
inquiry into the region’s economic future.  
The committee’s terms of reference outline several tasks 
for the committee, including investigating the potential 
for development of industries such as mining, energy, 
agriculture and tourism, and finding ways to address 
impedements to growth.  
It has also been asked to identify critical social and economic 
infrastructure needed to support long-term growth. 
Increasing trade and investment links with the Asia-Pacific 
region will also be examined.  
At over 20 public hearings in communities throughout the 
Northern Territory, Queensland and Western Australia, 
industry, council, business, Indigenous and community 
representatives have identified what they see as the issues.  
This comprehensive and wide-ranging evidence has been 
outlined in an interim report recently tabled in parliament 
by the committee.  
The report spells out many and varied opportunities for 
development in the north which can boost the country’s 
economic output. These include through the expansion of 
the resources, energy and tourism sectors, more intensive 
agriculture and the development of new agricultural 
products.
Research and development and education have also been 
marked as major growth areas through relationships with 
the Asia-Pacific region, and engagement with traditional 
owners has been flagged as a way of unlocking economic 
opportunities to maximise development.  
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 PEOPLE POWER: Economic development in Northern Australia needs skilled people
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Overdue north
But the report has also listed significant impediments to 
development, such as a need for better road, rail, port and 
aviation facilities and telecommunications services, the cost 
of power and insurance, access to services and problems with 
keeping a skilled workforce.  
Sue McCluskey is the chief executive of the Regional 
Australia Institute, an independent think tank which released 
a substantial report on the future of Northern Australia late 
last year. She spells out the conundrum facing policy makers.  
“We believe that Northern Australia offers a unique 
combination of opportunities for Australia’s future, as well 
as the unique combination of risks and challenges,” she says.
“Navigating these challenges and risks and catering for 
the diverse needs of the north will require a high level 
of sophistication and a strategic approach by all levels of 
government and the community.” 
Despite the vastness of scale for so many things up north, 
there’s one thing that is very small – its population. Just 
six per cent of Australians live there, spread across cities 
like Townsville and Darwin, mid-sized towns and mining 
centres, tourist hubs and agricultural regions.    
Growing the population is an issue that many, including 
committee chair Warren Entsch (Leichhardt, Qld), have 
identified as one of the most critical challenges that must be 
overcome if Northern Australia is to prosper.
“The key to any success or initiative that we are embarking 
on is going to be attracting and retaining a significantly 
growing population across Northern Australia,” he says. 
While financial incentives like tax breaks might help,  
Mr Entsch believes they are only part of a much bigger 
solution.
“This gets back to the social side of things – affordability, 
availability of appropriate services and a whole range of other 
issues for people from the cradle to the grave,” he says.

Northern Australia has to be an attractive place to live to 
increase demand for goods and services and to bring in the 
skilled workforce needed for the powerhouse industries such 
as mining and associated construction. The tourism industry 
– also very important to the north – struggles at times to 
attract and retain good staff across a range of professions.  
It’s an area universities are well tuned into, as Professor 
William Dawson of CQ University Australia explains.  
“If you want economic development in regional areas, 
universities are absolutely critical to your capacity to recruit 
and retain good people and keep them in the regions,” he says.
Professor Robyn McGuiggan of James Cook University 
points out that the economic impact of her university comes 
through the development of human capital.  

“The presence of graduates in a region demonstrably 
contributes to higher wages and lower unemployment rates 
and provides a more educated and productive workforce,” 
she says.
“Provision of excellent professional education in the region 
is vital to ensuring supply and maintenance of a professional 
workforce in the region.”
Mining and tourism aside, Professor McGuiggan believes 
there is another crucial area where northern universities and 
its experts can make an impact – tropical expertise.   

“The tyranny of distance, long 
a factor in slowing the north’s 
progress, can be turned into the 
opportunity of proximity”
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Northern Australia is neighbouring a 
part of the globe in which 40 per cent 
of the world’s population now lives and 
where 20 per cent of global economic 
output is produced.
“There is real value, we believe, 
in explicitly identifying Northern 
Australia with the tropics as it clearly 
situates Australia in one of the most 
dynamic and critical regions of the 
world,” she says.
“As one of the very few advanced 
Western economies with a significant 
footprint in the tropics, there is 
enormous potential for Northern 
Australia to be a significant exporter 
and partner in the growth and 
development of tropical knowledge 
worldwide.”
The Department of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade (DFAT) is also keen to emphasise 
to the inquiry the efforts underway 
to promote and increase trade and 
investment opportunities in the region.
Sam Gerovich of the Trade and 
Economic Diplomacy Division says 
work is focused on promoting what 
Australia can offer to a growing Indo-
Pacific market across several priorities.  
“So these are quite significant 
opportunities for us to work with like-
minded countries in similar climactic 
conditions to advance our joint 
economic prosperity,”  he says.  
One of the priorities identified by 
DFAT is agribusiness and food and it’s 
not hard to see why.

government cannot afford to fund the 
infrastructure.”
While it’s important to strengthen 
existing markets, others are looking at 
whether new markets can be created 
out of regional demand for other 
commodities.
The Rural Industries Research and 
Development Council (RIRDC) says 
the development of agriculture in the 
north is of national importance.  
But as the council’s Anwen Lovett 
points out, work must be done to 
ensure the region can support industry 
growth and innovation for primary 
produce.
The RIRDC has put forward a 
proposal to establish a cooperative 
research centre to do just that, with a 
focus on Asian demands.
“A big driver for us was to make the 
north an attractive place for R&D to 
occur and to increase activity,” she says.  
Also looking to capitalise on 
opportunities close by in Southeast Asia 
is the tourism industry.  
Justin Wastnage, director of aviation 
policy for the Tourism and Transport 
Forum says ways must be found to 
attract more visitors from the tropics.  
“The tyranny of distance, long a factor 
in slowing the north’s progress, can 
be turned into the opportunity of 
proximity and this is proximity to Asia 
and its burgeoning middle class.”
But if the north is to take advantage 
of the growing Asian tourism market, 
vital infrastructure such as ports, which 
can allow cruise ships to visit places like 

Patricia Gleeson, a senior economist 
with the Australian Bureau of 
Agriculture and Resource Economics 
and Sciences (ABARES) says her 
organisation has looked at food 
demand out to 2050.
“We found that the greatest demand 
would be for beef, dairy products and 
coarse grains for servicing their pig 
and poultry sectors. There was greatest 
demand from China and Southeast 
Asia,” she says.
There are those who believe that huge 
potential exists for large scale intensive 
agriculture, such as Integrated Food 
and Energy Developments (IFED) 
which is working on projects in north 
Queensland in the Gilbert River 
Catchment.  
Its submission to the inquiry says the 
Gilbert River system has reliable annual 
water flows and the right soils and 
climate.
However, there’s a catch, because the 
very areas suitable for these ventures 
also lack supporting infrastructure 
around water, processing and logistics.  
“Real, transformational and enduring 
development from which the broader 
community and economy will benefit 
will not come from small scale, 
fragmented, stand-alone operations,” 
the submission states.  
“The potential for the region will 
not be realised if we continued to 
do what has been done in the past, 
particularly in an environment where 
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 BOUNTIFUL HARVEST: 
Food, mining and tourism 
can help expand Northern 
Australia’s development
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Broome in Western Australia, will be 
needed.
Glen Chidlow, chief executive of 
Australia’s North West Tourism says 
some vessels are forced to bypass 
Broome because the port is not big 
enough.  
“The fact that Broome is geographically 
located next to Southeast Asia, which 
is an extremely important hub for 
cruise boat operators, I think is a great 
opportunity for us if we had more 
improved infrastructure to attract those 
vessels down from Southeast Asia to 
the Kimberley,” he says.
Improving infrastructure, tourism or 
otherwise, requires skilled workers for 
massive projects which may take several 
years.  
Some industries, such as mining, rely 
heavily on ‘fly-in, fly-out’ workers, 
to fill the demand.  However some 
communities are concerned about 
the detrimental effects of such a large 
temporary workforce, including the 
drain on local services and rising rent 
and property prices due to demand.   

With high Indigenous populations in 
many small communities, there is also a 
growing belief that a crucial element in 
developing the north involves creating 
long-term economic outcomes for 
Aboriginal people.
Robert Rusca is the managing director 
of the Rusca Brothers Group, which 
for the past 40 years has run companies 
across mining and civil construction 
and also provides human resources 
and training services in the Northern 
Territory.
The group was originally started by his 
father, who came from the Borroloola 
community and believed that adequate 
training is the key to long-term 
employment for Indigenous people in 
mining and construction.
“There is an untapped group of people 
who are wanting to work but the reality 
is they have to be nurtured,”  
Mr Rusca says.
All up around 500 people are employed 
across various arms of the business, half 
of which are Indigenous.
On a recent road project for the 
Western Desert through the Roper Bar 
area to the port, around half of the 250 
workers employed were Indigenous.
“Out of those people we had a large 
number of people who had never 
worked before from Borroloola 
community and from the Roper Bar 
region,” Mr Rusca says. 
“From that opportunity and that 
nurturing and development … we were 
able to go and offer an opportunity 
where the Indigenous people from 
Borroloola were able to 100 per cent 
look after, load and operate the load-up 
facility at the shipping port.

“Now we have 16 people that work 
around the clock doing 12-hour shifts, 
24-hours a day.”
The group is heavily involved in the 
lives of its employees in order to keep 
them over the long-term, helping out 
with legal problems and providing 
other financial assistance such as 
deposits for houses.
“They work for us, the money is 
deducted out of their wages, but the 
reality is they get to own a home,” he 
says. 
All of this contributes to a stronger 
local workforce and therefore stronger 
communities.  
There’s a lot for the committee to 
consider and on a very tight timeframe.  
Final recommendations and findings 
from the committee are expected to 
be released in September and will be 
considered in the the context of the 
federal government’s white paper due 
out later this year.
Committee chair Warren Entsch 
believes there is a determination this 
time round to turn the talk into action.
“There has been a lot of rhetoric,” 
he says. “There has been a lot of 
information gathered.  Now is the 
time to put that information into 
a document that then becomes 
government policy.” n

www.aph.gov.au/jscna
jscna@aph.gov.au
(02) 6277 4162

LINKS

“The potential for the 
region will not be realised 
if we continued to do what 
has been done in the past”
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Police will be given powers to seize material and share information with other 
agencies under new laws introduced into the House of Representatives which 

target organised crime.  
Introducing the Crimes Legislation Amendment (Unexplained Wealth and Other 
Measures Bill) 2014 to the House of Representatives, Justice Minister Michael 
Keenan said the bill aims to strengthen laws which are used to combat those 
living off the proceeds of crime. 
“Serious and organised crime poses a significant threat to Australian communities,” 
he said.
“Unexplained wealth laws turn the tables on criminals who live off the benefits of 
their illegal activities at the expense of hardworking Australians.  

“They also provide an avenue to target 
the criminal kingpins who enjoy the 
proceeds of crime, without committing 
actual crimes themselves.”
The bill will amend existing search 
and seizure powers in the Proceeds 
of Crime Act to allow authorised 
officers to seize material relevant to 
unexplained wealth.

Other measures will boost the ability of investigators to share information with 
state and international authorities.  
The bill also seeks to streamline the process for obtaining unexplained wealth 
orders. Under the proposed changes a court will not have discretion to refuse to 
make an order for suspected wealth of $100,000 or more.  
“Taking the profit out of crime undermines the entire business model of criminal 
groups and prevents illicit funds being reinvested to support further criminal 
activity,” Mr Keenan said. n

THE LAW www.aph.gov.au/ath

Wealth by stealth gets harder
New powers target criminal kingpins

“Unexplained wealth laws turn 
the tables on criminals who 
live off the benefits of their 
illegal activities at the expense 
of hardworking Australians.“

aa
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OVERSEAS  ADOPT IONS

Red tape removal 
helps children
Parents adopting children from 
overseas may soon be able to ensure 
their child is granted Australian 
citizenship as soon as the adoption is 
finalised.
Prime Minister Tony Abbott has 
introduced the Australian Citizenship 
Amendment (Intercountry Adoption 
Bill) 2014 into the House of 
Representatives, after pledging to make 
the process easier for those looking to 
adopt.
Under the current rules, depending 
on arrangements in place between 
the two countries, children need a 
passport from their home country and 
an Australian adoption visa in order to 
come to Australia.
This will be changed so children are 
granted citizenship once adoption 
arrangements are completed, ensuring 
they can travel on an Australian 
passport.
Mr Abbott said the government wants 
to make it easier for parents to adopt 
children from other countries.
“For too long, adoption had been in 
the too-hard basket. For too long, it 
has been too hard to adopt and for 
too long, this has been a policy no-go 
zone,” he said.
“It is red tape that impacts on children 
who legitimately need a safe and loving 
home and Australians who dream of 
providing that home.” n

 RICHES TO RAGS: Taking the profit out of crime
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VETERANS’  AFFAIRS

Stress treatment boost for soldiers
Current and former Defence personnel, 
including those with peacetime service, 
may soon get easier access to mental 
health treatment under a new bill 
passed by federal parliament.
The Veterans’ Affairs Legislation 
Amendment (Mental Health and 
Other Measures) Bill 2014 was 
introduced to the House by Assistant 
Minister for Defence Stuart Robert.
“The bill reflects this government’s 
commitment to recognising the unique 
nature of military service,” he said. 
“Tackling mental health challenges for 
veterans and their families is one of the 
four pillars of our plan for veterans and 
their families.”
Services are being expanded to allow 
soldiers who have been diagnosed with 
alcohol or substance abuse conditions 
to receive treatment, regardless of 
whether the condition is service related.
Rules will also be changed so that 
those who completed three years of 
peacetime service after 7 April 1994 
will now be eligible for treatment 
for Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 
(PTSD).  
“This means that treatment for the 
mental health conditions of PTSD, 
anxiety and depressive disorders and 
alcohol and substance use disorders will 
be available without the need for the 
condition to be accepted as related to 
the member’s service,” Mr Robert said.  
Current and serving peacetime 
members such as those working on 
border protection, in a disaster zone or 
involved in a training accident will also 
be able to attend counselling. 
“It is recognised that military peacetime 
service has its own risks for exposure to 
traumatic events and impact on mental 
health,” Mr Robert said. 
Services for families through the 
Veterans Families Counselling Service 
are also set to be expanded. 
Partners and dependent children up to 
the age of 26 and parents of members 
killed in service-related incidents will 
be able to access counselling.  

Member for Canberra Gai Brodtmann, 
who also spoke in support of the bill, 
said it was impossible to exaggerate 
what Australia owes to its service 
personnel and their families.
“In thanking them for their sacrifices 
and showing our gratitude for the work 
they do in securing our nation and 
preserving the democracy here, we have 
to ensure that we provide the highest 
standard of care for them when they 
return,” she said.  
Former minister for defence science 
and personnel Warren Snowden told 
the House that those who have done 

service potentially need to be looked 
after for the rest of their lives.  
“What we have to acknowledge is 
that once we accept someone into the 
Defence Force we see them as part of 
the family that we need to look after, 
ultimately until they are dead,” he said.
“That means ongoing care not 
only of them but also, in particular 
circumstances, their families.”
Other measures regarding the operation 
of the Veterans Review Board, which 
reviews decisions relating to pensions, 

compensation and other entitlements, 
are also included in the legislation.
At present around $166 million is 
spent each year on mental health 
services.
Mr Robert said there has been 
extensive consultation with ex-services 
organisations on the matters included 
in the bill.
“I am pleased that there is broad 
support for these reforms,” he said.
“There will be further ongoing 
discussion with the ex-service 
organisations on the implementation  
of these changes.”  
There has been an increasing focus 
in recent years on whether there is 
adequate care for soldiers returning 
from deployment in war zones such 

as Iraq and Afghanistan who may 
have PTSD or other mental health 
problems.
The issue was put on the agenda by 
those such as retired Major General 
John Cantwell, the former national 
commander of Australian Defence 
Forces in Afghanistan.  
Major General Cantwell wrote a 
book about his battle with PTSD and 
depression and warned a parliamentary 
inquiry in 2012 that Defence will face 
further challenges to care for soldiers 
returning from Afghanistan. n
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 LONG ROAD HOME: More support for Defence personnel after military service
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AGRICULTURE

Reforms target farm chemicals
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Changes aimed at simplifying the system which regulates thousands of chemicals 
and medicines used in primary industries have passed federal parliament.  
The Agricultural and Veterinary Chemicals Legislation Amendment (Removing 
Re-approval and Re-registration) Bill 2014 was introduced to the House by 
Agriculture Minister Barnaby Joyce.
“This bill aims to reduce the unnecessary regulatory burden on this industry 
resulting in reduced costs that will eventually flow on to benefit primary 
producers,” he said. 
Around 11,700 separate agricultural chemicals and veterinary medicines are 
registered with the Australian Pesticide and Veterinary Medicines Authority 
(APVMA).  
A key part of the bill is an amendment to change the re-registration and renewal 
requirements of chemicals.  
“In the same way a person obtains a car driver’s licence that then is subject to 
periodic renewal, under the new legislation ‘agvet’ chemical registrations continue 
in force subject to periodic renewal,” Mr Joyce said.  
“These amendments will allow longer timeframes for renewal. The regulations 
will set the period which could be up to seven years. Less frequent renewals will 
mean less red tape and less cost to business.
 “These reforms aim to reduce red tape for farmers and other businesses and 
encourage the development of new chemistry with a range of benefits for farmers 
and other users, the environment and the community.”  
Opposition agricultural spokesman Joel Fitzgibbon said the bill was extremely 
important. 
“It will affect Australia’s multibillion-dollar plant sites and crop protection 
industry; it will have implications for our natural environment; and, most 
importantly, it is about the protection of human health,” he said.
“These are all very important points but for the opposition the last point —  
that is, human health — is paramount.”
Australia’s agriculture sector is worth around $48 billion. n

EMPLOYMENT

Push for public 
service diversity
More people with a disability and from 
non-English speaking backgrounds 
would have to be employed by the 
Australian Public Service (APS) under a 
new proposal by the Australian Greens.
Greens Deputy Adam Bandt has 
introduced the Public Service 
Amendment (Employment for all 
of us) Bill 2014 into the House of 
Representatives.   
The bill requires the APS to double the 
number of employees from each group 
within five years and leaves it up to the 
Public Service Commissioner to decide 
how that will be achieved.  
Mr Bandt said there is significant 
unemployment and under-employment 
from both groups that needs to be 
addressed.  
“We know that almost 20 per cent 
of Australians identify as having a 
disability but the number of people 
with a disability employed by the APS 
dropped to 2.9 per cent of the entire 
workforce in 2012,” he said.
“Similarly, one in four people in 
Australia identify as being from a 
non-English speaking background but 
account for only 5.1 per cent of the 
Australian workforce.” 
Mr Bandt told the House that Australia 
runs the risk of creating an underclass 
of people who will be locked out of the 
workforce. 
“It will not solve the problem, but 
it will be a significant step towards 
moving people who want employment 
into that gainful employment,” he said.
The bill is yet to be debated further. n

iSt
oc

k 

 CROPPED: Licence changes cut red tape
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EXTRA

For a generation more connected 
than ever before – through hits, 

handles and hashtags – the one 
connection that’s not happening 
for them is a link to politics and 
parliament.
Born between 1982 and 2003, the 
Millennials number 6.92 million 
in Australia, 30 per cent of the 
population.    
While research indicates they are 
typically tolerant, open minded and 
happy, that same research also suggests 
only 3 per cent trust and only 6 per 
cent are inspired by governments.
Many are not even bothering to 
vote, with the Australian Electoral 
Commission estimating that of the 
1.2 million Australians who have not 
registered for the electoral roll, 46 per 
cent are aged 18 to 29. 
So when Victorian Olly Tripodi came 
to Canberra earlier this year he was on 
a mission.
Elected as the first ever Millennial 
Leader after a nationwide hunt, Olly 
became the face of MTV Movement.
Run by television channel MTV, the 
Museum of Australian Democracy 
at Eureka and Deloitte Digital, 
with support from the House of 

Representatives, MTV Movement was 
a nationally focused campaign aimed at 
connecting youth with politics.
In meetings with MPs, lobbyists and 
journalists at Parliament House, Olly 
had a clear message to deliver.
“There are a whole lot of beliefs 
and ideals that young people 
hold dear. And they’re drastically 
underrepresented in the decision 
making process,” he said.

“So if I can come here and help let 
politicians and change makers know 
that young people are an engaged 
demographic and want their voices 
heard, that’s a good thing.”
Among the MPs who met with 
Olly were Speaker Bronwyn 
Bishop (Mackellar, NSW), longest 
serving member of the House of 
Representatives Philip Ruddock 
(Berowra, NSW), youngest ever 
federal MP Wyatt Roy (Longman, 
Qld), first Indigenous member of the 
House of Representatives Ken Wyatt 
(Hasluck, WA), and Deputy Leader 

of the Australian Greens, Adam Bandt 
(Melbourne, Vic). Olly also met 
with his local federal MP Tim Watts 
(Gellibrand, Vic).  
He said a lot of the discussions focused 
on how to get young people into the 
decision making process.
“So we’ve been talking about what 
youth engagement and opinion actually 
looks like. Is it jumping online, and 
signing petitions, and sharing things on 
Facebook? Or is it a sit-down meeting 
with young people, and interest groups, 
and young people and politicians?”
For Olly, one of the outcomes 
of the discussions was a broader 
understanding that young people’s 
engagement with politics should be 
the same as any other engagement that 
exists.
“It’s about expressing opinion, 
expressing belief, and trying to enact 
the wheels of change,” he said.
The week was also about opening doors 
for other young people and youth 
advocates, so that those who would 
follow could build on the discussions 
and not have to start from scratch.
At the end of the week, Olly was 
heartened that parliament is more than 
what you see on TV.
“One of the takeaway messages that 
I’ll have for this week is that politics, 
particularly parliamentary politics, 
is only a small snippet of what takes 
place,” he said.
“So the brutality you see on TV, and 
the sort of screaming matches you 
see across the chamber, isn’t a fair 
reflection of how conciliatory most 
politicians are. 
“It looks like it’s a chest thumping sort 
of fight, but what it really is, is a whole 
collection of people that do really care 
about their community and are trying 
to do good things. So it’s a contest  
of ideas.”
To connect with MTV Movement visit: 
www.mtv.com.au/shows/featured/
movement n

Well connected
Young Australians are searching for ways to get their voices heard in the decision making process.

“Young people are an 
engaged demographic and 
want their voices heard”

 OPENING DOORS: Olly Tripodi (right) with federal MP Tim Watts
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We love a sunburnt country, but our craving for the sun 
is killing far too many of us.

We may be slipping, slopping and slapping more often, but 
Australia still has the highest recorded incidence of skin 
cancer in the world, with more than 12 times the global 
average rate of melanoma. 

The good news is that in Australia the five-year survival rates 
from skin cancer are among the best in the world and we 
also have world-class research and treatment facilities.

However, with health department figures showing that two 
out of three Australians will be diagnosed with skin cancer 
by the age of 70, the disease continues to place an immense 
burden of suffering on victims and their families.

And the earlier and more frequently we are exposed, the 
higher the risk that we will end up as the next victim.

Susan Gregg, with a family history of skin cancer, worries 
about that risk for her fair skinned daughter. 

What alarms her most is the time her daughter spends out in 
the burning heat of north Queensland during school hours.

She’s concerned about sports classes and other activities, 
such as fire drills, being held in the middle of the day, and 
the likelihood of sunburn if children are allowed to spend 
lengthy periods in the midday heat.

More can be done to prevent one of Australia’s biggest killers.

Story: Claire McEvilly

“The schools all seem to have a ‘no hat, no play’ policy. 
However, with many of them, it appears that that is the 
beginning and end of what the school does in terms of 
protecting their students from harmful exposure to the  
sun,” she says.
Ms Gregg is one of many people sharing their views with 
the House of Representatives Health Committee, which is 
investigating ways to improve prevention, early diagnosis and  
treatment of skin cancer, as well as options to increase 
awareness of the disease in the community and among 
health professionals. 
The committee wants to know how to ensure a permanent 
and sustainable decrease in the frequency of what is, in many 
cases, suffering that could be prevented.
As almost all skin cancers are caused by exposure to 
ultraviolet radiation, and therefore preventable, Dr Caroline 
Millar, from the South Australian Health and Medical 
Research Institute, says the government’s primary focus in 
the fight against skin cancer should be on public awareness 
campaigns.
“Mass media campaigning has, in my view, been underdone 
in skin cancer prevention. The most effective and cost-
effective technique to increase community awareness and 
to motivate behaviour change is investment in quality mass 
media campaigns,” she says.
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The federal health department reports 
that the most recent national skin 
cancer prevention campaign was 
demonstrably effective in raising 
awareness and changing behaviour. 
‘SunSmart’ and ‘Slip, slop, slap’ 
have become known catchphrases 
throughout Australia.
And for the first time, a study led by 
Professor David Whiteman from the 
QIMR Berghofer Medical Research 
Institute has suggested skin cancer rates 
are falling among young Australians. 
Professor Whiteman says the results 
are significant, as these are the first 
Australians to have grown up with the 
SunSmart campaigns.
“They’ve had most of their lifetimes 
with some awareness of the harm that 
sunlight can do to the skin, so that’s 
the most plausible explanation,” he 
says. 
“There are probably other lifestyle 
changes that have occurred to that 
generation as well, but we like to 
think that it’s mostly due to the sun 
protection campaigns.”
Despite such success, there has not 
been a federally run skin cancer 
prevention campaign since 2009-10. 
According to health officials, data 
shows that health campaigns need to 
be updated to retain their effectiveness, 
or else face reduced year-on-year 
impact.
“In tobacco control there has been the 
benefit of sustained intervention, and 
that sustained intervention has brought 
about big changes which have lasted. 
Skin cancer has not had the benefit of 
that sustained intervention. It has been 
a shorter-term investment with shorter-
term results,” Dr Millar says.
The Cancer Council is calling for the 
government to conduct a national mass 
media campaign to raise awareness of 
skin cancer risk and sun protection.

Farmers have a 60 per cent higher death 
rate due to melanoma and other malignant 

skin cancers than the general population.
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The council points to 2008 data 
showing that government spending 
in a SunSmart campaign of $0.28 per 
capita returned $2.30 for every dollar 
invested. The council says an effective 
mass media campaign would require 
investment of $8 million per annum.
“We know it’s tough economic 
circumstances but the truth for the 
government is that if they don’t make 
a modest investment now, it’s going to 
cost a lot more down the track,” the 
council says.
The inquiry has also heard concerns 
that the prevention message may not 
be getting out to those who need it 
most. 
“We are very concerned that health 
promotion campaigns across the board 
are almost certainly not working as 
well in rural areas as in the cities,” says 
Gordon Gregory from the National 
Rural Health Alliance. 
The incidence of new cases of 
melanoma is higher in regional areas 
than in major cities. Farmers have a 
60 per cent higher death rate due to 
melanoma and other malignant skin 
cancers than the general population.
Mr Gregory does not think these 
figures can simply be blamed on 
farmers spending more time in the sun.  
He would like to see more research 
on how to best target prevention 
campaigns to Australians living in rural 
areas. 
“The nature of rural communications 
is different. People receive messages in 
a different way. Some of the standard 
ways in which we are spending our big 
money on health promotion campaigns 

such as television ads, radio campaigns, 
billboards, clearly do not suit the means 
by which rural people tend to receive 
communications,” he says.
It’s not just rural Australians who 
might be missing out. Survivors of 
non-melanoma skin cancer also may 
not be receiving appropriate prevention 
messages, despite having a much higher 
risk of developing melanoma later in 
life than the general population.
“If you smoke a packet of cigarettes 
a day for 50 years your relative risk 
of getting a lung cancer is 40. If you 
have a Basal Cell Carcinoma [a non-
melanoma skin cancer] at the age of 
25, your risk of getting a melanoma 
is 99,” explains Rodney Sinclair, a 
dermatologist and academic. While 
stressing that those numbers may not 
be exact, he says this trend puts non-

campaigns, says Lisa McGlynn from  
the Australian Institute of Health  
and Welfare.
“Australia currently has very high 
quality data for melanoma but not 
non-melanoma skin cancer. Only 
with appropriate data is it possible to 
determine whether there has been any 
real change in relation to outcomes for 
Australians,” she says.
There are a number of options which 
could improve government data, 
including regular national surveys, or 

“It is incumbent on all of us to 
do what we can to stop this.”

making non-melanoma skin cancer a 
notifiable disease, which would require 
doctors to report diagnoses. 
Health department representatives 
say that making non-melanoma skin 
cancer notifiable may be harder than 
it sounds. There are huge costs to 
consider, given the thousands of cases, 
as well as the administrative burden 
this would involve for the medical 
profession. 
The Australian Institute of Health 
and Welfare says the feasibility of a 
national survey on the incidence of 

melanoma skin cancer survivors in a 
high risk category.
While 400,000 cases of non-melanoma 
skin cancer are diagnosed in Australia 
each year, it is not compulsory for 
medical personnel to report these 
diagnoses.
Without better data, health 
practitioners and the government are 
in the dark about prevalence trends in 
non-melanoma skin cancer, and how 
best to address them.
A lack of accurate data is a key obstacle 
to designing effective prevention 
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 SUMMER SIZZLE: 
Sunburn prevention  
is the best option, but  
the message may not  
be getting to those  
who need it most
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non-melanoma skin cancer should be 
explored further.

While prevention is clearly the best 
option, early diagnosis is also a priority 
and can mean the difference between 
life and death. Here too a city/country 
divide is evident.

The National Rural Health Alliance 
points to data which shows that the 
further from a major city patients with 
any form of cancer live, the more likely 
they are to die within five years  
of diagnosis. 

In the case of skin cancer, difficulties 
accessing early diagnosis can lead to poorer 
outcomes. “Because of the difficulties 
experienced by rural people in accessing 
skin cancer diagnosis, their presentations 
are likely to be later, especially among 
men,” says Gordon Gregory. 

As dermatology is one of the most 
poorly supported medical services in 
rural areas, patients can be forced to 

travel hundreds of kilometres to access 
specialists to confirm a diagnosis, 
incurring significant costs and enduring 
major disruption to their lives. 

But rather than recruiting more 
specialists, the National Rural Health 
Alliance believes priority should be 
given to enhancing the skills of existing 
health professionals in rural and 
remote areas.

“The best and most frequent good 
work in early intervention in spotting 
skin lesions and so on is done by the 
primary care workforce, by the GP,”  
Mr Gregory says.

The alliance would like to see  
better access for rural GPs to clinical 
decision-making support tools, such 
as telehealth and teledermatology 
programs, as well as improved 
continuing professional development 
for health professionals in rural and 
remote areas. 

It also believes best-practice clinical 
guidelines for general practitioners 
should be reviewed, to take into 

“The truth for the government is that if they  
don’t make a modest investment now, it’s  
going to cost a lot more down the track.” 
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 MASS MARKETING: 
National campaign 
needed again to raise 
awareness of skin cancer
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account some of the challenges of 
practising in rural and regional areas.
“Where clinical guidelines are 
concerned, it is not one size fits all, 
because the nature of rural practice,  
as you well know, is quite distinct,”  
Mr Gregory says. 
Professor Brendon Coventry from 
the Australian Melanoma Research 
Foundation agrees and thinks a  
web-based platform could be part of 
the answer.
“New data was coming through that 
we could not include in the guidelines 
because of the rules and regulations 
around writing the guidelines and the 
presentation of evidence,” he recalls. 
In contrast, a Wikipedia-type platform 
would allow guidelines to be constantly 
updated in line with latest research, 
and include a separate rural focus. 
Another, more radical, way to ensure 
everyone has access to early diagnosis 
would be to introduce population-wide 
screening for skin cancer. 

Rodney Sinclair points to Germany, 
where an insurance company offered 
free melanoma screening to everyone 
in the German state of Schleswig-
Holstein. There was a 50 per cent drop 
in mortality from melanoma within 
five years in that state. 
“The incidence of melanoma in that 
area was 100 times lower than in 
Australia and they still saved lives and 
money. If you can do it there, you can 
do it in Australia,” Mr Sinclair says.
However the Cancer Council doesn’t 
think it’s that simple. It says whilst 
high-risk individuals will benefit from 
regular skin checks, there is insufficient 
evidence of a reduction in mortality 
caused by population-wide melanoma 
screening to justify the expense.
The council wants studies to be 
conducted to determine whether 
population-wide screening would be an 
effective use of government resources.
While the strategies suggested might 
differ, it is clear everyone presenting 

evidence to the committee is passionate 
about helping Australians live longer 
and suffer less from the sun.
As the committee continues to hear 
suggestions for improving skin cancer 
prevention, diagnosis and treatment, 
back in north Queensland Susan 
Gregg hopes the committee’s work 
will produce a real improvement 
in community awareness about the 
disease.
“I have been absolutely astounded and 
frustrated at the ignorance,” she says. 
“It is incumbent on all of us to do what 
we can to stop this.” n

www.aph.gov.au/health
health.reps@aph.gov.au
(02) 6277 4145

LINKS
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Opportunity

Melissa Price
Member for Durack (WA)

Pat Conroy
Member for Charlton (NSW)

Cathy McGowan
Member for Indi (Vic)

Forty-two new MPs were elected to the House of Representatives 
for the 44th Parliament, 29 men and 13 women. Three of them 
talk about the chance they now have to deal with the issues that 
matter to their communities.
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“About three years ago, the opportunity 
came up to stand for preselection for 
the state seat of Kalgoorlie, late 2012, 
and I just missed out there. But after 
that of course I had the taste for it 
and with my predecessor deciding to 
retire only eight weeks or so before the 
federal election, I threw my hat in the 
ring and won the preselection against 
12 other people.
It was a very quick turnaround. I had a six 
week campaign and slept a different night in a 
different bed for six weeks. It was exhilarating, 
exhausting but most of all it was incredibly 
informative of what the needs were of the 
people of Durack.
Coming to Parliament House, in the first 
week or so I thought, ‘This is going to be the 
shortest political career known to man,’ mainly 
because of the work of the chamber. You can 
watch Question Time on the telly but until 
you’re sitting there on those green seats, you 
have no idea what really is going on, but a 
few very wise heads said to me, ‘Don’t worry, 
Melissa, just sit, watch, observe, and you will 
eventually find the rhythm of the House,’ and 
they were absolutely right.
My focus during the first term is on being a 
strong voice for Durack. With an electorate of 
1.6 million square kilometres and some 45 shire councils,   
the task of understanding everyone’s issues is enormous. It’s 
also the diversity of industries. I’ve got all the oil and gas, all 
the iron ore resources projects, but I also have a large part of 
the wheatbelt. Small business is a very important sector, and   
I have the third-highest number of Indigenous constituents    
in Australia.
The biggest issue for my constituents is the diversification 
of industry. We’ve got a very large small business sector, 
farmers are included in that definition of small business, 
and if we can develop that part, then I think together 
with a sustainable mining industry and also a very strong 
agricultural sector, it’s going to be a very strong electorate.
Somehow I’ve ended up on an awful amount of committees, 
but they are all very important when it comes to Durack 
— matters relating to Indigenous affairs, infrastructure, 
agriculture — and I’m also on the Northern Australia 

Melissa Price, Member for Durack (WA)

Select Committee. The objective of the white paper and 
ultimately the policies that will come out of that by the 
Abbott government is to develop the north, so we need good 
ideas about how industry is going to be improved, how land 
and water and energy is going to be obtained and utilised, 
how we tap into those markets in Asia, how we improve the 
infrastructure. 
By the time of the next election, I hope that the constituents 
will have faith in me, that I know what their issues are and 
that I’m working very hard to promote them, but also to 
resolve issues that they’ve got. I may not have achieved 
everything, and we know in this current economic situation 
that we find ourselves in that it’s not always going to be 
possible, but that they know I’m going to try my darndest to 
achieve what’s needed for Durack.”

The biggest issue is the  
diversification of industry
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“When I moved to the Hunter Valley, to Newcastle working for Greg Combet, I’d always been a member of 
a Labor Party branch, on the Central Coast originally and then in Sydney, and when I joined my branches 
up there I got probably more interested in standing for public office if the opportunity presented itself.

As a backbench MP you have less of a formal role in 
developing policy than a staffer, but you have the ability to 
inject yourself into debates when you choose to. To start 
discussions within caucus and in parliament and carry things 
through is something that no staffer could do. It’s something 
that only members of parliament can or should do. One 
of the challenges is learning what the correct avenues are 
as a member of parliament to advance the interests of your 
electorate and the nation.
The four common issues that Charlton has with the rest of 
Australia are: one – jobs, having a sustainable local economy; 
secondly – good investment in infrastructure; thirdly – 
having well-funded local schools and having a focus on 
education; and fourthly – adequate health funding. 
In terms of our local challenges, we’re an electorate that’s 
very diverse. The two biggest employers in the region 
now with the closure of the local steelworks are the local 
area health service and the local university. We’ve also got 
significant heavy manufacturing in the area, coal mining and 
energy production, we have the largest power station in the 
country, we still have six operational coalmines and we’re an 
area that’s very proud of our coal mining legacy that built 
the region. 

We’ve also got the challenge of climate change. We have 
the largest saltwater lake in the southern hemisphere in my 
electorate so climate change will affect us quite markedly 
in advance of other communities. Trying to articulate a 
narrative and policy solution for the people of Charlton with 
all these different issues is very challenging. 
A variety of things fill my week when I’m in Canberra. 
You’ve always got Question Time, and I’m on two 
parliamentary committees. Committee work takes up a lot 
of time. Preparing speeches on legislation and other issues of 
importance takes up a lot of time as well. 
In my first term the most important thing is to be a 
strong voice for my constituents. I’m fighting for increased 
expenditure for the Glendale Transport Interchange, which 
is a crucial piece of infrastructure for the region. Another 
one is to win increased funding for local schools. A lot of my 
schools are in very poor areas where they have sub-optimal 
resources. 
I’m also running a campaign with other MPs to make sure 
our local shipyard, which employs 900 people, and the 
shipyards around our country have enough work to stay 
open, which is very important for our national defence, as 
well as the jobs for those families.”

Pat Conroy, Member for Charlton (NSW)

Find out how the House works: www.aph.gov.au/infosheets

I’m fighting 
for increased 
expenditure 
for a crucial 
piece of 
infrastructure
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“Truth of the matter is that it was the 7th of September, we’d won Wodonga, Wangaratta and we almost 
won Benalla. We hadn’t expected to win but we did think we’d come second and make the seat marginal. 
So when those numbers came in from the major urban centres, and then the next 10 days of counting, 
there was a bit of ‘This might actually happen’.

We moved into an empty office, there were no phones that 
worked, no computers, no staff, and there were rules about 
everything. Very quickly we got under control with that, 
but then coming up to parliament for the first week, a lot 
happened very quickly and we didn’t have the advisory 
systems in place about how all that worked.
Navigating the identical corridors of Parliament House 
wasn’t so bad. I’m a farmer: very quickly I got the north and 
south organised – though I have been lost a few times. And 
we had a fantastic induction, I really commend the staff of 
Parliament House.
I’ve coped well with getting used to parliamentary 
procedures, I think, and acknowledge the people at the 
Table Office, the clerks have been fantastic, and the library. 
I’ve spoken in the Reps and Federation chambers, and I’m 
a member of the House of Reps Standing Committee on 
Agriculture. Agriculture is one of my main interests, so 
that committee is where I’ll be able to do my long-term 
influential work. 
The key issues for my constituents are that people can live, 
work, raise their families and have good productive lives 
in communities. Specific issues are mostly infrastructure 
— public transport, the railway line between Albury and 
Melbourne needs a lot of work, mobile phone black spots 
and access to NBN. 
Equally important is mental health services and all other 
health service delivery. Education — Indi is particularly 

vulnerable in terms of tertiary and TAFE education, so we 
really need to be strategic about how we advance our cause 
for access to tertiary and other forms of training. Then 
there’s a long-term plan for agriculture. Indi is a massively 
fertile, productive region and agricultural manufacturing 
is really important and we need to think about how we’re 
going to grow it.
The people of Indi wanted respect for community — that 
politics is not for politics’ sake. Politics is for building 
communities that function, deliver for people, that help us 
raise our families. I want to be able to go back and say that 
I’ve respected communities, enhanced them and responded 
to them. 
The second thing I want to be able to say to my 
communities is that I turned up. I was a politician that was 
in touch with her electorate and represented them, and we 
had really good discussion about what that meant, so there’s 
no sense at all that I’ve got all of the answers but I have 
represented people. 
Third is that we’ve made substantial headway on some 
of the really big issues, many of these are long-term, and 
we’ve begun putting in place the foundations to make 
sure that Indi is economically viable, socially cohesive and 
environmentally sound in the future, and that we’re well  
and truly on that track.” n

Cathy McGowan, Member for Indi (Vic)

Politics is  
for building  
communities  
that function
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EYES in the SKY
New technologies present new 
challenges for law makers.

Story: Emma O’Sullivan
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He’s lost in the bush out of luck, out of water and almost 
out of time.  

Drifting in and out of consciousness he begins to hear a 
buzzing noise that grows louder by the minute. He opens his 
eyes just in time to catch a glimpse of a small flying object 
just a few metres wide, moving in a criss-cross pattern above 
the forest canopy.  
Dumbstruck, he watches as it circles directly above him and 
releases an even smaller item attached to a parachute.  
With a thud, a bottle of water lands in the dirt nearby. This 
hapless bushwalker has just been saved by an unmanned 
aerial vehicle, or UAV, remotely operated by a team of 
experts working furiously to rescue him.  

“The technology is now progressing at such a rate that regulators 
and legislators risk being buffeted in the slipstream”

This ‘rescue’ was part of the 2012 Outback UAV Challenge, 
a government and industry initiative aimed at developing 
and promoting the practical uses of this emerging 
technology.  
Canberra UAV President Stephen Dade was part of the 
winning team that built, designed and operated the vehicle 
which successfully found the ‘lost walker’ in bushland near 
Kingaroy in Queensland.  
“The whole point of the challenge is basically showing 
the ability to demonstrate search and rescue technology in 
civilian UAVs,” he says.  
Stephen is part of a growing number of amateurs who enjoy 
building and flying UAVs, also known as drones, which are 
controlled remotely and are often used to capture vision or 
take photos.  
While groups like Stephen’s simply enjoy the challenge 
of pushing their skills to build a sophisticated piece of 
machinery, what they achieved in the outback challenge can 
potentially be applied to real-life situations.   
But just as the opportunities for this new technology take 
off, so too do the questions for regulators and law makers as 
they attempt to get a grip on the ramifications – both good 
and bad – of these eyes in the sky.
The complex regulatory, safety and privacy issues were 
debated recently at several roundtable discussions held by 
the House of Representatives Social Policy and Legal Affairs 
Committee.  

Committee chair George Christensen (Dawson, Qld) 
recognises that while the advantages are too big to ignore,  
so too are the potential threats to public safety and  
personal privacy.
“The economic benefits they bring to the Australian 
economy are compelling,” he says.
“Drones will play an important role in fields as varied 
as mining, scientific research, emergency management, 
policing, media and much more in coming years. However, 
Australia will have to come to grips with the regulatory 
problems that remotely piloted aircraft systems raise.”
Judging by the evidence presented to the committee, this 
challenge will have to be dealt with sooner rather than later.  

Well-known ABC journalist Mark Corcoran has been 
watching the issue closely for several years both for work and 
as part of a research project he is leading for the Graduate 
School of Journalism at Sydney’s University of Technology. 
As far as he’s concerned a potential UAV user’s limits are 
simply budget and imagination. 

“I think that the problem is that the technology is now 
progressing at such a rate that regulators and legislators risk 
being buffeted in the slipstream in this stuff,” he says.

“I have been following this for only a couple of years, but I 
have trouble keeping up with the capabilities and every 18 
months it seems the capability doubles and the price halves.”

There is an undeniable popularity among amateur devotees 
who are rushing to buy whatever they can get their hands on 
at the local hobby store or online.

Parrott ANZ Pty Ltd is a company which manufactures and 
sells a vehicle with four propellers which connects by wi-fi 
back to a smart phone or tablet from where it is controlled.  
The UAV also has a camera attached. A staggering 500,000 
have been sold globally, with Australia its biggest market, 
according to managing director Chris Roberts.

“This category [of UAV] that we have created is a bit like a 
cult, it has a big following,” he says. “It is a toy ultimately. 

“We created an academy for the product where people can 
share their flights and experiences.  A lot happens on social 
media.
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“The lack of uniformity 
means that there is 

insufficient protection  
of people’s privacy”

“We have a large investment going forward in this category 
so we have a lot more coming.”
The work of hobbyists such as Stephen Dade are also 
contributing to this popularity, with the group he belongs 
to committed to the research and development of civilian 
UAVs for the greater good. 
“I think we’re having a significant impact,” he says. “We’ve 
made that technology far more accessible for [others] in 
terms of the software and programs and design which we’ve 
all published on the internet free of charge.”
While Stephen’s group rescued a fictional bushwalker, 
authorities are looking at the possibilities in deploying UAVs 
in situations that are all too real.  
Queensland Fire and Emergency Services have been 
exploring how UAVs can assist fire assessment in both rural 
and urban situations that are otherwise costly or dangerous.  
Assistant Commissioner John Watson says difficulties 
experienced at a recent fire at a flour mill in the Brisbane 
suburb of Albion illustrate how UAVs could have greatly 
assisted.  
“Our hydraulic platforms were not able to gain enough 
access to look inside the building, so it was not for some 
time that we could do a secondary search of that property to 
ensure that there were no people inside, whereas the use of a 
quadcopter or other UAV would give us access to those sorts 
of events,” he says.
Queensland Police have gone a step further, successfully 
using a UAV at a siege situation in Banyo, also in Brisbane, 
which involved two hostages late last year. Operations 
Coordinator Superintendent Brian Huxley says there is 
potential to use drones in several other operational contexts 
such as the forensic examination of major crime scenes.  
“Especially outdoor crime scenes such as homicides,” he says. 

Commercial opportunities are also gradually becoming 
apparent across a range of industries and for scientific 
endeavours. 
Dale McDowall is business development director with Insitu 
Pacific, a company which builds, designs and manufactures 
unmanned aircraft systems. He says it has conducted a 
number of trials, including one in conjunction with WA’s 
Murdoch University, to monitor marine life near offshore oil 
and gas facilities.
“It is to try and understand how we may be able to monitor 
the population numbers and the species types of various 
marine mammals such as whales, dolphins, dugongs 
and turtles and once again over time help that operator 
understand the impact of their operations on the marine 
environment,” he says.
While the future of drone technology appears promising, 
these new advances are also throwing up regulatory 
difficulties. For example, while a drone might be perfectly 
capable of finding a lost bushwalker, it can also crash into 
him. This scenario is entirely possible, especially given a 
recent case that received much media attention in early 
April.  
According to media reports, triathlete Raija Ogden claimed 
she was struck in the face by a UAV as she competed in a 
race, leaving her requiring three stiches to the head. This 
incident follows another high-profile case which saw a drone 
crash onto the train lines of the Sydney Harbour Bridge after 
its owner lost control.  
The job of ensuring safety of aircraft, property and people 
falls to the Civil Aviation Safety Authority. It is responsible 
for all air safety regardless of the vehicles being used. 
Whereas those using UAVs commercially are required to be 
licensed, hobbyists are not.  
CASA fined the owner of the Sydney Harbour Bridge 
incident $850 and is still investigating Ms Ogden’s case. 
There are several rules for anyone operating remotely piloted 
aircraft, including not flying closer than 30 metres to people 
and keeping the vehicle in line-of-sight in daylight.
CASA has just begun supplying leaflets of these rules 
to retailers such as Harvey Norman, to be handed out 
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nationally to consumers when they make a UAV purchase. It 
has done an initial print run of 100,000.
Deputy director of aviation safety Terry Farquharson says 
regulators around the world are working out how to ensure 
there are sufficient and effective safeguards in place.  
“These are model aeroplanes but they do have the potential 
to cause harm and that’s something we are grappling with,” 
he says. 
One of CASA’s main concerns is the fact that they are not 
built to a specific standard like other manned aircraft, as 
aviation director John McCormick explains.    
“So their ability to maintain altitude, their ability to 
maintain heading, their ability to suffer equipment failure 
and then not crash have not been established,” he says. 
For hobbyist Stephen Dade, safety is of the utmost priority 
and he believes education will be the key to ensuring the 
ever growing number of users behave responsibly and are 
aware of the rules.  
“You have to focus on educating the pilots of those aircraft 
as to – this is how you fly safely, this is how you do things 
like pre-flight checks, this is how you monitor your aircraft 
during the flight and these are the actions you should take 
during the flight,” he says. 
But as the committee heard, the challenge for regulators are 
not people like Stephen who are keen to set a good example, 
but those who are ignorant of the rules or unwilling to obey 
them.
Brad Mason is the secretary of the Australian Certified UAV 
Operators Association which has 23 commercial members, 
all certified by CASA.  
“From our perspective, what we are seeing is that there is a 
lot of illegal and unauthorised use of UAVs. We understand 
the regulator is doing its best to try and combat that but, 
unfortunately, as the [CASA] director mentioned before, 
they are so easily available and cheap to buy.
“A lot of those people are coming from a non-aviation 
background too, so they do not have an aviation knowledge 
set. We would like to work closer with the regulator in how 
we can combat that.”
Since the committee held the roundtable discussions, 
CASA has released some proposed changes to current 
rules and regulations for public discussion. They include 
clarifications to current requirements for remote pilot 
training and certification and simplifications to the approval 
process. Drones weighing less than 2kg will not normally 
require certification or approval to operate.  
CASA is looking at a preliminary date of mid this year to 
implement the changes.  
While CASA continues to tackle the safety challenges, others 
are looking at privacy implications.  
Across the country there are numerous laws at a state and 
federal level which cover privacy, trespass, harassment and 
surveillance issues. There are also rules surrounding the 
collection of personal data. 
But for this new technology, Privacy Commissioner Timothy 
Pilgrim says he is concerned about the current state of play.  

“What I do not think we do have – and I would be the 
first to admit this from my position – is a completely clear 
understanding of whether those laws as they currently exist 
are going to do the job, or whether because of the patchwork 
nature of some of those laws, there are going to be gaps 
which need to be filled when we take into account how these 
new technologies can be used within the community,” he says.  
The Australian Law Reform Commission’s Professor Barbara 
McDonald agrees that the ‘patchwork’ of laws is an issue that 
must be addressed.  
“At the moment the lack of uniformity means that there is 
insufficient protection of people’s privacy, because people do 
not know what is against the law and what is not. But it is 
also insufficient protection for organisations like those in the 
media,” she says.

The commission has since outlined a proposed remedy in 
a recent discussion paper on serious breaches of privacy in 
the digital era, which involves a new tort of privacy. If such 
a proposal was put into law, a person could sue for a serious 
invasion of privacy, if their ‘seclusion or private affairs’ were 
intruded upon, or if private information about them was 
misused or disclosed. A final report from the commission 
was due to be handed to the Attorney-General by mid-year.
As with many technological leaps in history, progress often 
brings unforseen complications. With future implications 
arising from UAV use now a constant issue on the horizon, 
many eyes will be scanning it, hoping sensible hands will 
keep a steady hold of the controls to ensure a safe landing. n

www.aph.gov.au/spla
spla.reps@aph.gov.au
(02) 6277 2223
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Australia’s huge and dynamic technical and further 
education network looms large in the lives of many of 

the nation’s citizens. After all, more than 2 million students 
are enrolled in the 61 public TAFE institutes and they range 
from teenage apprentices and adult technicians to nurses, 
early childhood educators and would-be financial planners.

With twice the number of students taking courses than 
in Australia’s 42 universities, the TAFE colleges with their 
1,300 campuses and smaller centres, dotted across city, 
suburban, regional, rural and even remote locations, deliver 
more than 80 per cent of the advanced technical skills 
training needed by industry and commerce. 

Not only do they prepare new generations of apprentices 
and trainees every year, many of the institutes also enrol 
thousands of offshore foreign students throughout the 
Asia-Pacific.

But with significant changes to the sector in recent years, 
including increased competition among providers, there 
is vigorous debate about the way in which pathways to 
employment are being delivered.

Publicly-funded vocational education and training, or 
VET, is best known through the courses run by the TAFE 
institutes as well as by secondary schools, technical colleges 
and even some universities. In fact, six Australian universities 
have large TAFE divisions that offer VET programs in 
parallel with the academic subjects.

Far less publicly familiar are the vastly more numerous 
private VET ‘registered training providers’. In fact, there 
are 5,000 of these RTOs as they are called and they include 
business colleges, industry associations, employers and 
training organisations. The mostly for-profit VET providers 
now compete with the public TAFE institutes for students 
and government funding, but so fierce has this competition 
become that some supporters fear for the future of TAFE. 

In a submission to a House of Representatives inquiry into 
TAFE, Dr Leesa Weelahan says Australia’s future prosperity 
and social cohesion are threatened by recent attacks  
on TAFE. 

“TAFE is being decimated by state and Commonwealth 
government policies to encourage markets in vocational 

Debate grows on whether the technical and further  
education system is adequately skilling Australia.  

           Story: Geoffrey Maslen 
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education and training and by funding cuts,” says  
Dr Wheelahan, who recently moved from the University 
of Melbourne to take up a post as professor of community 
college leadership at the University of Toronto in Canada, 

“The structure of markets in VET in Australia will 
inexorably undermine TAFE [which] plays a key role in 
articulating, developing and institutionalising notions of the 
social good and the knowledge and skills that are needed to 
support innovation and Australia’s future prosperity. TAFE’s 
future is at stake,” she writes. 

In a similar monitory submission, the Australian Education 
Union says it is becoming increasingly apparent that TAFE’s 
medium and long-term survival is now at risk in many states 
and territories: “While most policy-makers acknowledge that 
TAFE needs to play a pivotal role in the emerging tertiary 
sector, its institutional capability is being undermined and 
its crucial role in creating positive social and economic 
futures for citizens of all ages and regions of the nation is 
being threatened,” the union declares.

Last year, the then Labor government initiated an inquiry 
by the House Education and Employment Committee 
and it attracted more than 170 submissions from unions, 
corporations, employer associations and individuals. But the 
inquiry lapsed when the federal election was called. 

Then in February this year, Industry Minister Ian 
Macfarlane asked the committee “to continue the work 
of a previous parliament into this area” and accept the 
submissions to the previous committee as evidence. In an 
unusual move, the Senate is holding its own TAFE inquiry 
and will consider any public information provided to the 
2013 House committee, including the submissions. 

Under the House inquiry’s terms of reference, the eight-
member committee is to report on the role played by TAFEs 
in the development of skills in the Australian economy; the 
provision of pathways for Australians to access employment 
[or] a university education; and the operation of a 
competitive training market.

“I am pleased to be able to continue the important work 
of the previous committee, especially given the importance 

TAFE students come from a wider range of 
backgrounds than in most universities

LEARNING FOR LIFE:
TAFEs play a key role 

in developing skills 
needed for innovation
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of TAFE institutions in battling unemployment,” said 
committee chair Ewen Jones (Herbert, Qld). “This is a 
current issue of significance around the country and one 
which requires attention.” 

The committee began a series of public hearings in March 
when it heard evidence from TAFE Directors Australia. 
The association’s chief executive, Martin Riordan, told 
the members that although the states and territories were 
legally responsible for their TAFE institutes, “the federal 
government is a hugely influential stakeholder”.  

Mr Riordan said that in the 2012-13 financial year, the 
Commonwealth contributed $2.2 billion out of a total of 
$8.6 billion spent by the TAFE institutes, with the states 
providing $3.9 billion and the balance made up from fees, 
student loans and training for commercial services.

“It is a particularly poignant time for an inquiry like this 
to be reactivated,” Mr Riordan said. “For it is the 40th 
anniversary since the Commonwealth inquiry by Myer 
Kangan into technical and vocational education in Australia. 
[That inquiry] laid the vision and the framework for a 
public provider network and the formal creation of the 
TAFE network.”  

In their submission, the TAFE directors note that the 
Gillard government’s introduction of “demand-driven 
funding” for universities had abolished federal limits on 
student enrolments, thereby opening the institutions to 
greater competition among themselves. To help them cope, 

the universities received nearly $400 million of “structural 
adjustment funding” from the government. 

“Yet a Commonwealth policy-induced change that opened 
up Australia’s 61 TAFE institutes to greater competition 
from 5,000 registered training organisations (including 
the universities) attracted not a single cent in adjustment 
funding from the Commonwealth,” the directors say.

They are not alone in pointing out that their institutes 
not only have to compete with the VET providers for 
government funding and students, but also have community 
service obligations that do not apply to the private operators. 

Many of the qualifications 
granted in the VET system are 

not valued by employers
“

”
TAFE students come from a wider range of backgrounds 
than those in most universities, with a higher proportion 
from blue-collar homes and many more Indigenous, 
disadvantaged and disabled students enrolled. As well, the 
TAFE institutes’ geographic reach extends beyond the cities 
and outer suburbs to regional and remote communities – 
areas where few university campuses are located.  

In another submission, the Community Services and Health 
Industry Skills Council notes that two out of every three 
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post-secondary students are undertaking courses in the 
health and community services fields. The council says 
half the nation’s TAFE institutes have major campuses 
in regional and rural locations, with further outposts in 
smaller communities and a range of outreach centres. TAFE 
providers also operate mobile and e-learning facilities to aid 
regional and remote students. 

This involvement of TAFE colleges in regional, rural and 
remote communities puts them in a unique position to 
deliver education and training in health and community 
services, the submission states. By this means, the institutes 
support the recruitment and retention of workers in areas 
that are typically more difficult to fill than in  
metropolitan areas. 

But the council says the demand-driven training market 
created by state and territory governments has led to 
structural and far-reaching reform of their TAFE systems, 
with budgets being cut or linked to student demand. 
Victoria led the way in 2011 in a move that resulted in the 
rationalisation of TAFE colleges with mergers between some 
institutes and some universities taking over TAFE.  

“It is still too early to assess the full impact of these changes,” 
the council says. “However competitive training markets 
come with the risk that if they are implemented without 
sufficient regard for the broader employer and societal 
demands, and requirements for appropriately trained and 
qualified workers, this approach could reduce TAFE’s ability 
to meet the projected 35-77 per cent increase in demand for 

workers in the community services and health industry  
by 2025.”

Several submissions to the House of Representatives 
inquiry are critical of the TAFE colleges and the private 
providers because, they argue, the quality of their training is 
inadequate. 

The Minerals Council of Australia says the publicly funded 
VET sector has largely failed for years to meet the needs 
of the minerals industry. The council raises concerns about 
training outcomes, agreed standards, monitoring and 
auditing, and the availability of reliable information about 
the large number of providers. 

“[We have] consistently advocated for reform of the VET 
sector as we believe that to make an optimum contribution 
to the Australian economy, the sector must be industry-led 
and responsive to the needs of industry. Progress towards 
a demand-driven VET sector is acknowledged, though 
concerns continue to surround the variable quality of 
training outcomes within the sector.”

Adding to criticisms of “unscrupulous private providers” 
mentioned in several submissions, the council says 
these organisations have taken advantage of the lack of 
information available to students by enrolling them in 
courses with little prospect of a job at the end.

“As a result, many of the qualifications granted in the VET 
system are not valued by employers; similarly titled courses 
can be of vastly different durations of days or even years 

TAFE colleges  
deliver more than 
80 per cent of the 
advanced technical 

skills training needed  
by industry and 

commerce.

JOB READY:  
Call for more  
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Completion rates need  
to be improved

and provide variable quality outcomes. A longer course is 
not necessarily a better course – however there have been 
instances of dollar-driven training organisations insisting on 
shorter timelines, against industry’s wishes, to the point of 
adversely affecting quality.” 

One of the 11 industry councils established by the federal 
government to boost skills and workforce development 
is AgriSkills Australia. Its submission points out that to 
contribute to Australia’s global competitiveness and to build 
“a world-class, highly productive workforce”, the agricultural 
food industry needs a flexible, dynamic and responsive 
training system that guarantees the current and future skills 
requirements of their people. 

The council represents 180,000 mostly small to medium 
sized agricultural food enterprises that employ a workforce 
of more than 840,000 people. It says the industry generates 
more than $230 billion each year, accounting for 20 per cent 
of Australia’s export earnings, while also producing 89 per 
cent of Australia’s domestic food supply. And it adds a punch 
line: “One Australian farmer produces enough food to  
feed 155 people.” 

Yet the food industry is facing an urgent need to boost the 
skills of its workforce, while “the rigidity of public funding 
models for delivery of training, and governments’ steadfast 
policy commitment to full qualifications, continues to erode 
the relevance of VET to the agrifood industry at a time  
when these sectors most need to build their skills base,”  
the council says.   

“Of major concern is the variation in the quality of VET 
teaching and assessment delivered by public and private 
training providers. It is vital that courses offered by TAFEs 
and private RTOs reflect industry needs. Trainers must have 
current industry knowledge and be equipped with the skills 
to deliver it via a range of appropriate delivery modes.”
Another of the skills councils, Manufacturing Skills 
Australia, also says TAFE has struggled to meet the rapidly 
changing needs of industry during a period of intensive 
structural adjustment. It says new technologies are 
demanding new skills while the growth of the resources 
sector in regional areas is putting demands on TAFE in 
geographical and skill areas where often the necessary 
educational and human capital resources are not available,  
or have not been considered.
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“The organisational structure of the TAFE system makes 
it slow to respond to these demands, which is resulting in 
increasing criticism .... It could be argued that the move 
to a competitive training market and user choice funding 
models are tools to make the TAFE system more flexible 
and responsive to industry needs. [But] MSA has concerns 
around these models as drivers of change ...”
The council warns that by 2016 Australia will face a shortfall 
of 6,000 technical and trade engineers, and a further 37,000 
professional and management engineers will also be required. 
Yet engineering is one of the skill areas most at risk under 
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the entitlement models being introduced by the various 
state governments.
“The major criticism in relation to the role TAFE plays 
in the development of skills in the Australian economy is 
directed at policy which is largely focused on inputs, that 
is, nominal hours of training activity, rather than outcomes, 
that is course completions,” the MSA says.
“If the TAFE system is to continue to play a major role 
in the development of skills for the Australian economy, 
these completion rates need to be improved. The significant 
public investment in the publicly owned TAFE system 
should provide a benefit for the whole community, of which 
industry is one part.”
The council says the development of a wider market in 
vocational education and training through policy changes 
that provide for privately owned RTOs to operate is not 
in question. However, public investment in vocational 
education and training infrastructure and establishments 
should be used to maximise benefit for all. 
“This investment needs to be done wisely and be supported 
by an economic rationale. That rationale must embrace the 
needs of all under the charter of a public TAFE system, and 
in equitable ways,” the MSA concludes. n

By 2016 Australia  
will face a shortfall of 
6,000 technical and 

trade engineers

iSt
oc

k

INPUTS AND OUTPUTS: 
Debate continues over 

policy directions for TAFE
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QUEST ION T IME

HOUSE RULES

Q: What is cognate debate and when is it used?
A: The word cognate may not be used in ordinary 
conversation much but if you’ve heard of it you’ll know it 
describes things that are similar in nature or quality. 
Apply the word to describe a procedure in the House of 
Representatives and you end up with cognate debate.  
A cognate debate happens when it’s convenient for the House 
to debate together two or more orders of the day rather than 
have separate debates on the individual items. Almost all 
cognate debates occur on related bills, although there have been 
occasions where motions have been debated cognately, as have 
committee reports.
The procedure for cognate debates is not outlined in the standing 
orders. Instead it is an informal practice, tentatively arranged in 
advance and subject to confirmation in the House.
A proposal for a cognate debate on related bills is put to the 
House by the Chair when the first bill of the group is called on. 

This happens in the second reading stage of the bills. If there is 
no objection by any member, debate on the second reading of 
the first bill is then permitted to cover the related bills. Upon the 
conclusion of the debate the usual questions are put to finalise 
the first bill and then separate questions are put, as required, on 
each order of the day as they are each called on.  
In addition to the informal arrangements described above, on 
occasion the House orders bills to be considered together – 
providing in effect a cognate debate. This occurs when the House 
agrees to a motion for the suspension of standing orders to 
enable closely related bills to be called on and debated together. 
Programming motions of this nature have also been used to 
limit the duration of debate during particular stages. Depending 
on the particular circumstances, such motions may provide for 
separate questions to be put on each bill at the conclusion of 
debate, or for a single question to be put on the group of bills 
together. 
In the current (44th) parliament, 81 bills have been debated  
in cognate.

Twenty years ago, in a committee 
room on the second floor of 

Parliament House in Canberra, then 
Deputy Speaker of the House of 
Representatives, Harry Jenkins, declared 
that a “new era in the deliberations of 
the parliament” had begun.
It was 8 June 1994 and the first meeting 
of the House of Representatives Main 
Committee — later renamed the 
Federation Chamber — was underway.
The House now had a parallel chamber 
for debate, allowing more opportunities 
for MPs to speak about bills before 
parliament, committee and delegation 
reports, and constituency issues.
The establishment of a parallel chamber 
was a grand experiment and provided 
a model which not only resonated with 
MPs seeking greater opportunities to 
contribute to debate, but would later be 
adapted by the UK House of Commons 
when, in 1999, it allowed for the House 
to sit in another place — a room off its 
historic Westminster Hall.
Twenty years on, Australia’s Federation 
Chamber is still going strong, meeting 
in the same room where it began two 
decades ago — a room with a layout 
similar to the House chamber but on a 

much smaller scale and where members 
do not have allocated seats. This 
contributes to a different atmosphere 
and dynamics.
All members of the House are also 
members of the Federation Chamber 
and are eligible to participate in its 
meetings. The Deputy Speaker chairs 
the proceedings, assisted by the Second 
Deputy Speaker and members of the 
Speaker’s panel.
As a subordinate body, the Federation 
Chamber considers matters referred 
to it by the House and any decisions 
made by the Federation Chamber 
must be reported to and confirmed by 
the House. Matters routinely referred 
include government bills (second 
reading and consideration in detail 
stages), committee and delegation 
business, and private members’ business. 
Currently, the Federation Chamber 
provides a range of opportunities for 
private members to speak on subjects 
of their own choosing through periods 
set aside for constituency statements 
and 90 second statements, as well as 
the opportunity to participate in weekly 
grievance and adjournment debates.

While the Federation Chamber operates 
by cooperation, it is not immune from 
robust debate on occasion. However, 
unlike the House where questions may 
be decided by division, if a question 
in the Federation Chamber cannot be 
determined ‘on the voices’, the matter is 
reported to the House as an unresolved 
question.
Like the House of Representatives 
Chamber, meetings of the Federation 
Chamber are open to the public or can 
be viewed online at: www.aph.gov.au/
live 
For visitors to Parliament House, the 
more intimate environment provided 
by the Federation Chamber allows 
the opportunity to view up close the 
proceedings of the federal parliament. 
Debates in the Federation Chamber 
are also recorded in Hansard and the 
minutes of its proceedings are included 
in the Votes and Proceedings of the 
House. n

Parallel debating
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