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Malcolm Turnbull has suggested the po!:tical donations issue is complex.

Amid debate over Labor senator Sam Dastyari accepting A$i,6oo from a Chinese company to cover a

travel bill, Opposition Leader Bill Shorten last week put forward some proposals to reform Australia's

federal political donations regime.

This was an attempt by Shorten to shift the spotlight from Dastyari's indefensible conduct onto an

issue he knew would capture the attention of the electorate and media. His proposals included the

suggestion that the disclosure threshold be lowered from A$i3,20o to A$i,ooo.
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But this does not go far enough. The matter that needs urgent attention - one Shorten did not

advocate ~ is the cap that should be placed on all donations from corporations, trade unions,

individuals and third-party entities.

A cap at $1,000 would tackle the issues of undue influence and policy capture that swirl around the

current donations regime. To ignore the need for a modest cap places personal and party interests

before the public interest, yet again.

However, it was good to hear Shorten admit that much harsher penalties are needed for those who do

not comply with political donation laws. This is particularly pleasing because for seven years Shorten

failed to declare some donations, including $40,000 from a director of Unibuilt This money was used

to hire his campaign manager when Shorten first stood for parliament, and covered the period

February to November 2007.

Shorten's memoiy was only jogged a few days prior to his appearance before the trade union royal

commission in July 2015. He suffered no penalty because of inadequate disclosure laws.

It will be interesting to see how harsh the penalties for non-compliance will be in the soon-to-be-
introduced Labor bill on donations reform.

But what about the government?

Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull has suggested the political donations issue is complex. In relation

to third-party entities in particular, it is.

He has also indicated that the Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters (JSCEM) should be

asked to examine the issue. This is particularly worrying given the disregard the government showed

for that committee's 2011 report and to the committee process more generally.

The JSCEM issued a 268-page report in 2011 that has proved to be a total waste of taxpayers' money.

Not one of its recommendations has been implemented. This is a disgraceful waste of what is akin to

investment in research and development. If any private enterprise experienced the same return on its

research and development budget, it would no longer exist.

The JSCEM saga gets worse on two fronts. The first refers to the government's relatively recent reply

to a JSCEM inquiry. The second concerns the committee's chairpersonship.

The Senate referred an inquiry into political donations to the JSCEM in October 2015. It was asked,

among other things, to inquire into:

How many of the recommendations made by the Joint Standing Committee on Electoral

Matters in its 2011 report ... into the funding of political parties and elections campaigns

were accepted by government and how may have been implemented?
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What factors, if any, are contributing to any delays in implementing the accepted

recommendations of the report?

In light of this direction, the JSCEM wrote to the government in early December 2015 seeking a

response. The government replied in the Speaker's schedule of outstanding responses. It included the

following:

... given the passage of time and the change of government, the government does not intend

to respond to the report.

I have written elsewhere that "this is an unacceptable - some might think disgraceful - response to a

key public policy matter", particularly as political donations policy has the potential to affect most

other public policy issues.

Regrettably, the JSCEM saga does not end there. In a little over a year five different people have

chaired the committee, with some serving for only a matter of weeks.

This is an unacceptable approach to the formulation, implementation and evaluation of the federal

political donations regime. It demonstrates the importance the government places on the committee's

workings.

At the time of writing, we are yet to learn who will chair the newly constituted JSCEM. It could well be

a different person, which would bring the number of chairpersons, within a very short period, to six.

If the issues raised here signify the best Australia's federal politicians can do to reform political

donations, the public interest is in peril. The electorate and media need to maintain pressure for

meaningful reform, and every reform politicians put forward needs to be motivated solely by the

desire to enhance the public interest.

In anywell-functioning democracy, the public interest must always take precedence over personal

and party interests.
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