Senate Rural and Regional Affairs and Transport Legislation Committee
ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS ON NOTICE

Transport and Regional Services Portfolio

Department of Transport and Regional Services
Budget Estimates 2001-2002, (19 June 2001)


Question: RSDLG 89

Topic: Newcastle Structural Adjustment Fund (NSAF) –Impulse Call Centre

Hansard Page/Written Question on Notice: Additional

Output:  2.2 Services to Communities

Senator Mackay asked:

1. In terms of the $2.5m grant to the Impulse Call Centre, what is there to stop Qantas from closing the call centre at the end of the three year agreement, reaping the benefit of taxpayers money and selling the building?

2. If centre is closed by Qantas before the three year period expires, will the Federal Govt recoup these funds from Qantas, or just the ownership of the building in which the call centre is located?  What are the possible outcomes?

3. If the grant is recovered, will this money revert to the Newcastle Structural Adjustment fund for allocation to other job creation projects in the Hunter region? How?  Do we have a commitment that this would happen?

4. 120 Impulse workers have not been to work for 3 weeks, with no change in sight.  What will the govt do to ensure these jobs stay in the Hunter region if this call centre closes down?

5. Does the Dept. know of the payment and amounts of any commissions to either Bob Baldwin, the former member for Paterson, or Simon Westaway, in connection with the establishment of this call centre?  Were they paid by Impulse or the Federal Govt?

6. Minister, when you were asked in the Senate if Impulse’s application for funds had been fastracked, you replied, ‘We try and get these things through as quickly as possible’.  How do you and the Dept. do that?  What is the process behind these grants?  What were the criteria?

7. Was it fast-tracked as a result of Bob Baldwin’s involvement?  What was Simon Westaway’s involvement?

8. Minister, in your release of the 19th January you said:

“All our projects have been thoroughly investigated by my Department and to suggest political favouritism is an outrageous criticism of commonwealth public servants, which I reject entirely”.

What sort of investigation process took place?  How did the Department satisfy itself Impulse was a worthwhile investment considering competition in the industry, and a history of collapse of smaller aviation players?

9. The $2.5m was meant to generate 70 jobs in April 2000 and a further 150 within a year.  Yet as at May 26th, the Centre only had 120 staff, who are on permanent leave at last reports.  What action can the Dept. take on the failure of projects to meet job benchmarks?  Will Qantas be required to increase the jobs at the call centre in accordance with the benchmarks?

10. Is the Department aware of any other projects that have failed to meet benchmarks?  Which ones? (Newcastle Structural Adjustment Fund)

Answer:

1–4.

&9.
Impulse is responsible for the meeting of the conditions of the grant to the Newcastle Call Centre.  Workers have now returned to secure jobs.  A mortgage between Impulse Communications and the Commonwealth over the Call Centre premises secures the $2.5m grant provided by the Commonwealth to establish the Call Centre.  Under the mortgage, Impulse Communications will be released from repayment of the grant if it meets certain conditions.  Given the new commercial arrangements between Impulse and Qantas, a variation of the mortgage was required to protect the requirement for 150 jobs for two years.  If the conditions of the mortgage are not met by Impulse Communications the Commonwealth can seek repayment of the amount.  There is no arrangement between the Commonwealth and Qantas over the Call Centre.



5.
No.



6&7.
The Minister approves grants under the NSAF following assessment of and recommendations on project applications by the Department.  In view of the size of the grant to Impulse, the Commonwealth secured the grant with a mortgage as described above.  In all other NSAF cases, following the approval of the Minister, the NSW Department of State and Regional Development finalises a Deed of Grant with the proponent and arranges the payment of the grant as the proponent reaches various milestones.  All project applications are dealt with as expeditiously as possible in order that the funds for successful projects can be released to assist affected areas without delay.  The criteria for the assessment of projects are:

The proposal must lead to sustainable private sector employment

At least 50% of the funding must come from sources other than the NSW and Commonwealth Governments’ allocations for Newcastle

The project must be based in the Hunter’s regional competitive advantage; and

The Commonwealth’s funds must not be put to purposes that are inconsistent with other Commonwealth policies.



8.
The Government agreed to fund the project because it met the NSAF criteria and would realise substantial employment in the Newcastle region



10.
NSAF projects are required to meet milestones to obtain progress payments.  All milestones have been met to date for all NSAF projects.
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