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Committee met at 09:00. 

CHAIR (Senator Heffernan):  I declare open this public hearing of the Senate Rural and 

Regional Affairs and Transport Legislation Committee and note for the benefit of everyone 

that what comes around goes around. The clock has turned, Deputy Chair Sterle: you are on 

the other side. 

Senator STERLE:  Yes—sacked! 

CHAIR:   No, never. Today the committee will commence its examination of 

supplementary budget estimates with the Department of Infrastructure and Regional 

Development. The committee has fixed Friday, 10 January as the date of the return of answers 

to questions taken on notice. This deadline is longer than the usual time frame for the return 

of answers to questions taken on notice to account for the time agreed by the committee for 

senators to provide written questions on notice to the committee secretariat. Senators are 

reminded that any written questions on notice should be provided to the committee secretariat 

by close of business on Friday, 28 November. 

Under standing order 26, the committee must take all evidence in public session. This 

includes answers to questions on notice. Officers and senators are familiar with the rules of 

the Senate governing estimates hearings. If you need assistance, the secretariat can provide a 

copy of the rules. I particularly draw the attention of witnesses to an order of the Senate of 13 

May 2009 specifying the process by which a claim of public interest immunity should be 

raised, which I now incorporate in Hansard. 

The extract read as followsð 

Public interest immunity claims 

That the Senate— 
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(a) notes that ministers and officers have continued to refuse to provide information to Senate 

committees without properly raising claims of public interest immunity as required by past resolutions 

of the Senate; 

(b) reaffirms the principles of past resolutions of the Senate by this order, to provide ministers and 

officers with guidance as to the proper process for raising public interest immunity claims and to 

consolidate those past resolutions of the Senate; 

(c) orders that the following operate as an order of continuing effect: 

(1) If: 

 (a) a Senate committee, or a senator in the course of proceedings of a committee, requests 

information or a document from a Commonwealth department or agency; and 

 (b) an officer of the department or agency to whom the request is directed believes that it may not 

be in the public interest to disclose the information or document to the committee, the officer shall state 

to the committee the ground on which the officer believes that it may not be in the public interest to 

disclose the information or document to the committee, and specify the harm to the public interest that 

could result from the disclosure of the information or document. 

(2) If, after receiving the officer’s statement under paragraph (1), the committee or the senator 

requests the officer to refer the question of the disclosure of the information or document to a 

responsible minister, the officer shall refer that question to the minister. 

(3) If a minister, on a reference by an officer under paragraph (2), concludes that it would not be in 

the public interest to disclose the information or document to the committee, the minister shall provide 

to the committee a statement of the ground for that conclusion, specifying the harm to the public interest 

that could result from the disclosure of the information or document. 

(4) A minister, in a statement under paragraph (3), shall indicate whether the harm to the public 

interest that could result from the disclosure of the information or document to the committee could 

result only from the publication of the information or document by the committee, or could result, 

equally or in part, from the disclosure of the information or document to the committee as in camera 

evidence. 

(5) If, after considering a statement by a minister provided under paragraph (3), the committee 

concludes that the statement does not sufficiently justify the withholding of the information or 

document from the committee, the committee shall report the matter to the Senate. 

(6) A decision by a committee not to report a matter to the Senate under paragraph (5) does not 

prevent a senator from raising the matter in the Senate in accordance with other procedures of the 

Senate. 

(7) A statement that information or a document is not published, or is confidential, or consists of 

advice to, or internal deliberations of, government, in the absence of specification of the harm to the 

public interest that could result from the disclosure of the information or document, is not a statement 

that meets the requirements of paragraph (1) or (4). 

(8) If a minister concludes that a statement under paragraph (3) should more appropriately be made 

by the head of an agency, by reason of the independence of that agency from ministerial direction or 

control, the minister shall inform the committee of that conclusion and the reason for that conclusion, 

and shall refer the matter to the head of the agency, who shall then be required to provide a statement in 

accordance with paragraph (3). 

(d) requires the Procedure Committee to review the operation of this order and report to the Senate by 

20 August 2009. 

(13 May 2009 J.1941) 

(Extract, Senate Standing Orders, pp 124-125) 
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Officers called upon for the first time to answer a question should state their full name and 

position for the Hansard record, and witnesses should speak clearly into the microphone and 

act with honesty and truth. I remind everyone present to switch off their mobile phones or 

render them inaudible, and that especially applies to me. 

Department of Infrastructure and Regional Development 

[09:01] 

CHAIR:   I welcome Senator the Hon. Arthur Sinodinos, Assistant Treasurer, representing 

the Minister for Infrastructure and Regional Development. I also welcome the hardworking, 

long-occupied Mr Mike Mrdak, Secretary to the Department of Infrastructure and Regional 

Development, and officers of the department. Minister, would you or Mr Mrdak like to make 

an opening statement? 

Senator Sinodinos:  I think I will defer to Mr Mrdak. 

CHAIR:   Mr Mrdak, would you like to make an opening statement? 

Mr Mrdak :  Yes, thank you, Chair. I would like to just make some brief opening 

comments about the department's structure to provide some context for today's hearing, in 

particular following the changes to the portfolio following the machinery-of-government 

changes. The administrative arrangements order of 18 September closed the former 

Department of Regional Australia, Local Government, Arts and Sport and transferred the 

functions of the former department to three departments. Infrastructure is effectively the 

successor agency. The arts functions were transferred to the Attorney-General's Department 

and the sports functions were transferred to the Department of Health. The remaining 

functions relating to regional Australia, territories and local government were transferred to 

this department, and we are now the Department of Infrastructure and Regional Development. 

The two departments shared an ongoing and productive relationship through a shared 

services agreement following the 2010 machinery-of-government changes, which then saw 

regional functions transferred to the new department of regional Australia. In addition, prior 

to 2007, the territories functions were part of this portfolio. Due to these previous 

relationships, we are fortunate in being able to speedily set up the changes and challenges that 

we will meet through the machinery-of-government changes. 

The government has given the portfolio an economic development investment focus. This 

is a critical focus for the department and the portfolio: economic development for all of our 

regions and investing in infrastructure for our communities to meet the growth and 

development challenges the nation faces. The Infrastructure Investment Program will 

continue to be a priority, and the transport agenda continues to involve significant national 

and international reforms. 

Overall, the new department is responsible for promoting, evaluating, planning and 

investing in infrastructure, fostering an efficient, sustainable, competitive, safe and secure 

transport system and ensuring a strong and livable Australia by focusing on effective local 

government and external territories administration and regional development that enables 

communities to achieve social and economic development. The new department provides the 

opportunity to integrate regional economic development with Commonwealth infrastructure 

investment programs. Accordingly, we have structured the department to integrate regional 

policy, programs and investment with the infrastructure and transport structure. This has 
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enabled us to avoid overlap and make structural senior staff savings. It integrates our 

investment approaches to get the best delivery and minimises the cost of program delivery. 

Accordingly, I have established a Local Government and Territories Division with a 

function priority on reform and service delivery and reconstruction programs. This division's 

responsibilities now also include Regional Development Australia. This new division will 

bring together all of our community governance and service functions, including local 

government. 

In line with my intention to get the best optimal outcome on our program delivery, I have 

moved the regional programs delivery work to the Infrastructure Investment Division of the 

department. This will enable a single area to handle all investment programs and projects. We 

have also consolidated the research and strategic policy issues of both departments into a 

single Policy and Research Division, allowing our planning and research work to be 

complemented. That was formerly undertaken by the department of regional Australia on 

regional planning. In addition, a new Planning Analysis Branch— 

Senator LINES:  While this is good, I have questions which I would rather go to. 

CHAIR:   Yes, this is the opening statement. 

Senator LINES:  Okay. I am just concerned that we only have 30 minutes and it has taken 

quite a bit of time already. 

CHAIR:   No worries. 

Mr Mrdak :  I will not drag it on too much longer, Senator. In addition, a new Planning 

Analysis Branch brings together all the department's investment planning and community 

planning work, including the policy and research work undertaken by the Major Cities Unit 

and the High Speed Rail Unit, national transport planning and the strategic regional 

investment planning work. I would also like to note that the National Capital Authority is now 

an agency within the portfolio. 

Finally, there have been a number of senior staffing changes at the department as a result of 

the machinery-of-government changes. A number of senior officers from the former 

department of regional Australia have moved to other roles, and this is the first stage of our 

consolidation of functions and reducing our operating costs. A number of officers have also 

been seconded to other portfolios. Mr David Williamson, Executive Director of the Policy 

and Research Division, has been seconded to lead the development of the government's 

initiative on economic development in Northern Australia through the Northern Australia 

white paper. This is an initiative being undertaken in collaboration between my department 

and the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet. 

The new department is responsible for the administration of $7.9 billion in Commonwealth 

investment funding in 2013-14; $3.3 billion will be paid directly by the department, with the 

balance paid to state and territory governments by the Treasury. This total amount will 

increase to $9.2 billion in 2014-15 due to the full-year impact of the programs transferred 

from the former department of regional Australia. 

Following the recent machinery-of-government changes, the headcount of my department 

is approximately 1,215 people. The number comprises some 949 employees of my former 

Department of Infrastructure and Transport and 256 employees of the former department of 

regional Australia. I hope these comments will provide some context for the activities now 
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being undertaken by the department. With your permission, Chair, I would like to table the 

organisational chart for the department. 

CHAIR:   Righto. So moved. 

Mr Mrdak :  Thank you, Chair. 

CHAIR:   Thank you. 

Senator STERLE:  Can I just clarify. Mr Mrdak: I listened intently to your opening 

statement and have worked out that now regional development comes under local government 

and territories, which we have at 9.15 tonight, but where will we put specific questions on 

regional development and infrastructure? 

Mr Mrdak :  In terms of Regional Development Australia, those issues are with the 

Territories and Local Government Division. In relation to regional programs and investments, 

they are with the Infrastructure Investment Division. 

Senator STERLE:  Early this morning? 

Mr Mrdak :  Early this morning. All matters in relation to regional programs and 

investment projects are with Infrastructure Investment. 

Senator STERLE:  That is tremendous. Thank you, Mr Mrdak. 

Senator LINES:  Thanks for the overview of the department in your opening remarks. 

When you went through the change of department name, what was the process? What did you 

have to change, and what has happened to stocks of paper et cetera that had the old title? 

Mr Mrdak :  We have minimised changes wherever possible. Clearly, the major changes 

have been in our integration of the people and our finance and all of our corporate systems. 

There has not been a lot of change of titles that necessitated new letterhead and the like. We 

have minimised those. I will just check with my chief operating officer, but I do not think we 

have made significant changes in that area. 

Mr Banham:  Very minimal change as far as signage and costs associated with the recent 

change—I would estimate it is a maximum of about $2,000. We did a costing a couple of 

weeks ago. 

Senator LINES:  A follow-up question to that is: who actually did all the work? How 

many staff were involved, and how long did it take to make all of the changes? 

Mr Mrdak :  I asked my chief operating officer, Mr Banham, to lead the work. Essentially 

it has been done by all of our existing teams in our Corporate Division, who worked pretty 

closely with the corporate staff transferring across from the former department of regional 

Australia. We did it through a small team of people drawn from existing staff. 

Senator LINES:  So they were taken away from their everyday work to do this work? 

Mr Mrdak :  No, it was done as part of their everyday work. 

Senator LINES:  What estimate of time would you say? Was it half their working week, 

80 per cent or 50 per cent? 

Mr Mrdak :  It would probably be a lesser proportion. As I said, we were fortunate in the 

sense that— 

Senator LINES:  What sort of proportion? 
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Mr Mrdak :  I would have to check, but I would say probably— 

Mr Banham:  It would be minimal. Most of the changes were already in place because we 

had been providing services to the former department before. 

Senator LINES:  When you say 'minimal', can you put a number on it, please? 

Mr Banham:  No, I could not. For some people it would have been quite a few hours a day 

over a couple of weeks. They are the people who have been involved more in the physical 

movement. 

Senator LINES:  So, what, 50 per cent? 

Mr Banham:  But for most people it could represent less than one per cent of their time. 

Senator LINES:  And for yourself? You led the change. What percentage of your work 

was it? 

Mr Banham:  It would have varied. Over the last, say, six to eight weeks it would have 

occupied about 20 per cent of my time. 

Senator LINES:  Can you provide the committee with a breakdown of all the costs, 

including the costs of staff time, associated with the change. You have said about $2,000 in 

changing your letterheads et cetera, so can you give us a breakdown of the other costs. 

Mr Banham:  Our best estimate at this moment for the actual physical change is about 

$6,000, and that was almost all going towards removalists to help people move furniture and 

equipment. 

Senator LINES:  And staff costs? 

Mr B anham:  We do not have a breakdown. We did not record the detail of staff costs. 

Senator LINES:  Given that you were leading, what would you estimate that to be? 

Mr Banham:  As I mentioned earlier, it does vary. For some people it was marginal, and 

some people would have spent a few days working on it. 

Senator LINES:  But for you it was 20 per cent of your time. 

Mr Banham:  For me it was 20 per cent. 

Senator LINES:  Can you get that cost, please? 

Mr Mrdak :  We will take that on notice and just see what further detail we can provide. 

Senator LINES:  That is a bit frustrating, because we have the person here who led the 

change, who cannot give us a sense of—if I were leading change, I would be able to say to 

you, 'Look, it involved this much staff time; therefore it is this cost.' I do not really think it 

should be a question on notice. 

Senator Sinodinos:  I think if you want accurate information, Senator, it is better to do it 

as a question on notice. I think the question should also cover the savings from bringing two 

departments together. 

Senator LINES:  I will put on notice my question of what the costs were, thank you—and 

thank you, Senator Sinodinos. You also gave us a breakdown of the staff—1,215, you said, 

949 of which were existing staff and 256 of which were staff that you added in from your 

amalgamation. Of those staff, which ones are employed on fixed-term contracts or employed 
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on a temporary basis? Or, if it is easier, what numbers of those staff are permanent full-time 

staff? 

Mr Mrdak :  The vast bulk of those staff are full-time staff. I will just see if we have a 

more accurate number. I think we have very few staff on contract. 

Mr Banham:  That is correct. We would have probably fewer than 10 people who are on 

APS non-ongoing contracts. Everybody else would be— 

Senator LINES:  Ten? 

Mr Banham:  Yes. 

Senator LINES:  Those numbers you have provided—1,215—are the total staff numbers 

including the 10 people on fixed-term contracts? 

Mr Banham:  That is correct. 

Senator LINES:   Have there been any appointments to the department since the election 

other than the staff you brought over through the amalgamation? 

Mr Mrdak :  I do not think so. I think we may have filled some vacancies that were under 

finalisation. I will check, but I do not think we have filled any. 

Mr Banham:  No, I do not think so. 

Senator LINES:  So those are included in the number you gave? 

Mr Mrdak :  That is right. That is the headcount as of today. 

Senator LINES:  The government has announced that it plans to cut the Public Service by 

12,000. What, if any, is your department contributing to meet that target? 

Mr Mrdak :  We are yet to receive further advice in relation to how that decision will be 

implemented. That is a matter which the government is now considering as part of its budget 

process. 

Senator LINES:  Given that you have got 10 people on contracts, what are the steps that 

you would take to meet a target? 

Mr Mrdak :  Certainly, in accordance with the advice from the Public Service 

Commissioner, we are now implementing that advice. In a sense, we are not continuing with 

any recruitment actions. We are seeking external recruitment actions. We are seeking to fill 

any vacancies within the department from existing staff, wherever possible. Certainly, as non-

ongoing contracts start to come up for renewal we will not proceed with those, except in 

exceptional circumstances where we can make a case to the Public Service Commissioner. 

Senator LINES:  What is your current vacancy rate? 

Mr Mrdak :  We do not have a vacancy rate per se. We have positions— 

Senator LINES:  Let me put it another way: what number of positions are you carrying 

that are currently unfilled? 

Mr Mrdak :  We do not have any unfilled positions. We essentially are operating within 

the staffing levels we have. I give each of my operating divisions a budget. They operate 

within that budget. They are currently operating with the staffing that they have. 

Senator LINES:  Of the 10 people whom you said are on fixed terms, they are full-time 

FTEs? They are 10 people filling 10 FTE positions? 
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Mr Banham:  They are not FTE—they are 10 people, not necessarily full-time equivalent. 

A number of them are actually part time. 

Senator LINES:  I am just a bit confused now. We have 1,215 staff. We have just heard 

there is no ongoing vacancies, yet we have 10 people filling contract positions but not at the 

full -time rate. So there must be some level of vacancy within the department. 

Mr Banham:  Some are full time; some are part time. 

Senator LINES:  With respect to those who are part time, one assumes that the unfilled 

portion of that job is a potential vacancy against the department? 

Mr Mrdak :  Not necessarily. It would very much depend on the nature of the work 

involved. Some people are engaged on contracts, on part-time arrangements. 

Senator LINES:  I am just trying to get to what your staffing levels are. You said you have 

currently got 1,215 staff and of that number you have 10 staff on contract. You have now told 

me that not all of the 10 are filling a full-time position so that would lead me to assume that 

there are some part-timers left over within the department. There is some scope there. 

Mr Banham:  Most of the non-ongoing contracts tend to be backfilling people on 

maternity leave and those sorts of arrangements. 

Senator LINES:  Those are all my questions at this point. I might come back. So if anyone 

else has got questions— 

Senator GALLACHER:   The 1,215 people is the number you have given us this 

morning? 

Mr Mr dak:  Yes. 

Senator GALLACHER:   You are uncertain about any target of attrition in the 12,000 

global figure. When do you expect to get advice on how many people you are going to cut? 

Mr Mrdak :  Clearly, the government is now going through its midyear economic forecast 

and the 2014 budget process is now underway. The department has certainly had advice in 

relation to the existing efficiency dividend and savings requirements. We are working to that. 

Any additional advice will be provided, I expect, through the budget processes. 

Senator GALLACHER:   You have picked up regional; you have picked up 256 staff? 

Mr Mrdak :  Yes. 

Senator GALLACHER:   The government has a proposed white paper on Northern 

Australia, which will presumably mean more work. What is your scope for being able to 

complete that work if you are in a constrained period about employment? 

Mr Mrdak :  In terms of the white paper, there is a small team in the Department of the 

Prime Minister and Cabinet, which we are supporting with five officers. Once that work is 

completed we will have better understanding and when the government has taken decisions in 

relation to its future policy and progress we will have a better understanding of what the 

workload is. Clearly, we all anticipate the department, along with other APS agencies, will 

have to operate in a much more resource constrained environment over the coming years. We 

will have to shape our department to meet those requirements. 
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Senator GALLACHER:   I have seen media reports that there is a consolidation, if you 

like, of the presence of departmental heads and secretaries in Canberra. How is that going to 

work with regional Australia? 

Mr Mrdak :  Certainly, we do have, as a result of the integration of the two departments, a 

number of officers around Australia both in capital cities and in regional locations. We will 

have to review all of our services and functions across the department over the next year or 

two. I have not reached any decisions as yet about colocation or any other issues. Clearly, we 

may have opportunities for some savings by locating our officers together, much more so if 

that is not the case to date. But I have not reached any decisions in relation to those as yet. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Have you put any thought into how a regional Australia 

department is actually going to be effective if it is constrained by having its leadership in 

Canberra? 

Mr Mrdak :  At the moment, the relatively small number of staff we have outside Canberra 

are largely performing functions in relation to the Regional Development Australia network 

and the support processes for that. The government has indicated its intention to review the 

engagement of the regional Australia network. We will obviously have to shape our 

departmental structure and support functions, depending on where government reaches in 

relation to its future decisions on RDAs. I cannot give you any more detail than that at this 

stage. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Just to stick on the theme of efficiency and staffing levels, 

where people are going to be based and just to go to the normal costs of operation, since 

September this year how many sick days have been taken by your departmental officers? 

Mr Mrdak :  I think the average for the year is about 4.5 days per employee. 

Senator GALLACHER:   So 1,200 times 4.5? 

Mr Mrdak :  I think the average is about 4.5 days.  

Mr Banham:  It is 4.95. 

CHAIR:   Are you able to model whether they occur around long weekends, the footy final 

and those sorts of things? 

Mr Mrdak :  We do look very closely at such leave arrangements. There is not a pattern 

like that. 

Senator GALLACHER:   What is the cost—we are looking at taxpayers' dollars here. So 

if you have 4.9 or five days times 1,200, what does that actually cost in dollar terms? 

Mr Mrdak :  I do not have that detail with me. I will have to take it on notice. We 

obviously do, under our collective agreement, make provision for people to have a certain 

number of days, which is sick and personal leave. We would obviously factor that into our 

planning for the year. But I do not have any exact figures. I will take that on notice if that is 

okay. 

Senator GALLACHER:   How many staff do you have on extended sick leave? 

Mr Mrdak :  Again, I would have to check. I will take that on notice. It is a very small 

number who have some very serious health conditions, but we manage those in accordance 

with our requirements. 
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Senator GALLACHER:   Are any of those characterised by what is called stress leave? 

Mr Mrdak :   Not of that health nature that I am aware of.  

Senator GALLACHER:   What sort of steps are you putting in place to avoid stress? 

Mr Mrdak :  Like any agency, we are aware of making sure our workplace provides a 

good balance of people's working time with their personal requirements. We do provide our 

leave under our collective agreement arrangements. We also provide support services for all 

of our staff in terms of guidance and support from our HR area. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Just a couple of questions on the incoming government. How 

many departmental officers have been seconded to Minister Truss's office? 

Mr Mrdak :  Apart from our departmental liaison officers, I think we currently have one 

member of our department who is providing support services for the minister's office, in 

addition to our two departmental liaison officers. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Is that a temporary or permanent position? 

Mr Mrdak :  The departmental liaison officers are permanent in accordance with the 

arrangements. The one support staff at this stage is temporary. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Assistant Minister Briggs—has he had any additional resources 

sent from the department? 

Mr Mrdak :  Currently, we have one departmental liaison officer and one officer on short-

term secondment to assist the assistant minister. 

Senator GALLAC HER:   How do they get paid? Are they paid by the department or are 

they engaged under the MOP(S) Act? 

Mr Mrdak :  They are members of the department and, I think, they are paid by the 

department. 

Senator LINES:  This is a question to Senator Sinodinos. Has the minister received a 

charter letter from the Prime Minister or is it expected that a charter letter will be received by 

the minister? 

Senator Sinodinos:  Is that a question to me? 

Senator LINES:  Yes. 

Senator Sinodinos:  In relation to this portfolio? 

Senator LINES:  Yes, the charter letter. 

Senator Sinodinos:  I am the Assistant Treasurer so I go up through the Treasury chain, 

and the Prime Minister writes a charter letter to the Treasurer as the portfolio minister and 

then the Treasurer writes a charter letter to the more junior people in the portfolio, including 

myself and the parliamentary secretary to the Treasurer, which outlines our duties. 

Senator LINES:  But you are here, representing Minister Truss. Has there been a charter 

letter for this? 

Senator Sinodinos:  No. 

Senator LINES:  There has not been.  

CHAIR:   The same applied to your mob. 

Senator Sinodinos:  It is the same process. 
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Senator LINES:  A question then to Mr Mrdak: have you received a charter letter? 

Mr Mrdak :  I have received a copy of the letter provided to the Deputy Prime Minister. 

Senator LINES:  Can you detail the division of responsibilities between Minister Truss 

and Assistant Minister Briggs? 

Mr Mrdak :  Yes. Assistant Minister Briggs has been given a number of specific 

responsibilities. They are, firstly, for the delivery of the government's significant 

infrastructure investment package, particularly the government's commitments to the Urban 

Roads projects, which, as you are aware, are significant commitments by the government in 

investment. Minister Briggs has responsibility for implementation of those projects. He also 

has responsibility for infrastructure investment financing reform—funding and financing 

options for the future of infrastructure investment. He also has particular responsibility for 

territories within the portfolio. In addition to that, he is also dealing with matters relating to 

road safety and vehicle standards. 

Senator LINES:  Have those arrangements been finalised or could they change on receipt 

of a charter letter from the Prime Minister? 

Mr Mrdak :  They have been finalised on the advice provided by the Prime Minister to the 

Deputy Prime Minister. 

Senator LINES:  Where are these arrangements recorded? Can we find them? 

Mr Mrdak :  They are set out in the way the department operates, and I will check, but I 

think the details have been publicly made known by ministers in their public comments. 

Senator LINES:  I realise that you cannot necessarily provide us with details about 

briefings and submissions to ministers but I am interested in what has been provided to 

ministers. 

Mr Mrdak :  The department provides an extensive range of advice on all matters covered 

by portfolio responsibilities. 

CHAIR:   Including two-dollar cockups by the previous government, I presume. 

Mr Mrdak :  We do provide extensive advice on all portfolio matters, and clearly that has 

been occurring since the swearing in of ministers. 

Senator LINES:  How many briefings and submissions have you made? 

Mr Mrdak :  I would have to take that on notice. It would be a rather large number, I 

would imagine. 

Senator LINES:  I would want to know how many were information briefs and how many 

were decision briefs. 

Mr Mrdak :  We provide briefs to ministers which require action in terms of decisions. I 

can take on notice how many briefs have been provided. 

Senator FAWCETT:   The last time we met in estimates, you were anticipating giving a 

brief to former minister Albanese about the Senate report into air accident investigations. You 

anticipated giving that to him, I think, within 10 days of the date of the estimates. Could you 

confirm what date the department did provide that brief  for action to the minister? 

Mr Mrdak :  Following our conversation at the 29 May estimates, I provided advice to the 

minister on 5 June 2013. 
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Senator FAWCETT:   Did that have recommendations for a response to the Senate report? 

Mr Mrdak :  It provided advice on the Senate report, including options for handling of the 

Senate inquiry report, yes. 

Senator FAWCETT:   Did it flag the fact that there were safety implications raised in the 

Senate report? 

Mr Mrdak :  It certainly drew to the minister's attention the findings of the Senate 

committee report. 

Senator LINES:  What are your FOI procedures, please? 

Mr Mrdak :  We operate a dedicated FOI officer, who upon receipt of all FOI applications 

works in accordance with the act and works with the people seeking the information to define 

their request. We then provide that request to the responsible area of the department which 

then prepares an estimate of costs in accordance with the legislation and starts to identify all 

of the documents as part of the process. Then we follow the process back with those seeking 

the information to give them an estimate of costs and a determination of the availability of 

documents. Then we apply a decision making process by the relevant decision maker—

generally one of my division heads—who then makes a decision on access to the documents. 

CHAIR:   That concludes the Corporate Services division. We now go to Infrastructure 

Australia and Infrastructure Investment. 

Infrastructure Australia  

[09:31] 

CHAIR:   We will now move to Infrastructure Australia and Infrastructure Development. 

Senator RUSTON:  I just have questions in relation to three road projects in the northern 

part of the country. Could you let us know: have you received any submissions in relation to 

the Tanami highway? 

Mr Deegan:  Infrastructure Australia had received a submission from the Northern 

Territory government on the Tanami Road, yes. 

Senator RUSTON:  Has any action commenced in relation to that or in terms of the 

investigation—nature, scope et cetera—of the proposal? 

Mr Deegan:  We made some recommendations; I understand that no action has been taken 

at this stage. That was in the life of the previous government. 

Senator RUSTON:  So the previous government has not made any instruction in relation 

to that highway. Do we have the figures on what has actually been spent so far in terms of the 

Outback Highway upgrade? 

Mr Deegan:  The department would be in a better position to respond to that. 

Mr Mrdak :  Senator, we can get you that figure—and, as you would be aware, the 

government has also made, as part of its investment strategy, a significant commitment of $33 

million to the future funding for the Outback Highway. 

Senator RUSTON:  Have we got any further in terms of the assessment of what that $33 

million is going to be applied to with the Outback Highway? 

Mr Mrdak :  Not as yet; we are just in the early stages now of the government settling its 

investment program. Then we will start working with the state and Territory governments and 
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the local councils involved in settling a program of works given the cash profile of the 

election commitment. 

Senator RUSTON:  Just in relation to what has happened so far: to what extent did the 

previous government instruct the department about the development of this highway? Was it 

considered a priority? 

Mr Mrdak :  There was an existing program which was completed during the time of the 

former government. But no new, additional investment was provided during the former 

government's time. As I say, there is a forward program by the new government which will 

provide new work in relation to the Outback Highway. 

Senator RUSTON:  So the $33 million is obviously a program that came through from the 

coalition government; there was no program that would have been in place with the previous 

government, as far as you are aware, for the— 

Mr Mrdak :  Under the former government there were projects which were being 

completed. There was the former AusLink program, which was completed under the term of 

the former government. 

Senator RUSTON:  Thank you. Just finally, the Hann Highway: was there any assessment 

done of that particular halfway in relation to its condition, the feasibility for its remediation et 

cetera? 

Mr Mrdak :  Not by the department of infrastructure; I will take that on notice to see 

whether there is any assessment work undertaken by the former department of regional 

Australia—but certainly not by the infrastructure department, that I am aware of. 

Senator RUSTON:   So basically there is no scope or nature of works that would be in 

place to determine whether that particular highway— 

Mr Mrdak :  There may be advice from the Queensland government, but I take that on 

notice. 

Senator RUSTON:  So there was no advice sought from your department by the previous 

government in relation to funding for this project, particularly the nation building allocation 

programs? 

Mr Mrdak :  Not that I am aware of, no. 

Senator RUSTON:  Thank you very much. 

Senator BUSHBY:  I am not sure whether this is the right place to ask this question. It is 

about the $100 million that was promised for various infrastructure projects in Tasmania. Is 

this the right place? 

Mr Mrdak :  Yes. 

Senator BUSHBY:  Firstly, can the department explain how projects under that initial 

Tasmanian Jobs and Growth Plan came about? 

Mr Mrdak :  We are somewhat going to be reliant on the officers who were involved in 

that, I think, from the former Department of Regional Australia. I will just make sure that we 

have the right people here. Essentially, Senator, as I am advised, the projects were identified 

by the then Commonwealth ministers with responsibility for regional development. My 

understanding is that a process was undertaken with the Tasmanian government, the 
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Economic Diversification Taskforce Tasmania and other key stakeholders. My understanding 

is that that process brought together a list of projects that may be suitable for funding under 

the program that was done, as you know, under the Tasmanian Forest Agreement process. In 

the end, though, my understanding is that the judgement on the project list was settled by 

Commonwealth ministers. 

Senator BUSHBY:  So the actual decision on which projects to include was a political 

decision made by ministers prior to the last election? 

Mr Mrdak :  My understanding is that, while there were projects identified through various 

processes, the ultimate decisions on that project list were taken by former government 

ministers. 

Senator BUSHBY:  Were all the projects announced fully sorted through in terms of the 

appropriate due diligence that government would normally do at the time of announcement? 

Mr Mrdak :  I think there are varying degrees of information available on the projects. We 

do not have a lot of information on some of the projects. That is one of the things that we are 

now undertaking in relation to that. 

Mr Jaggers:  The department has not yet undertaken due diligence work or value for 

money assessments on those projects. 

Senator BUSHBY:  Are they currently working on or looking at some of them? 

Mr Jaggers:  We will be commencing due diligence work on those projects. 

CHAIR:   He is trying to get a black-and-white answer: have you started or not? You just 

said that you are going to or you are thinking about it. Yes or no? 

Mr Jaggers:  We have not started yet. 

Senator BUSHBY:  So, obviously, if you have not done it, it was not done prior to the 

election but it will be done. 

Mr Jaggers:  That is correct. 

Senator BUSHBY:  What is the sort of time line that we are looking at in terms of 

achieving that? Do we have any indication at this point? 

Mr Jaggers:  The assistant minister has written to all of the project proponents advising 

them of the government's intention to proceed with the projects subject to meeting all of the 

due diligence and value for money tests. We anticipate going out to those project proponents 

within the next week or so seeking advice from them so that the department can undertake 

that assessment. 

Senator BUSHBY:  The due diligence and value for money tests are something that you 

would apply in all cases when announcements like this are made? 

Mr Jaggers:  Yes. 

Senator BUSHBY:  The Prime Minister, when he announced this previously also 

indicated that those projects would be subject to the due diligence and value for money tests. 

That is correct, is it not? 

Mr Jaggers:  That is correct. That has been reaffirmed by statements by the Deputy Prime 

Minister and the assistant minister since. 

Senator BUSHBY:  Thank you. 
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Senator STERLE:  Hi, Mr Deegan. It is great to see you back. Have there been any 

discussions with government about any taxation incentives for infrastructure funding? 

Mr Deegan:  Thanks, Senator. You would be aware that legislation was passed through the 

parliament last year that provides a taxation incentive for a range of infrastructure projects 

across the four areas with which we deal—telecommunications, transport, energy and water—

and they go to particular issues around continuity of ownership. We are currently in 

discussions with a number of proponents across each of those sectors and the requirements are 

that they meet the tests established within Infrastructure Australia before they would be 

eligible for that taxation arrangement. In terms of future arrangements, I think the current 

government is considering the work of the Infrastructure Finance Working Group, which had 

reported openly to the previous government and are indeed no doubt considering other 

options as part of that work. 

Senator STERLE:   Are you able to tell us what options they are considering? 

Mr Deegan:  Not at this stage. You would also be aware that the Prime Minister has made 

a referral to the Productivity Commission for work in this area as well. 

Senator STERLE:  Yes. I want to talk about public transport, Mr Deegan. I will put the 

questions to you but, Mr Mrdak, if I am off line, you will certainly bring me back in. Can you 

tell us what policies the federal government has in place to ease congestion in our cities? 

Mr Mrda k:  I think that is probably one for the department. Clearly the government has 

made a significant number of commitments to major infrastructure projects in urban areas. 

The Prime Minister, in particular, has put a focus on bringing forward a number of major 

projects—WestConnex in Sydney, the east-west link in Melbourne, the northern gateway 

project in Brisbane, the completion of the gateway project in Perth and the north-south 

corridor in Adelaide. Those are major projects that are all geared towards reducing urban 

congestion and increasing productivity in those major cities. 

Senator STERLE:  I want to talk about public transport. That is where I am heading. I 

know for a fact, Mr Mrdak, that the Prime Minister pooh-poohed any Commonwealth funding 

for rail public transport in Perth. I am very mindful of the gateway project because I have 

been tied up in that since it was first mentioned. It is a magnificent project. I congratulate the 

previous federal government for undertaking it. Roadworks are underway. It is fantastic. You 

cannot move. It takes you an hour to get to the airport, which is a good sign for when it is 

finished. Has the government indicated to you that it will not be funding urban passenger rail 

projects? 

Mr Mrdak : The coalition made clear in their election commitments that a number of 

projects will not be proceeding from the former government's Nation Building Program. 

There were a number of those listed in the government's documents in the lead-up to the 

election, including that they are not proceeding with the Perth urban rail public transport 

project. 

Senator STERLE:  For the purposes of making it easier for me, rather than going back to 

start looking on the internet, can you name those projects that the incoming Abbott 

government said they will not fund? 

Mr Mrdak :  In announcing their policies, the government have announced that they will 

not proceed with the Melbourne Metro rail project, the Brisbane Cross River Rail project, the 
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Perth urban rail public transport project, the Tonsley Park public transport project in Adelaide 

and the airport rail planning in Perth. They are the projects not proceeding. 

Senator STERLE:  My last question on that is: what was the funding that was announced 

for those projects by the previous government? What was the value? 

Mr Mrdak :  I will get those details for you. 

Senator STERLE:  If you could. 

Mr Mrdak :  We can provide those through the course of the morning, if you do not 

want— 

Senator STERLE:  If Mr Jaggers does not have it in front of him we will wait for you to 

come back with it. That would be great. 

Senator Sinodinos:  Can I just add a point that the departmental secretary cannot add, 

which is that to the extent that the Commonwealth government provides funding for road 

projects that does release state government funding for other projects as money is fungible. 

That does potentially increase the capacity of state governments to spend on urban public 

transport. It is a question of the right sort of partnership on this. The federal government is 

also going to be providing funding for freight rail. I think we need to look at the picture as a 

whole. 

Senator STERLE:  Minister, you are in my backyard when you start talking about freight 

and all that, so there are no dramas. But let me just remind you that the state government, 

which have been in partnership with a lot of the federal funding projects in infrastructure in 

WA—mind you, nowhere near the amount of federal dollars—have just lost our AAA credit 

rating in WA as well. So I would not think it is likely that the state government is going to 

push any of that funding. They can speak for themselves, but the state government were very 

good in the March 2013 election at promising infrastructure projects in WA as long as they 

were Commonwealth funded. So—bang!—we just blew that one up. 

I have one more question on public transport. Mr Mrdak, has the department provided 

advice on the decision of the government not to fund urban passenger rail? 

Mr Mrdak :  We certainly have provided advice to the government in relation to their 

infrastructure investment program. Yes, we have. 

Senator STERLE:  Can you tell us what the content of that advice is? 

Mr Mrdak :  That is advice I have provided to the government. 

Senator STERLE:  Absolutely. No dramas. Thank you very much. 

Ms O'Connell:  We have those figures you wanted on the public transport projects. 

Senator STERLE:  Tremendous. Fire away. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Just to clarify that. We are talking about public transport rail, 

but the Moorebank project in Sydney is a significant investment and there is a $75 million rail 

project there. Where does that fit in your new guidelines? Is that funded? 

Ms O'Connell:  It is not public transport. That is a freight rail project. 

Senator GALLACHER:   I understand that. That is what I said, actually. 

Ms O'Connell:  The freight rail projects are proceeding. 
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Senator GALLACHER:   That is funded? 

Ms O'Connell:  Yes. We have the figures now for the public transport projects. 

Mr Jaggers:  The Melbourne Metro rail projects, for the period 2016-17, $75 million were 

allocated. There is a previous $3 billion commitment to the project. For the Brisbane cross-

river rail there were $453 million in the period to 2016-17 and a full previous commitment of 

$715 million. For the Perth urban rail public transport project there was $100 million in the 

period to 2016-17 and a previous commitment of $500 million. For the Tonsley Park public 

rail transport project there was a $32 million total commitment and that was all in the period 

to 2016-17. The airport rail planning in Perth was a $3 million commitment. 

CHAIR:   Does that tidy you up, Senator Sterle? 

Senator STERLE:  It does on public transport. 

CHAIR:   And by the way, don't worry about the Western Australia government—the US 

is technically insolvent. 

Senator RHIANNON:  Assistant Treasurer, are there plans within the agency to pursue 

redundancies or job cuts? 

Senator Sinodinos:  That is a question for the secretary of the department. 

Mr Mrdak :  We are currently working through the implications of the resourcing 

reductions we will have to make as a result of decisions made by the former government as 

well as the current government in relation to agency resourcing. At this stage I have not 

reached any decision in relation to commencing of voluntary redundancies or a redundancy 

program. I will have to make significant reductions in staffing over a period of time. The 

details of that are yet to be settled. 

Senator RHIANNON:   You said that you are working through it. When will the 

announcement be made? When will you make the decision? 

Mr Mrdak :  I am currently undertaking a mid-year review of my internal budgets. That 

will be done in the next two to three works. I anticipate that, as the government completes its 

mid-year economic forecast process, we will be in a position to advise the department 

probably early in the new year in relation to what further savings we need to make. 

Senator RHIANNON:   Has Infrastructure Australia received the full East West Link 

business case provided by the Victorian state government? 

Mr Deegan:  We have received a briefer version of what we understand is a complete 

business case. That was provided some time ago. 

Senator RHIANNON:  Is it not correct that the full business case is now available? 

Mr Deegan:  It is not available publicly as far as I understand. 

Senator RHIANNON:   So to clarify, you understand it is available but it has not been 

made available to you? 

Mr Deegan:  I am not sure that it is available. That is a matter for the Victorian 

government. 

Senator RHIANNON:  In the version you have could you outline the cost benefit business 

case that is set out? 

Mr Deegan:  I will take that on notice. There is a fairly detailed response required to that. 



Page 20 Senate Monday, 18 November 2013 

 

RURAL AND REGIONAL AFFAIRS AND TRANSPORT LEGISLATION COMMITTEE 

Senator RHIANNON:   Does the Melbourne Metro rail remain a higher priority project 

than the proposed East West Link? 

Mr Deegan:  It was advice from Infrastructure Australia to the previous government. As 

indicated before, advisers advise and governments decide. That is a matter for their new 

government. 

Senator RHIANNON:  So that advice still stands? 

Mr Deegan:  Yes. 

Senator RHIANNON:   At the moment you do not know whether there has been any 

change in position? You have not been advised? 

Mr Deegan:  My understanding is and the secretary has just outlined that the new 

government has offered to fund a great proportion of urban roads and, as the Assistant 

Treasurer has indicated, thereby freeing up potential capital within state governments to fund 

public transport. 

Senator RHIANNON:   Has the new government sought Infrastructure Australia's advice 

on the proposed East West Link? 

Mr Deegan:  Not at this stage. 

Senator RHIANNON:  Assistant Treasurer, have you seen the East West Link business 

case in full? 

Senator Sinodinos:  No, I have not. It does not really come within my portfolio 

responsibilities. 

Senator RHIANNON:  Okay, thank you. Mr Mrdak, can you confirm that the Victorian 

state government has sought a federal contribution to the proposed East West Link project? 

Mr Mrdak :  The Australian government has made a substantial commitment to funding 

the East West Link in Melbourne. The Australian government has made a commitment of 

$1.5 billion over this year and the next two financial years. 

Senator RHIANNON:   So that offer still stands? 

Mr Mrdak :  It is a commitment of the federal government, yes. 

Senator RHIANNON:   In terms of the funding negotiations between the Commonwealth 

and the Victorian state government, does the fact that that agreement is in place mean that 

they are now done, or is there an ongoing need for negotiations around funding? 

Mr Mrdak :  This is a very strong election commitment by the Australian government. We 

are proceeding on the basis that the government's commitment of $500 million in this 

financial year will be provided. We are currently settling details of that with the Victorian 

government as part of our negotiations on the full infrastructure investment program. 

Senator RHIANNON:   For Infrastructure Australia, I wanted to check again the status of 

tolling. Is it still the agency's position that existing motorways should not be tolled to help 

fund new infrastructure projects? 

Mr Deegan:  The advice of the Infrastructure Australia Council and indeed my office has 

been to consider the user-pays arrangements across existing and future road networks as part 

of a solution to a range of capital requirements, service levels and other issues associated with 

our urban networks. 
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Senator RHIANNON:   So your default position with regard to motorways, which is that 

they should be tolled, remains, even though there appears to be a shift away with regard to 

some government policy? 

Mr Deegan:  Our advice—and, again, we are simply advisors—is that the best way to 

make these arrangements into the future is to provide a tolling arrangement attached to a 

service level so that the community know what they are paying for and what they are getting. 

Senator RHIANNON:   Mr Mrdak, I want to revisit the Moorebank intermodal and check: 

has any comparative analysis been done between the Moorebank intermodal and other 

proposals around Eastern Creek? 

Mr Mrdak :  In terms of the location of a freight intermodal facility? 

Senator RHIANNON:  Yes. 

Mr Mrdak :  Certainly a lot of work was done in developing the initial business case and a 

lot of analysis was done by the New South Wales government as part of their freight 

planning, which identified that Moorebank has significant advantages as an intermodal freight 

hub. Firstly, it is approximate to the Southern Sydney Freight Line and the freight access that 

provides to the port. Also, it has connections to the interstate and arterial road network in 

Sydney. Its availability as a large site which has good access gives it inherent advantages over 

a site such as Eastern Creek, which requires significant infrastructure provision and also 

consolidation of properties. 

Senator EDWARDS:  I want to take you, Secretary, to the Regional Development 

Australia Fund, which is, I believe, a program of $952.1 million over seven years. Is that 

correct? 

Mr Mrdak :  That is correct. 

Senator EDWARDS:  Can you give me an idea, with rounds 1 and 2, of how long it was 

between the opening of those initiatives and the closing of those rounds—what was the period 

of time? 

Mr Mrdak :  I will just see if we can help you in relation to that. 

Senator EDWARDS:  While you are looking at that, I will continue. You opened rounds 

3, 4, 5 and 5B in October last year—is that right, or was it just rounds 3 and 4? 

Mr Jaggers:  Senator, are you particularly after details on round 5? 

Senator EDWARDS:  I am interested in the timing between rounds 1 and 2. How long 

was it between when they were opened by the previous government, and they were closed? 

Mr Jaggers:  I understand it was around six to eight weeks, but I can provide the details of 

each of those rounds to you. 

CHAIR:   Take that on notice. 

Mr Jaggers:  Yes; I can probably get back to you later this morning. 

Senator EDWARDS:  But six to eight weeks is your intuitive— 

Mr Jaggers:  Yes, I understand that— 

Senator EDWARDS:  What was the period of time that rounds 3, 4, 5 and 5b were opened 

and then closed? 
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Ms Lindsay:  Round 3 opened on 26 October, with expressions of interest closing on 6 

December. For projects that were required to submit a full application, applications closed on 

27 March; that is for components proceeding to the second stage of the application process. 

Senator EDWARDS:  So that is six months. 

Ms Lindsay:  That is from October through to March, but that was a two-stage application 

process and as part of that process Regional Development Australia committees considered all 

applications within their area and nominated priority projects, which then went to the second 

stage of the process. 

Senator EDWARDS:  Rounds 1 and 2 were six to eight weeks, from woe to go. Rounds 3 

and 4 were— 

Ms Lindsay:  That was round 3 that I referred to. 

Senator EDWARDS:  Round 3 was six months, from woe to go. 

Ms Lindsay:  Round 4 opened on 26 October. Expressions of interest closed on 6 

December and full applications closed on 11 April. The difference in timing between rounds 3 

and 4 was the size and scope of the project. 

Senator EDWARDS:  About seven months, from opening to close. 

Ms Lindsay:  October to April. 

Senator EDWARDS:  Why is there a 5B and not a 5A and when is 5C happening? 

Mr Mrdak :  We do not have any decisions in relation to any further rounds. Round 5A 

comprised a commitment by the former government of $150 million to be allocated across 

local governments in Australia; 5B was a— 

CHAIR:   Sort of a junket, sludge fund or slush fund. 

Mr Mrdak :  It was a decision of the former government to provide it as an allocation to 

local governments. And 5B was a series of decisions on projects by the former government, 

based on previous projects that were provided in earlier RDAF rounds. 

Senator EDWARDS:  There was not a formal round 5A, was there? There was just round 

5 and then 5B. 

CHAIR:   Say yes or no. 

Ms Lindsay:  Yes. 

Senator EDWARDS:  The rationale is that we could have a C, D, E, F, G, H, I, J, K, L, 

M—you see my point? 

CHAIR:   You cannot go right through it. 

Mr Mrdak :  The Australian government has now made clear its intentions in relation to 

how it will handle future regional programs with its election commitments to the National 

Stronger Regions program. 

Senator EDWARDS:  The point I am making is this: there are six stages for the whole 

program that were intended, are there not? The program is to be delivered over seven years, 

the whole program—that is the allocation of nearly a billion dollars' worth of funds over 

seven years. 

Mr Mrdak :  That is right. 
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Senator EDWARDS:  So $350 million was allocated in the first two rounds. 

Ms Lindsay:  That is correct. 

Senator EDWARDS:  How much has been allocated in the third, fourth, fifth and round 

5B? 

Mr Jaggers:  Round 3 had an allocation of $31.1 million, round 4 an allocation of $195.2 

million, round 5 had $148.3 million and round 5B had $233.9 million. 

Senator EDWARDS:  Really? In my estimation—and can you confirm—just over 60 per 

cent of the allocated funds of $952.1 million were allocated in the lead-up to the 2013 federal 

election. 

Ms O'Connell:  Are you referring to round 5 and 5B? 

Senator EDWARDS:  Yes, rounds 3, 4, 5 and 5B. It is $575 million in my maths book. In 

broader terms, over 60 per cent of that fund was allocated and announced over the period 

from the end of March through to 7 September, being the election day. 

Mr Mrdak :  Yes, that is correct. 

Ms O'Connell:  That is correct. 

Senator EDWARDS:  What is left for the incoming government, in this fund, and I would 

be interested to know, of all those projects in rounds 3, 4, 5 and 5B, which ones remain 

uncontracted—ie were announced but are yet to be formally signed? 

Mr Jaggers:  I can find those details for you. In relation to round 3, there are 50 projects 

contracted and 29 projects that are not contracted. In round 4, there are 16 projects contracted 

and 26 projects that are not contracted. In round 5, no projects are contracted and there are 

910 projects that are not contracted. No contracts are contracted in round 5B but there are 45 

projects there. 

Senator EDWARDS:  So they were all announced prior to the election but—what 

percentage of them remain uncontracted? As far as I can see, all the projects in round 5 and 

5B remain uncontracted. 

Mr Mrdak :  All of round 5 is uncontracted; that is correct. 

Senator EDWARDS:  Have round 5 and 5B been assessed by the department? 

Mr Jaggers:  Round 5 and 5B have not been assessed. 

Senator EDWARDS:  But they have been announced. 

Mr Jaggers:  They were government announcements. 

Senator STERLE:  We have lots of questions to ask. It is all hypothetical. It is not 

happening, so in all fairness to— 

Senator Sinodinos:  Just to clarify, was round 5 the local government component? 

Mr Mrdak :  Round 5A was the local government and there was a subsequent round 5B, 

by the former government, which selected a range of other additional projects. 

Senator EDWARDS:  Round 5B was by invitation, was it not? 

Mr Mrdak :  That is correct. RDAs were invited to submit projects that had not been 

successful in earlier rounds. 
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Senator STERLE:  Chair, with the greatest respect, Senator Edwards has drawn out and 

he's got a good headline to use in his local rag. It ain't gonna happen. Time is of the essence. 

The opposition has a lot of questions. 

CHAIR:   Just pausing there, Senator Sterle. Senator Edwards started at 9:53. You are 

allocated three-quarters of an hour. I am keeping the clock, not you. 

Senator STERLE:  We'll see how long you pay attention to that. My money says you will 

run out of puff— 

Senator EDWARDS:  Across the projects that have been contracted so far, can you tell 

me what percentage of the applications out of Greater Western Sydney have been contracted 

through rounds 3 and 4? 

Mr Jaggers:  I will need to take that on notice, in terms of contracts and projects in 

Greater Western Sydney. 

CHAIR:   Got any idea? 

Senator EDWARDS:  There was a strike rate, in all other jurisdictions, of around 30 per 

cent on all the funding applications. From what I can gather, is it fair to say that in the lead-up 

to the election 100 per cent of applications from the Greater Western Sydney were funded? 

Ms O'Connell:  We do not have those figures. 

Senator EDWARDS:  You might come back later in the day with that answer. 

Mr Mrdak :  We will come back—senior officers who formerly looked after this program 

are either no longer with the department or are not available, so I will come back to you as 

quickly as I can through the day. 

CHAIR:   [inaudible] 

Senator EDWARDS:  How many of those jurisdictions were given an extension of time to 

complete their applications? 

Ms Lindsay:  Only Greater Western Sydney was given an extension of time. 

Senator EDWARDS:  Why was Greater Western Sydney given an extension of time over 

all other jurisdictions? 

CHAIR:   It would have taken a lot longer to get back to us as they had the shift from 

government, I suppose. I do not know. 

Ms Lindsay:  It was a decision of the minister. 

Senator EDWARDS:  Sorry? 

Ms Lindsay:  It was a decision of government at the time. 

Senator EDWARDS:  Has there been any feedback from the other jurisdictions as to 

whether they were treated inequitably, that there was a jurisdiction that would appear to have 

been given favourable consideration in terms of getting its application or how it managed its 

application for what appears to be a 100 per cent success rate? 

Ms Lindsay:  Applications that met the eligibility criteria were then assessed against the 

merit criteria and each application was considered by an independent advisory panel on its 

individual merits and its relative merits and the panel made recommendations to the minister. 

So each application was considered in the pool on its merits. 
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Senator GALLACHER:   Can I ask a point of clarification, Chair? 

CHAIR:   Yes, go for your life. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Mr Mrdak, you said that throughout the whole succeeding 

rounds there were many qualified submissions that did not gain funds and then came back 

through the subsequent rounds. Is that what you said? 

Mr Mrdak :  My understanding certainly for round 5B was that RDAs were asked to put 

forward projects which had been unsuccessful in earlier rounds. 

Senator GALLACHER:   So they had met the criteria, justified it and had a good 

submission but there was just not any funding available in that particular round? 

Mr Mrdak :  I do not think it would go so far as they had met the criteria. I think they were 

subject to further assessment. But they certainly had been identified by the RDAs as priority 

projects. 

Senator GALLACHER:   So the 'explosion' at the end that Senator Edwards was trying to 

capture is really that the work was done initially and, as funds became available, more 

projects were approved? 

Mr Mrdak :  Certainly in relation to 5B that is the case in terms of projects being brought 

forward again from RDAs. But, in terms of 5A, that is a completely separate category of 

projects. 

CHAIR:   Last question, Senator Edwards. 

Senator EDWARDS:  How much money does the incoming government have left in this 

fund for round 6? It seems that the cupboard is getting fairly bare and, with five years still to 

run on this program, it is difficult to see—unless you take an axe to those that uncontracted 

programs in 4 and 5 and 5B—that there are going to be funds to complete five years of 

infrastructure work that is likely to come from all the other jurisdictions outside Greater 

Western Sydney. 

Mr Mrdak :  I am advised that all of the funding from rounds 1 to 5 is allocated against 

projects. The only remaining balance in the fund is $35.4 million, which was available in 

round 5B and which has not yet been allocated. 

Senator EDWARDS:  So there is not much left for the remaining five years? 

Mr Mrdak :  We are progressing with project assessments for some of the projects, but 

$35.4 million is the only amount that is unallocated. 

CHAIR:   Now is a great occasion, because it is the first question asked by a broken down 

hockey player from the Northern Territory, Senator Peris.  

Senator PERIS:  Thank you, Chair. My question is: what major infrastructure projects in 

the Northern Territory worth more than a million dollars has the federal government 

committed to? 

Mr Pittar :  The government has committed to the upgrade of the Tiger Brennan Drive 

project in the Northern Territory. 

Senator PERIS:  Is there a figure on that? 

Mr Pittar :  There is. 

Mr Jaggers:  It is a $70 million commitment. 
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Mr Pittar :  With an overall project cost of $103 million. 

Mr Jaggers:  There are also existing projects that the government has indicated it will 

continue with. They are the Katherine bypass, which is a $10 million commitment and a 

national highway strengthening and widening project, which is $10.9 million this financial 

year. These figures are from 2013-14 onwards. There are network infrastructure road safety 

initiatives, including fatigue management. That has $6.19 million from 2013-14 onwards. 

There is the new high-level bridge over the King River, which has $6 million from this year 

onwards. There is an overtaking lanes project on the Stuart Highway between Katherine and 

Darwin, and there is $1.44 million allocated to that project. There is a rail overpass south of 

Alice Springs with $13 million from this financial year onwards. There is also the Regional 

Roads Productivity Package, to the value of $90 million; an upgraded Central Arnhem road of 

$7.66 million; and an upgrade of the Plenty Highway—that is a small upgrade, and a small 

amount of money at under $100 million. There is also a $2 million project to upgrade the 

Karinga Creek northern approach to Palmer River. And of course the Outback Highway 

commitment that the government has made runs through a number of jurisdictions, and I think 

there is $33 million committed to that project. 

Senator PERIS:  Can I ask for a copy of those that you have just stated? 

Ms O'Connell:  Yes, we can provide you with that, on notice. 

Senator PERIS:  As to the allocation over the next six years—the $90 million—is that all 

included in that breakdown? 

Mr Jaggers:  I am sorry; I just missed that question. 

Senator PERIS:  As to the productivity package that you were talking about, is that all 

broken down over the forthcoming years? 

Mr Jaggers:  I might ask Mr Pittar to comment on that. 

Mr Pittar :  That Regional Roads Productivity Package is broken down in the form of $30 

million each year from 2014-15 to 2016-17—so: $30 million in 2014-15, $30 million in 2015-

16 and $30 million in 2016-17. 

Ms O'Connell:  When we provide you with this, we will provide you with the breakdown 

in terms of financial years for those projects. 

Senator PERIS:  Did you say that there was a commitment to the Roper Highway? 

Mr Pittar :  That is part of the Regional Roads Productivity Package, I believe, of $40 

million overall for that project. 

Senator PERIS:  Is that committed to start next year? 

Mr Pittar :  From 2014-15 funding is available. 

Senator PERIS:  Have you had any representation or correspondence from the Northern 

Territory government with respect to the status of the projects that you have mentioned? 

Mr Pittar :  We run through a process with projects and require state and territory 

governments to provide the department with a project proposal report, which is essentially a 

spending proposal. So we have received project proposal reports from the Northern Territory 

government in draft form for those projects. We anticipate that they will be finalised in the 

fairly near future. 
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Senator PERIS:  That is all; thank you. 

Senator LUDWIG:   I noticed an announcement on Sunday, or it may have been Saturday, 

on rail projects in Queensland, and I want to follow up on that. It may be with Infrastructure 

Australia or it may be with the department; I will ask the question and we will see who can 

respond. Has there been any contact between the Queensland government and Infrastructure 

Australia in relation to the underground rail and bus from Dutton Park to Victoria Point? 

Mr Deegan:  As part of an ongoing process with the Queensland government, we have 

been in discussion with Queensland Rail in particular about a range of projects that are 

associated with the development of Brisbane. The previous federal government had offered 

funding for a particular project, but the new CEO of QR has been looking for some time at 

reviewing and refining that process. While I have not yet seen the details, other than in the 

media, on the proposal that was in the papers yesterday, I expect that that is part of that 

process. 

Senator LUDWIG:   So let us be clear: at this point in time, in relation to the project that 

has been proposed, you have not seen any correspondence from the Queensland government? 

Mr Deegan:  That is correct. 

Senator LUDWIG:   But you expect that you may? 

Mr Deegan:  Yes. 

Senator LUDWIG:   That would be speculative in that case, then. How do you then go 

about assessing newspaper clippings at this point? Or do you just sit on your hands and wait 

for, hopefully, contact by the Queensland government? 

Mr Deegan:  I am sure your questions will prompt a range of actions. 

Senator LUDWIG:   So the answer is that you sit on your hands and wait. 

Mr Deegan:  No. We will be in contact with the Queensland government. We have a very 

good relationship with QR and their associated entities and the Queensland Department of 

Transport and Main Roads. We will be following up on the media reports. 

Senator LUDWIG:   In following up on those, what is the nature of the work that you 

would be proposing to do? 

Mr Deegan:  If there is some consideration for the potential of Commonwealth funding 

then we would look at the range of issues associated with the project—a cost-benefit analysis 

and the like—and then provide advice in due course. It may be that the Queensland 

government seeks to fund it itself. It may not require our involvement. 

Senator LUDWIG:   Turning back to the original proposal, which was, as I understand it, 

the Cross River Rail project, was that assessed by you? 

Mr Deegan:  Yes, it was. 

Senator LUDWIG:   Was there a cost-benefit analysis done on that or at least a cost ratio? 

Mr Deegan:  The Queensland government had undertaken a cost-benefit analysis. We 

reviewed that. We found it sufficiently rigorous to recommend it for funding. 

Senator LUDWIG:   Did that also include what I would call a cost ratio? 

Mr Deegan:  There was a cost-benefit analysis and a cost ratio done. 
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Senator LUDWIG:   Is that available to the committee? 

Mr Deegan:  I am sure it is in our public reports, but I will make sure that that is available. 

Senator LUDWIG:   Thank you. I think because they have not contacted you it means 

there are very few further questions I can ask you about that particular project. Perhaps we 

could follow up in future. If they contact you, can you take it on notice to provide to the 

committee—let's give it a time limit so we do not put you to too much trouble—in the next 

month at least the type of contact they make and the nature of that contact. 

I had one another brief matter. I think this will probably go to the department; if you do not 

have an officer here, you can take it on notice. In response to a request for some information 

which was effectively an FOI request—FOI reference number 14-30—in relation to incoming 

government briefs it is stated in the background at point 5 that on 4 October 2013 the 

department provided you with an estimate of charges for $2067.93. It then went on, which is 

curious in one sense. So I requested a waiver of the charges associated with the request on the 

grounds of general public interest. But in that same brief at point 11 it went on to say: 'I do 

not consider this information adds to public debate regarding a specific policy program or 

government priority.' What I am trying to connect is if you say it is going to cost X but then 

further over say that you do not consider this information adds to the public debate, is it a 

refusal in any event? Even if I were to pay the money, am I likely to be successful? 

Mr Mrdak :  I think it would be fair to say that that does lead to you to a view that we 

hold—that we do not consider it to be in the public interest to release the incoming 

government briefs. Applying the tests of the act, our judgement and our advice to other 

applicants—we obviously consider each application on its merits—is that the material is not 

publicly available and it is not in the public interest for that to be made available. 

CHAIR:   That would be a precedent set by previous governments, wouldn't it? 

Mr Mrdak :  It has been— 

Senator LUDWIG:   Let me ask the question: have you released incoming government 

briefs for previous governments? 

Mr Mrdak :  We have only ever provided publicly available material. 

Senator LUDWIG:   That is not actually an answer to my question. 

Mr Mrdak :  Since the new freedom of information legislation came into effect, we have 

not provided material which we regard as not in the public interest to any party. 

Senator LUDWIG:   Have you provided an incoming government brief? 

Mr Mrdak :  Not to my knowledge, no; we have provided parts of the incoming 

government brief that are publicly available, but we have not provided other parts. 

Senator LUDWIG:   So you have provided parts of an incoming government brief in the 

past. So they have been redacted? 

Mr Mrdak :  We have provided parts of the brief that are publicly available. We put a great 

deal of material on the department and our operations and responsibilities on our website. 

Where that material is on our website we draw attention to that to applicants. 

Senator LUDWIG:   Have you done that in this respect? 

Mr Mrdak :  In respect to other requests— 
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Senator LUDWIG:   Is it possible for you to redact the current incoming government brief 

request to the extent that you have in the past to be consistent? 

Mr Mrdak : In this situation we have been consistent in our handling of incoming 

government briefs to the former position, post 2010. We only provide material that is publicly 

available. 

Senator LUDWIG:   But that is not an answer to the question I just gave you. Are you 

capable of redacting the current incoming government brief of the present government to the 

same extent that you have in the past to remain consistent and making that available to the 

committee? 

Mr Mrdak :  We do not consider that that is an available option given the nature of the 

brief that has been provided. In the past, where we have provided material, it has been 

publicly available material and not other material. That is consistent with what we are 

proposing to do in this situation. 

Senator LUDWIG:   Yes, but what I am asking you to do is to provide the incoming 

government brief to the same extent that you have just outlined—that is, redacted to that 

which is material that you do not wish to provide and leave the material that is in the public 

domain within the incoming government brief and make it available to the committee. 

Mr Mrdak :  We are handling it consistently. If that is an available option, then we will 

consider that as part of our decisions on the FOI request. 

Senator LUDWIG:   This is my request here in this committee; it is not in relation to an 

FOI request. Could you take that on notice? 

Mr Mrdak :  I will take that on notice, but your request does pertain to an FOI request and 

we are handling it in accordance with the legislation. 

Senator LUDWIG:   No. Can I say separately that this is not a committee that is subject to 

FOI or a response from you that the information is unavailable because of an FOI request. I 

am making a request as a senator of this committee. It is in relation to an incoming 

government brief. Your response is to this committee, not in relation to an FOI request. I may 

have misled you, so I will accept that. 

Mr Mrdak :  I now understand. Sorry, Senator; I accept what you are saying. I will take 

that on notice. 

Senator GALLACHER:   I have questions about four South Australian projects. The 

South Road, Torrens Road to River Torrens, $488 million—can we get a status on that from 

the department? It has been started. I have seen houses knocked down. The road is slightly 

wider. What is happening? 

Mr Mrdak :  Some early works have started based on $20 million that was previously 

provided by the Australian government and South Australian funding. My understanding is 

that some early pre-works and planning work have been undertaken. I will ask my officers to 

give you some more details. 

Mr Jaggers:  Planning work, community engagement activities, land acquisition have 

commenced. So that work is under way. That is the first stage of the project. 

Senator GALLACHER:   We can see that when we drive up. But what is happening from 

then on? Is the $488 million to finish it? Is it there? 
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Mr Mrdak :  The government has made a commitment of some $500 million to the 

Darlington project on the north-south road, and that is the government's commitment to that 

project. 

Senator GALLACHER:   So do I cross Torrens Road to the River Torrens off? Is that just 

going to be mothballed? 

Ms O'Connell:  No, senator; the South Australian government is doing work in this 

current financial year from funding already provided, so that work will proceed. The current 

government's commitment is $500 million to the north-south corridor with the Darlington 

being a priority project. We are seeking information from the South Australian government on 

the costs associated with the Darlington project so that we can provide advice to government 

about the future of the Torrens section and the Darlington sections. Since then the Prime 

Minister has made a commitment to looking at the entire north-south corridor, and we are 

awaiting some advice from the South Australian government in relation to that. 

Senator GALLACHER:   So there is a huge investment of federal money in the South 

Road overpass. 

Ms O'Connell:  Yes. 

Senator GALLACHER:   And now we are going to start 20 kilometres away in the other 

direction and leave this in limbo? When could a South Australian expect to see the Torrens 

Road to River Torrens section finished? 

Mr Mrdak :  We are awaiting further advice from the South Australian government in 

relation to that, as Ms O'Connell has indicated. Current work will continue within the funding 

offload that has been provided and further advice has been requested.  

Senator GALLACHER:   Is it a complete reprioritisation to Darlington? 

Mr Mrdak :  The government has a commitment to the Darlington project, but has also 

made a commitment to completion of the north-south corridor over the next decade. We are 

now starting work with South Australia to reprofile and set up a program of works which 

would enable that to occur. 

Senator GALLACHER:   In the Darlington area, can we confirm that the $32 million of 

the Tonsley Park public transport project has gone? 

Mr Mrdak :  The federal government will not be proceeding with its contribution to that 

project. 

Senator GALLACHER:   How about the managed motorways, the South Eastern 

Freeway, the $12 million? Is that still on the books? 

Ms O'Connell:  Yes, that remains. Funding for that project remains. 

Senator GALLACHER:   So that is 12 out of 500.  

Ms O'Connell:  Sorry, that is a separate allocation to the $500 million for the north-south 

road. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Thank you. I attended a briefing in the Anangu Pitjantjatjara 

Yankunytjatjara Lands where there was an $85 million amount. They were briefed that the 

scoping work was commencing and sacred sites surveyed. What is happening with that 210 

kilometres of road that was up for renewal? 
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Mr Mrdak :  With the government's decision on the mining resources rent tax, the 

government has made clear its position in relation to funding for projects under the Regional 

Infrastructure Fund. That project at the moment is not proceeding, given the position in 

relation to the projects that have not been committed to under the former RIF program. 

Senator GALLACHER:   So $85 million, $32 million and $488 million are not 

proceeding. How much is to be invested at Darlington? 

Mr Mrdak :  The government has made a commitment of $500 million. 

Senator GALLACHER:   So there is a shift of $488 million, two projects canned and we 

get $12 million worth of stuff on the freeway. 

Ms O'Connell:  No, that was not part of our answer; it was about the commitment to the 

full north-south corridor and we are awaiting for some information from the South Australian 

government on the Darlington costs. 

Senator McLUCAS:  I want to return to Regional Development Australia Fund contracts. 

Previously, we have talked about the unsigned contracts. Are any of those contracts that are 

unsigned at the present being proceeded with? 

Mr Mrdak :  The government has made clear its position that it will honour all existing 

contracts but it currently has under review all commitments that have not been contracted. So 

they are currently under review and government will take decisions on those matters in the 

future. 

Senator McLUCAS:  What is the process of review? 

Mr Mrdak :  We have provided advice to the government in relation to the status of the 

projects and the government is now considering the matter in the context of its budget 

processes. 

Senator McLUCAS:  So you have provided advice already. 

Mr Mrdak :  Advice has been provided in relation to the projects. 

Senator McLUCAS:  That is all from 3, 4, 5 and 5B. 

Mr Mrda k:  All uncontracted projects from rounds 2, 3, 4 and 5 have had advice provided 

to government and it is now considering the matter. 

Senator McLUCAS:  I am not asking about the nature of the advice. These projects have 

been through the Regional Development Australia committees. They have been approved. 

They have been approved by your department, by and large, in that process. I am trying to 

understand the process you are going through with the review. 

Mr Mrdak :  Clearly, the government is working its way through a series of programs at 

the moment in relation to the fiscal impacts of those programs and ascertaining as to whether, 

given its fiscal targets, whether those programs can be met and delivered. That process 

obviously takes some time to work through. 

Senator McLUCAS:  When will be know the result of those deliberations? 

Mr Mrdak :  That is a matter for government. I cannot give you a time frame at this stage. 

Senator McLUCAS:  Minister, I wonder if you could ask the minister's office if we could 

get an understanding of when decisions will be made about whether these uncontracted 

projects will proceed? 
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Mr Mrdak :  We can certainly take that on notice. 

Senator McLUCAS:  Could we get that information today? 

Mr Mrdak :  The government is in the middle of a series of budget processes. I am not sure 

we can give you an immediate answer to that, but we will do that as quickly as we can. 

Senator McLUCAS:  I do not want to know the outcome; I just want to know the time 

frame. 

Mr Mrdak :  I understand. 

Senator Sinodinos:  Yes, but it is tied up in these broader processes. 

Senator McLUCAS:  Minister, is there a way we can find out when we will know what is 

going to— 

Senator Sinodinos:  Yes, we will follow that up and get you an answer about when we can 

provide that information. 

Senator STERLE:  It is like a scene from Fawlty Towers: 'Eventually'. 

Senator Sinodinos:  To be fair, there is a broader process that is going on that the officer 

has alluded to. 

Senator McLUCAS:  I understand. 

Senator Sinodinos:  We can give you a time line. 

Senator McLUCAS:  That would be great. I now want to move to the difference between 

the Regional Development Australia Fund under the former government and the National 

Stronger Regions Fund. First of all, can I assume that any uncontracted or unspent money in 

the funds that were allocated under RDAF will move to the National Stronger Regions Fund? 

Mr Mrdak :  Those are decisions yet to be taken. The government has made an election 

commitment to introduce the National Stronger Regions Fund from 2015-16, funded at $200 

million per annum. The decisions on the details of that program and the arrangements on how 

it is to operate are yet to be taken. 

Senator McLUCAS:  I understand that the National Stronger Regions Fund is to target 

areas with poor socioeconomic indicators and high unemployment. Is that your 

understanding? 

Mr Mrdak :  I will get you the full details. I think the Deputy Prime Minister has made 

some comments in relation to where the funds will be targeted across the country. We can get 

you some details of that, but essentially he has made a commitment to look to target areas 

which are suffering poorer socioeconomic outcomes and facing greater difficulties in 

economic development. 

Senator McLUCAS:  Are you aware yet of the government's intentions about who can 

apply for these funds? Will it be local government only, or will it be— 

Ms O'Connell:  Those decisions have not been made yet. 

Senator McLUCAS:  I also understand, from Minister Truss's comments, that there will 

be a fifty-fifty split of funding from a proponent and this new fund. Is that your understanding 

as well? 
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Mr Mrdak :  The government has made it clear that the funding will need to be matched. 

Details of how that will take place and who will apply are yet to be settled. 

Senator McLUCAS:  So, in relation to the fifty-fifty that I have read about, you are saying 

it is not necessarily being matched? It does not mean fifty-fifty—is that what you are telling 

me? 

Mr Mrdak :  Those details are yet to be settled, but certainly the intention is that the 

funding will be matched, and the starting point usually is fifty-fifty.  

Senator McLUCAS:  In the experience of particularly those officers of the former 

regional development department, given that the target of this work is areas of high 

socioeconomic underperformance—that does not really make sense, but you know what I 

mean—or high unemployment, what is the capacity of those regions to provide fifty-fifty 

funding? 

Mr Mrdak :  It would depend very much on the willingness of the state governments to 

participate in any arrangements. As I say, that will obviously be a critical factor. The capacity 

of both state and local governments to make a contribution has obviously been a major factor 

in regional projects in the past. I envisage that will be the case again. 

Senator McLUCAS:  My experience is that local governments from areas of high 

unemployment have very limited capacity to put funds towards infrastructure projects. Is that 

your view as well? 

Mr Mrdak :  It varies. Some local governments have a greater capacity than others. Quite 

clearly there are some outer metropolitan local governments that have a far greater capacity to 

provide matched funding for projects. When you go to some smaller rural and regional 

communities, the capacity of local government is obviously, as you say, much reduced. 

Senator McLUCAS:  I am interested to see how the policy is going to work there. Can I 

go to a project which was in round 3—from my recollection—for climate change mitigation 

work in the Torres Strait, colloquially known as the sea walls project. Can you give the 

committee an understanding of where we are up to on that? 

Mr Jaggers:  Yes, we can. The Torres Strait Coastal Protection Works Project has not 

been contracted under round 3. The total funding from the Australian government was to be 

$5 million, with a total project cost of $26.42 million. A number of partners were to confirm 

their funding commitment but, as I say, the project agreement has not been executed at this 

stage. It is one of those uncontracted projects. 

Ms O'Connell:  Just for clarification, that is actually a project under round 2. 

Senator McLUCAS:  Can you give the committee an understanding of what the 

complexities were in getting that contract signed? 

Mr Jaggers:  The execution of the funding agreement between the department and the 

Torres Strait Islander Regional Council was delayed for a range of factors including 

confirmation of partner funding, endorsement of a final project implementation plan and 

delays generally in the discussions and negotiations around milestones and how the project 

would be delivered. So at the end of September a project agreement had not been entered into 

with the council. 
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Senator McLUCAS:  Had the department provided the TSIRC a draft contract at 

September of this year? 

Ms Lindsay:  Yes, we had. 

Senator McLUCAS:  Do you know the date on which that was provided? 

Ms Lindsay:  I do not have that with me but we can take it on notice. 

Senator McLUCAS:  Thank you. Can you explain what the state of play was then at that 

meeting in September? The contract had been given to TSIRC with requests for signing or 

what was it? 

Mr Jaggers:  I think you would describe it as still under negotiation. A contract had not 

been executed and had not been finalised but my understanding is that there had been drafts 

but the project agreement not executed at the time of the federal election and caretaker period. 

Senator McLUCAS:  Was the department satisfied that the scope of works was finalised, 

that the partners had been agreed, that the document provided to the TSIRC was satisfactory 

to the department at that point? 

Mr Jaggers:  I understand we were getting very close to when an agreement could be 

executed but it had not been at that stage. 

Senator McLUCAS:  So we were very close. We just basically needed a signature. 

Mr Jaggers:  I believe that is the case. 

Senator McLUCAS:  We needed a signature and that was about it? 

Mr Jaggers:  I need to check that on notice but I believe it was getting close to 

finalisation. 

Senator McLUCAS:  That is my understanding as well. 

CHAIR:   Senator McLucas, would it be possible, with your indulgence, to give Senator 

Whish-Wilson five minutes and we can come back to you? 

Senator McLUCAS:  Certainly, that is fine. I will come back. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:   I have a couple of questions on the Tasmanian jobs. My key 

question is that they are subject to a value for money assessment. Could you explain how that 

works and why that is necessary, given the level of scrutiny many of these proposals have 

already been through? 

Ms Lindsay:  We would have a series of guidelines in place against which the due 

diligence and value for money assessment would be done. It is to ensure that the project is 

sustainable in the long term and that there is no further call on Commonwealth or state funds. 

It is to ensure that the proponent is viable. It also looks at risk and whether the risk is 

manageable in the long term and, where the risk may be deemed to be higher than is 

acceptable, we would work with the proponent on mitigation strategies and that would be 

included in the funding agreement. 

Ms O'Connell:  They are standard processes for expenditure. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:   Yes. I will reframe that. What processes went into the 

awarding of those grants in the first place? Did you have any dialogue with the state 

government, for example, on how they selected those projects? 
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Mr Jaggers:  As the secretary outlined earlier, there were discussions between the 

Commonwealth and state ministers about the projects. There had been some discussions with 

regional development committees prior to those projects being selected and settled. The 

details of all those projects have not been provided to the department for assessment around 

value for money and also deliverability. So the usual process would be that we would give 

advice to the government on the deliverability of those projects and also discuss with the 

proponents how they would be delivered. There is still a bit of work to go in terms of their 

delivery to make sure they are deliverable. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:   I obviously believe they are very important for my state of 

Tasmania. Is it common practice for these things to be announced prior to these value-for-

money assessments being conducted? 

Mr Mrdak :  Yes, generally, a number of assessments are undertaken post the 

commitment, particularly in the negotiation of the funding agreement. So this is not unusual, 

given our obligations under the Financial Management and Accountability Act. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:   Do you find circumstances where in the past you have 

announced grants or money for projects but that has not proceeded because they have not met 

your value-for-money assessment and criteria? 

Mr Mrdak :  Generally, where we have been unable to reach agreement with the proponent 

or where government has reached a conclusion that the project will not proceed with 

appropriate safeguards, then governments have in the past taken decisions to not proceed. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:   Can you step out how long that process might take for 

businesses going through this in Tasmania at the moment? 

Mr Mrdak :  As I indicated earlier, the assistant minister has written to all of the project 

proponents, committing the government, subject to the processes. The department will follow 

up within days in relation to each of them. We are at somewhat of a disadvantage in the sense 

that information that may have previously been provided to the Tasmanian government now 

needs to be provided to our department and that process undertaken. We will work with the 

Tasmanian officials and with the proponents to try to expedite that in the next few weeks. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:   Will you give assistance to the businesses that are having to 

fill in these forms and get the information to you? Is there someone there to help provide that 

assistance? 

Mr Mrdak :  Our officers will contact them and the Tasmanian officials to work with both 

of them to try to do that expeditiously. We recognise that a number of these small businesses 

should not be burdened by additional information requirements. But, having said that, we do 

need a sufficient level of information on the business plans and the like to be able to reach a 

viability assessment. We will work with the proponents in relation to that. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:   The reason I asked the questions is that—and they are 

probably more for Senator Sinodinos's benefit—one of the recently elected Liberal MPs in the 

north made a comment in the media last week that this would be subject to value-for-money 

approvals. They did not necessarily expect to get the money. I want to make sure it was not a 

political process at all and that these businesses had a process in place that was clear and 

transparent for them to actually get this advice that they need to meet their— 
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Mr Mrdak :  There are established departmental processes which we will follow in 

providing advice to the government on the funding agreements. They are long established and 

they are quite rigorous. 

Senator WHISH-WILSON:   Fantastic. Thank you. 

Senator McLUCAS:  Can I go back to C Wilson, Torres Strait. I am quoting from, I think, 

last week's Torres News where Mr Truss's spokesperson is quoted as saying: 'It'—the 

finalisation of the contract—'will be only considered in the context of the new National 

Stronger Regions Fund.' I understand that fund will go live in 2015-16. Is that right? 

Mr Mrdak :  That is correct. 

Senator McLUCAS:  So no funds will flow from these agreements that are now 

uncontracted until the 2015-16 financial year? Is that right? 

Mr Mrdak :  The government, as I have indicated earlier, is now considering its position 

on all of these uncontracted round 2, 3, 4 and 5 projects. We undertook earlier to get some 

advice on when those decisions will be completed by. Those decisions are yet to be taken by 

government. But if projects are not funded through that process, then obviously an 

opportunity would be available under National Stronger Regions for those projects to be 

reconsidered. 

Senator McLUCAS:  Some funds may flow outside the National Stronger Regions Fund? 

Mr Mrda k:  That is a matter for consideration by the government as to whether that is the 

case. But what I am indicating to you is that if projects are not funded through the current 

review of the uncontracted projects, then they may be reconsidered through the National 

Stronger Regions Program. 

Senator McLUCAS:  So maybe Mr Truss's spokesperson has been misquoted here? 

Mr Mrdak :  I have not seen the quote, but I am happy to take that on notice. 

Senator McLUCAS:  It says: 'Mr Truss's spokesperson said it will only be considered in 

the context of the new National Stronger Regions fund, whenever that may be finalised'. 

Mr Mrdak :  Again, I will take that on notice, Senator. I am not familiar with the 

comments. I will check that. 

Senator McLUCAS:  The reason I am going to questions of timing is that there has been a 

sense of urgency for about 15 years on this. 

Senator Sinodinos:  Which project is this? 

Senator McLUCAS:  I call it climate change mitigation works in the Torres Strait. 

Everyone in the Torres Strait calls it 'sea walls'. It is to provide protection against inundation 

of sea water, mainly during the February tides. My question goes then to: there has been a 

view expressed that someone was confident that construction would start before Christmas 

2013. Do you think there is any potential for that to be achieved? 

Mr Mrdak :  Again, Senator, I would have to take on notice the timing of government 

decisions. Now that funding commitments have been reached with other levels of government 

the government is well aware of the desire to move quickly. We do understand the reality that 

some of that seawall work has a very limited time opportunity to be undertaken. 

Proceedings suspended from 10:46 to 11:01 
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Senator McLUCAS:  Just going now to the work the department is doing to establish the 

National Stronger Regions Fund, what preliminary work is happening in the construction of 

the way that fund will operate? 

Mr Mrdak :  We are in the early stages of looking at the government's parameters. You 

mentioned earlier the comments by the Deputy Prime Minister in relation to where he would 

like to see this program targeted. We are doing some analytical work in our policy group at 

the moment around identifying areas of socioeconomic need that might be targeted and the 

like. So we are in the very early stages. We have at this stage provided only very preliminary 

advice to the government in relation to how the program may operate. Clearly the 

government, through the budget process, will confirm the financial arrangements and the like 

to confirm their election commitments. That process is also underway. 

Senator McLUCAS:  Is it proposed that grants from the fund will be reviewed by an 

independent committee, like an RDA organisation? 

Mr Mrdak :  Those decisions are yet to be made by government. 

Senator McLUCAS:  Will there be priority areas not only in terms of geographical areas 

such as we discussed already but also from government's policy perspective that will be— 

Mr Mrdak :  Again, I am sorry, but it is very early in the process and none of those 

decisions have been taken. Certainly what you have flagged are considerations, but they are 

matters on which we are yet to provide advice and decisions are yet to be taken. 

Senator McLUCAS:  Will they be subject to value-for-money assessments? 

Mr Mrdak :  In accordance with the requirements of the FMA Act, yes. 

Senator McLUCAS:  Will they be assessed against other criteria, such as whether or not 

they are supported by the community or there is an identified need in the community? 

Mr Mrdak :  Again, those are matters of detail that I cannot comment on at this stage. 

Senator McLUCAS:  I really want to come back to the question I was asking before about 

the timing of these grants or potential grants. I understand that in the Deputy Prime Minister's 

speech to the Press Club the minister said that the next community infrastructure program like 

RDAF will not be available now until 2015. Given the comments in the Torres News, I am 

just trying to get an understanding of this. We have grants that are not contracted now and a 

strong message from Deputy Prime Minister Truss at the Press Club and a quote in a regional 

newspaper to say that any reallocation of moneys under the existing contracts will not happen 

until 2015. I am unclear from your earlier comments where the truth is. 

Mr Mrdak :  I am sorry if I have left you a bit confused. I will encapsulate it this way. 

Firstly, in relation to the uncontracted RDAF projects, the government is considering its 

position on those matters. No decisions have yet been taken, although the government has 

been clear that what it considers to be election commitments by the former government are 

unlikely to be honoured or met. That is a matter for current consideration. Secondly, you are 

absolutely right: National Stronger Regions is programmed to commence in the financial year 

2015-16, with $200 million. Details of that are yet to be settled. So we are in a little bit of a 

grey area at the moment because clearly the government has to reach some critical decisions 

in relation to the uncontracted RDAF projects and then decisions will be made, if some of 

those do not proceed, how best to treat them. 
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Senator McLUCAS:  So the answer is, 'We will wait and see.' 

Mr Mrdak :  The consideration is underway and the minister has undertaken to provide 

you with further advice. 

Senator McLUCAS:  Going back now to the principle that I canvassed earlier, and that is 

that there would be a fifty-fifty split of funding for projects that are an in-principle decision of 

government, I now want to go to an announcement made for $38 million to go to Hobart 

airport. What part of the department is that money coming from? 

Mr Mrdak :  That is yet to be settled, but it may well be handled out of this infrastructure 

investment part of the department, if not our aviation division. That is certainly a commitment 

by the government, and we are currently starting discussions with Hobart International 

Airport management in relation to the project. They are currently scoping and determining the 

full design of the runway extension. 

Senator McLUCAS:  What is the total cost of—well, of the application; let us put it that 

way? 

Mr Mrdak :  The government has committed $38 million, as you say. I think we are 

awaiting details on what the full cost will be. Hobart International Airport is currently 

working on a design and scope of works for the project. 

Senator McLUCAS:  So where did the $38 million figure come from? 

Mr Mrdak :  I think it was identified by the airport as an indicative cost. They are now 

looking to finalise that cost in some more detail. But the government's commitment is $38 

million. 

Senator McLUCAS:  Do you know how much Macquarie Bank, as the owner of the 

airport, is committing to the project? 

Mr Mrdak :  I do not have that detail with me at this stage, I am sorry. I will take that on 

notice. 

Senator McLUCAS:  I understand it is $2 million. 

Mr Mrdak :  I think there was an indicative figure talked about of $2 million, which would 

give a total of $40 million. But, as I say, until such time as we see some more detailed design 

and scope of works, we are unable to confirm what additionally may be required by the owner 

of the airport. 

Senator McLUCAS:  If the money comes from these funds, that does not seem like a 

fifty -fifty split to me. 

Ms O'Connell:  That is not a project that would come from the National Stronger Regions 

Fund. 

Mr Mrdak :  That project is an election commitment by government. It is being funded 

under the 'growing Tasmania' package. 

Senator McLUCAS:   So that is why the fifty-fifty does not apply to Macquarie Bank? 

Mr Mrdak :  It certainly does not apply to that specific project in the sense that we are 

waiting for advice from the airport in relation to what the total cost will be once they 

complete more detailed design work. 



Monday, 18 November 2013 Senate Page 39 

 

RURAL AND REGIONAL AFFAIRS AND TRANSPORT LEGISLATION COMMITTEE 

Senator McLUCAS:  I understand that, in our program, in item 12 this evening there may 

be more regional development, in the broader sense, questions. Could it fit in there? Could 

you let me understand what type of questions might fit in that place? 

Mr Mrdak :  We are in the hands of the committee somewhat, but, ideally, if they are 

questions relating to regional programs and projects, we would prefer it if they were dealt 

with under this item because, under the structure of the department, all matters dealing with 

regional programs and projects are now with my infrastructure investment area. So we would 

probably prefer to keep going here rather than bring officers back tonight to redo regional 

projects. 

Senator McLUCAS:  You have clarified that for me, thank you. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Mr Deegan, I just want to clarify something in my mind: the 

Darlington project versus the River Torrens project. Did Infrastructure Australia have an 

assessment or a view on those respective projects? Also, given the South Road overpass is 

approaching completion, I am very interested in whether the disconnect between Darlington 

and the South Road overpass means any loss of efficiency in terms of geography. 

Mr Deegan:  Infrastructure Australia had been asked to look at the original Torrens 

proposal, which was undertaken and recommended by Infrastructure Australia as part of its 

process. While I am aware of those other potential projects, the degree of analysis has not 

been to the same extent. 

Senator GALLACHER:   So there has not been a critical, economic analysis of Darlington 

versus the River Torrens? It has only been an analysis of— 

Mr Deegan:  So that I do not mislead you, let me take that on notice and just check exactly 

how much we have done. I will come back to you. 

Senator GALLACHER:   My question, then, Mr Chair, would be to the minister. Can the 

minister give us the rationale for the reallocation of priority to Darlington versus an already-

scoped, $20 million investment in buying houses and clearing the way, so to speak? Can the 

minister put the rationale to the Darlington project having priority over the River Torrens? 

Mr Mrdak :  If you do not mind, Senator, perhaps I will start. 

Senator GALLACHER:   I did really want Arthur to answer. 

Senator Sinodinos:  Sorry, were you addressing that to me? I was just checking 

something. 

Senator GALLACHER:   I will rephrase it. My question to the minister after hearing 

Infrastructure Australia's response is that, with the River Torrens project, $20 million spent 

already, houses have been bought, it is also surveyed and ready to go. It looks as though it is 

happening. The priority to go to Darlington in the absence of an Infrastructure Australia 

assessment, is that purely a political decision? What is the rationale for going to Darlington 

over a project already scoped and commenced? 

Mr Mrdak :  Perhaps I will assist initially. We are happy to take on notice advice in more 

detail from the minister. The government has made clear its view that the Darlington project 

has more significant benefit in terms of traffic flow and commuter access to the north-south 

corridor at this time than the Torrens to Torrens project. 
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Senator GALLACHER:   In the absence of an Infrastructure Australia assessment, it has 

made that decision? 

Mr Mrdak :  It has formed that view and it is a view they have reached following 

discussions with parties in South Australia. The decision, obviously— 

Senator GALLACHER:   Can I ask which parties? 

Mr Mrdak :  I think it is discussion with a whole range of infrastructure bodies and 

obviously there are political interests in South Australia who have also expressed a view in 

relation to it. But it is fair to say that there are infrastructure bodies in South Australia—

industry groups and the like, who also believe that there may be benefits in the Darlington 

project being accelerated. The government has made a commitment to the Darlington project 

and has also made a long-term commitment to the whole corridor. Those are now being 

progressed. We are now seeking further advice from South Australian in relation to these 

matters. The South Australian government clearly has a different view from the 

Commonwealth in relation to the privatisation of the project. We are now seeking further 

advice from them in relation to, as we discussed earlier, Torrens to Torrens but also 

progressing the Darlington project. 

Senator GALLACHER:   My question really goes to the heart of work commenced, 

scoped, houses bought, work surveyed, why that project is put on hold and you accelerate a 

completely new project. Is there not inefficiency in that? 

Mr Mrdak :  I think as Ms O'Connell indicated earlier, the Torrens to Torrens has not been 

put on hold. What is happening is that the work that is currently scheduled will continue. 

Future funding decisions are yet to be taken in relation to that project. 

Senator GALLACHER:   When would we expect to see the Torrens Road to River 

Torrens project completed? 

Mr Mrdak :  The government has indicated it is seeking advice from South Australia. I 

cannot give you an express time frame on when the next stage of that will commence. 

Discussions are now under way with the government of South Australia. 

Senator GALLACHER:   So it is not put on hold; it is just that we do not know when it is 

going to finish? 

Mr Mrdak :  The current program is under way and will be completed. The next stage of 

that is subject to further decisions. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Thank you. 

Senator STERLE:  Can I clarify where we can ask questions on the Office of Northern 

Australia? 

Mr Mrdak :  Under policy and research. 

Senator STERLE:  Tonight. 

Mr Mrdak :  The Office of Northern Australia is now located within my policy and 

research group. 

Senator STERLE:  Okay, thank you. I am going to come back to public transport. We 

know and it was made very clear— forgive me going over the ground but to refresh our 

memories—that the Brisbane Cross River Rail, the Melbourne Metro, a light rail network 
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through Perth's northern suburbs and a new rail line to its airport and the Tonsley rail line 

upgrade in Adelaide are now gone. The federal government has made that very clear, as have 

the officers today clarified that there will be no funding forthwith from the Commonwealth 

government. Am I right in assuming that that is about $4 billion, or just over, of promises 

from the previous government if they were elected to commit to the building of those projects 

and to public transport? 

Ms O'Connell:  $4½ billion over the forward estimates period. 

Senator STERLE:   Sure, $4½ billion. I have to say this because, you see, Perth used to be 

that wonderful, sleepy little hollow on the West Coast. You could leave home at about seven 

in the morning and get to Perth by about 7.15 from where I lived; it now takes an hour, not 

that anyone is really worried about that, but I am sure Senator Eggleston can relate to the 

issues. So if the Commonwealth government is not investing in public transport and rail—not 

for freight but for public transport—do we have any evidence, Mr Deegan, on what dramas 

that will create in terms of congestion in our cities like Perth, Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane 

and such? 

Mr Deegan:  Policy decisions are taken by the government to invest its money, federal 

government money, into road assets, and clearly they will be taking a view around issues of 

congestion via that expenditure. They would be hoping to relieve congestion as a consequence 

of that decision. It does leave the decision-making process about public transport available for 

funding from state governments and that, I think, is the argument put by the minister at the 

table—to free up funds and therefore the state government can then make decisions about 

what investments it might take. 

Senator STERLE:  I understand and I appreciate your honesty, Mr Deegan. I did hear the 

minister at the table give that same answer, on which I responded quickly in WA. Well, that is 

gone; there is no hope of that; there is no money left in the kitty. So, not in your words, Mr 

Deegan, but I do get it. As far as Western Australia is concerned, public transport: forget it; it 

is not going to happen, certainly not under the auspices of state funding. That is very clear. 

Does Infrastructure Australia have any studies as to the problems that congestion will create 

in our cities? 

Mr Deegan:  Certainly there is work undertaken by Infrastructure Australia and, indeed, 

the department's Bureau of Infrastructure, Transport and Regional Economics on the cost of 

congestion and how that might be applied. Clearly, for any major investment in road 

infrastructure, part of the analysis that would go with that would be how to deal with that 

congestion and to get a better result as a consequence. 

CHAIR:   Would that study include in the future the need for a CBD? Do you really think 

there is going to be a need for a CBD in the future, given technology? You can do it all at 

home. 

Mr Deegan:  There are all those sorts of opportunities—that is right. Things will change. 

We are already seeing a start to change—at the moment a small element of the teleworking, 

but telecommunications and the NBN will provide opportunities for major change. 

CHAIR:   The other question, of course, for Senator Sterle and everyone else to ponder in 

Australia is: given that the US is technically insolvent and given, as you have heard me say 

many times, Sterlo, last year there was an estimate of $3 trillion of tax avoidance in transfer 
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pricing. In fact, the US would have balanced its budget had it collected its transfer price tax 

avoidance. No-one wants to own up to this. We are all playing with ourselves if we think we 

can have everything we want and have a culture of do not ask and do not tell, like the 

churches and their problems in the royal commission for years. It is true, Arthur—it is bloody 

well true. We are all in denial and we are all saying it is okay for wage earners to pay tax, but 

the multinationals can all go through the Cayman Islands and no-one cares. Get on with it. 

Back to you, Sterlo. 

Mr Deegan:  I am sure the Assistant Treasurer would be better positioned to respond to 

that than me. 

Senator Sinodinos:  I am happy to take any representations on tax. 

CHAIR:   It is a disgrace—do not ask, do not tell. 

Senator Sinodinos:  Have you got any information, Senator Heffernan? 

CHAIR:   It is on the public record, Senator Sinodinos—$3 trillion of tax avoidance last 

year. Then you go to the other changes, but it is okay—do not ask about it. It is like doing 

business in Asia—get a check on anything you like there with the right amount of money. 

Back to you, Senator Sterle. 

Senator STERLE:  I am not going to argue with Senator Heffernan. 

CHAIR:   It is all bloody true. That is why. 

Senator STERLE:  I agree. 

Senator Sinodinos:  Where did this start? Are we looking for money— 

Senator STERLE:  This is how we work, you see. We cover a lot of issues on this 

committee. 

Senator EGGLESTON:  In a single question. 

Senator Sinodinos:  But this was the money for what? What were we looking to fund? Is 

that where this started? 

Senator STERLE:  We were talking about public transport. We were also looking at the 

effects of congestion in our cities. 

CHAIR:   Arthur, you first took revenue leakage. This is a big deal. It is about time we 

started to own up to it. 

Senator Sinodinos:  Do not worry. We are onto it. 

Senator STERLE:  I am on his side here. You said there is some research or you do have 

some studies? I am sorry, in all the excitement—Senator Heffernan does this to me every 

time. 

Mr Deegan:  I can see you are excited about the issues of congestion. There is a lot of 

work done within Australia and overseas on the congestion issues and the opportunities to 

deal with that. The current government made some decisions around road funding and issues 

around congestion will be considered as a normal part of that. The expectation is that it would 

relieve congestion. They are the sorts of analyses that you would undertake as the projects 

come to fruition. 

Senator STERLE:  I have no doubt you do. But do you have your own research or do you 

rely on other— 
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Mr Deegan:  We have done our own, and in any proper cost-benefit analysis you look at 

the issues on travel-time savings, the benefits that would come by spending each of those 

dollars. 

Senator STERLE:  Is that information available to the committee? 

Mr Deegan:  I can get you any number of reports on congestion and how that can be 

managed. 

Senator STERLE:  Can we have what information you use, please? 

Mr Deegan:  Yes. 

Senator STERLE:  Thank you. I just want to clarify one thing, on the chair's comments. 

None of us in this room would be silly enough to think that it is only congestion in the CBDs. 

As we know, congestion in our cities is shocking, and when you come from where Senator 

Eggleston and I come from you can be congested 50 kays from the CBD. I do not want to get 

waylaid into shifting this city where we are all on a watered-down version of the NBN and 

will not need our cities any more. I want to go the RIFF, rural infrastructure funding. 

Senator GALLACHER:   I just want a clarification on that, before you do. I have heard it 

described that the investment by the previous Howard government in public transport was 

zero. The subsequent government changed that policy and invested in pubic transport 

precisely for the congestion issues and the efficiencies and benefits to the economy. I would 

just like to ask the minister: is that the government's policy now, to have zero investment in 

public transport and simply invest in roads unless state governments pick it up? 

Senator Sinodinos:  That is a good question. As I explained before, I think there are two 

parts of the policy. The first is to put a priority on funding of roads and freight rail, which can 

free-up resources at the state-government level for things like urban public transport. To be 

fair to the Prime Minister, I think part of his thinking as well is the delineation of 

responsibilities in this area. Once you get into the whole area of urban public transport, the 

issue is a bit more complex than just whether we provide funding for rail; there is the question 

of how the rail corporations are constituted, their work practices and their charging regimes. It 

is quite a complex issue. But from a federal government point of view, if you are looking at 

money-in money-out, money is fungible. The more we provide to help with roads in the state, 

that can free-up domestic resources for other activities, including urban public transport. 

Senator STERLE:  It is certainly not for me to put words in your mouth. I have been 

around long enough not to even pretend to do that but clearly, if there is not a priority list for 

state governments to tackle the issues of congestion via public transport, it is just not going to 

happen. That is the situation we face, and I do not expect you to answer that. 

Mr Deegan, back to you, if I may, and to Mr Mrdak too—if any of your officers have a 

light they can shine here for us. How are we going to address congestion in our cities, not just 

the CBD, if we do not fund public transport, rail, light rail and the like? Are we going to bring 

back zeppelins or something? 

Mr Deegan:  Infrastructure Australia has provided advice, as have others, in this area. 

There is a host of issues that drive the congestion problem, both here and overseas. One 

person in one car is a big part of the problem. It is the opportunity cost associated with that 

decision which impacts directly on congestion. It is not rocket science. Options include a 

user-pays arrangement. Infrastructure Australia in its last report, in its national infrastructure 
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plan, recommended more consideration be given to a tighter connection between what the 

user pays and what they get. That is an issue both in the freight industry, with heavy trucks, 

right through to the people driving to and from work. Those opportunities, I think, are part of 

the broader discussion. 

The Infrastructure Australia council view has been consistently that we need a balance 

between public transport and roads. As the minister at the table has said, the decision around 

funding is a separate issue. If you were to look at infrastructure decisions in roads, you can 

build brand new roads, you can look to improve and manage your roads in a better more 

consistent fashion. The managed motorways, for example, that are operating particularly well 

in Melbourne are an excellent example of a very high benefit for a relatively low cost. In 

relation to traffic light systems, as we move to become more advanced in the way that traffic 

lights operate, you move platoons of vehicles through rather than, in some states, a more 

higgledy-piggledy arrangement. If you consider the main roads as the arteries and the feeder 

roads as veins, what is the access for those minor roads? Is it enough? Is it too much? Can you 

do a better job of the sequencing around those issues? There are a whole host of issues. The 

minister at the table has mentioned land use and what we are doing about land use. The chair 

has mentioned where people work, how they work and whether they need to drive to or from 

work. So there are a host of policy tools available to consider how you manage congestion. 

Public transport is part of that discussion. 

CHAIR:   Could I also go to the bigger question. Back in the eighties, believe it or not, I 

used to be a shire president. We came to an agreement with Kumagai, Sir Peter Abeles and 

others on a corridor for a fast train from Sydney to Melbourne. They wanted to go down 

through the snowfields because that was handy, but we wanted to pick up where the best 

water resources were, where you could build cities—like the US has done—inland. The 

bigger question is how you get rid of all the traffic problems in the cities. That was a graphic 

example of poor thinking by all people at the time. They would not allow that to go ahead 

based on the fact that they would not let the developers have any development rights along 

what would have been a 100-year development corridor where you could add Albury to 

Wodonga, Wangaratta—a whole series of cities which, instead of having 100,000 people, 

could have half a million a million. That is the bigger question. You can only do so much with 

the city, pushing up against the Blue Mountains et cetera, all living in a concrete jungle. 

Surely Infrastructure Australia ought to give this some thought. What about half an hour from 

Bowral to work in the city? I live at Junee. I live one set of lights away from work. It is just 

that there are 400 kilometres between that set of lights and where I live. So, on the bigger 

question, has any thought been given to where we are going to be in 50 years rather than at 

the next election? 

Mr Deegan:  Our work, in an infrastructure sense, has been looking not just at one, two 

and three years but at one, two and three decades and longer. For example, in the national 

ports plan strategy that we developed, there is a 50-year view around our ports and access to 

and from those, for agriculture, mining and general cargo. There is a similar approach in the 

land freight area. There are opportunities, as you have described them, in telecommunications, 

in water and other areas, to think of those broader opportunities for how that might be 

developed. 
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We are a small organisation. The new Deputy Prime Minister has asked us to undertake a 

further audit of Australia's infrastructure, where all of those issues will come through. The 

Infrastructure Australia council is meeting again on Friday. Part of the view from the council 

is to look at the broad-term, long-term vision of what Australia might look like and how it 

would be constituted. The population policy debate is not one that we are central to, but 

clearly if you are providing infrastructure you have to have some sense of where you are 

going. If we are at 23 million people today and we were to go to 50 million people, what 

would that look like, where would we house our citizens and where would they work? Part of 

the discussion around the critical infrastructure in Northern Australia, which we have been 

asked to look at, will go to the same questions. There are CEOs of major companies looking 

for many, many more people living in Townsville and Darwin. 

CHAIR:   It would be easier to put 50,000 people in Kununurra instead of five. 

Mr Deegan:  There are some issues about how that is managed, but that is part of the 

broader long-term view of where the country could go. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Could I go to the point you have been making about one person, 

one car, efficiencies with traffic lights and traffic flow et cetera. Isn't the international 

experience that you eventually get to a congestion charge—or four people to a car, or odd-

numbered number plates? In the absence of investment in a proper public transport network to 

allow people to move away from one person to a car, inevitably this government's policy will 

drive us to more toll roads and congestion charges. 

Mr Deegan:  There are a range of issues. I think as a nation there is a recognition that these 

things go hand in hand. The particular issue is who will pay for it. The minister at the table 

has made it clear that the Commonwealth is interested in funding the road section and allow 

the states to handle the freed-up money that they might be able to apply in public transport. 

Again from a short discussion with the minister, if the state of New South Wales decided to 

unlock capital in some more of its assets, that capital may be available for further investment 

in any number of things and one of them may be public transport. These are the sorts of 

decisions that the community needs to be involved in. 

Senator STERLE:  Mr Deegan, thank you for that. If I can, I want to come back—I do not 

want to harp on it—and I do understand the philosophy of the minister at the table. The truth 

of the matter is that, particularly in Perth, we have a massive growth rate. We have a lot of 

eastern staters who have finally woken up to the fact that we have the better side of the 

country. There are far more job opportunities, and everything's coming up roses. Except if 

you are trying to travel in a car to get somewhere, it is an absolute disaster. The state 

government can talk for itself; it was very good at belting up the previous government about 

the share of the GST, but we will not mention that now. That has slipped away, but I am sure 

it will be bubbling to the surface sooner or later when something does not go its way. I 

understand that it is not going to happen. There are restraints in state governments, whether 

they have their priorities wrong or not, and that is a matter for the people to decide.  

I want to come back to the other issues that you were talking about. How to we address 

congestion, Mr Deegan? With the greatest respect, I am not taking any comfort from this 

because this committee, in a previous shape and form, did conduct a public transport inquiry 

under RRAT reference back in 2008. We have heard the same issues of land use, where you 

live—as Senator Gallacher said and you said Mr Deegan—one person in a car can lead to 
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congestion tax, as in London. The truth of the matter is that I am still asking without mucking 

around the peripherals about getting on your bike and I see that the Canberra buses provide 

for two bikes. Really, we are nation that is wonderfully rich; we greatest place on earth to 

live; we cannot seriously think we can the bury our heads in the sand and not put our minds to 

the thought of how we are going to move the population around. Now I've got that is off my 

chest!  

Senator Sinodinos:  You are raising broader policy questions. As smart as the public 

servants at the table are, they cannot resolve them for you because some of those questions 

will be addressed by the policies the government has in place, including looking at alternative 

financing structures for getting more public-private partnerships—where the public shoulders 

the risk it is able to shoulder because of its size and its capacity to tax and the risk it can 

offload to the private sector. There is more work going on with that. The chairman alluded to 

things like value capture, where for example you provide a rail road. They did this in the US 

in the 19th century, and there were land concessions along the rail road and people captured 

the value that came from that. That became in effect a financing mechanism. So the question 

is: what are these alternative financing mechanisms? The truth is, when it comes to 

congestion pricing and all those direct price signals, people are very sensitive because they 

can be regressive in their impact. The sort of people who tend, on the whole, to use public 

transport tend to be lower socio-economic groups. It is available for everybody, but you get 

what I am getting at. When you are talking about pricing, you immediately get into issues 

about the impact on people's budgets and the greatest impact is on lower socio-economic 

groups. We have to look at all of these alternative financing mechanisms as well. There are no 

easy answers to what you are putting out. I am saying that they are general policy questions 

we have to address and we cannot really resolve them in the context of the estimates.  

Senator STERLE:  Minister, I get that. It has proved my point that, while the current 

federal government is in power, there will be no public funding of rail. We do understand 

that. 

Senator GALLACHER:   To clarify that: are you saying it is a quid pro quo that you will 

put more into road and free up the same investment into track? 

Senator Sinodinos:  Money is fungible. All other things being equal, they should have 

more capacity to put into urban public transport. If they do not, then that is a decision for 

which they are accountable to their electorates. We have to remember that at the end of the 

day we cannot pick up all the mistakes or failings of state governments. They have to be 

accountable to their electorates as well. We are providing extra money which can help make it 

easier for them to do other things. 

Senator STERLE:  A heck of a lot more. 

Senator GALLACHER:   If we were to take the Tonsley Park $32 million, which is 

cancelled, is there an uplift of $32 million in funding somewhere else? Would you allow the 

state government to do that? 

Senator Sinodinos:  You would have to take a look at all the money flows in and out. I 

could not answer that off the top of my head. 



Monday, 18 November 2013 Senate Page 47 

 

RURAL AND REGIONAL AFFAIRS AND TRANSPORT LEGISLATION COMMITTEE 

Mr Mrdak :  I think there are a range of projects in South Australia to which the 

government has committed. I have not done a reconciliation in the same way you have 

outlined, but there certainly has been a substantial— 

ACTING CHAIR:   With federally funded dollars? 

Mr Mrdak :  With federally funded dollars. There is a lift in investment spending in South 

Australia. 

ACTING CHAIR:   So are you saying that the $450 million or so that was promised to 

Perth from the last government should they have been successful at the last election is still 

going to be there but doing something else? The state can use it for something else? 

Mr Mrdak :  No. I was indicating that there has been a substantial investment program 

announced by the government. I have not done a reconciliation in the way you are suggesting, 

but there certainly has been substantial investment in Western Australia and South Australia. 

ACTING CHAIR:   Would you have any idea, while we are on that, how many dollars 

should be put by state governments into roads? Have you done any work that suggests how 

much state governments should put into the roads if the rail commitment is not going to go 

ahead? Do you guys have any input? 

Senator Sinodinos:  I think the short answer to all of this is that in both the Mid-Year 

Economic and Fiscal Outlook and the budget you will be able to look at how much has been 

committed around projects and compare that with the promises of the previous government. 

Where there is a deficiency, you can argue that more should have been put in. The counter 

argument to that will be, 'We are responding to a situation where our debt is at $300 billion 

and going up and therefore our capacity to do things may not be as— 

ACTING CHAIR:   So you will have to make cuts somewhere? 

Senator Sinodinos:  What I am saying is that you would have to look at the overall context 

of the budget. If you want to do this one in and one out sort of thing, look at the final decision 

in the Mid-Year Economic and Fiscal Outlook and in the budget. But I am also saying that, if 

you want to have a general discussion about this, we will also have to take into account the 

budget situation that we have inherited if you are looking at the bottom line overall. 

ACTING CHAIR:   It will be interesting. Let's move on to just clarifying some of the 

Regional Infrastructure Fund projects. Following on from questions from Senator Gallacher, I 

take it that the APY lands roads upgrade commitment from the previous government of $85 

million is gone. That came out. 

Mr Mrdak :  It is not a project which appears in the government's announced programs, 

that is right. 

ACTING CHAIR:   So that is not going to happen. What other of the RIF programs that 

were announced by the previous government will not be forthcoming? 

Mr Mrdak :  As the minister has indicated, the government is currently settling its 

infrastructure program. What I can take you to is what they have announced to commit to. 

ACTING CHAIR:   That would be good. 

Mr Mrdak :  As I said, the government is still settling its infrastructure program, so I 

cannot be definitive about certain projects, as I said on APY, that have not at this stage 

appeared as part of the government's commitments. At this stage, the government has 
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committed to a number of former Regional Infrastructure Fund projects as part of its election 

commitments. They include the Peak Downs Highway, the Gladstone Port access road, the 

Bruce Highway package that was to be funded under RIF, the Warrego Highway upgrades, 

the Swan Valley bypass in Western Australia— 

ACTING CHAIR:   The Darwin highway, yes. 

Mr Mrdak :  the WA gateway project— 

ACTING CHAIR:   That is well and truly underway and has been— 

Mr Mrdak :  It had a RIF component that will continue. Also continuing are two studies 

under the planning section of the RIF, which are the Hunter economic infrastructure plan and 

the regional mining and infrastructure plan for South Australia. They are commitments that 

have been made by the government. Further discussion of projects that were formerly to be 

funded under the RIF are under consideration by government. 

ACTING CHAIR:   That is very helpful. I am now going to talk about a couple of my pet 

topics. I have never been quiet about this. Senator Eggleston, if you want to come in on this 

line of questioning, please jump in. I want to talk about the North West Coastal Highway 

upgrade that was announced by Minister Albanese last year, prior to the election. That was an 

election commitment under the RIF funding. I also want to talk about the Great Northern 

Highway. 

Let us go firstly to the Great Northern Highway. I will start with this: this is the major 

arterial freight route between our resource-rich Pilbara, our offshore oil and gas and the odd 

mine in the Kimberley. I think Senator Eggleston will agree with me: it is fantastic for a 

nation to brag on national and international stages about how wonderfully rich we are in these 

resources—these resources were one of the reasons we stayed out of the global financial 

crisis, along with some good management by the government at the time—but I dare anyone 

who has a commitment to this country to sit in a road train on the Great Northern Highway 

through Bindi Bindi, or even from Chittering Valley all the way through to Wubin. At certain 

sections on that highway we have road trains passing each other—I am talking about 80-odd 

tonnes all up—with 12 inches between the mirrors. How do I know? I know because that is 

what I did for a living. Here we are 30 years later; my son is now running up and down that 

highway and it is just as bloody dangerous.  

So it is great to hear about all these infrastructure projects being promised around the 

country but the issue of what is important and what is just trendy for certain electorates has 

really got murky. I will stand by that comment and argue with anyone on these topics. So let 

us go to the Great Northern Highway. This was a $307.8 million announcement, Mr Mrdak. 

Can you confirm that the Great Northern Highway upgrade project was funded in the 2013-14 

budget? 

Mr Mrdak :  Yes.  

ACTING CHAIR:   That is a tick! 

Mr Mrdak :  It was a commitment made by the former government.  

Ms O'Connell:  Out of the Regional Infrastructure Fund. 

ACTING CHAIR:   Yes, it was definitely committed out of the Regional Infrastructure 

Fund. Can you indicate the nature of the project? 
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Mr Jaggers:  The project was to do with some realignments, intersection upgrades, some 

widening and construction of additional overtaking lanes on about 87 kilometres of that 

stretch, which I think is about 200 kilometres between Muchea and Wubin. 

ACTING CHAIR:   Can you indicate the department's role with respect to this project, 

please? 

Ms O'Connell:  The project is not contracted.  

ACTING CHAIR:   So you have no role? 

Mr Mrdak :  We have been in active discussions with the Main Roads Western Australia 

for some time in terms of the project design. Those discussions are continuing. 

ACTING CHAIR:   They are? 

Mr Mrdak :  They are continuing. I had further discussions with the head of Main Roads 

Western Australia late last week in relation to their continuing work. They are continuing to 

invest their own funds and start some pre-planning activities. As I said, this is a project—as I 

indicated earlier in relation to the RIF projects, which have not been committed to at this 

point—that the government has under consideration. 

ACTING CHAIR:   So it is not committed. 

Mr Mrdak :  This is one of those projects that have not been committed as former RIF 

projects. That is a project which the government has under further consideration. 

ACTING CHAIR:   Would I be pre-empting things—all excited—to say that it is 

definitely going to happen? 

Mr Mrdak :  I think that all I can say at this stage is that the government is looking at the 

matter. They recognise the importance of those projects, as you have outlined. The 

government also recognises that it has made commitments following the decision not to 

proceed with the MRRT. That obviously has financial and fiscal implications for the 

Commonwealth. I think the minister has outlined that the government has a number of budget 

matters that have to be addressed over the coming months. During that budget process 

projects like the Great Northern Highway will be considered as part of that process. 

ACTING CHAIR:   Would it be fair to say that there could not possibly be a ministerial 

announcement that these road works are going to go ahead? 

Mr Mrdak :  I think the government has made clear its disposition to proceed with the 

project, but it obviously has to address the budget position.  

Senator EGGLESTON:  Can I ask a question about the mechanics of how these funding 

arrangements are made. I have asked questions about the southern end of the Great Northern 

Highway, previously. I think it was said that the Commonwealth can only become involved if 

the state government requests it, even though this is Highway 1. I was rather surprised by that. 

Is that the process? Does the state government call attention to a deficiency in Highway 1—

which is what the Great Northern Highway is—and then you evaluate it and talk about 

upgrading or correcting whatever the deficiency is? Can we have that on the record: explain, 

please. 

Mr Mrdak :  Certainly. We engage in discussions with the state agencies. We do our own 

analysis of sections of the national network. In a lot of cases in discussions with the states 

they identify particular projects on the network, based on safety and productivity. We work 
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with them to bring those projects forward. Usually projects on roads like the Great Northern 

Highway are identified with us by the West Australian government, and we then bring them 

forward for federal government consideration. 

Senator EGGLESTON:  I have to say I totally agree with Senator Sterle about the 

deficiencies of the highway, especially in the southern sections, where it is very narrow. Also, 

in the northern sections, in the Kimberley, there are still single-lane bridges. Earlier this year I 

went from Broome to Derby one weekend. As we drove across a single-lane bridge we 

thought how catastrophic it would be if two road trains came from either end. Then we got to 

a double-lane bridge, and then another single-lane bridge just before the Willare roadhouse, 

just outside Derby. 

The next morning, heading back to Broome, we were rather surprised by the number of 

police cars, ambulance and fire trucks whizzing by us. When we got to Willare bridge we 

found it was closed. What had happened was that two road trains had come in from either 

end, crashed head-on and caught fire, with catastrophic consequences. Those deficiencies, on 

a major national highway of major economic importance to this country, just should not be 

there anymore. I just wonder what the mechanism is for correcting that. 

Mr Mrdak :  We certainly share your view. There is a need for upgrades, and, as I said, I 

believe the government remains committed to proceeding with the projects. It is obviously 

addressing the budget issues around the funding availability for progressing these projects. 

That is something that is under consideration. I think ministers have made comments in 

relation to a desire to see these projects on the Great Northern Highway proceed. But, 

obviously, that has to be settled through the forthcoming budget processes. 

Senator EGGLESTON:  What is your role, though? The Great Northern Highway is one 

of the great economic highways of Australia. As Senator Sterle says, it services the Pilbara 

and the Kimberley, which produce a huge amount of wealth for this nation. Given that, the 

state of it is deplorable. Do you have a proactive role in saying, 'This is a major international 

highway. It is priority 1. It should be upgraded and all of these deficiencies should be 

corrected'? do you have some role there? 

Mr Mrdak :  We do. As I indicated earlier, we work with the West Australian officials to 

identify those deficiencies, both in productivity and safety, and try to build that into forward 

programs for government consideration. Obviously, government has to balance the Great 

Northern Highway with a whole range of other key arterial road and rail projects around 

country. Essentially, we do have a role in trying to make sure that we do identify the highest 

priority projects. As I said earlier, the Great Northern has been identified as an area that needs 

investment; there is no doubt of that. 

Senator EGGLESTON:  It is pretty hard to believe there are more important economic 

roads, given the traffic on it and the fact that it goes to the Pilbara and the Kimberley. 

Mr Jaggers:  It might be worth adding that we are in, as the secretary said, good 

communication with the Western Australia government about the Great Northern Highway. 

There are 12 projects that have been funded under the program. A couple of those are still 

ongoing. One is around Port Hedland. 

Senator EGGLESTON:  The overpasses. 
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Mr Jaggers:  There has been a program of work and we continue to work with the 

Western Australians on the Great Northern Highway. We recognise its importance. 

Senator EGGLESTON:  Port Hedland looks like Los Angeles from the air now with 

those extensive clover leaves and so on. 

Senator STERLE:  They used to have a very good mayor there. I believe he became a 

senator. Is that right, Senator Eggleston—your good self? 

Senator EGGLESTON:  Yes. I am very pleased that you have a proactive role, anyway, 

in upgrading that road, because it really is of extraordinary economic importance to Australia. 

Mr Mrdak :  And, as Mr Jaggers says, projects are underway. Muchea, Wubin, Bindi Bindi 

Curves and the like are all underway at the moment. The next stage of the work is a matter for 

government consideration. 

Senator EGGLESTON:  Just to tie that up, do you consult with the state or does the state 

consult with you? That was what I was told about two years ago—that you were only 

triggered if the state government raised the question about the— 

Mr Mrdak :  No. The states tend to bring forward more detailed project proposals, but our 

officers are in discussions with them regularly to identify priority projects, and we do a lot of 

our own analyses of the needs of the network. 

Senator EGGLESTON:  Is there room for having a more formal arrangement 

established? 

Mr Mrdak :  That would be a matter for the government. But the working relationship 

between WA Main Roads and the department is very good. 

Senator EGGLESTON:  But there are still deficiencies there, so there is room for 

improvement. 

Mr Mrdak :  There are always opportunities. If there was further funding available, there 

are a range of projects that we in the department would see match merit in accelerating—but, 

as I think the minister has outlined, there are a range of competing pressures on the 

government budget. 

Senator EGGLESTON:  It is always the budget. 

ACTING CHAIR:   Thanks, Senator Eggleston. Mr Mrdak, could you or any of your 

officers inform the committee when was the scheduled commencement date of construction 

on the Great Northern Highway project at the time of the budget—and its completion date, 

too, if you have that there. 

Mr Jaggers:  I believe we were still in negotiations and discussions with the Western 

Australian government about the start and completion dates for the project. I do not have a 

proposed construction commencement date with me. 

ACTING CHAIR:   That is no worries, Mr Jaggers: you did not have a commencement 

and completion date at the time of the budget, and you certainly do not have one now, 

because we do not even know if it is going to happen—because it is in-continuation. I think 

you said that, Mr Mrdak? 

Mr Jaggers:  Sorry, Senator: there are actually a range of different elements to this project, 

and they will each have different start and finish dates. 
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ACTING CHAIR:   Can you arm us with any? 

Mr Jaggers:  We have not finalised discussions with Western Australia. 

Mr Mrdak :  We can certainly take it on notice and give you the program for the Great 

Northern as it currently stands, and also what were the contemplated previous dates, and come 

back to you. 

ACTING CHAIR:   That would be good. Would you be able to get that to us today? Is that 

possible? 

Mr Mrdak :  I will endeavour to do that. 

ACTING CHAIR:   Rather than me having to put it on notice in writing. 

Mr Mrdak :  I will try and get you what we can today. 

ACTING CHAIR:   If you could, please. Have you received any new instructions from 

anyone with respect to the funding profile of this project since 18 September? 

Mr Mrdak :  I am not aware of anything. 

ACTING CHAIR:   Have you received any new instructions from anyone with respect to 

the commencement—no, you haven't, so we don't know where that is going. So you are still 

undertaking work on this project. 

Mr Mrdak :  We are. 

ACTING CHAIR:   What was the word you used, Mr Mrdak—'continuing'? 

Mr Mrdak :  The government has it under consideration. 

ACTING CHAIR:   Sorry, 'consideration'. 

Mr Mrdak :  And, as I said, I think it is fair to say ministers have a strong disposition to 

bring this project forward. 

ACTING CHAIR:   Okay. But they could not go out there and say, 'We're going to do it' 

yet, because it has not yet been decided by cabinet—or whoever does that. 

Mr Mrdak :  The government is considering its infrastructure program. 

ACTING CHAIR:   So we do not have a definitive answer that it is going to happen, 

although it is being talked about, so we cannot have a commencement or completion date. 

Has the priority the government were allocating to this project changed since the election? 

Mr Mrdak :  Sorry, how do you mean? 

ACTING CHAIR:   Has it all of a sudden become more important or less important than it 

was? I notice that the government has knocked back a number of RIF projects—fine, you 

have made that very clear. But, with the ones that have not been committed to, is there a 

priority listing? Or are they all grouped in the same bucket? 

Mr Mrdak :  I think ministers have been clear that projects like the Western Australian 

projects are being progressed as quickly as possible. For all the reasons you and Senator 

Eggleston have mentioned, I think priority is certainly being given to seeing if those Western 

Australian projects can be progressed. 

ACTING CHAIR:   Okay. But we can also clarify that the RIF project is gone because it 

was linked to the mining tax. We know that; that is very clear—when the mining tax goes, 
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there goes that funding. So there has been no indication where the funding might come from 

for this project? 

Mr Mrdak :  The government will consider that in the budget process. 

Senator GALLACHER:   So we know that public transport is with the state, and 

somebody else's responsibility, and you are funding roads. And we are going through a whole 

list of projects that are not going to be funded as roads, because there is no money. So is the 

budget spending on roads up or down? Is there an increase spend by the federal government 

on roads or a decrease? 

Mr Mrdak :  The government is currently funding its program but, based on its election 

commitment, there is an increased expenditure in relation to roads by the federal 

government—over and above the program committed to by the former government. 

Senator GALLACHER:   And that takes into account the savings from what is not going 

to be spent on rail? 

Mr Mrdak :  That is correct. The government's election commitment documentation makes 

clear there is an increase. I think there is a total of some $11.5 billion worth of projects 

announced in those— 

Senator GALLACHER:   $11.5 billion or $11.5 million? 

Mr Mrdak :  election commitments. It also sets out a number of savings from projects, as 

we discussed earlier today. The overall effect is that there is an increased expenditure on 

infrastructure over both the forward estimates and beyond the forward estimates by the 

Australian government since its election in September. 

Senator GALLACHER:   So if I am just a taxpayer going up and this road that Glenn is 

talking about: we are not going to spend any money on public transport because we are 

spending more money on roads, but that road is not getting it. It is in the most resource-rich 

state, with tremendous economic benefit to the country, but it ain't gonna get fixed. Is that 

what you are telling me? 

Mr Mrdak :  No. I think as I have been indicating to you, the government is currently 

reviewing its infrastructure program. The projects that Senator Sterle has referred to are high-

priority projects— 

Senator GALLACHER:   But we don't know when they are going to get started or be 

finished? 

Mr Mrdak :  As I said, the government is now considering, in the context of the budget 

process, its position on these roads. 

Senator GALLACHER:   So we went from an allocation of funds, with a start and an end 

date, to no funds, no start date and no finish date? 

Mr Mrdak :  Yes. As Senator Sterle has also outlined, the government made some very 

strong commitments in relation to the application of the mining tax and savings that had to be 

made as a result of that decision. 

Senator GALLACHER:   I'm not sure you can use Senator Sterle as being on your side 

with respect to this argument! The road will not get done. 
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Senator Sinodinos:  Can I just add, in relation to it being funded out of the mining tax: the 

resources superprofit tax started out with $49.5 billion, the last estimate was $4.4 billion and 

we have collected a net $400 million to date. So we are talking about projects for which, 

significantly, there was no hypothecated funding source by the end of the process. The money 

would have had to have come from somewhere else—and that is the dilemma that the 

officials and the government now face for high-priority projects. 

Senator GALLACHER:   And that is your argument to run, as Assistant Treasurer—I 

understand exactly what you are saying. But I am not sure that the driver going up and down 

the Great Northern Highway really cares; he just wants it to be fixed and thinks it is an 

important area. 

ACTING CHAIR:   And other road users. 

Senator GALLACHER:   If you want to go and argue fiscal responsibility with a truck 

driver on that road, Glenn can probably introduce you to several! But it ain't gonna get fixed. 

Senator Sinodinos:  But we are looking at national projects, which affect all parts of the 

country, and we have to make those balanced consideration. 

ACTING CHAIR:   Minister, we hear what you are saying, but I did ask Mr Mrdak—and 

it was clearly answered yes—who did confirm that the Great Northern Highway upgrade 

project was funded in the 2013-14 budget. So the money was there—it was put aside—and it 

was going to happen. 

Mr Mrdak :  It was funded from the Regional Infrastructure Fund— 

ACTING CHAIR:   Yes, that is right. 

Mr Mrdak :  And, as the government's election documentation makes clear, there are 

savings being made out of that program as a result of the decision on the mining and 

resources tax. 

ACTING CHAIR:   I fully understand, Mr Mrdak. So, like Senator Gallacher's line of 

questioning: it was going to be built and now we don't know—we are working on it. I believe 

you said the WA projects were 'high priority'. Was that your term? 

Mr Mrdak :  Certainly, for all the reasons you have discussed this morning, those 

particular projects are very much a high priority for government and I expect the decisions to 

be made shortly. 

Senator Sinodinos:  Can I just clarify: that was funded in the 2013-14 budget. Since then 

we have had a $30.3 billion deterioration in that budget bottom line. What would you have us 

do in that context? 

ACTING CHAIR:   You know what I would have you do? Forget about some of your 

other projects and commit to making one of the most important— 

Senator Sinodinos:  That is my point: we have to— 

ACTING CHAIR:   Minister, I did not cut in on you, and I will shut up when you are 

talking. We can get into the political debate, which I am really not interested in. What I am 

interested in is when my son, and heaps of other truck drivers and other road users, and me 

from time to time, are on not only one of the busiest but the most productive highways in the 

country, and you have seven-metre over-width vehicles hanging on both sides of the shoulder. 

This is not a political argument for me, Senator Sinodinos—this is my life's work and it will 
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continue to be my life's work. And it is frustrating when I see announcements in other states 

that are politically driven, in my humble opinion, in terms of road funding and upgrading. 

On that, Mr Mrdak—and before I move on to my other pet project—have you had any 

correspondence with the relevant state government with respect to the status of this project 

since 18 September? 

Mr Mrdak :  I do not recall the correspondence but there have certainly been discussions. 

As I said, I had discussions with WA officials last week in relation to the next stage of these 

projects.  

ACTING CHAIR:   And you have been in discussions with Mr Deegan and Infrastructure 

Australia since 18 September?  

Mr Mrdak :  I do not think we have discussed it with Infrastructure Australia since then.  

Senator GALLACHER:   To clarify: there is a critical infrastructure need and we balance 

that against fiscal responsibility. Does the minister believe that we should be investing in 

critical highway infrastructure such as that? Even if you have to borrow, there is a cost-benefit 

analysis in it. So it is not just a case of 'we haven't got the money'? This is a really significant 

need and borrowing money is not necessarily a bad thing for infrastructure.  

Senator Sinodinos:  Senator Gallacher, we believe in infrastructure, and you will see that 

the Mid-Year Economic and Fiscal Outlook and the budget lay out a complete infrastructure 

plan for the country.  

Senator GALLACHER:   Including borrowing for infrastructure?  

Senator Sinodinos:  How individual projects are paid for is a separate matter. There are 

budget bottom lines. It will be covered by revenue and there will still be some borrowing, I 

imagine, at least for some years. But the point is that you will see a very comprehensive and 

very good infrastructure plan, which has been put together by a very good group of people in 

the department.  

ACTING CHAIR:   Can we expect toll roads and, if so, would you like to just drop us a 

hint? I promise I will not tell anyone, Minister; it is just between you and me. Sorry, Senator 

Gallacher, if I can just get back to the high priority. WA is a high priority, I believe, for a 

certain amount of our road funding wish list. Is anyone else around the country a high 

priority, or are we the only ones? If there are others who are a high priority, Mr Mrdak, could 

you inform the committee of them?  

Mr Mrdak :  Certainly, Senator, I think the government is having a look at all of the 

projects that were formerly on the RIF program. As I said, ministers have made some public 

comments about the importance of the WA projects; but, as I said, the government is having a 

look at that whole program in the context of the budget.  

ACTING CHAIR:   Mr Mrdak, the Cape York region—I wrote it down somewhere—is 

not on the original list. Would Cape York be in the same high priority as our Great Northern 

Highway funding request?  

Mr Mrdak :  I am not as aware of public comments by ministers in relation to the Cape 

York project.  

ACTING CHAIR:   Am I able to assume that it is not on the list at all?  
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Mr Mrdak :  It was not a commitment made by the government in the lead-up to the 

election.  

ACTING CHAIR:   The New South Wales Bolivia Hill project $80 million is not on your 

list either? If it has another name, clarify it for me so that I do not mislead the Senate. The 

Maldon-Dombarton rail line at $50 million is a no-goer? It is not on the high priority list?  

Mr Mrdak :  The current commitment to the Maldon-Dombarton was to complete the 

current planning study.  

ACTING CHAIR:   But not construction? We are nowhere near it.  

Mr Deegan:  Senator, can I add that there are a number of private proponents in 

discussions with us and, I presume, the department as well about the potential funding of that 

particular route.  

ACTING CHAIR:   Would that fall into the WA Great Northern Highway?  

Mr Deegan:  It is a separate process, with the potential of private funding. It is not 

necessarily government funding. There are people with serious private money in discussions.  

ACTING CHAIR:   That is good. Tremendous. It did not make the cut.  

Mr Mrdak :  Senator, if I can clarify: I have just been advised that the Maldon-Dombarton 

rail line was not an RIF project.  

ACTING CHAIR:   It was not?  

Mr Mrdak :  No. 

ACTING CHAIR:   My apologies. I am sorry, I thought it was.  

Mr Mrdak :  It was a commitment of the former government in the Infrastructure 

Investment Program but it was not a specific RIF project.  

ACTING CHAIR:   Okay, but is it still a goer?  

Mr Mrdak :  The current planning is in continuation. 

ACTING CHAIR:   What about the Scone level crossing project?  

Ms O'Connell:  Senator, that was one of the RIF projects that had not been contracted. 

There had been study works done, which have been completed.  

ACTING CHAIR:   That is not going to happen. Is that right? If I am putting words in 

your mouth, please correct me.  

Mr Mrdak :  I think your latter statement—the government is considering these projects. 

No final decisions have been made. But they aren't commitments, to this point. 

ACTING CHAIR:   So they are considering it but it is not in the same stratosphere as the 

WA Great Northern Highway? 

Mr Mrdak :  I am not aware of any public comments in relation to that project by ministers 

recently, but it certainly is a RIF project, which, along with the balance of them, has been 

reconsidered as part of the budget process. 

ACTING CHAIR:   But we have got a few RIF projects that have been committed to, or 

that will be committed to— 

Mr Mrdak :  That is correct. 
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ACTING CHAIR:   through another funding stream, which we understand. We have got 

other projects that are high priority, like our Great Northern Highway and, I hope, our North 

West Coastal Highway— 

Mr Mrdak :  That is correct. 

ACTING CHAIR:   package that I want to talk about next. But we have a couple, like 

Maldon-Dombarton, that may be subject to some private money. Then I have another group 

that is not priority but still being thought of, like Scone. Is that right? 

Mr Mrdak :  There are a range of other RIF projects, as I said earlier, that government is 

further considering. 

ACTING CHAIR:   Maybe it would be easier, for me and for the committee's time, to just 

tell us exactly what is not going to go ahead. 

Mr Mrdak :  As I said, they are under consideration by governments. I cannot give you a 

definitive answer on what may or may not proceed. 

Senator GALLACHER:   So, given that it will be very clear that there will be no 

investment in rail public transport and those projects across the country are now not funded, is 

there a total of how much you are taking out of those projects? 

Mr Mrdak :  Yes. It was set out in the government's election commitments. We can give 

you those numbers. 

Ms O'Connell:  And we went through those numbers earlier, in terms of those cancelled 

rail projects, but the total is approximately $4.5 billion, beyond the forward estimates. 

Senator GALLACHER:   So $4.5 billion is out of rail, public transport? 

Ms O'Connell:  Projects cancelled, yes. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Can you point me to where that is spent on roads, or is that a 

saving? 

Mr Mrdak :  No, if you have a look at the fiscal budget impact document that the 

government released prior to the election, its coalition election policy commitments, it does 

set out the government's infrastructure investment program, including both the saves and 

further additional investments. 

ACTING CHAIR:   I would like to talk about—and if the answers are all the same we can 

save a lot of time—the North West Coastal Highway. That was $174 million of widening. 

Mr Mrdak :  It falls into the same category as the Great Northern. 

ACTING CHAIR:   I ask all the same questions and I get the same answers, so that will 

make that easier. 

Ms O'Connell:  Yes, that is right. 

ACTING CHAIR:   So there is no way known the minister could come out and say, 'Yes, 

we're going to do it,' because it has not been decided yet—it is still a work in progress. 

Mr Mrdak :  Ministers have made some public comments, I believe, in relation to their 

support for the projects, details of which, as I said, have been worked through with the 

government in the budget process. 
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ACTING CHAIR:   I just want to clarify this: there have been ministers out there saying 

publicly that they support these projects and want them to go ahead, but then it comes down 

to the Assistant Treasurer and the Treasurer and the cabinet to make the final decision? 

Senator Sinodinos:  I am not in the cabinet. 

ACTING CHAIR:   You should be, Senator Sinodinos—but I will tell you the other seven 

I reckon shouldn't be! All right, so there is no guarantee yet. We are thinking about it. We are 

talking to the Western Australian government? 

Mr Mrdak :  Yes. 

ACTING CHAIR:   And you will let us know. Do you have any indication of when a 

decision may be made on these two very vital projects in Western Australia? 

Mr Mrdak :  I cannot give you a time frame. It is part of the budget process. 

ACTING CHAIR:   Would it be fair for me to assume—though it is always dangerous to 

assume—nothing between here and May? 

Mr Mrdak :  I could not pre-empt the timing. 

ACTING CHAIR:   Minister, would you like to add anything there? 

Senator Sinodinos:  Not to add anything to what I have said previously about timing, no. 

ACTING CHAIR:   Not even a guess as to when we might find out? Okay. As to the 

Leach Highway upgrade, for those of us who have the misfortune of having to travel the 

Leach Highway every day—it is not RIF, of course—that was a $59 million upgrade between 

Carrington Street and Stirling Highway. Minister, it is very vital for access to and egress from 

our port, and then on our major freight route to the rail and warehouse and distribution area. 

Mr Mrdak, can you confirm that the Leach Highway upgrade project was funded in the 2013-

14 budget? 

Mr Mrdak :  Yes. 

Ms O'Connell:  Yes, it was. 

ACTING CHAIR:   Can you indicate the nature of the project? 

Mr Pittar :  It involved some realignment of the Leach Highway and dealing with a right-

hand bend as you are heading towards the port, improving the alignment of that to improve 

capacity and safety for heavy vehicles along that route. 

ACTING CHAIR:   And it was widening? 

Mr Pittar :  It was widening. Currently the highway is two lanes in either direction. I 

believe the new project, if I recall correctly, would have actually divided that road. 

ACTING CHAIR:   I think the proposal was to take out three holes of the golf course 

there. Now can you indicate the department's role with respect to this project? 

Mr Pittar :  It is similar to the situation that Mr Mrdak outlined earlier; we, as a 

department, have been liaising with the state government. There had been some funding 

provided towards the planning and design of that project. 

ACTING CHAIR:   By the feds? 

Mr Pittar :  By the federal government and also an amount by the state government. 
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ACTING CHAIR:   Okay, that is just to have a look at it. So rather than go through all the 

same questions again—bear in mind it is not part of the riff—is this one of those road-funding 

projects that is parked in the side there and is being considered? Where are we at? 

Mr Jaggers:  The project was not in a list from the coalition in the election period of 

projects that would be cancelled. It is a project that we understand would have continuing 

funding. 

ACTING CHAIR:   So I can get it out there loud and clear when I am back in Perth on the 

weekend: this project is going to go ahead, funded by the federal government to how much 

and by the state government to how much; commencement date when and completion date 

when. 

Mr Jaggers:  I do not have the details on commencement and completion dates with me. 

The committee— 

ACTING CHAIR:   Sorry, Mr Jaggers, is it far away to get? Because you see, I read 

different things in the West Australian paper saying it is not going to happen, so we just have 

to make sure. And the West Australian, that wonderful organisation, would never, ever 

mislead. 

Mr Jaggers:  The commitment that had been made by the previous government, which we 

understand continues into the current program, is $59 million for the Leach Highway-High 

Street project. There was also $4 million this financial year to complete the planning. The 

planning work of course is required prior to construction; the start date has been settled. 

Following the planning approvals there will need to be tendering and procurement processes 

to enable that to start. So the Western Australian government, to my understanding, has not 

provided those details about commencement and completion date, but we understand the 

project will be in the program agreed with Western Australia. 

ACTING CHAI R:  Before the last federal election was there an expectation that there 

would be a date forthcoming for commencement and completion? 

Mr Pittar :  I do not believe that we had that detail with us, in terms of specific start times. 

There would have potentially been funding profiles, but that would have been it at that time. 

ACTING CHAIR:   Good. So what we have established is that there is $59 million that has 

been ticked off by the new government, committed to this project? 

Mr Pittar :  Certainly, we have assumed that money remains in the program. 

ACTING CHAIR:   Okay. So is this one of those ones where we will have to wait and see 

when the budget comes out? 

Mr Mrdak :  I think as the minister has outlined, that the government will be setting out its 

infrastructure investment priorities in the MYEFO document and in the forthcoming budget. 

ACTING CHAIR:   Okay. So with  the $59 million that was committed, now we do not 

know and we have to wait, just to check if we will— 

Mr Mrdak :  I think Mr Jaggers has encapsulated that by simply saying we are presuming 

the projects will proceed; they have not been taken as savings in the government's election 

commitments. The government will be making announcements shortly in relation to its 

programs. 
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ACTING CHAIR:   Okay, Mr Mrdak, that makes that very clear that there are no 

commitments and that we will not hold our breath yet. We will wait till the budget 

announcements. 

I just have one last one, Mr Deegan: are you aware of any proposed changes to governance 

of Infrastructure Australia? And if you are, can you detail what they are? 

Mr Deegan:  The government has indicated that it proposes to create Infrastructure 

Australia in its own right as a statutory authority, to abolish the position of the Infrastructure 

Coordinator and to create a new board. 

ACTING CHAIR:   The coordinator? That is you. 

Mr Deegan:  So there will be a CEO reporting to a new board. That is my understanding 

of the public position. 

ACTING CHAIR:   Has Infrastructure Australia expressed any view on this? 

Mr Deegan:  There would have been discussions between council members and ministers. 

ACTING CHAIR:   Not with you—okay. I really hope that common sense prevails and 

that the fine work you have been doing will be able to continue under the new government. 

Mr Deegan:  I am sure it will. 

ACTING CHAIR:   Good; I hope so. On that, can I flick to Senator Peris. We have 15 

minutes before we have to move to the next agency, unless Senator Eggleston has— 

Senator EGGLESTON:  No; I just want to ask about the Great Northern Highway. I will 

keep a watching brief on that. 

Senator PERIS:  My question is to Ms Lyn O'Connell, deputy secretary. You said that you 

are able to provide details of the major infrastructure projects in the Northern Territory, which 

you outlined earlier. Can you let me know on what date or within what time frame you are 

able to provide those details and, if so, can you also provide the funding profile for each of 

them? 

Ms O'Connell:  We committed to do a funding profile on the list of projects. Normally, 

with a question taken on notice, the time frames that were outlined at the start of the 

committee would apply, so we would seek to do so in those time frames. 

Senator PERIS:  Also, with respect to the NT Regional Roads Productivity Package—I 

did not ask the question before—you mentioned the Roper Highway. Is Port Keats Road in 

the package as well as the road replacing the gravel on sections of it? With respect to the 

Rocky Bottom Bridge on the Central Arnhem Road a commitment was made to the 

construction of a new bridge—the strengthening, widening and sealing sections of the 

Buntine Highway. With regard to the Arnhem Link highway, was that the replacement gravel 

on the deteriorated sections of it? 

Mr Jaggers:  While Mr Pittar searches for some of those details, I might just clarify an 

answer I provided earlier in relation to the Northern Territory package. When talking about 

the King River project, which I mentioned was a $6 million project, I need to clarify that by 

letting you know that the funding for that project was shifted and moved to flood immunity 

works on the Stuart and Victoria Highway at the request of the Northern Territory 

government. With respect to the King River project, the works that had happened on the 

approaches to the King River have fixed the issues that were contemplated for the $6 million 
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so that money has been moved to the Stuart and Victoria Highway as part of the broader 

package. So just to clarify that answer. I might see whether Mr Pittar can help you with the 

Roper Road and Port Keats. 

Mr Pittar :  The works involved with the Roper Highway involve construction of bridges 

in the Roper and Wilton rivers area. The Port Keats Road works is part of that and that is to 

improve wet season access to a number of communities. The Central Arnhem Road that you 

mentioned involves the bridge over the Rocky Bottom Creek, which I think you also 

mentioned. The Buntine Highway work involves pavement strengthening, widening and 

sealing of targeted sections. There is work on the Arnhem Link Road proposed. Again, that is 

improving it to a better gravel standard and work also on the Santa Teresa road, which is 

around pavement strengthening, widening of targeted sections. 

Ms O'Connell:  That is the package of those six roads that you read out. 

Senator PERIS:  Okay. When you pass me the information with regard to that, you will 

also be able to give me the funding profile and the breakdown for each of those? 

Ms O'Connell:  I am not sure we can give the breakdown of each of those six. We can 

give a breakdown of the overall funding profile for the package, but we may not be in a 

position to do so for each of those six individualised items. We will see what we can provide 

if we do have a profile for any one or more of them. 

Senator PERIS:  Just going back to Tiger Brennan Drive, do you have the breakdown and 

the funding profile for that available?  

Mr Jaggers:  We do have an indicative profile, so we can provide that to you now, if you 

like. 

Senator PERIS:  Okay. 

Mr Jaggers:  The indicative profile is $5 million in 2013-14; $15 million in 2014-15; $20 

million in 2015-16; and $30 million in 2016-17. That is our current profile. Of course, the 

profiles for these projects may change, as the project commences and as the construction 

work moves on. 

Senator PERIS:  With regard to the Tiger Brennan, have you had recent correspondence 

with the Northern Territory government? 

Ms O'Connell:  Yes, we have, in relation to the project proposal request and the works 

that need to be done, and we are in further discussions with them. 

Senator PERIS:  Okay, thank you. 

ACTING CHAIR:   Thank you. Just before I go to Senator Gallacher, with the shuffles 

around with IA, are you aware of the makeup of the board, Mr Deegan? 

Mr Deegan:  No, I do not know that any decision has been taken at this stage. 

ACTING CHAIR:   Okay. Thank you. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Correct me if I am wrong, Mr Mrdak, but I think that there are 

projects that are afoot subject to MYEFO, which is 17 December, and there are projects 

which are gone—they are not subject to it; they are just cancelled. I am just trying to get a 

picture of Tasmania. What major infrastructure projects in Tasmania worth more than $100 

million is the federal government prepared to fund? 
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Mr  Mrdak :  We can give you a breakdown of the program. 

Senator GALLACHER:   There would not be too many more than $100 million, would 

there? 

Mr Mrdak :  The most significant is the Midland Highway commitment of $400 million to 

undertake priority works on the Midland Highway. That is one of the government's major 

priorities as part of its Tasmanian package. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Thank you. We have the Freight Rail Revitalisation package. 

Ms O'Connell:  Yes, that continues. 

Senator GALLACHER:   The Brooker Highway? 

Mr Mrdak :  I will just get Mr Jaggers to get you the program as it currently is for 

Tasmania. 

Mr Jaggers:  The projects that we have on the current program are the Brooker Highway, 

which is a $25.6 million Australian government commitment to the project; the Domain 

Highway planning— 

Senator GALLACHER:   Is that up or down? Is it on the books? Is it going to happen? 

Mr Mrdak :  These are in the program. 

Mr Jaggers:  Yes, these are projects that are in the program. 

Senator GALLACHER:   I will ask the stupid questions, but does 'in the program' mean 

that it is subject to MYEFO or is it going to happen? 

Mr Mrdak :  They are in the program and the government will confirm its position on 

these projects in MYEFO. 

Senator GALLACHER:   On 17 December. 

Mr Mrdak :  Yes. 

Senator GALLACHER:   That is when it is out, isn't it? 

Mr Mrdak :  I do not know the exact time. 

Ms O'Connell:  It is in September. 

Mr Mrdak :  I do not know what the exact timing of MYEFO is, but at this stage we are 

presuming these projects will continue as part of the program. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Sorry to labour the point. So there will be a MYEFO before 

December—is that the case? 

Senator Sinodinos:  Before Christmas. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Yes. And there has been a media report of the 17th in relation to 

another matter. 

Senator Sinodinos:  I am not sure if a particular date has been confirmed. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Are they going to make it the 24th? 

Senator Sinodinos:  Do not worry; there will be full transparency. 

Senator GALLACHER:   On 24 December, you are going to tell us whether— 

Senator Sinodinos:  No, not the 24th. It might be the 18th. 
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Senator GALLACHER:   I won't put a cross against this. This is in the books, subject to 

MYEFO. 

Mr Jaggers:  I will continue to give you the list. It includes the Freight Rail Revitalisation 

project, which is a $119.6 million Australian government contribution; the Huon Highway 

project, which is a $17.5 million commitment; a range of small projects with money this 

financial year, including improvement of Bell Bay Intermodal; the main South Line rail 

capacity improvements; the Midland Highway Bridgewater Bridge development which is a 

planning amount of money; rail capacity improvements at Rhyndaston; a commitment to 

Tasman Highway; upgrade of the north-east freight roads; upgrade of the Port Sorell Road; 

and upgrade of the Illawarra link road. That is it in that list of projects in the current program, 

we would expect. 

Senator GALLACHER:   So the only caveat on all those things is that they need to get 

through MYEFO. 

Mr Mrdak :  The government will set out its infrastructure investment program in the 

budget documents in the Senate. 

CHAIR:   If we are all happy, we will move to ARTC— 

Mr Mrdak :  Just to confirm, Chair, is that infrastructure, investment and all regional 

programs completed? 

Senator STERLE:  I have one quick question—if I can, Chair? Sorry, Senator Peris, do 

you have a question? I will let you go. 

CHAIR:   You have five minutes if you want it. 

Senator PERIS:  When are we expecting the whole NT Regional Roads Productivity 

Package to be completed? 

Mr Jaggers:  The funding profile goes out to 2016-17, so you would expect the last 

Australian government money to flow through then and would expect the program to 

complete in that year. 

Senator STERLE:  I believe there has been some expansion at the Hobart airport. I 

believe it was a $38 million announcement during the election by the government. Can you 

tell the committee, Mr Mrdak, where the proposal to redevelop the Hobart airport originated? 

Mr Mrdak :  My understanding is that a proposal was put forward by Hobart International 

Airport. 

Senator STERLE:  Has the Tasmanian state government, to the best of your knowledge—

or to the best of your knowledge, Mr Deegan—made any advance or any approach to either 

Infrastructure Australia or the government? 

Mr Mrdak :  I am not aware of any approach by the Tasmanian government to the 

department in relation to the project. I do not think there has been any approach to 

Infrastructure Australia. 

Mr Deegan:  Perhaps for some background, there has been some discussion—I am not 

sure whether this particular proposal is attached to it—about issues around how Australia 

might better service Antarctica, which would involve the airport, the port and other 

arrangements, but I am not across the particular detail. 
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Senator STERLE:  That was forthcoming from the Tasmanian state government? 

Mr Deegan:  Indeed. 

Senator STERLE:  Can you tell us then, Mr Deegan, why the original proposal was 

rejected? 

Mr Deegan:  In our work—this is going back some time—there was a range of issues that 

the Tasmanian government was seeking to resolve with other federal agencies, including the 

research agencies attached to Antarctica. 

Senator STERLE:  Are you aware of any community consultation? 

Mr Deegan:  It may have happened, but I am not aware of it. 

Senator STERLE:  Would there be any additional infrastructure required in terms of 

access roads to and from the Tasmanian highway should this project be successful? 

Mr Deegan:  I do not know the answer to that. 

Senator STERLE:  Would you like to take them on notice? 

Mr Deegan:  Sure. 

Mr Mrdak :  Chair, can I clarify a response to a question Senator Edwards asked in 

relation to regional development programs? Mr Jaggers has some additional information in 

relation to that. 

CHAIR:   Yes. 

Mr Jaggers:  Senator Edwards asked: how many application were from Greater Western 

Sydney in round 4? The answer to that question is that 17 applications were made and three 

projects were approved for funding. Two of those are contracted and one of those is not 

contracted. 

CHAIR:   God bless you. My question is: who owns the Hobart airport? 

Mr Mrdak :  I think it is a consortium of investors. I will get you some details of the 

ownership structure. 

CHAIR:   Thank you for your time and patience everybody. We will move to Australian 

Rail Track Corporation Ltd. 

Australian Rail Track Corporation  

[12:28] 

CHAIR:   One of the most disgraceful things that is happening with railway at the present 

time is the fire hazard of the corridor, which is a complete and utter disgrace. Would you like 

to explain to me why you do not do something about it? 

Mr Fullerton :  Could you be a bit more specific about which part of the corridor in terms 

of the vegetation? 

CHAIR:   The railway line—the main southern line—used to be a handy firebreak. It used 

to be because there were fires in the fire engines—it took years to get rid of the firemen after 

the fires left, though! But, at the present time, there are brakes, and all sorts of things that can 

go wrong with a train, that can light a fire, and, as I am instructed by ARTC officials, there is 

nothing you can do about it. 
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You can slash the grass—and it is up and down and around trees and gravel and old 

sleepers and all the rest of it—or you can grade it. But you are not allowed to burn it. If you 

were to burn it, there are that many regulations that it is bullshit—pardon my language. But it 

is a disgrace; the most serious roadside fire hazard going through southern New South Wales 

is the main corridor. There are black oats there five feet high—you cannot see the railway line 

in places—and what would be the contingency for liability if a train lit a fire? Your guy said 

to me 'we can slash it'—and that is under whatever it is for the frogs and the lice and the 

mice—but he will admit at the same time that it will not stop a fire. It is not a fire break; it is a 

crap process. Why don't we do something about it? 

For 40 years in my time, from when I was about eight, our local fire brigades would start at 

one end of the shire and burn the line right through the shire; it never got away from us—

ever. We would burn it when it was fire time so it would burn. We would not burn it like last 

year. I struck a bloke in the cafe in Junee. I said, 'What are you doing here?' He had his 

uniform and a big vehicle outside—the fire mob. He said, 'We're down here to coordinate 

burning the line.' I asked, 'When are you going to burn it?' This was in August—that is, before 

spring. He said, 'There's a dry fuel load there, and we'll burn that; it'll be low heat.' I said, 'But 

then the spring will grow and the stuff'll come up again.' He said, 'That doesn't matter; this is 

what we have been told we're going to do.' I will not say the BS word again, but it is crap. 

When are we going to have practical thoughts about reducing the fire hazard along ARTC's 

legal responsibility? 

Mr Fullerton :  There are a couple of responses to that. First of all, once upon a time trains 

did start fires. The locomotive's exhaust emissions and braking systems were prone to issue 

sparks; that is less of a problem today with the modern equipment that is used on trains. We 

have a program every year to manage vegetation through the treatment— 

CHAIR:   It does not work. Do want to come for a drive with me and see? You can sit in an 

office somewhere and pretend, but it does not work. There is everything from wild radish to 

God knows what—noxious weeds and all sorts of crap—along the railway line, and all that is 

said is, 'We've filled out that form and we've slashed that little five-foot corridor there, and 

that relieves things.' Why don't you get fair dinkum about it? 

Mr Fullerton :  We are fair dinkum about it. 

CHAIR :  You are not. 

Mr Fullerton :  We do manage a corridor, and— 

CHAIR:   Come for a drive with me. 

Mr Fullerton :  I have been along the whole corridor myself between Melbourne— 

CHAIR:   You did not notice the black oats this high? Go to Harefield. You did not notice 

them? 

Mr Fullerton :  There is vegetation there that we manage through our program every year. 

CHAIR:   But it is five foot high right now, at the beginning of the fire season, and you 

think you are doing your job? 

Mr Fullerton :  We are meeting our obligations. We work very closely with the fire 

authorities about firebreaks. We will— 

CHAIR:   No, you do not. No, you do not. 
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Senator GALLACHER:   There is no-one to save him; it is the chair! 

CHAIR:   But this is from a practical point of view. You guys have been told by whoever 

that, if we are going to burn the line from Marinna to Junee or Illabo to Marinna or 

somewhere, you have to stop the fire 20 minutes before a train gets there, you have to stop the 

traffic—there are all these impediments—so the outcome is that you blokes say, 'We won't 

bother.' There are that many impediments. Why don't you get fair dinkum, because you are 

not doing the job. The fuel load is there, and do not pretend that it is not. I will go and take 

some photos and send them to you. What makes you think the fuel load has been reduced? It 

is five foot high. 

Mr Fullerton :  We work in with all the authorities. We have 8 ½ thousand kilometres of 

track, and we have conversations with the fire authorities, the SES. Recently in New South 

Wales, when the fire cut our line south of Sydney, we worked with those people to close the 

trains and get access to the corridor. If there are particular areas that you have a concern 

about, I am more than happy to— 

CHAIR:   The main southern line, I am talking about. The last time our district got burnt 

out—I used to be the fire controller in our area—I went to the fire, and they said, 'Don't 

worry, Senator; there are five category so-and-so trucks there.' I drove into town and thought, 

'Jesus, we are going to get burnt out here.' And we did. I rang the fire mob in Wagga and said, 

'If I were you I would go straight to the main southern line and burn a break from there to stop 

the fire.' They said, 'Senator, you send the money and we'll put the fire out.' So I went home, 

because we were going to get burnt out. We were still 10 kilometres from the fire, and we did 

get burnt out. About half an hour later, they rang me back and said, 'We've taken your advice 

and we're going to do this burn-back from the line.' If the line is already burnt, you can do an 

easy burn-back from it, but that is not the case—we were going to have to wet it so it did not 

jump. Unfortunately for them, the fire was two miles east of the fire line, because the 

information was all out of date. I rang a plane that was flying over and said, 'Where's the fire,' 

and they said, 'It's at Burnt Creek Lane,' two miles past where they were going to do the burn-

back. 

You guys want to get fair dinkum. It is a disgrace, and it worries every farmer every time 

we drive up the bloody line. It is the biggest fire hazard besides some of the roads where they 

are worried about eating the grass and the fuel load down, and you wonder why the Blue 

Mountains get burnt out when they will not reduce the fuel load. You want to burn the line—

this is you fellows—in August before the spring? That is what you wanted to do last year. It is 

crap. 

Mr Fullerton :  I am happy to take that on notice and go back and review it. 

CHAIR:   Do. Thank you very much for your indulgence. 

Senator STERLE:  I am too scared to ask a question now! 

Senator GALLACHER:   I might ask a friendly question. Does ARTC pay a dividend to 

the government? 

Mr Fullerton :  They have not until now, but there are plans to pay it. There is the dividend 

holiday we have enjoyed since 2004 as a result of the upgrade on our interstate network, 

resulting in the dividend holiday being applied. That dividend holiday comes to an end this 
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financial year, so we are planning to pay an interim dividend in April and a final dividend in 

September next year. 

Senator GALLACHER:   And that dividend is payable after investment in Senator 

Heffernan's concerns and also general rail track maintenance and upgrade? 

Mr Fullerton :  Yes, that dividend is paid as a percentage of our net profit after tax. So, 

once we meet all our expense obligations and commitments, it is a dividend that is paid. 

Senator GALLACHER:   For my education, your income is basically from the private 

train operators who pay you rent to go over the line? 

Mr Fullerton :  Yes, that is right. For the financial year just ended, we earned about $660 

million of access fees. That makes up the vast bulk of our revenue. There are revenues from 

our coal producers in the Hunter Valley and the interstate rail operators. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Do you fund, for example, the Port Botany rail line into 

Moorebank? Is that funded by you? 

Mr Fullerton :  We commissioned the Southern Sydney freight line in January this year, 

which is the southern access into Sydney. In August last year we took over a long-term lease 

of the Metropolitan Freight Network, which is from Enfield to Port Botany. So we now 

operate and control that piece of the network, as well as operating Port Botany yard. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Could you confirm that the Port Botany rail line upgrade 

program is funded? 

Mr Fullerton :  How is it funded? 

Senator GALLACHER:   Is it funded? 

Mr Fullerton :  There are two elements to it. We seek access fees from users both into the 

Port Botany yard and also into the Metropolitan Freight Network, but we are currently two-

thirds of our way through upgrading the Metropolitan Freight Network as a result of a grant 

from the federal government. 

Senator GALLAC HER:   I am really interested in the Moorebank Intermodal Terminal 

and the $75 million commitment to upgrade access and connectivity between the port and the 

future Moorebank Intermodal Terminal. Is that your responsibility? 

Mr Fullerton :  Are you talking about the $75 million that is now provided for in the 

budget? 

Senator GALLACHER:   Yes. 

Mr Mrdak :  That is probably one for us, if I may. 

Senator GALLACHER:   When it is finished, if you do that, then they charge user access 

over it? Is that correct? 

Mr Mrdak :  That is correct. 

Senator GALLACHER:   It is going to take a lot of containers, isn't it? 

Mr Mrdak :  Yes. It is a critical upgrade into the port at Botany. I will ask Mr Jaggers to 

give you an update on that project. 

Mr Jaggers:  We have three projects in Port Botany that are in the current program. The 

first is the rail access, which has got money this financial year. It is Port Botany rail access, 
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which is an ARTC component of $64.93 million. We also have the Port Botany rail line 

upgrade to ARTC, which is the $75 million program over a number of years. Also, the Port 

Botany upgrade program, which is the New South Wales government component of the 

upgrades, which is $40 million. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Mr Fullerton, I did have a bit of exposure to ARTC a number of 

years ago, though my recollection is not perfectly clear. In terms of safety of rail freight and 

passengers, there was a disparity between the safety mechanisms, if you like—the call 

stations, the radio stations. I think I saw a train that had to go through three sets of radio 

frequencies to be able to connect with the passenger trains, the freight trains, the grain trains 

and the coal trains—all sorts of things. Has that improved over the years? 

Mr Fullerton :  It has. A number of years ago we entered into a long-term contract with 

Telstra to provide our communications backbone right across our network, using 4G. We are 

currently in the process of supplying and working with the rail industry to fit up all their 

locomotives—about 1,000 locomotives that operate on our network—with new ICE radios, 

which means that all trains on our network can operate everywhere using a single radio 

system, using Telstra 4G network. 

Senator GALLACHER:   So the train that would leave Adelaide and end up in Sydney 

does not have to switch to another frequency to talk to a suburban train— 

Mr Fullerton :  At the moment it does. 

Senator GALLACHER:   It still does—after all these years. 

Mr Fullerton :  It is very close to being the end of it, because by June of next year we will 

have all the locomotives fitted up, which means they will switch and operate under our 4G 

network, which covers the bulk of our network. Previously you used to switch between 

radiofrequency satellites, any terrestrial systems that were in the vicinity, but that is coming to 

an end. 

Senator GALLACHER:   In God's country in the west there are four-kilometres trains, 

double stacked if they are containers and endless if they are iron ore. What is the gross 

impediment to improving rail efficiency between Melbourne and Adelaide? Does it have 

something to do with infrastructure called bridges? 

Mr Fullerton :  No, we have just completed an investment program to extend the length of 

crossing loop, so that corridor is now able to operate at 1,800-metre-long trains, which is the 

same length as those that operate from Adelaide to Perth. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Not double stacked though? 

Mr Fullerton :  No, they are not double stacked because they are restricted by the Adelaide 

Hills and the Bunbury Street tunnel in Melbourne. 

CHAIR:   On notice, could you provide to the committee all the regulatory requirements 

and legal obligations that ARTC has in relation to the corridor with regard to fire reduction 

risk and supervision? You would not honestly expect any ordinary Australian to believe that 

slashing anything is a firebreak, would you? I would be interested to see what you are obliged 

to do and how sensible those obligations are. Thank you very much. 

Senator RHIANNON:   I wanted to return to the issue about the report that the ARTC had 

Katestone Environmental Pty Ltd prepare about Hunter air quality issues. The official version 



Monday, 18 November 2013 Senate Page 69 

 

RURAL AND REGIONAL AFFAIRS AND TRANSPORT LEGISLATION COMMITTEE 

of the report came out on 30 May and an earlier report had come out on 24 May. It was 

interesting to read the two versions. In three instances the report was changed to provide the 

opposite conclusions by inserting the words 'not' or 'no'. Could you inform us what evidence 

was found in the six days between the draft report and the final report that led to those 

conclusions being reversed? 

Mr Fullerton :  No. As we have published and announced on our website, ARTC had no 

involvement in the preparation of that report. We arranged that report through Katestone as a 

requirement of our licensing arrangements with the EPA in New South Wales. Various draft 

reports were provided to the EPA from Katestone when various questions were raised. But 

ARTC did not assess those reports to that level of technical detail. 

Senator RHIANNON:  So draft reports were provided to you, the conclusions were 

reversed when you took out the words 'not' or 'no' or inserted the words 'not' or 'no', and you 

did not make any comment on that; you did not ask for an explanation? 

Mr Fullerton :  No, because we are not technical experts in that field. We relied upon 

Katestone as the technical experts we engaged to conduct those investigations and they 

provided those draft reports to the EPA, who provided a response. We are not technically able 

to make any comment on the technical nature of those reports. 

Senator RHIANNON:   So they are the technical experts, but when the technical experts 

change their position so enormously and it is within a space of six days— and that is what I 

ask a question, 'What changed in those six days?'—would you not ask questions to ensure that 

you are getting the technical expert advice that you had sought? 

Mr Fullerton :  Again, we are not able to comment. We allowed the proper process to 

occur between the technical experts and the EPA and I think it is important to remember that 

the ultimate outcome of that report was the EPA then brought in an independent person to 

assess that Katestone report and they are currently in the process of doing an independent 

review. 

Senator RHIANNON:   So when you receive these reports do you examine them and seek 

further information where there might be inconsistencies or changes? Do you do that or do 

you just say, 'They're the experts; we accept this report'? 

Mr Fullerton :  That is right. They are the experts. They provide those reports to the EPA, 

who are the experts, and between the two a number of dialogues go on as that draft report is 

prepared to a final report and that is exactly what happened in this circumstance. We make 

our position very clear. We would only engage environmental experts. We do not comment 

on those technical reports. We allowed the process to work between the EPA and Katestone in 

this particular matter. 

Senator RHIANNON:   If I understand correctly, you just said that the dialogue does 

occur. So could you share with us the nature of that dialogue and did you ask for an 

explanation so that you would understand more thoroughly the technical advice you are given 

considering there is this enormous contradiction? I will read it to remind you how 

considerable that contradiction is. The 24 May report states that 'loaded and unloaded coal 

trains were associated with a statistically significant elevation in particulate matter 

concentrations' and the report released on 30 May stated that 'loaded coal trains were not 

associated with a statistically significant difference'. So is it not your responsibility 



Page 70 Senate Monday, 18 November 2013 

 

RURAL AND REGIONAL AFFAIRS AND TRANSPORT LEGISLATION COMMITTEE 

fundamentally to understand, as they are the technical experts but they have changed their 

advice, why that has been changed? 

Mr Fullerton :  Not at all. We are very clear that we are not technical experts. We 

conducted these reports at the request of the EPA under our licence and those reports were 

provided to the EPA prior to them being issued as a final report. We do not do any analysis 

ourselves of their conclusions. 

Senator RHIANNON:   You said you had dialogue with the. What does the dialogue entail 

if you do not ask those sorts of questions? 

Mr Fullerton :  We engaged Katestone under the terms of our licence to conduct these 

reports. Those draft reports were provided directly to the EPA prior to their release. We do 

not receive those reports and analyse them ourselves. We are not equipped to do that. We are 

not technical experts in the field. They are passed through to the EPA who have an 

opportunity to provide feedback prior to the issue of those reports. 

Senator RHIANNON:   So when you received the 24 May report did you or anybody else 

in your agency request that Katestone Environmental Pty Ltd change those conclusions? 

Mr Fullerton :  No. 

Senator RHIANNON:   The initial report had 3,206 loaded and unloaded trains recorded 

but the final version, the 30 May version, only had 2,025, a reduction of about one-third. Did 

you inquire about that reduction? 

Mr Fullerton :  No we did not because that went to the core of the work that was being 

prepared by Katestone which was provided to the EPA. Again, we are not technical experts. 

We could not assess this from a technical point of view or from a statistical point of view. 

Senator RHIANNON:  What do you do to ensure that the companies you have hired to 

undertake this work will give you a reliable report which you can be confident is accurate 

considering we now have two reports which show that they have changed in a short period 

with no explanation, that they have changed fundamental conclusions and data? 

Mr Fullerton :  I think that, as I said a bit earlier, we are required under our licence to 

conduct these studies. This was the second of that series of studies that we conducted during 

the dry months of last year, last summer. We go out to the market to select experts in the field. 

These people are well regarded. They perform work for a range of people. We engaged them 

and those reports were provided to the EPA. As you would be aware, since that time there has 

been some independent work being done by a statistician to look at how that analysis was 

conducted, and we are still waiting for that outcome to be completed. 

Senator RHIANNON:  Were you just referring to the statistical expert that the New South 

Wales government— 

Mr Fullerton :  That is right. 

Senator RHIANNON:  And that data will be shared with you? 

Mr Fullerton :  That is a matter for the EPA, but I would expect it would be. They are 

conducting the independent review with Professor Louise Ryan, and she has been engaged to 

do a complete review of the analysis that was conducted by Katestone. 

Senator RHIANNON:  Right. Do you request that that should happen? 
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Mr Fullerton :  No, we do not.  

Senator RHIANNON:  Do you have any feedback into it? 

Mr Fullerton :  That was something that was requested by the EPA—to get that Katestone 

report peer reviewed—and they initiated that in May of this year. 

Senator RHIANNON:  And the EPA informed you that they were doing that? 

Mr Fullerton :  Yes. 

Senator RHIANNON:  Okay. 

Mr Mrdak :  Chair, can I just add to an answer you asked earlier about the ownership of 

Hobart Airport. 

CHAIR:   Yes. 

Mr Mrdak :  Fifty-one per cent is held by Macquarie Global Infrastructure Funds and 49 

per cent is held by the Tasmanian State Government Super Scheme. 

CHAIR:   Righto. There you go. That sounds pretty fair—dear old Macquarie. 

Senator RHIANNON:  Actually, I did have another question— 

CHAIR:   No, it is too late; we are shut. 

Senator RHIANNON:  You are always a fair chair. 

CHAIR:   Quick. 

Senator RHIANNON:  Thank you. Mr Fullerton, we spoke before about China Shenhua. 

Have there been any payments to your department in terms of their involvement in the Hunter 

or in other areas? 

Mr Fullerton :  No. 

Senator RHIANNON:   So they are not required to do that in terms of any aspects of their 

work that they undertake with you? 

Mr Fullerton :  No, they are still in their planning phase for their operation in the Hunter 

Valley. 

Senator RHIANNON:  And where is that planning phase up to? 

Mr Fullerton :  It is their planning phase on their timing for their mine operations. 

Senator RHIANNON:  But I thought you had regular meetings with them, so you could— 

Mr Fullerton :  We do. As we do with all our producers, we have regular meetings on the 

status of their mining developments and the status of current developments to ensure that we 

can build into our plans the capacity to meet their requirements. 

Senator RHIANNON:   So that is why I was asking where it was up to. Where do you 

understand China Shenhua's planning is up to? 

Mr Fullerton :  They are still planning to develop their watermark operation north of 

Werris Creek. 

Senator RHIANNON:  And are they still pursuing the private construction to the north-

west of the Port Waratah Coal Services Carrington coal loader? 

Mr Fullerton :  I cannot really comment on what their plans are. I think you would need to 

ask Shenhua. 
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Senator RHIANNON:  Can you not comment because you say it is commercial-in-

confidence— 

Mr Fullerton :  No, I do not know. 

Senator RHIANNON:  or because you are not aware? 

Mr Fullerton :  I am not aware, no. 

Senator RHIANNON:  Thank you, Mr Chair. 

CHAIR:   There you go. I will bet you one thing: they will not be paying much tax. We 

will be back at two o'clock. 

Mr Mrdak :  Back with the Civil Aviation Safety Authority at two? 

CHAIR:   Yes. 

Mr Mrdak :  Thank you very much. 

Proceedings suspended from 12:53 to 14:00 

Civil Aviation Safety Authority  

CHAIR:   Welcome back to Senate estimates, and we are on CASA. It seems to me, having 

watched for many years—probably longer than even you, Mr McCormick—the interaction 

between the Rural Fire Service and aviation, that the guy who got killed down the coast the 

other day should not have been killed. The Dromader, we know, is a plane that was fitted to 

carry 1,000 litres originally. We have a guy who was cleaned up on the Bethungra Hills a few 

years ago. The difficulty, as you may know, with the Dromader is that they are seriously 

upgraded with a powered-up engine, a powered-up load from 1,000 litres to probably 3,000 

litres, and I think with the powered-up engine they are legal at about 2,400. They generally 

carry the full load and, as you would be aware, they do not power up the airframe. The 

rougher the weather the more speed they have on to put the fire out, and the more load you 

put on the wings. Hence, the wing fell off this plane and it should not have fallen off. Those 

guys are crop sprayers normally and they go in with 1,000 litres et cetera. 

Can I just say that I am disgusted because I am informed that on that day it was pretty 

rugged weather. The Rural Fire Service blokes seem to be outside the ambit of the safety 

guidelines. I do not know what the interaction is with air safety and CASA on these 

operations. These guys did not particularly want to fly because it was bad weather and they 

were taunted by the Rural Fire Service blokes by saying, 'Real men and real pilots should be 

up there.' If that is the attitude of the Rural Fire Service something needs to be done between 

CASA and the relationships with the Rural Fire Service and air firefighting. 

As you would know, Mr McCormick, a lot of this stuff looks great on TV and is useless for 

putting the fire out except if you are going to dump it on a house with the Elvis. If you dump 

1,000 litres on a fire with low humidity and no mop up it looks great on the telly but it is a 

waste of time. So, could you tell me what the working relationship is between CASA and the 

Rural Fire Service on having some sort of civilised operation with these planes. Sure, they are 

grounded, but they should never have been allowed to do the things they were. I have spoken 

to guys that I have known for years,—I will not name them as we may have an inquiry into 

this—as I am an old pilot, as you know. You can actually overload a plane, especially if you 

are expecting it to go down ravines and up and over and in high weather and high sheer. 

Would you like to reflect upon that death and the operation of that plane on that day, and what 
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is the working relationship, so that we can have a safe regime for Rural Fire Service 

firefighting by aircraft? 

Mr McCormick :  As you say, Senator, the Dromader has been the subject of a number of 

supplemental type certificates over the years allowing increase in weight and increase in 

horsepower, one before the other generally. There have been some aerodynamic refinements 

required to the aeroplane as well to take the extra power. We have been working with the 

Dromader operators for some time around those STCs and the effectiveness of them. They 

date back quite a long way. With the Dromader itself, there was a failure in Western 

Australia, which I thought you might be referring to, a few years ago. I cannot remember 

exactly which year. The wing failed due to fatigue. We did quite an extensive investigation 

into that and found that some of the requirements, which were placed on the operators after 

they had incorporated the supplemental type certificates to increase the weight, may not 

necessarily have been followed, particularly in the recording of hours, the amount of bank 

angle they were allowed to use, the amount of G they were allowed to use, et cetera. 

CHAIR:   That is what it is all about. 

Mr McCormick :  In reality, once the aircraft is certified and has a type certification data 

sheet that says it can operate at these particular weights it is just like any other aircraft to us in 

terms of the onus being on the operator to operate within the bounds of the flight manual and 

the flight envelope of the aircraft.  

As far as the Rural Fire Service goes, generally speaking I think in New South Wales in 

particular nearly everyone that undertakes fire bombing is contracted to the bush fire service. 

We provide air space issues around the operation. I think we have discussed here before that 

some of the operators of these aircraft—not only the Dromader; the Air Tractor and others—

wind up using multiple radios talking to fire controllers et cetera. We generally rely on the 

operators to know what is safe and what is in their operations manual that we look at and how 

they interact with the Rural Fire Service. We do not have a head of power, as such, to impose 

anything on the Rural Fire Service but we certainly have not finished looking at this. Those 

particular Dromaders are just now coming back into service, with another inspection regime 

in place. We have not finished that body of work. Luckily, there are not a great many 

Dromaders. It is unfortunate that the tragic accident killed people. There are not a lot of these 

aircraft in service and we will continue to work with them. 

CHAIR:   By the way, these standby fees cost a lot of money. I know of one instance—I 

had better not name the plant but it was an expensive piece of plant—where two of these were 

contracted on standby to a Rural Fire Service somewhere in Australia. The standby fee 

enables this particular operation to buy one new plant every year. That is how expensive it is.  

If I am contracted to the Rural Fire Service and there is a fire they may say to me, 'You're 

the contractor; get up there and dump on that fire.' If the flying conditions are not safe and I 

am contracted to do the flying they may say to me: 'Are you a man or aren't you? We want 

you to get a VC out of this and put the fire out even though it is not safe.' What protection 

does the pilot have, other than his saying no when he is contracted? You will close Sydney 

airport if it is not safe. How do you 'not safe' firefighting from the air? 

Mr McCormick :  We do rely on the expertise of the people that are involved in the 

firefighting—both the on-ground commander and particularly the companies that contract to 
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them. We have a lot of faith in the people who do this fire bombing work. They are normally 

pretty big organisations, so we let them understand the risks and decide what should happen. 

It is terrible if they are being intimidated to fly. 

CHAIR:   That is my understanding, from a pilot. They feel obliged, and every now and 

then it all turns to custard.  

Mr McCormick :  I can give you an answer on notice, if you like, about the relationship 

between us and the Rural Fire Service. 

CHAIR:   I think it is not between the pilot and the Rural Fire Service; it has to be between 

you and the Rural Fire Service. There needs to be some steadying influence in the cowboy 

attitude at times. I am not alleging anything, broadly, but it is an uncomfortable feeling that a 

lot of very learned, experienced pilots have. This guy was disgusted that a remark would be 

made: 'Are you a man or aren't you? Get up there!' I can give you the details. 

Mr McCormick :  We will look into that. 

Senator FAWCETT:   There are a few issues I would like to cover. First, can you give us 

an update on what is happening with Barrier Aviation.  It is some months now, I understand, 

since they were given a 'show cause' and ceased operating. Can you give us an update on what 

has occurred there? 

Mr McCormick :  I will ask my general counsel to give you the time line on that. While he 

is coming forward to the desk I can tell you that we started on 23 December with a 'serious 

and imminent risk' situation. At this moment we have no application on record from Barrier 

Aviation to continue or appeal their air operator certificate cancellation. But I will leave that 

to my general counsel. 

Senator FAWCETT:   You say you have nothing on record. My understanding is that they 

have sought, numerous times, to appear before the AAT. Are you saying that they never have 

or that there is nothing currently on record? 

Mr McCormick :  I will defer to my general counsel. 

Mr Anastasi:  In relation to the question you just asked, there was an application by 

Barrier on 9 May 2013 for the reissue of its AOC, air operators certificate. That followed 

CASA cancelling the air operators certificate on 13 March 2013. In relation to the more recent 

application for the AOC, CASA refused to issue that AOC on 31 July, and that was largely on 

the basis of the reasons for which it cancelled the AOC. Barrier sought review in the 

Administrative Appeals Tribunal of both of those decisions and, ultimately, after a hearing 

was listed in December, withdrew both those applications on 16 October. 

Senator FAWCETT:   Would you clarify it for me, though. My understanding is that 

CASA sought on a number of occasions, or at least one if not more, immediately after 

Barrier's ceasing operations—so we are talking early 2013—a delay in the proceedings of the 

AAT. Would you clarify if that is correct. 

Mr Anastasi:  I do not think it is correct that CASA sought any delay in the hearing of the 

tribunal proceedings. It was in fact Barrier Aviation that on a number of occasions did not 

comply with the directions of the tribunal to file evidence and other documents. On that basis, 

the tribunal listed non-compliance directions hearings to ascertain Barrier's position in that 

regard. It was one year, almost to the day, from the time that CASA suspended the AOC to 
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the time that the matter was listed for hearing, and I can say that that was largely because of 

the way in which Barrier represented itself in the tribunal. It never sought expedition of a 

hearing. CASA invited Barrier to do so and said that we would not oppose any expedition of a 

hearing, which would often be the case where there is a suspension in place and an applicant 

would seek an expedited hearing. They did not seek that. 

Senator FAWCETT:   To clarify, what you are telling me is that a company has been 

grounded and at no time did it seek to expedite a hearing before the AAT, nor did it comply 

with the requirements of the AAT to provide the evidence that the AAT said it needed, and 

that at no time did CASA come to the AAT and seek an extension because CASA did not yet 

have its evidence or its brief ready to take to the AAT? 

Mr Anastasi:  In relation to the first question, my understanding is that at no time did 

Barrier seek expedition of a hearing. It did at one point complain to the tribunal when 

December dates were offered—this was in around August or so—but at that late stage that 

was all the tribunal could offer. In relation to the compliance by Barrier of the tribunal's 

directions, it did not comply with some of the directions. I did not say that it failed to comply 

with all of them. As to whether CASA complied with the directions of the tribunal, my 

understanding is that it generally did. If it did not, there may have been an occasion where 

there was a one-week or so delay in the filing of documentation, largely because of the size 

and complexity of the issues at hand. 

Senator FAWCETT:   So CASA, with all of its resources, having determined that the 

company was not fit to fly, still at some point felt that it did not have enough evidence to 

comply with the AAT's requirements. Surely, before you actually took the decision to 

essentially demolish a business you would have all your facts established. Is that not a 

reasonable assumption? 

Mr Anastasi:  We had that evidence, but in these types of matters it is common for the 

applicant to file its evidence first and CASA is given an opportunity by the tribunal to respond 

to that evidence. Therefore, CASA has to take into account and examine that evidence and 

then respond to it. There were some factual issues that were raised for the first time with 

CASA, and CASA had to deal with them and put its own position. I should highlight that, in 

that respect, there were many hundreds of pages of evidence and attachments filed by Barrier 

that CASA had to respond to in, I think, a four-week period. 

Senator FAWCETT:   Could I clarify something. My understanding is that Barrier had 

three core areas of operation and that CASA's concerns related to incidents at one of those 

sites. Is that correct? 

Mr Anastasi:  The concern centred on its Horn Island operation—that is correct. 

Senator FAWCETT:   There were no issues at the other two locations. Is there any reason 

why the restrictions on their AOC covered all of their operations rather than just the one that 

could have had the focus on it? 

Mr Anastasi:  My understanding is that, whilst Horn Island was the focus of CASA's 

investigation, there were some regulatory compliance issues at its Darwin operation and more 

generally in relation to the operator as a whole, which was based in Cairns. But, if it was only 

the Horn Island operation where CASA detected the main issues, I think it would have been a 

very artificial position for CASA to say to an operator, 'You're a serious and imminent risk to 
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safety at one of your ports, but you will fly in relation to the other two,' especially when 

CASA has to have regard to the fact that there is a common management structure across all 

the operations. This was largely a family owned business with a very small management 

structure. So for CASA to take that view I think would have been a very artificial way of 

approaching the safety risk they had identified. 

Senator FAWCETT:   How much of the safety risk that was identified was based on the 

notes that were taken by, I believe, a CASA employee or delegate on Horn Island? 

Mr Anastasi:  They were largely based upon a diary that was seized by CASA under a 

search warrant. That diary had been kept by a Barrier Aviation base manager at Horn Island, 

and that was the principal basis for the suspension. 

Senator FAWCETT:   Sorry, yes, you are correct—it was a base manager up there. Did 

CASA ever seek other opinions on the validity of some of the entries in the diary? My 

understanding is that some of them went to things like a rough-running engine. In the 

industry, people have talked about different situations that will cause rough running and that 

no maintenance action may in fact be required for that to be rectified. Were they taken just on 

face value or was there an attempt to get some context put around those statements? 

Mr Anastasi:  Firstly, the main attempt to do so was to review the aircraft maintenance 

documentation. That was done. There was also effectively a peer review of some of the 

matters by CASA's airworthiness engineering branch. I think it is fair to say that CASA 

ultimately only relied upon a relatively small number of those entries—mainly those that were 

such that CASA was confident constituted a major defect and having regard to its description 

and its comparison to the maintenance records, that it was likely that there was a defect in the 

aircraft at a particular time, as described in the diary. 

Senator FAWCETT:   Had any of the operations ever had an accident or an incident? 

Mr Anastasi:  I understand there had been a number of incidents. There was an accident 

involving an aircraft, but there was a dispute with Barrier as to who was the operator of the 

aircraft. Barrier said it was not the operator, yet one of its pilots was flying it. 

Senator FAWCETT:  Was he employed by Barrier at the time, as in was he flying it as a 

Barrier pilot or was he just a person who normally worked for Barrier who was flying the 

aircraft? 

Mr Anastasi:  My understanding is that that was a pilot employed, effectively, by Barrier, 

preparing the aircraft for it, but I think that ultimately that featured very marginally in CASA's 

decision. 

Senator FAWCETT:   So we have a company where there has not being an accident, 

except one in dispute— 

Mr Anastasi:  Not an accident where people were killed, but there were a number of 

incidents involving its aircraft. 

Mr McCormick :  That was a fatal accident—the one with the pilot. 

Senator FAWCETT:  I understand that, but there is some dispute around that. What I am 

trying to establish is: we have a situation here where CASA, with very deep pockets, has run a 

process that has gone over a number of months and a company that, barring that accident, 

does not appear to have had a bad safety record. Two of its operations appear to have had 
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quite contemporarily good records in terms of engagement in the industry. I am puzzled as to 

the fairness of a process whereby they are yet to have their day before the tribunal. The 

feedback I get from their side of the story is that they have attempted on a number of 

occasions to appear before the tribunal, and the delays are not on their side. What I am trying 

to clarify exactly from CASA's point of view is what has caused the delay as to their having 

their day in court. 

Mr McCormick :  I think it was open to Barrier on the very next day after we took the 

serious and imminent risk action to go to the Federal Court and attempt to get an injunction. 

To my knowledge, there were a number of taxiing incidents that had not been reported to the 

ATSB, collisions between aircraft and that sort of thing. There is an extensive number of 

maintenance issues in this manual and we have not ever actively tried to prevent Barrier from 

appearing at any venue it wishes to appear at—and we would be there. As Mr Anastasi said, 

we took a week longer to respond to Barrier's evidence. Barrier changed legal advisers a 

number of times. 

We were at all stages prepared to meet them somewhere, and, given the amount of 

publicity that went around this, particularly in the local press in Cairns, I very much would 

have welcomed the opportunity to have these issues pulled out into the open so that we could 

see exactly what maintenance has been going on. 

We have not necessarily finished with some of the maintenance providers, but they are not 

actually actively doing anything at the moment. There are extensive issues—and this goes to 

what Mr Anastasi said—unpicking the organisation and saying that only Horn Island is 

involved. With these types of operations—multiple use of aircraft and multiple use of pilots—

it is not possible to unpack the AOC in that manner. 

But the option has been open to Barrier at any stage to bring this on in the Federal Court. 

Indeed, when we did go to the Federal Court, on 22 February, the Federal Court did make an 

order under section 30DE(2) saying just that—prohibiting Barrier from doing anything 

authorised by its AOC until such time as the matter was heard. The matter has been open to 

Barrier to bring on. 

Senator FAWCETT:  I will come back to that at another time. Thank you for that 

clarification today. On another issue of safety, does CASA have any record of incidents or 

accidents in Australia arising from pilots who have a colour vision deficiency? 

Mr McCormick :  I will have to take that on notice. 

Senator FAWCETT:  Are you aware of the case of the Commonwealth versus Denison, 

in the late 1980s? 

Mr McCormick :  No, not personally. 

Senator FAWCETT:  It is a trial case that was put up to determine whether pilots with a 

colour vision deficiency should be able to operate in night operations, RPT operations and 

commercial operations, and it was found that they could. In fact a whole new test was 

devised—the tower-gun test—to clear that, and we now have pilots who have been flying for 

a number of years and thousands of hours in RPT aircraft, single-pilot operations with 

multifunction displays, very safely. To my understanding there have been no incidents. Can 

you confirm whether or not it is correct that CASA is looking to review that, on the 

application of one of the pilots who seeks to become a captain, exercising the rights of his 
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ATPL, on the basis of the safe flying record, and that CASA is looking to challenge that and 

obstruct it in the AAT? 

Mr McCormick :  My understanding is that following on from an AAT decision about 

colour deficiencies—it may very well be the case you are referring to, but I am not sure—

CASA now allows pilots with colour deficiency to fly, up to commercial pilot licence 

standard. To my knowledge we are the only major regulator in the world that allows this. The 

FAA does not allow it, neither does Canada and the ICAO standards do not allow it. I believe 

the matter before the AAT—and I will refer to my general counsel if necessary—involves the 

pilot applying now to go not only from commercial but he wants an Airline Transport Pilots 

Licence. We are already out ahead of the world on this. The actual matter is before the AAT, 

hence I would prefer not to comment on it until we get a result. But as I said we are very 

liberal with this already, compared with ICAO and the rest of the world. 

Senator FAWCETT:   I recognise that, and if you look at Australian aviation history, with 

things like DME and T-VASI we have led the world on a number of occasions and the rest of 

the world now thanks us for that. My concern is that there is considerable talk and concern 

within the industry that CASA is not only seeking to prevent this person from exercising the 

privileges of an ATPL but is in fact seeking to wind back the decision to pre-1989—pre the 

Denison case—to realign itself with the FAA and other people. I am just trying to understand 

whether there is in fact that intent, but, also, if the evidence base is very clear both in the 

Denison case and in the thousands of hours of flying since, that pilots can operate safely, then 

what is the safety case for not actually allowing someone to exercise the privileges of an 

ATPL? 

Mr McCormick :  As to the exact nature of the AAT proceedings, I would prefer not to 

talk about it. We will take on notice your question about whether we are attempting to 

withdraw anything. The issue around medical standards is that quite a lot of these medical 

standards are not set by CASA. In fact we do not set any medical standards. We use whatever 

the expertise in that particular area says is the requirement, unless we have good reasons to do 

otherwise. The fact that we have had many years without accidents or incidents—and I will 

assume for the moment we have not, but I will take that on notice—I think we are in a 

situation where, to go even further, we would need more than a safety case. We would most 

probably need medical science to tell us that that is probably not too far. As I said, we are 

already out in front of the world on this. So, we are not actively trying to stop anybody doing 

anything, but we do have to exercise some degree of caution. 

Senator FAWCETT:   I look forward to your answer on that. Coming back to the approval 

that engineering firms need to manufacture parts to place on the market as a manufactured 

spare part for aircraft, I am getting a lot of feedback from industry that where there used to be 

delegated responsibility to engineers outside of CASA to sign off on designs, but now that 

function has been taken back within CASA and the turnaround time can be anything up to two 

years to have APMA approval signed off. Clearly, from a commercial perspective, the time to 

market to make use of an opportunity is measured in weeks, let alone months, and certainly 

not years. Could you comment from CASA's perspective on whether you are aware of the 

time frame that industry is suffering under, and why you have chosen to bring that back 

directly under the regulator, as opposed to allowing appropriately qualified engineers outside 
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to provide those clearances, as they have in the past, and as I believe the FAA are again 

looking at allowing in the states. 

Mr McCormick :  I will ask Mr Peter Boyd, our executive manager of standards to talk 

about that. As you quite rightly pointed out, on the issue of allowing the APMA approvals—

the FAA has only recently revisited this—I think time to market is one of those things where 

most probably things do not get to market in a couple of weeks anywhere in the world, but I 

do take your point. I will ask Mr Boyd to give you an update of where we are with that. 

Mr Boyd :  I am not certain where your question is coming from. We are going through a 

change in the regulations to change from a delegation model for our design organisations, or 

our design people, to one based on a design organisation certificate, which will be coming in 

next March. In terms of the APMA issuing of a certificate, CASA always issues the APMA 

certificate. When you say we are taking back the approval from the industry delegates to 

CASA, I am not certain— 

Senator FAWCETT:   A couple of firms I have been speaking to have cited cases where 

they used to be able to get a turnaround to produce a certain part for a market, and it took a 

matter of weeks to actually get that approval, whereas they have had one in the system for 

nearly two years now for approval within CASA. I am not going to try to double-guess you on 

the technicalities of where you are going with the legislation, but clearly from the industry's 

perspective there has been a step change that has meant this process is taking two years. Is 

CASA happy with that, or do you have plans afoot to try to expedite the approval such that 

people can produce a part. We keep on saying to industry that they need to export, but if they 

cannot get an approval that will be recognised by airworthiness authorities overseas, in a 

reasonable time frame, they cannot even get into the market, let alone export. Are you happy 

with two years? Are you aware of the problem? Do you have plans to improve it? 

Mr McCormick :  As Mr Boyd has pointed out, we have always issued these approvals. 

We are not taking anything back from the industry, to my knowledge. But if you can give us 

specifics I can give you a specific answer to that set of circumstances. We have had recent 

discussions with some other people on the manufacturing side, particularly an organisation 

trying to export some aircraft into the United States for surveillance activities. There were 

some delays with that, but they generally revolved around the fact that the organisation 

exporting these aeroplanes—and I fully hope they are able to export them—had not actually 

managed to maintain a high level of configuration control, so we had issues of traceability et 

cetera around some of the amendments they wanted to do to the TCDS. But Mr Boyd has 

outlined our position. I am unaware myself of what we are taking back from the industry, 

which is why I did not answer it. But if you can give us specifics we will certainly get you a 

specific answer. 

Senator FAWCETT:   I will check if that company is happy for me to pass on their details. 

I will have to come back to you offline. But regardless of the background, two years is an 

unreasonable time frame. So I guess my question stands. Are you aware of that time frame 

and do you have any plans to try to rectify it? 

Mr McCormick :  I am not aware of that time frame until now, but with more specifics we 

can give you a specific answer and see whether that is generic or specific to the 

circumstances. 
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Senator FAWCETT:   On engineering services, part 145, I have had feedback from a 

number of companies that since we have gone down the CASA part 145 route a number of 

countries in the region, led by Singapore, but now I think it is extended to Thailand, the US 

and Tahiti, I believe, have decided not to recognise the maintenance that is done here, so the 

people who have overhauled engines or propellers for regional countries have not been able to 

continue that work, because there is not a bilateral relationship between Australia and these 

other countries that recognises our part 145. Can you comment on that? 

Mr McCormick :  We have actually in fact negotiated a bilateral with Singapore just 

recently—actual exporting into their maintenance markets of activities as covered by a few 

more areas than just ourselves. We have numerous bilateral agreements in some of the areas 

you have just mentioned, particularly the FAA and South Korea, and we have just signed one 

with Singapore. 

Senator FAWCETT:   How recent was the one with Singapore, because this meeting I had 

with industry was about two months ago. 

Mr Boyd :  This was back in April. 

Senator FAWCETT:   Well, I have had quite recent meeting where people are describing 

the fact that they are losing markets because of a lack of recognition. I am happy to go back to 

them and get the specific details, but there is an issue if we are not able to export services 

because of regulatory disconnects between CASA and other agencies. 

Mr McCormick :  I do not know whether Mr Boyd has anything to add to that, but we 

have been progressing bilaterals and personally this is the first I have heard of this. 

Mr Boyd :  Maintenance services comes under the ICAO Annex 6 and 8. ICAO has 

recognised that one of the problems we have across the world is that whilst we may recognise 

Air Operators Certificates, for example, on the flying operations side, on the maintenance side 

the way the annexes are set up that is not allowable at the moment, or not able to be done. The 

way the regulators are addressing it at the moment is with individual bilateral agreements 

between authorities or nations, as the director has said. 

I know it is on the work program for the ICAO panel to look at how that can be expedited 

within the next couple of years, but it is not specifically an Australian problem. It applies 

across the world. 

Senator FAWCETT:   In terms of signing up bilaterals, is that something CASA initiates 

or is it something you action at the request of somebody else? 

Mr McCormick :  We are actively pursing these. We are pursuing some with other 

countries at the moment. Sometimes they approach us, but we are both at the same time 

wishing to progress something. Some of them are a little bit more complicated, because they 

get into geopolitics more than just aviation issues, particularly with Europe and to a lesser 

extent the United States. But in the region we have a number of others, including with Hong 

Kong, that we are progressing, and we are actively trying to engage with everyone we can to 

progress these. As I say, with the bigger market of Europe, we have had numerous meetings 

with the European Commission representatives and the ASA representatives about this, but 

the matters are at a higher level than the safety agencies can address. 

Senator FAWCETT:   Okay. Can we come back to the issue of part 145 of the Civil 

Aviation Safety Regulations and the approvals of the expositions that go along with that. 
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Since our last meeting, I had a specific email from a company in Brisbane that talked about 

the fact that several airworthiness inspectors have come through and offered different 

opinions. So the first exposition that was put forward was not approved. Certain directions 

were given. The next inspector who came through gave a completely different slant on that. I 

know this gentleman has written to CASA. He wrote to a Mr Keith Thompson within CASA 

in November seeking some action on that. Given we had this discussion just a week ago and 

here is a very live example that CASA should be aware of internally—of industry 

complaining about this lack of standardisation—could you talk to me about this? If you do not 

have the specifics in hand, I am happy to come back to it in half an hour or so, when other 

people have had a chance to talk to you, but I would like to get on the record what CASA is 

doing to overcome these issues that industry are consistently highlighting with me about a 

lack of standardisation among people who are giving approvals. 

Mr McCormick :  As you say, we have discussed this numerous times in the past. 

Standardisation is a major issue that faces all regulatory agencies, and we certainly are facing 

it. On specific part 145 issues—and I am not personally aware of Mr Thompson's company— 

Senator FAWCETT:   No, no; Mr Thompson works for you. Keith Thompson works for 

CASA, and he is the point of contact that this company wrote to. 

Mr McCormick :  I see. As far as interpretation of part 145 goes, we have done a lot of 

work on standardising the airworthiness inspectors around this. There are still instances where 

some people do put their own spin, if that is the right word, on the interpretation of the regs, 

but we are trying our very best to stop that happening; and, when it is brought to our attention, 

certainly, Operations Division and our Airworthiness and Engineering Branch, or AEB, also 

take that seriously. With interpretation of standards, we do not necessarily have as much of a 

problem as we did, but some of the requirements about what a document or exposition should 

look like—whether it should look like this or that—or the nuances of it are still an issue 

which we are working on. I acknowledge that, but it is something which we can only get 

around by education and dealing with the issues as they are raised. 

Senator FAWCETT:   I accept that you have an education process going. But, for 

companies that are spending time and money trying to satisfy differing opinions across 

regulators, what is their recourse? Your process might take a week; it might take a year. What 

is their recourse to get a fair and just outcome, if CASA cannot actually align its own people 

so that industry are working with one set of goalposts as opposed to goalposts that keep 

moving, which costs them money? 

Mr McCormick :  I appreciate that. They can always come to me. We can always get this. 

As I said, I am not aware of this particular one. I am aware of standardisation issues. As I 

think we have discussed before, I have visited some 14 or 15 country towns through most of 

Queensland, New South Wales, South Australia and Victoria over recent times, talking to 

people actually in the industry about what their complaints are, and we do see this. We do not 

see it as much as we did. Certainly, with 730-plus maintenance organisations, we are not 

seeing a great many complain. However, I acknowledge there are issues. It is an education 

issue, from our point of view. They can always come to me. And, if they have got a decision 

which they do not like and the decision would mean that they have exhausted their internal 

processes, such as you are talking about bringing to our attention, then of course their 

recourse is the AAT. However, I am unaware of a decision being made that has then been 
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overturned, if you will, within our airworthiness inspectors themselves. But we do have a 

standardisation issue; we continue to work at it. 

Senator FAWCETT:   What sort of time frame do you think is reasonable for industry to 

expect? As I say, this is probably about the fourth or fifth company just in the last couple of 

months that has come to me talking about the fact that they have had to spend a lot of time 

and money trying to satisfy different voices within CASA. You have identified you want to 

fix  the problem. If this individual, for example, came to you and said, 'Here is the issue,' 

within what time frame do you think it would be reasonable for you to get back to them and 

say, 'Of the three opinions you've been given by CASA staff, here is the one I want you to 

meet,' so they actually have clarity around where they need to go and where they should 

invest their money so that they can get on with actually running their business? 

Mr McCormick :  The first part of that is that we have to make sure that the complaint we 

get—and I do see this quite often—is not just a misinterpretation of the regulations, in that 

someone points out one part of the regulations and someone points out another part of the 

regulations, and the industry may see that those parts of the regulations are in conflict, when 

in fact they are not. We see quite a bit of that. By the time someone comes to me and says, 'I 

have been told A and I have been told B and I have been told C,' provided the staff who said 

A, B and C are available—let's assume they are—we should be able to turn that around in a 

couple of weeks. I am assuming, first off, that the industry has understood what is required 

and that we do not have what looks like a different interpretation but in fact is not—it is an 

interpretation of different areas. If it comes down to a pure flavour, shall we say, that 

somebody has versus somebody else's flavour, we can resolve that quickly once we have the 

information. But, as I have said before, if any organisation feels that this is happening, they 

can bring it to my attention, they can bring it to the Industry Complaints Commissioner—they 

can bring it to anybody in CASA as far as that goes—and it will be resolved by both standards 

and our operations divisions. The issues around inspectors—yes, we are taking action in some 

areas on that. As I said, that is an education issue and a control issue for us. 

Senator FAWCETT:   Mr McCormick, can I take you back to a discussion we had a 

couple of estimates ago regarding Bankstown and the move of your staff from Bankstown 

into Sydney CBD. Can you update me on where that process is at? 

Mr McCormick :  That process is complete. 

Senator FAWCETT:   When you say 'complete' does that include disposal of the offices at 

Bankstown? 

Mr McCormick :  I will ask our chief financial officer. We have disposed of the buildings 

at Mascot, but I will ask him to update you on where we are at with the Bankstown offices, 

which to my knowledge have also been disposed of. 

Mr Jordan :  We are still in negotiations with the Bankstown Airport. The current airport 

owner is Bankstown Airport Ltd, and we do have an interested party who we are helping to 

negotiate with BAL. 

Senator FAWCETT:  So essentially you took the decision to relocate people to your CBD 

office—or to establish an office there and to relocate them—but you had not actually worked 

through the break contract or the novation of that lease at the other end. Do you know how 

much it has cost you to maintain those offices? 
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Mr Jordan :  If you bear with me, I can look that information up. In reference to your first 

question, yes, we did consider that. That was part of a process about relocating or combining 

the offices, and all those considerations were undertaken—a review was undertaken—about 

the associated costs. 

CHAIR:   Was there a cost-benefit in the analysis or was it just a better harbour view? 

Mr Jordan :  We did an appropriate financial analysis of relocating— 

CHAIR:   And you were in front financially? 

Mr Jordan :  It is just not financial; there are other benefits around— 

CHAIR:   That is just one aspect. Were you in front or behind financially? 

Mr Jordan :  There are costs we are incurring today. For example, we had anticipated to 

have this lease done approximately six months ago. 

CHAIR:   Yes or no: are you or will you be in front financially? 

Mr Jordan :  No, we are not. 

Senator FAWCETT:   Thank you, Chair. 

Senator XENOPHON:  Mr McCormick, today marks four years to the day since the 

ditching of the VH-NGA off Norfolk Island and nearly seven months since the references 

committee issued its report on aviation accident investigations. Has CASA formulated a 

response to the recommendations in the report? 

Mr McCormick :  The part that we had to do has been completed. The documents are no 

longer with CASA. 

Senator XENOPHON:  But there were various recommendations and you have given 

your views as to those recommendations to the department? 

Mr McCormick :  Yes, we have. 

Senator XENOPHON:  When did you do that? 

Mr McCormick :  I would have to take the exact date on notice. It was before the election. 

Senator XENOPHON:  It seems so long ago, Mr McCormick. I take it that it was at least 

2½ months ago. 

Mr McCormick :  Certainly we formulated our inputs—of course, they are the minister's 

responses when the report is tabled—for the previous government and we have prepared our 

inputs for this government. 

Senator XENOPHON:  Are you able to tell us which of the recommendations of the 

committee CASA thought ought to be implemented? 

Mr McCormick :  I would prefer to leave that to the minister to reply. 

Senator XENOPHON:  But you do have a role to provide advice independently to 

government about aviation safety. Is that correct? 

Mr McCormick :  That is correct. We have provided our input to the present government 

on 26 September. 

Senator XENOPHON:  Just after the election? But do you have a view about some of the 

recommendations made by the Senate committee in relation to the ditching of the VH-NGA? 
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Mr McCormick :  As I think I have said before, CASA is a learning organisation. We take 

on board any input that is given to us. We are certainly not the same organisation that we 

were leading up to that particular ditching in 2009. We considered in particular the Chambers 

report recommendations that we have implemented and, as I said, I had best wait for the 

minister to reply to the formal tabling of the report. 

Senator XENOPHON:  I am not asking the minister. I am hopeful that I will get an 

opportunity to speak to the minister later this week in person. Do you concede that the Senate 

report was useful in highlighting aspects of the investigation that could have been done much 

better?  

Mr McCormick :  I think any report is useful, Senator. 

Senator XENOPHON:  For what? 

Mr McCormick :  Useful as an informative document for a learning organisation. 

Senator XENOPHON:  You do not concede that CASA could have done things a lot 

better in relation to the Pel Air ditching? 

Mr McCormick :  You are talking about what we might have done better outside of the 

report. We can always do better, as I said right at the start and during the Pel Air hearings 

themselves. 

Senator XENOPHON:  So, I have to wait to see what the minister says. Will you at least 

acknowledge that you actively advised the minister not to support some of the 

recommendations of the committee? 

Mr McCormick :  We do not formulate the recommendations to the minister, Senator. 

Senator XENOPHON:  So, what did you do? 

Mr McCormick :  We provided technical input to the department which formulated the 

responses to the minister. 

Senator XENOPHON:  Did that technical input lead to a particular conclusion about the 

Senate's recommendations? 

Mr McCormick :  There were 22 recommendations from memory and then there were 

some additional comments from yourself. 

Senator XENOPHON:  Twenty-six. 

Mr McCormick :  As I say we do not formulate those recommendations. 

Senator XENOPHON:  But did CASA have a view as to whether it thought any of the 

recommendations were worth implementing or not? Did you have a view that, say, this 

recommendation is nonsense or this recommendation is worthy of further consideration by the 

department? 

Mr McCormick :  From our point of view we were not dismissing anything out of hand. 

All we can give is our opinion of what we think of the recommendations. 

Senator XENOPHON:  So, please answer my question. Did you make specific 

recommendations or give advice to the department about whether any of the 26 

recommendations ought to be supported or rejected by the department? 

Mr McCormick :  I am trying to answer your question, but I personally do not know what 

we said as far as the answers go, compared to what answers came out there. I am not 
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comparing both. Our concern was what the recommendation meant to us. We did not form a 

view for the government or whether the government would accept or reject it. That was not 

our role. 

Senator XENOPHON:  Let's go back a step. I do not want to labour this. If you did 

provide a response—saying this is a recommendation of the Senate committee; this is what 

the recommendation would mean to us—presumably some of those responses would have 

been 'This is unworkable' or 'This is something that could be implemented'. Presumably, by 

framing your answer in terms of what it would mean to CASA would be a de facto acceptance 

or rejection of the committee's recommendation. Is that a fair summary? 

Mr McCormick :  I do not know if anyone was more actively involved in this than myself, 

but we would say what that recommendation meant as to where we are today and its effect on 

us. But whether it is accepted or rejected is not something we recommend. 

CHAIR:   It is most unlike you, Mr McCormick, that you did not have a strong view. You 

are the brains trust and if you wanted to tell them to tell the committee to go to hell, I would 

not be offended. 

Mr McCormick :  I would not dream of it, Senator. 

Senator XENOPHON:  Dream of what? 

Mr McCormick :  Making a recommendation to accept or reject a recommendation. 

Senator XENOPHON:  Perhaps I should ask the minister or the secretary this. What 

difficulty would there be in CASA providing material to the department about the Senate 

inquiry on Pel Air. 

Mr McCormick :  Again, Senator, I will have to take that on notice. I am not sure what the 

protocols are around that. 

Senator XENOPHON:  Perhaps I will ask the secretary. Given the communication that 

was sent from CASA to the department what difficulty would there be for the department and 

CASA to provide us with a copy of CASA's response? 

Mr Mrdak :  The minister is currently finalising his consideration of a response to the 

Senate inquiry. I will take that on notice. I do not think there is an issue in principle but I 

would need to take that on notice and come back to you. 

Senator XENOPHON:  For instance—I am not saying this would be the case—if the 

majority of this committee was minded to ask for that response at some stage, whether it waits 

for the minister's response to the Senate inquiry with recommendations, you do not see any 

particular difficulty with that as a matter of principle? 

Mr Mrdak :  Without pre-empting the minister's consideration of the matter, we have put 

an extensive amount of material and a draft response to successive ministers. Without 

prejudicing that process I will take that on notice. 

Senator XENOPHON:  Let us not talk at cross purposes here. I am saying that CASA 

gave a considered response presumably to the Senate inquiry, to the minister, to consider. 

That itself would not be a draft, it would be a document from CASA to the department. What 

harm would there be for that document eventually seeing the light of day? 

Mr Mrdak :  Again, without recalling the exact details of the document, I do not have an 

issue in principle, but I need to take it on notice. 
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Senator XENOPHON:  At the end of the day you would not have an issue in principle 

with that being released, would you, Mr McCormick? 

Mr McCormick :  Again, I will take it on notice. I personally do not, but I am not sure 

what the protocols are. Perhaps Dr Aleck might have something to say. 

Dr Aleck:  I will concur with what has gone before and to add that CASA made a number 

of submissions to that inquiry. To the extent that the recommendations dealt with the same 

issues that were covered by the submissions I suspect there would be some alignment with 

our submissions. 

Senator XENOPHON:  That is why I am hoping to see that document sooner rather than 

later. Can I just move to the new fatigue rules. Will each FRMS approval be available for 

public scrutiny to ensure that CASA is not creating a commercial advantage for some 

operators over others, because that is one of the concerns. This is an issue that has been 

ventilated with you, both in this forum and in other forums, Mr McCormick. 

Mr McCormick :  Publishing of the FRMSs on a public site? 

Senator XENOPHON:  Yes. 

Mr McCormick :  Again, I do not think we have formed an opinion. We will take that on 

notice. 

Senator XENOPHON:  It is a pretty important issue, and I might be guided by Senator 

Fawcett given his expertise in this. For an FRMS approval, again, what harm would there be 

for that approval to be available for public scrutiny? 

Mr McCormick :  Again, there are safety issues. We have not turned our mind to this. I 

will take it on notice. Is it your view that they should be published? 

Senator XENOPHON:  No, I am asking you: do you consider that each FRMS approval 

be available for public scrutiny? Surely there is nothing there that would be commercially in 

confidence. 

Mr McCormick :  The commercial aspect is what I am thinking of. As far as the content, if 

someone was wanting to see what FRMSs we have approved to make sure we have used the 

same methodology or imposed the same standards, in other words we have not allowed 

someone more leniency than we have allowed to somebody else, then I can understand that, if 

that is what you mean by commercial. Of course, the FRMS is available to all the pilot unions 

and everybody within the organisation that is using it. I do not think there is any way that we 

could attempt to keep it quiet. 

Senator XENOPHON:  Is that the case though? 

CHAIR:   I am advised that there is no procedural reason, in reference to your earlier 

questions, for the advice that CASA gave the department to be not tabled. It is something 

where there is no procedural blockage. 

Senator XENOPHON:  If we can go back to that, Mr McCormick, to the department and 

to the minister, I formally request that you table a copy of CASA's response to the department 

in respect of the Senate report of the inquiry into aviation accident investigations handed in 

May 2013. 
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Mr McCormick :  I acknowledge your request, Senator, and we will take it on notice and 

check the legal advice. If it concurs with what we have heard today then we certainly will 

provide it. 

Senator XENOPHON:  What has legal advice got to do with it? 

Mr McCormick :  We are merely checking to make sure that that is the case. 

Senator XENOPHON:  Are you suggesting that a request from a committee of the Senate 

for a document is something that could be fettered by legal advice? 

Mr McCormick :  No, Senator, I will not go there. What I am saying is that I will take it on 

notice and I acknowledge your request. 

Senator XENOPHON:  But you are going there, because you are saying that you are 

going to take legal advice before you consider it. 

CHAIR:   I think it is fair to say that what is in Mr McCormick's mind is how he is 

positioning the request. 

Senator XENOPHON:  I will not take it any further. I am grateful for Mr McCormick's 

response and we will go from there. On the FRMSs, does CASA consider that the prescriptive 

limits in relation to FRMSs, when used to the maximum allowed, may constitute an 

unacceptable risk in some cases? 

Mr McCormick :  The idea of limit on any fatigue whether it be prescriptive or the FRMS 

is so because it is the limit. Operation at the limit is not unsafe, otherwise there would not be a 

limit or the limit would be something other than what it is. Continuing operations close to the 

limit can induce fatigue and, of course, knowing the state of fatigue at which the person 

commences influences whether they can operate to the limit. 

Senator XENOPHON:  Sorry, Mr McCormick, I just want to pick up on what you said 

earlier. You said that continuing operations close to the limit can obviously be more 

problematic than having the occasional 'going to the limit' occasionally. That is pretty 

axiomatic, isn't it? If you are working to the limit once every week or so, or if you are 

working to the limit six days in a row, or whatever the maximum allowed is, then that is 

obviously more of a risk factor than an occasional going to the limit, is that right? 

Mr McCormick :  It is factored into the rest periods that are required if you do operate to 

the limit. The point that I am trying to make is that operating at the limit is not illegal. 

Operating at the limit is still safe and provides the protections that are in there. If you operate 

continually at the limit that is reflected in the rest periods that are required. The difficulty is, 

of course, that with any of these, whether it be the FRMS or proscriptive limits, is the fatigue 

level of the individual before they commence those periods of duty. 

Senator XENOPHON:  In terms of setting these limits have you identified areas that are 

particularly problematic? Another way of putting it is: how will your inspectors ensure that 

risks are managed appropriately, because you are aware that the pilots—and there are some 

people from APA here today—have been quite vocal in their concerns about these limits. 

They believe that people in the cockpits that fly our commercial aircraft around the country 

are concerned that there are risks involved and they consider them to be unacceptable with the 

current FRMSs that have been approved. How do you manage those risks? How do you 
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monitor those concerns, in a sense, through your inspectors to ensure that risks are managed 

appropriately? 

Mr McCormick :  The FRMS and the reporting does have reporting requirements. Of 

course, we do continually look at those reporting requirements. As we discussed at a briefing 

with you, Senator, on 24 and 25 June, there is science behind that. We can show where these 

numbers have come from. We are certainly not out of step with anybody else. We are far 

more lenient than many other countries. We believe by education of our inspectors and by the 

reporting and self-monitoring of the FRMS system we will have the safeguards in place. 

Senator XENOPHON:  You have inspectors on the ground continually assessing this? 

Mr McCormick :  Assessing FRMS, yes. 

Senator XENOPHON:  The ATSB recently completed a review of loss of separation 

incidents in Australia—and I know that these are questions I can ask the ATSB—and 

concluded that issues with military ATS were primarily to blame. How does this compare 

with the CASA review of Airservices Australia which found serious regulatory breaches and 

resulted in CASA, as I understand it, revoking or considering revoking ASA's ongoing 

approval? You may be aware that the 7:30 program or the ABC ran a story on documents that 

they had obtained of CASA's review into Airservices Australia. I think, having read that 

review, CASA was quite critical of the way that Airservices Australia was operating. The 

ATSB, as I understand it, is taking a view and saying that these loss of separations had more 

to do with military ATS, which does not seem to sit comfortably with your quite 

comprehensive review of Airservices Australia, which I think goes to issues of loss of 

separation. 

Mr McCormick :  The major point of the 172 report, which is the Airservices report you 

alluded to, was around manning levels of air traffic controllers in particular and whether there 

were enough to prevent proclamations of temporary inflight broadcast areas, TIBA as we call 

them. Loss of separation assurance et cetera we did address, but Airservices, of course, has a 

task force in place which is addressing that, and I think it is chaired by their CEO, from 

memory. As far as military operations go, and we acknowledge that Darwin is most probably 

an issue of where these events seem to be occurring, we do not have a head of power to 

control military air traffic control services. 

Senator XENOPHON:  But there are civilian aircraft operating in that space. 

Mr McCormick :  I have used the very same argument myself. The same manual of air 

traffic services is being used by civilian and military air traffic controllers, so technically 

those standards of separation et cetera are the same. There should be no difference. 

Senator XENOPHON:  And this is something you raised with the department? 

Mr McCormick :  We have had numerous, but not in depth, discussions around issues of 

military air traffic control. However, if I could— 

Senator XENOPHON:  Sorry, while you are getting some information, I will ask another 

question. Mr Mrdak, I think Mr McCormick makes a very valid point. You have two reports. 

CASA's review of Airservices Australia, which I think many would regard as quite a robust 

and comprehensive report, seems to be inconsistent with the view of the ATSB, which is to 

simply blame military airspace or military air traffic control. Mr McCormick has alluded to 
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that as a problem, because we are talking about a lot of civilian aircraft operating in that 

space. They do not have jurisdiction. Is this something that the department is looking at? 

Mr Mrdak :  Firstly, you would probably need to discuss with the ATSB that comment on 

the extent to which this is an issue for military ATS. I think the reason— 

Senator XENOPHON:  Hang on; Mr McCormick has raised it as an issue, saying that 

they do not have jurisdiction. 

Mr Mrdak :  Coming back to your earlier point about the ATSB's finding on loss of 

separation, that is a discussion you may wish to have with the ATSB in terms of clarifying 

what their report said. I do not think it is as easily broken down as in the way you have 

expressed it. I think it much more complex than that. It is not simply a case of— 

Senator XENOPHON:  But it is not an oversimplification to make the assertion that 

CASA, in a report that saw the light of day through an FOI process, made a number of 

findings about Airservices Australia—and I think we are all grateful for CASA's review—but 

the report seems to be at odds with the ATSB's approach, which, if anything, seems to 

oversimplify it in looking at military control of airspace and not the broader issues that CASA 

referred to. 

Mr Mrdak :  As I say, I do not think the way you have expressed the ATSB report 

necessarily reflects their view. I think that is a discussion you should have with Mr Dolan and 

the ATSB. Coming to the second point, in relation to the interaction between military and 

civil air traffic controlled airspace, you are absolutely right. That is an issue that we have been 

for some time discussing. The work that is now going on between Airservices and the Air 

Force in relation to the single ATS system is now coming to fruition, and a lot of the 

procedural alignment is also taking place. There is a lot of work inside Air Force taking place 

in relation to aligning that and dealing with some of the risk issues. So it is an area where 

there has been a lot of work. I, Mr McCormick, Chief of Air Force and the head of 

Airservices discuss these issues, and there is a work program in place at Airservices Australia 

to deal with a number of the issues being raised. 

Mr McCormick :  That is quite true, Senator. In actual fact, we are working with Defence 

in particular to do a joint study of Williamtown. I might ask the executive manager of air 

space to— 

Senator XENOPHON:  But you can understand why some people would be quite nervous 

about the fact that it is not as synchronised as it could be. 

Mr McCormick :  Yes. As I said, we have been discussing this for some time, but I do not 

have a head of power to talk to Defence about such operations. 

Senator XENOPHON:  But, as the head of the peak organisation in this nation for air 

safety, do you have any reservations or any sense of nervousness that there is not that level of 

synchronisation and that there seems to be a slightly different approach in terms of air traffic 

control under military airspace and under civilian airspace, given that civilian aircraft are in 

that military airspace? 

Mr McCormick :  I do not have a sense of nervousness as such, but I do recognise that 

issues need to be addressed. If I could, I will ask my executive manager of airspace and 

aerodromes to comment. 
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Ms Allman:  Senator, to try and address some of the issues you have raised, the part 172 

review of Airservices Australia was a comprehensive review to determine their compliance 

with CASA regulations. As the director has mentioned, we do not have a similar head of 

power to allow us to do the same thing for Defence air traffic services. We recognise the 

recommendations— 

Senator XENOPHON:  It is a safety issue, isn't it? 

Ms Allman:  Recognising the recommendations from the ATSB report, there are two 

recommendations against CASA. The first one, as you have mentioned, regards regulating 

Defence air traffic services. We do not have a head of power that allows us to do that; 

however, we have had a long history of engagement with Defence, where CASA has 

participated in the surveillance of air traffic control facilities over many years, to determine 

that the appropriate standards are being implemented.  

They have most recently invited us to assist them to provide advice regarding some matters 

around the operations of West Sale and East Sale aerodrome, and that advice was provided 

earlier in the year. We have future activity planned with respect to a joint study of the airspace 

in and around Williamtown, recognising there are challenges with efficiency of the use of the 

airspace; particularly there has been approximately 16 or 17 per cent growth in traffic in that 

airspace over recent years. That work is planned for next year. That will review the airspace 

arrangements as well as the service delivery that is provided. 

Senator XENOPHON:  But the bottom line is, as your director has quite rightly pointed 

out, you just do not have a head of power over military airspace. 

Ms Allman:  That is correct. Sorry—over airspace, we do. It is the provision of services 

within the airspace, we do not. 

Senator XENOPHON:  I apologise. It is the provision of services. So there is that. 

Mr McCormick :  As we go forward—and following on from what Mr Mrdak said about 

the APG where we meet regularly as the heads of the departments and Defence—with the 

new air traffic system we are the designated lead regulator for that, so we will have a better 

opportunity perhaps to address some of these issues in that process. 

Senator XENOPHON:  I want to ask some questions on Sky Sentinel— 

CHAIR:   How many more minutes do you need? 

Senator XENOPHON:  Three or four. I think there is a technical aspect. I just want to 

refer to some correspondence—whether questions need to be formally tabled. I will just get 

some advice from the secretary in relation to that. The secretary says it should be fine to refer 

to them. Thank you.  

Mr McCormick, I will go to issues of Sky Sentinel. The deputy chair, Senator Sterle, asked 

a series of very comprehensive questions. And I am very grateful to Senator Sterle. There has 

clearly been a cost blow-out: $255,750 was originally allocated to the Sky Sentinel project. 

Now the total funding of the Sky Sentinel project has blown out to $1,570,396. How much 

has Sky Sentinel cost so far? 

Mr McCormick :  I will get that number for you— 

Senator XENOPHON:  It has blown out a lot though, hasn't it? 
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Mr McCormick :  No, in actual fact it came in under the budget. The amount you are 

referring to—the large amount is for the training, the writing of the manuals, the introduction 

of the standards and the whole thing. The actual costs of Sky Sentinel, to purchase it, I think 

were in the order of—it is in that answer; I will find it in a minute. 

Senator XENOPHON:  So when it says the amount 'originally allocated' and the 'total 

funding', you are saying that the original allocation was always within budget? 

Mr McCormick :  The original allocation to purchase it was only about $35,000—from 

memory. The cost to make it into code, into SQL, from what it was written in, to provide the 

security that the government requires around it, then to do the training, the rollout to all the 

offices, et cetera—that entire program allocation was $2,840,438, which included the 

platform costs, which were $255,700. The development and implementation of the 

surveillance approach, which involved the rewriting of the surveillance manual, training 

people et cetera, was originally $1,415,000 cost. That might be the one you are looking at. In 

actual fact that was $1,182,000. The actual project business implementation costs were 

$236,000 versus $367,000. So, to get to the bottom line, we thought it would cost $2,840,438; 

it actually came in at $2,447,184. 

Senator XENOPHON:  And you are satisfied that it is working as it was meant to? 

Mr McCormick :  It has certainly revolutionised the approach that we have. We have had 

numerous approaches from people overseas wishing to use the same system and take it on 

board.  

Senator XENOPHON:  This issue that was raised about the contract of sale included 

'confirmation from the CASA employee that the source code used to develop AWS was 

created by him and did not reproduce proprietary source code from any other software 

program'. You can assure us there are no issues about the proprietary nature of that code? 

Mr McCormick :  We have researched that extensively through legal; the answer was that 

there are no issues involved. 

Senator XENOPHON:  There are no claims or litigation involving that. That is good. 

Mr McCormick :  There never has been. 

Senator XENOPHON:  I am very pleased to hear that. 

Senator FAWCETT:   In question 3 of those notices, you were asked whether the advice 

of the chief information officer sought prior to the decision being taken. The answer was yes. 

Perhaps the question was not well framed; what was the advice of the chief information 

officer? Did he indicated that he thought that Pentana may in fact have a case to claim for 

breach of IP? 

Mr McCormick :  I will just ask the deputy director, who was more involved, to answer 

that. 

Mr Farquharson :  The CIO raised questions about IT security, in terms of the language in 

which the platform was originally written in. The first amount of money went to rewriting the 

code into a SQL database. The advice that we received from trying to do our due diligence 

was that in any case the code was not even remotely like Pentana's code itself and was written 

in quite a different code and manner. 
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Senator FAWCETT:  That does not specifically answer my question. When the CIO was 

asked for his opinion, did he express an opinion that CASA could be exposed to a claim of a 

breach of IP by Pentana? 

Mr Farquharson:  Yes, I think he may well have. 

Mr McCormick :  That was always part of the due diligence process—that we would 

review that. 

Senator FAWCETT:  On what basis was his opinion as your chief information officer 

overridden? 

Mr McCormick :  No, he raised it as a point, from my memory. In actual fact, when we 

explored the IP and—through legal—we took outside legal advice on it, he was satisfied that 

there were no IP issues. That is my recollection. 

Senator FAWCETT:   Could you clarify that for us and come back with a trail? 

Mr McCormick :  We certainly will give you a time trail in our responses. I have got them 

here now for those questions. We have tried to outline them as clearly as we could regarding 

how it has gone forward. 

Senator FAWCETT:   I am asking on that particular point, if you have received advice 

that his concerns were not valid, could you present the committee with a document to 

demonstrate that? 

Mr McCormick :  Yes, we can take that on notice. 

Senator XENOPHON:  I omitted to ask a question in relation to the whole issue of 

Airservices. CASA did conduct that top-down investigation into Airservices Australia, which 

I think is fair to say was quite critical. 

Mr McCormick :  The 172 report? 

Senator XENOPHON:  Yes, the 172 report was quite critical. It was quite significant that 

you renewed ASA's license on a conditional basis. That is right, isn't it? 

Mr McCormick :  Yes. 

Senator XENOPHON:  During this investigation, were you sharing information with the 

ATSB about your investigation into Airservices Australia? 

Mr McCormick :  The review that we were doing with Airservices was looking at the fact 

that we also have difficulty in regulating the government entity, as Airservices, in that there is 

not too much we could do. 

Senator XENOPHON:  Because of a head of power? 

Mr McCormick :  That is a legal issue as well, which I could ask to give you some more 

information on if you would like. 

Senator XENOPHON:  Maybe, because of time constraints, if we could get that on notice 

from you about issues of heads of power with respect to your ability to regulate or to give 

directives to Airservices Australia. 

Mr McCormick :  What I would say is that Airservices worked very closely with us in 

what we were looking at. I think I had actually alluded to this report coming for a number of 

years. This review was not to try to go in there and say, 'Where is an issue which you may 

have already reported to the ATSB, if there is an issue we are looking at.' It was to look 
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holistically at where the whole thing was going. Any information that is in there that 

Airservices was required to share with the ATSB would have been shared with the ATSB—to 

my knowledge. But that is a question for Airservices. 

Senator XENOPHON:  Yes, but there is that little issue of a MOU that came up during 

the Pel-Air inquiry—about the importance of the memorandum of understanding. I do not 

want to have to refer to the specific clauses, but that was quite clear in terms of its 

requirements for information relating to the air-safety issues to be shared between the two 

organisations. In the course of your investigation—your overview, your review—of 

Airservices Australia, were you keeping the ATSB updated in respect of that? 

Mr McCormick :  In terms of the internal process I will have to take that on notice. I was 

not involved closely enough to be able to tell you that. 

Senator XENOPHON:  Again, that raises the vexed issue as to whether the memorandum 

of understanding was being complied with. 

Mr McCormick :  The memorandum of understanding, although it deals with an exchange 

of information, has, up until recent times, been viewed to be about incidents and accidents or 

other matters that we have information about. A lot of the 172 report does not refer to any 

particular incident. 

Senator XENOPHON:  The MOU is broader than that, though. It is not about specific 

incidents. 

Mr McCormick :  It is, but I think it generally has a germination point—something to start 

it or kick it off. The 172 process—I am taking on notice what we did with the report—was 

about what we thought of Airservices Australia outside of the specific information we 

received on audits. 

Senator XENOPHON:  Sure. I will not take it any further than this but please take those 

issues on notice. If, in the course of your investigation or your review of Airservices 

Australia, you uncovered issues of concern to CASA—and the report did disclose issues of 

concern; I thought it was quite damning of Airservices Australia—then surely, insofar as the 

report related to aviation safety, which I think is axiomatic, given the damning nature of that 

report, isn't that something that the ATSB should have been kept apprised of on a very regular 

basis? 

Mr McCormick :  What was given to ATSB I will have to take on notice. I understand the 

thrust of your comments; I do not disagree. 

Senator XENOPHON:  The MOU may not have been complied with. I am not sure 

whether it was or not; I just want to know whether the spirit and the letter of the MOU has 

been complied with in relation to this investigation. 

Mr McCormick :  If parts of that report were started as a result of electronic incidents—

from memory, I think a few of them are referenced in there—that information came from the 

ATSB to start with. So all we were doing was looking at how those issues hung together or 

created a bigger picture. Individual issues should be known. As I said, we will take it on 

notice and I will find out what was said. 
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Senator XENOPHON:  Insofar as you pieced these pieces together to make a bigger 

picture—maybe the ATSB did not; I do not know whether they did or did not—I think it 

would have been important for them to know about that. 

Senator FAWCETT:   I would like to come back to a few more questions about Barrier 

Aviation. I am still trying to understand exactly the process that has gone on here.  

Mr McCormick, you had a company that you obviously had grave concerns about in terms 

of its safety. You obviously did audits of that company. What kind of resource would 

normally be allocated to an audit of a company, as you have described it—a family run 

company? How many people and for how long—what sort of resources—would normally be 

thrown at that? 

Mr McCormick :  I will ask our Executive Manager of Operations to give you a better idea 

about that. The ownership structure does not drive the number of inspectors; it is the size of 

the operation that drives that, as you would appreciate. 

Senator FAWCETT:   Sure. 

Mr McCormick :  As a background to Barrier Aviation, when the documentation was first 

brought to me suggesting that there was a 'serious and imminent risk' issue I was not satisfied 

that there was sufficient information given. By the time we did issue that order I was more 

than satisfied that the information was sufficient, as was confirmed. I think we have taken a 

couple of questions on notice about our way through our discussion with Barrier Aviation. 

The option has been open to Barrier Aviation for some time—all of this year—to take some 

action. 

Senator FAWCETT:   One of the problems we have is that we hear complaints from 

industry. Without an AAT process having occurred we do not get to see the objective facts of 

a matter. One of the few vehicles we have to try and get the other side of the story is this 

process of Senate estimates, which is why I am trying to get the balance of the facts to 

understand what has eventuated in this process. I want to see whether, in fact, we have a 

problem with our system or whether appropriate process was gone through.  

Mr Campbell :  I think your question was about how many resources would be put into an 

audit of an organisation of that size. The audits we have done recently would have been done 

within our certificate management team structure. So, in an audit like this we would expect to 

involve flight operations inspectors, air worthiness inspectors and safety systems inspectors. 

Within the certificate management team, the CMT will decide how many people are 

appropriate for the audit and how long the audit will take. Audits, as you would realise, are 

sometimes like following a trail. You cannot always be sure how long it is going to go. 

Sometimes when you do an audit you find that everything is great; it does not lead to anything 

else. Other times things move on because the guys gather evidence which says that we need to 

go an look at this or that, and that sometimes leads to other things. I would expect three or 

four people to be involved in an audit like that and for it to take place over several days on 

site. Then, of course, often they will take away photocopies of material or logbooks and do a 

whole lot of work off site as well. 

Senator FAWCETT:  So three to four people over several days is what you think would 

be normal? 
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Mr Campbell :  Depending on where it led and the size of the organisation, and Barrier 

have several locations, so we would have had to move people around to those various 

locations. 

Senator FAWCETT:  So you think four people for two weeks twice is an excessive 

amount at just their Cairns headquarters? 

Mr Campbell :  Like I said, it depends where it leads—and where it was leading was not 

that fantastic. I have to say that before we even had the information from Horn Island we were 

looking seriously at show cause action at that time. There had been a couple of audits done 

that year. There was one done—if I recall, it was a special audit—which resulted in quite a 

large number of non-compliance notices and, if I recall, the issue of about 12 ASRs against 

aircraft, four of which were code A ASRs and required maintenance on the aircraft before 

further flight. There was a lot of concern about that organisation and about the things that 

were going on there. 

Senator FAWCETT:   What kind of concerns would normally be conveyed in the verbal 

outbrief at the end of an audit? Would they normally give the AOC holder a broad 

understanding of the nature and seriousness of a concern? 

Mr Campbell :  Yes, I believe so. 

Senator FAWCETT:   Do CASA hold any records of what the content of those verbal 

outbriefs are? 

Mr Campbell :  I think you are talking about an exit meeting. I believe that we still have an 

exit meeting under our current processes and our current surveillance manual, and I believe 

there would be records of that meeting. 

Senator FAWCETT:   Are you able to provide those to the committee? Again, I am only 

getting one side of the story at the moment, and my understanding is that the exit meeting did 

not indicate any serious problems that would indicate a show cause notice forthcoming. 

Mr Campbell :  I would not expect our inspectors to be talking about show cause at an exit 

meeting, quite frankly. I think that is a decision that we make as part of our coordinated 

enforcement process, and it requires input from more people than just the inspectors to start 

talking about things like a show cause notice. I would expect them to say, 'We found this and 

this and this,' and we will be in touch with them. 

Senator FAWCETT:   I believe Horn Island was the area where the most concern was. I 

think there was an audit done—I think Twin Otter was the aircraft that was of concern. Can 

you tell me how many defects were found on that aircraft when you did the audit? 

Mr Campbell :  I do not recall the Twin Otter. I will have to take that one on notice. 

Senator FAWCETT:   My understanding is that it was less than a handful of things like 

landing lights. Again, there is no AAT process we can look at to understand the balance of 

this argument. Are you able to provide me—even if it is in confidence—with a record of what 

the deficiencies were that caused the concern in CASA, because I am certainly not seeing the 

same story from the other side that would lend weight to a grounding situation, which is 

essentially what has occurred? 

Mr McCormick :  Yes, we will take that on notice and provide you with all the 

documentation we can. I am cognizant that the committee had a discussion earlier today with 
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Mr Mrdak about FOI versus committee requests, and we acknowledge that anything we give 

to you will be in confidence. We will do our utmost to give you anything we have available 

on that, and we will certainly find the reports you refer to and the recommendation paperwork 

that came to me which led to the serious and imminent risk decision. Is it satisfactory that we 

go up to that decision point? 

Senator FAWCETT:   Yes, that would be good. 

Mr McCormick :  We will do that. We will take that on notice. 

CHAIR:   I regret to inform the committee that that is the end of CASA. Questions, that 

is—I was just corrected by the secretary. It is not the end of CASA, just the end of them being 

here. 

Australian Transport Safety Bureau 

[15:24] 

CHAIR:   I welcome the Australian Transport Safety Bureau. 

Senator FAWCETT:   I assume you have been watching on the monitor the proceedings 

with CASA. Are there any accidents or incidents or concerns in Australia that have been 

brought to ATSB's attention as a result of a pilot having a colour vision deficiency? 

Mr Dolan :  I am not aware of any investigations we have undertaken where a contributing 

factor to an accident was colour vision deficiency. My colleagues might have a different view. 

Mr Walsh :  No, we would have to take it on notice to do a search of the database to see if 

we have any cases on record. 

Mr Dolan :  We will search the database to confirm, but we are reasonably certain that we 

do not have one of those. 

Senator FAWCETT:   It would be great if you could do that. Perhaps I should have asked 

CASA, but do you have an indication of how many pilots are operating on a licence with a 

CVD restriction? 

Mr Dolan :  We would not have that information. It is a licensing issue for CASA. 

Senator FAWCETT:   You recently released a report about the crash of the ABC 

helicopter, which I commend you for. I am a little disturbed when I look back at the report 

about the helicopter that crashed off the Queensland coast some years ago—basically it was a 

controlled flight into water, with the understanding that there had been disorientation. Very 

similar recommendations came out of that in terms of changing the regulations to look at 

either augmentation of stability systems or two crew, et cetera. What gives you confidence 

that we will see action in response to this latest report when clearly nothing occurred in 

response to your last report? 

Mr Dolan :  What gives us increased confidence is that Civil Aviation Safety Regulation 

part 133 is almost in place and involves for passenger carrying air transport operations a 

requirement for an autopilot in helicopters. 

Senator FAWCETT:   How are you defining passenger carrying? One of the things that 

came out very clearly in the Pel-Air inquiry was that air ambulance type operations were not 

considered to be passenger carrying operations. Would that flight have been captured and 
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would a private operation, essentially as the ABC was conducting, be considered a passenger 

carrying operation? 

Mr Dolan :  Not under the regulations as they stood at the time, but we are also advised by 

CASA that they are going to redefine the classification of operations, particularly in relation 

to aeromedical work. We agree. In 2004 we made a recommendation in relation to autopilots 

for a range of helicopter activities, not just passenger transport. We will continue to watch to 

ensure that the intent of that recommendation is met through the regulations CASA is putting 

into place. 

Senator FAWCETT:  Are you going to proactively explore this definition of passenger 

carrying? My understanding is that even under the new reg the ABC operation would not be 

classified as a passenger carrying operation, so that accident could re-occur because it is a 

private operation. 

Mr Dolan :  There will be some clarification as to the point at which something stops being 

aerial work and starts being charter. Our report points out there was something of a grey area 

in the understanding of that in relation to the ABC helicopter. The basic principle that if you 

have passengers on board then you should have stabilisation augmentation such as autopilot 

on a helicopter is one that we continue to stand by in terms of a recommendation that dates 

from 2004 and that we assessed as actioned on the basis of what we understood to be CASA's 

intention in terms of part 133. 

Senator FAWCETT:   Sure. As I, hopefully, indicated at the start, I fully support your 

indication; having flown unaided and aided, I can see that there is clearly a safety benefit in 

that. My concern is that good intentions did not fix it from 2004 and good intentions will not 

fix it now. I am interested in what concrete actions ATSB are going to take to try to bring 

either to CASA or to your secretary or the minister an awareness of where these gaps are such 

that we achieve a safe outcome. 

Mr Dolan :  Our starting point will be CASA's response to that particular investigation 

report on the ABC helicopter you are talking about. We certainly want to understand better 

the new CASA part 133 and what that means not just for passenger operations but more 

broadly. Depending on what happens with that, the commission reserves the right to make 

recommendations after receiving responses from various organisations, but we do not have 

any power to direct any organisation. We only have the power to recommend. 

Senator FAWCETT:   Chair, can I clarify: in the previous discussion Senator Xenophon 

was asking CASA for a copy of the advice that was provided to the previous minister? 

CHAIR:   For which there is no impediment. 

Senator FAWCETT:   So I relay the same request to ATSB: that we see a copy of the 

response to the Senate report into the air accident investigation that was provided to the 

minister. 

Mr Mrdak :  I will take that on notice. 

Mr Dolan :  It was, similarly, advice to the department, and we happy to deal with that 

response. 

CHAIR:   We have advice there is no impediment to providing. 

Mr Mrdak :  We will take that on notice and come back via the minister. 
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CHAIR:   Okay. In terms of air safety, you guys are getting your heads round the 

Dromader planes? It has been going on for a long time. As you know, they have souped them 

up but the frame is not souped up; so, if the occasional wing falls off, we just say, 'Oh, shiver 

me timbers!' Expert pilots can tell me that, in certain flying conditions when you have to put 

more power on, it is inevitable the wing will fall off. 

Mr Dola n:  We are certainly very focused on those issues in relation to the Dromader that, 

sadly, went down in firefighting operations. We have also done a number of investigations of 

Dromader accidents, so we have a good framework of what happened in this case. We will be 

releasing a factual report shortly that will lay out what we are understand were the conditions 

that led to that wing failure. 

CHAIR:   And it is not the first one; there have been others. Okay, I regret to inform you 

that you can go home. 

Mr  Dolan:  Thank you. 

[15:34] 

CHAIR:   I now call Aviation and Airports. Senator Fawcett. 

Senator FAWCETT:   Gentlemen, I have some questions on the airport side. I would like 

to come back to my favourite areas: Bankstown Airport. There is the question of the north-

south runway, which is one of the few north-south runways in the Sydney Basin suitable for 

light aircraft to land when the wind is southerly or northerly. Basically, the feedback to date 

has been that it is not an issue, but I understand that they had to cease operations on 30 

October. Operations were closed due to southerly winds causing excessive and unacceptable 

crosswinds. I want to come back again to whether the department is planning to take any 

action around the fact that the terms of the lease to the people who took over the lease for 

Bankstown Airport were to maintain the aviation facilities as they were at the time of the 

lease in terms of capability. They have now closed down the only available north-south 

runway for GA aircraft in that basin. What is the department going to do about it? 

CHAIR:   Good question. 

Mr Mrdak :  I am not aware of the circumstances of the loss of that runway during that 

weather condition. I do not think any of our officers are across that issue. If I may take that on 

notice— 

Senator FAWCETT:  The loss of the runway occurred years ago when the leaseholder 

wound it up— 

Mr Mrdak :  No, I understand that issue. I just do not know the circumstances of what 

occurred in October this year in terms of the crosswind and how often. As you know, the 

basis of the advice some years ago was to enable that runway to be discontinued in use. This 

was based on advice of the relatively infrequent occurrences when that runway is required. I 

would need to go back and check that. But, in relation to this matter, the department at this 

stage is not proposing any further action in relation to that cross runway. In the light of this 

advice, we will review that position. 

CHAIR:   With great respect—I have been watching this for years too—where do they go? 

To Camden or somewhere if they are running out of fuel? 

Mr Mrdak :  They have to— 
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CHAIR:   You used to be able to go to Kingsford Smith, mind you, but I do not think they 

would have you there. 

Mr Mrdak :  No, I suspect the prevailing weather conditions would have impacted a 

number of airports in the region at that time. I think the issue here, as you know and as we 

have discussed at length in this committee, is that the advice that was provided at the time of 

that Bankstown master plan matter was the basis on which the runway was discontinued. I 

would need to go back and check the circumstances and seek whether further advice was 

required. 

CHAIR:   Since that has happened, though, one of those airports which was an alternative 

has gone. I forget the name. It is becoming a tighter and intolerable situation if you just 

happen to be flying in and the wrong wind comes through. 

Senator FAWCETT:   One of the other things that has happened at Bankstown is that for a 

period there has been a lot of landfill that has been put into the flood plain area of the Georges 

River. My understanding is that the intention of that was to build up the land so a commercial 

complex could be built. So there are a few questions there. Given that it is Commonwealth 

land, what responsibility does the Commonwealth have to make sure that appropriate 

approvals are obtained before things like fill is put into a flood plain area? Second, in terms of 

the height of the proposed development of the land, which I understand to be about 15 metres, 

we have seen at other airports changes to structures or the land create turbulence. Given the 

proximity of this to runway 29, what steps has the department taken to satisfy itself that that 

will not have an impact on operations given the incident we have already had here at Canberra 

with bulk buildings being put up? 

Mr Doherty :  I think there are two separate groups of issues there. One is around the flood 

plain and the construction. The way the Airports Act addresses that is that there is a 

requirement for master planning which will set out the broad proposal for construction. If you 

come to a major construction, there is then a need for a major development plan during which 

the environmental impacts of a structure would be looked at. I cannot comment on the 

individual case of the structure there to know what process that went through. There would 

also be a general requirement for an airport environment officer to monitor the 

implementation of an environmental management plan on the airport. That has now become 

part of the master plan but is intended to provide a system for managing any environmental 

impact such as floodwater run-off from a site. 

The second one relates to the elevation of structures and that is, again, an issue that we are 

concerned about—the possible impact of windshear or penetration of controlled surfaces by 

structures. The work that you would be aware of through NASAG was involved in identifying 

guidelines to help airports and others involved in construction identify the potential impacts 

of wind turbulence. We are certainly looking at ways to strengthen implementation of that 

over a period of time. 

CHAIR:   With respect to the build-up of the flood plain, before the build-up was allowed 

to occur, which was some time ago, surely they would have modelled the impact on the rest 

of the flood plain by filling in some of the flood plain and you would have that modelling? If 

you put a levee bank up around a town, the flood goes further out over the flood plain and 

floods a farm that would not have got flooded if the levee bank had not been there. The same 

applies here and, consequentially, Senator Fawcett, what follows from this and this has been 
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ongoing—some of it pretty sneaky—is: what is the legal liability of someone getting flooded 

who would not have got flooded but gets flooded as a consequence of the build-up of the 

flood plain? 

Mr Doherty :  I cannot comment on the particular case here and I do not know that the 

implications of this case are anything like that drastic. But certainly the intention would be 

that the process for approval of construction work should pick up whether there are going to 

be impacts like that on the flood plain. 

CHAIR:   This work has already been done. The flood plain has been filled in. That was 

some time ago, wasn't it? 

Mr Doherty :  My understanding is that it was around 2005 or following. I think it was 

associated with the closure of that runway. 

CHAIR:   Maybe you could provide us with the advice that whoever had the power to tick 

that off—the decision maker—got on the further impact on the flood plain and what the legal 

remedy would be if someone got flooded who would not have got flooded if— 

Mr Doherty :  Unless Ms Horrocks can add any details, I think we should take on notice to 

find what we can off the file about what happened when that was approved. 

CHAIR:   Yes. It is a real issue. 

Mr Doherty :  I understand. 

Mr Wilson :  In addition, we will take the issue associated with the legal exposure 

associated with those decisions and any events that would occur subsequently. 

CHAIR:   This does happen. Some cotton farmers put up levee banks to protect their cotton 

farm and, whoosh, someone else gets flooded. I just think there is nothing wrong with it, but 

there is. 

Mr Wilson:  As I said, we will take that on notice. 

Senator FAWCETT:   A couple of estimates hearings ago, again, back at Bankstown, 

raised the concern around a proposed development in the area north-west of the airfield, 

which is currently used as a helicopter manoeuvre area. There was no specific action that the 

department agreed to take at the end of that. I did get a letter from the operator or the holder 

of the lease who said that everything they had done was in accordance with the master plan. I 

note your comments just before in response to Senator Heffernan that the master plan gives 

that broad outline of what is occurring. One of my concerns is that the leaseholder identified 

that they had put a master plan through and it had been approved by the previous minister—it 

might even have been approved by the minister before that—for this development. But 

because it was in such terms of broad commercial activity, none of the operators there 

complained because they assumed it was talking about aviation commercial activity. But I 

come back to the point that what is being proposed is to build warehouses in front of 

businesses, which have invested substantial amounts of money in building a hangar and a 

maintenance base for helicopters, and it is like cutting off the driveway of a bus company—

there is no point in having a bus depot if you cannot get your buses in and out. How, from the 

department's perspective, is that development compatible with Bankstown's use as an airport? 

CHAIR:   If it were in Asia or somewhere, you would say there was a brown paper bag. 

But we are not in Asia. 
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Mr Mrdak :  Again, I do not think we have any details of that development with us. 

Senator FAWCETT:   I actually brought in a PDF copy of it last time we spoke about it—

to show you. I think I tabled it so that the department had a copy of it. It was advertised on the 

web by the company—looking for expressions of interest from people to build warehouses 

there.  

Mr Mrdak :  Yes, I understand. Ms Horrocks may be able to explain where we are up to 

with that one. 

Ms Horrocks:  That was precisely as you have characterised it—a call for expressions of 

interest. To my knowledge, no expressions of interest have been received. So we have not 

actually received a development application. 

Senator FAWCETT:   According to my understanding of the letter I received from the 

leaseholder, he felt he had approval to go ahead, because that use was identified in the master 

plan. What I am saying is that, if we are going to give confidence to the aviation industry that 

we are going to be a responsible holder or owner of the airport lease, which says, 'This is 

predominantly for aviation', how can we even have a situation where the person who is now 

the lessee is going out to the world saying, 'We would like to build warehouses across your 

manoeuvre area'? 

Ms Horrocks:  From memory, I think the wording from the lessee was that it was 

'consistent' with the master plan. Is that your recollection? 

Senator FAWCETT:  That is, but that says the same thing to the people who have 

invested a lot of money in their hangars to run their aviation business—that the 

Commonwealth is tacitly agreeing that someone can remove the manoeuvre area for aircraft, 

which makes their business investment worthless. 

Mr Wilson :  The challenge would be in the definition of the commercial operations in 

accordance with the master plan. We would anticipate that, if it were not in accordance with 

the master plan, it would not be approved. But, if it is in accordance with the master plan—

and the master plan is put to the community, including those who use the facilities, to provide 

input and submissions in regard to the development of the airport—that is the basis on which 

we provide advice in regard to the assessment of that. If it is not identified at that point, the 

second gate the developer has to go through is the major development plan. In between, they 

are free to make commercial investigations about development. But the triggers for us are the 

master planning process and the major development planning process. The second stage 

would be when we would be assessing whether or not it met the requirements of the master 

plan. 

Senator FAWCETT:  Is it your expectation then, Mr Wilson, that every time a master 

plan is put out for consultation, operators should identify every potential eventuality that may 

undermine what is otherwise an expectation—that we say, 'We do not want the runway 

shortened; we expect the runway will stay the same length', or, in the case of helicopter 

operators, 'We do not want our approach, land and manoeuvre area built on.' Because that is 

what you are saying—they did not object to it because nobody in their right mind could 

imagine that, at an airport, you would build warehouses on the landing and manoeuvre area. 

Mr Wilson :  It would be my expectation that the industry takes the opportunity of 

reviewing and commenting on every single master plan that airport lessees put out to the 
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marketplace—because that is the opportunity to comment on the overall development 

intentions in regard to those airports. 

CHAIR:   If, by whatever circumstance, those people did not know that there was a 

proposal for warehouses, do they have a remedy? 

Mr Mrdak :  The remedy, largely, as Mr Wilson has indicated, is through our subsequent 

regulatory processes—through our development applications and the like. I think we have 

come a long way in the last few years in understanding what some of the possibilities are. 

You are absolutely right, Senator Fawcett, that no-one in their right mind would have thought 

that this would impact on the movement area, but the reality is that, clearly, the airport lessee 

tested that in the market. That is a separate issue from whether the development approval 

would have been given had the response to the call for expressions of interest been positive. I 

think we have come a long way, from where we were a few years ago, in starting to better 

understand how we need to manage some of these development issues. 

CHAIR:   Is the comfort to the people who have a commercial use and need the 

manoeuvring area that, there having been no expressions of interest, no-one will be invited to 

have another crack at it? 

Mr Mrdak :  I think the comfort is that, as a regulatory body and understanding the 

commercial operations of the airport, we now have a better understanding of what will and 

will not be permitted in those zones. Certainly, from the regulatory perspective, if there is an 

impact on movement area I think it is fair to say that the department is unlikely to support any 

non-aviation activity. 

CHAIR:   I have a basic question, and Senator Fawcett may have an answer to this: I take it 

that Bankstown is a training aerodrome. Can you learn to fly there? 

Mr Mrdak :  Yes, you can, ab initio right through to more advanced training. 

CHAIR:   If it is a training aerodrome and there is no crosswind airstrip, how do you do 

crosswind landings? We always used to just jump onto wherever the other airstrip was to do 

crosswind training. You cannot do it there. You have to lob there and ask where the wind is—

'Oh, no, you can't do your crosswind today.' 

Mr Mrdak :  Without understanding the full details, I suspect a lot of operations, certainly 

for some of the earlier stages of training, take place off Bankstown at other fields. 

CHAIR:   So you cannot do a complete training course at Bankstown because someone 

winked and nodded and let them shut the crosswind airstrip. 

Mr Mrdak :  I think there was a more substantial process than a wink and a nod, but there 

was a decision taken. 

Senator FAWCETT:   I will not talk about the wink and nod, but I do support Senator 

Heffernan's view that it has a material impact on the conduct of a flying training business to 

not be able to do crosswind landings as part of regular training without having to wait for 

Mother Nature to send the correct wind. 

I have a final question, Mr Mrdak, of your view of the department's responsibility. When 

there was a recent proposal for development at the Moorabbin Airport, I noticed that the 

Victorian government, which has a minister for aviation, came out very strongly and said, 

'Not on our watch. It's not our land, but as far as we're concerned the airport is there to be an 
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airport.' I think it was a hotel or hospital or something they were wanting to build on or very 

near the airport site. Do you see that the federal department has a role in shaping the 

expectations of what will or will not be approved by making comment on those kinds of 

proposals when they are first mooted as opposed to waiting for people to get a head of steam 

and invest money in developing proposals? 

Mr Mrdak :  I think the successive governments have made clear their view about the 

primary purpose of the airfield. Certainly, in our discussions with proponents I think we do 

make that clear. But as the regulator we also have to make sure that the airport lessee 

company and development proposals are given the opportunity to be brought forward. But I 

do not think anyone is in any doubt about the department's views on protecting the movement 

services and the protection of the long-term use of the aerodromes. 

Senator FAWCETT:   But, if they are not in any doubt of that, why were they proposing 

to put things at the airport that are specifically prohibited under the terms of the lease—high-

density population type things like hospitals and schools? There is a list of things that are 

prohibited and I think at least two of this proposal fell into that category. If the department's 

view is clear, why would a developer even bother to put forward a proposal? 

Mr Mrdak :  I am not familiar with the circumstances in that situation. 

Mr Doherty :  I am not familiar with the issue either. The recent issue at Moorabbin related 

to a retail development, and that was rejected. In that case, the opponent was not the state 

government but the local council. The sorts of developments that you have identified would 

have been acceptable provided they did not interfere with the aviation use of the airport. 

Mr Mrdak :  I think Ms Horrocks knows a little more about that specific example. 

Ms Horrocks:  Senator, it is my understanding you might be referring to the Essendon 

draft master plan, which is out for comment at the moment, where they have mentioned 

similar types of developments such as a hospital. That is obviously a sensitive development 

under the Airports Act and, if that were to be proposed, it would need to seek the minister's 

approval to bring forward an MDP, a major development plan. I think that is the one that you 

might be referring to. 

Senator FAWCETT:   I am not a Victorian, so you may well be right—it may be 

Essendon—but my point remains valid. If the department's view is so clear to industry, why 

would they even think of talking about a development like that at Essendon when it is clearly 

not a suitable development to be on an airport site? 

Ms Horrocks:  In relation to the hospital proposal, they were originally looking at a day 

surgery where patients were not required to stay overnight. However, for the restrictions of 

Medicare and benefits schemes, the premises needed to be registered as a hospital. It is 

technically a hospital, but there were no overnight patients—just in and out during the day. 

But, because they would be under anaesthetic, they had to be registered as a hospital. That 

was the original proposal. We have yet to see any further proposal on that. 

Senator FAWCETT:  Given the flying density is probably high during the day. By night, 

I dare say it would not matter to the patient lying on the bed whether it was night or day. 

Anyway, Chair, I will cede to Senator Xenophon. 

CHAIR:   Senator, do you have some deep and meaningful questions? 
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Senator RHIANNON:   I want to go back to the joint study on aviation capacity for the 

Sydney region—the one completed in 2012. Has there been any work done to update this? 

Mr Mrdak :  There has been subsequent analysis done for the government in relation to the 

issues arising, but not a formal updated review per se. 

Senator RHIANNON:  Is what you call subsequent work public? 

Mr Mrdak :  Certainly the former government released the next stage of work in relation to 

Wilton, Badgerys Creek and Richmond sites earlier this year. 

Senator RHIANNON:   So that is what you were referring to when you said subsequent 

work has been undertaken? 

Mr Mrdak :  That is correct. There was further work that was undertaken following the 

joint study report commissioned by the former government, which has now largely been 

completed. 

Senator RHIANNON:   What plans that you are undertaking in this area are being formed 

by that joint study? 

Mr Mrdak :  The joint study report is the key part of the information base which is being 

utilised by the Australian and New South Wales governments in considering the future 

aviation needs of the basin. 

Senator RHIANNON:  Could you be more specific, please? 

Mr Mrdak :  I am not sure what you are asking. 

Senator RHIANNON:   We are aware that there is enormous debate about location of 

airports and different sites. So I am interested in not just the big picture but getting down to 

whether it is informing about certain projects in certain areas. 

Mr Mrdak :  It remains the baseline document being utilised by the department for 

providing advice to government—yes. 

Senator RHIANNON:   Do I take from that that there are no specific sites being looked at 

for a second airport or is it that you are not able to say? 

Mr Mrdak :  Sorry—I did not quite get that. You jumped from the study discussion to that. 

There is advice which has been provided to successive governments in relation to the joint 

study and the Australian government has indicated its commitment to settling the location of a 

second airport for Sydney in this term of government. 

Senator RHIANNON:  Mr Wilson? 

Mr W ilson:  That is the sentence I was going to add. 

Senator RHIANNON:  'In this term of government.' 

Mr Wilson :  In this term of government. 

Senator RHIANNON:  Is the agency conducting any new research or investigations into 

aviation capacity and the aviation environment in the Sydney basin? 

Mr Mrdak :  Not any new studies. We are certainly undertaking work at the moment in 

preparation for the assessment of the Sydney airport master plan, which is due to be lodged 

with the minister by 2 December. 

Senator RHIANNON:   Thank you. That is all. 
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Senator XENOPHON:  I just wanted to ask you, Mr Mrdak and the minister, about the 

Senate report Aviation accident investigations of May 2013, otherwise known as the Pel-Air 

report. That report contained a number of quite scathing findings both in relation to CASA 

and the ATSB, in particular the Chief Commissioner of the ATSB, about his competence in 

the handling of that investigation. It raised a number of serious issues in terms of the 

exchange of information between the two agencies and whether that, in fact, compromised or 

could potentially compromise air safety. Can the minister indicate—you may not need to take 

this on notice—when the government will be responding to quite a damning report that was 

unanimous in its findings across any party lines about— 

Senator Sinodinos:  My advice was we would respond before the end of the year. Are you 

aware that last week the minister also released the terms of reference and members for an 

international panel to undertake a fairly comprehensive review into aviation safety regulations 

in Australia? 

Senator XENOPHON:  To what extent will the minister ask that this report and the 

evidence given to the Senate inquiry form part of the consideration of that international panel? 

Mr Mrdak :  The terms of reference specifically refer to the work of the Senate committee 

and the need to have consideration to that work in terms of the review being undertaken by 

the panel announced by the minister last Thursday. 

Senator XENOPHON:  When do you expect that panel will be constituted? In the next 

few weeks? 

Mr Mrdak :  It was announced last Thursday. The first discussions with the panel will take 

place this week. The panel is due to report in May. 

CHAIR:   Have they announced the panel? 

Mr Mrdak :  Yes, they have. The panel was announced last week. The minister made a 

statement to the House—a ministerial statement—and he announced the composition of the 

panel, which will be chaired by Mr David Forsyth from Australia. The panel is Mr Forsyth; 

Mr Don Spruston, former head of aviation safety in Canada; and Mr Roger Whitefield. 

Senator XENOPHON:  Mr Mrdak, can you advise whether the panel will hold public 

hearings or private hearings or a combination of both? Will there be an opportunity for those 

who participated extensively in the Senate inquiry to also give evidence to this particular 

panel? 

Mr Mrdak :  My understanding is that the intention of the panel is that they will seek 

public submissions and meetings with interested parties, to which there will be an open 

process. How they wish to take other information will be settled by the panel when they first 

meet and discuss— 

Senator XENOPHON:  If this committee was minded to resolve to request a meeting with 

the panel, would they take that into account? 

Mr Mrdak :  Yes, I would imagine so. 

Senator XENOPHON:  If there is evidence given to the panel would it be covered by any 

form of privilege? That is very important. If it is not covered by privilege you may find that 

people are not prepared to come forward to give evidence. 
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Mr Mrdak :  Clearly, the panel will have to establish arrangements, particularly for taking 

evidence where people wish to protect certain confidential material. That is one of the areas 

the department will work— 

Senator XENOPHON:  Confidentiality is difference from privilege, though. 

Mr Mrdak :  I do not think a panel of this nature could offer privilege in the same way that 

the parliament can. 

CHAIR:   Witnesses to this particular panel—and I am sure Dick Smith would like to make 

a presentation given that he is not on it—would want to know with confidence they would not 

be intimidated because of the evidence that they give, which is one of the protections of 

course which this committee offers. But there will be none of those protections, to the best of 

your knowledge? 

Mr Mrdak :  We are now exploring the way in which we will provide protection of 

confidential material. I am sure the panel will be very concerned to ensure that there is 

protection of both material and evidence being provided to it—or certainly submissions being 

provided to it. But, clearly, a panel of this nature cannot provide something of the form of 

privilege in a way that you would understand it for a parliamentary committee. 

CHAIR:   Would it be peculiar to provide privilege for that panel to appear before this 

committee so that there would be privilege? 

Mr Mrdak :  That would be a matter that we would have to explore. 

CHAIR:   Can I invite you to invite the panel to appear before this committee and give us 

the answer? We would like it to appear because, if we are going to do this properly without 

fear or favour, I think we would offer the opportunity of privilege. 

Mr Mrdak :  I will seek some advice, Chair, in relation to how the panel may interact with 

the committee. 

CHAIR:   We could start with a private briefing. 

Senator Sinodinos:  Can I just caution on this. When the minister made his statement, I 

think he made it clear that this was looking at systemic and strategic issues. It was not meant 

to reopen every investigation that has occurred or to pursue individual grievances. 

CHAIR:   That is all right, but there are systemic issues. 

Senator Sinodinos:  I understand that, but as long as we all understand that it will be not 

so much focused on the specific but drawing out from the specific what general lessons there 

might be. It is not a forum to reopen individual investigations. 

Senator XENOPHON:  But, Minister, with respect, the Senate unanimously handed down 

its findings, and they were scathing findings by any objective measure. It was a damning 

report of CASA and the ATSB—absolutely damning. No-one can criticise the methodology 

of the committee and the forensic work that the committee put into this.  

Insofar as there are a number of recommendations made based on what the committee 

found to be very serious failures in respect of the Pel-Air investigation, then surely that is 

relevant in looking at systemic failures on the part of CASA and the ATSB. 

Senator Sinodinos:  I do not think we are talking at cross-purposes. I am just saying that 

this is not a forum to replay the whole of that investigation. 
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Senator XENOPHON:  Yes, but insofar as the Senate made a number of 

recommendations that were scathing of the ATSB and CASA—  

Senator Sinodinos:  All of which is on the public record. 

Senator XENOPHON:  from my point of view we do not want it swept under the carpet. 

There is a genuine concern by all members of this committee about airline safety in this 

country. 

CHAIR:   There was some dramatic downgrade of the incident. 

Senator XENOPHON:  That is right. 

CHAIR:   What was it from? 

Senator XENOPHON:  It went from being a safety issue identified as critical to being 

downgraded significantly. That is something that Senator Fawcett asked many questions 

about. There were issues about whether CASA and the ATSB colluded or not. That was 

raised. Can I remind the minister that the committee took such a serious view of this that it 

referred the evidence to the Federal Police for investigation into whether there was a breach of 

the TIA legislation. 

Senator Sinodinos:  I think we are in furious agreement. 

Senator XENOPHON:  I still do not know how the panel is going to do its job if it does 

not give privilege to people. 

Senator Sinodinos:  Having listened to all of this, we will go away and get advice on how 

we can handle this in a way that means that— 

Senator XENOPHON:  If you can. 

Senator STERLE:  Mr Doherty, I asked questions earlier about the Hobart airport. I want 

to go to that. We are all aware that there was a pledge in the last election campaign for a $38 

million upgrade should the coalition be successful, which they have been. Can you tell us 

where the proposal for the redevelopment of the Hobart airport originated? 

Mr Doherty :  I cannot. 

Senator STERLE:  It is all right if you cannot. Is there someone else? 

Mr Wilson :  Senator, can I give you a little bit of background. The correct committee in 

which to ask the question is the environment committee. The issue associated with additional 

development of Hobart airport predominately stems from its interaction with the Antarctic 

Division, so it is a question that you should probably direct towards the Antarctic Division of 

the environment agency. 

Senator STERLE:  I understand. Before I do that, can I ask what the $38 million was 

going to give? 

Mr Wilson :  I do not have the full details. 

Senator STERLE:  I would be in the right area here to ask that, wouldn't I? 

Mr Wilson :  Yes. 

Senator STERLE:  Am I correct in assuming that because there were environmental 

issues it was knocked back because of environmental issues?  

Mr Wilson :  No, Senator. 
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Ms Horrocks:  It was to extend the runway up to 500 metres, associated overlay works 

and lighting. 

Senator STERLE:  What is associated overlay? 

Ms Horrocks:  Surfacing, resurfacing and appropriate surfacing works to accompany— 

Senator STERLE:  It was all work on the airport? 

Ms Horrocks:  Yes. 

Senator STERLE:  There was no money allowed for roads leading into and out of the 

airport? 

Ms Horrocks:  Not to my knowledge. 

Senator STERLE:  When we privatised under the Howard regime I was of the belief to 

avoid governments funding airports as such. I am aware of Perth's Gateway and what is going 

on over there. Have there been any other airports that have requested funding for works in the 

last five, six or seven years? 

Mr Doherty :  There was a substantial Commonwealth contribution to the upgrading of the 

runway at Canberra Airport which handled VIP visitor traffic. 

Senator STERLE:  Any others? 

Mr Doherty :  I am not aware of any others. 

Mr Mrdak :  Not of the federal leased airports, Senator. 

CHAIR:   The $38 million would be to enable the Antarctic CSIRO operation. 

Mr Mrdak :  That is correct. As Mr Wilson is indicating, it was to enable the expansion of 

the Antarctic agencies, and the proposal was put forward by the airport as part of a package of 

measures to assist that taking place. 

Senator STERLE:  I fully understand. That question can go to environment. 

CHAIR:   We will now go to Airservices Australia. 

Airservices Australia 

[16:09] 

CHAIR:   While Senator Xenophon is preparing himself, I was going to ask about the 

arrangement between us and New Zealand— 

Senator XENOPHON:  Please do. 

CHAIR:   and Norfolk Island or wherever it was. But someone has an opening statement. 

Ms Staib:  Yes, I do. It is very brief. 

CHAIR:   Righto; go. 

Ms Staib:  I have just completed just over 12 months in my role as Chief Executive Officer 

of Airservices Australia. Of course, safety continues to be a No. 1 priority and a key focus of 

my leadership. Airservices has a key focus on safety training, with disciplined, focused 

education and training for our people, and it is fundamental to how we maintain our world-

leading safety record and reputation. 

As you know, a loss of separation is one indicator of safety performance and they, of 

themselves, do not automatically signify a risk-bearing event. We have a very low rate of loss 
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of separation compared to the rest of the world—substantially lower than Germany, the UK 

and the USA. But there is never a moment when we are satisfied with a loss of separation, and 

we are always striving for continuous improvement. 

On that note, I just want to discuss one event in particular that received significant media 

attention. On 20 September of this year, just after noon, a loss of separation incident occurred 

approximately 20 miles west of Adelaide. Two Qantas aircraft were flying in opposite 

directions: Qantas flight 581 was westbound at flight level 380, and Qantas flight 576 was 

eastbound at flight level 390. The incident occurred in en-route airspace and involved one 

aircraft requesting, and being given clearance, to climb through the altitude of the other 

aircraft without an appropriate separation standard being in place. 

The traffic scenario generated an Airservices short-term conflict alert and also a cockpit-

generated traffic conflict alert resolution advisory, or a TCAS, was activated. Our alert looks 

ahead 60 seconds, while the TCAS looks ahead 30 nautical miles or two minutes at cruise 

speed for oncoming traffic. The controller took immediate action to descend the climbing 

aircraft back to a separated altitude. The other aircraft responded to the TCAS resolution by 

climbing. The estimate at the closest point of proximity was 700 feet vertically and 1.6 

nautical miles laterally. 

The Australian Transport Safety Bureau, Civil Aviation Safety Authority and Qantas 

airline safety were immediately notified and kept informed. Our internal investigation of this 

event is well advanced, and ATSB have advised that they will complete their investigation by 

September 2014. 

I think this demonstrates that, when we have humans in a very complex system, on the odd 

occasion human error could occur.  

Senator STERLE:  It wouldn't happen in parliament!  

CHAIR:   Come on. 

Senator STERLE:  Sorry; I was thinking aloud. 

Ms Staib:  In response to this incident I have established a task force to undertake a 

focused review to understand and address the factors which may have contributed to this 

incident. We are looking at four areas: technology, air space design, training and human 

performance. The task force is led by an air traffic controller who is reporting directly to me. 

Aviation growth continues to be the most significant strategic challenge faced by 

Airservices Australia. We are now seeing the Sydney-to-Melbourne route listed as the second 

busiest air corridor in the world in terms of aircraft movements. Sydney to Brisbane has now 

been listed as the 12th busiest in the world. On 11 October this year we achieved 1,004 

movements in Sydney in a day. This was the busiest day since the 2000 Olympics. 

I wanted to touch very briefly on the OneSKY Australia project. That is the replacement of 

the national air traffic control system which we are carrying out jointly with Defence, with 

Airservices being the lead procurement agency. The tenders have closed and we have 

commenced evaluation of those tenders. 

CHAIR:   This was to be a brief opening statement. 

Ms Staib:  I just want to say one thing about our finance and then I will conclude. I am 

pleased to report that our revenues for the financial year 2012-13 grew by 6.4 per cent to $955 
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million. Our operating profit after tax was $63.1 million, and we delivered in the last financial 

year a dividend to government of $21 million. With that, I will conclude. 

CHAIR:   That was not too bad. When the alerts went off, did both climb or did one go 

down and one go up? 

Ms Staib:  One descended, at the instruction of the air traffic controller; the other ascended 

in response to the traffic alert. 

Senator EDWARDS:  Did you say the alert went off in the plane? 

Ms Staib:  There are two alerts. One goes off in our system, the air services system, in 

front of the air traffic controller. There is another alert in the— 

CHAIR:   So the air traffic controller gave permission? It was turbulent weather or 

something, was it? 

Ms Staib:  No. Our study showed that the weather was not a factor. 

CHAIR:   So why did he get permission to go down? 

Ms Staib:  Can you say that again, please? 

CHAIR:   The air traffic controller gave one plane permission to go up or go down, which 

put them into— 

Ms Staib:  What happened was that the pilot requested to ascend. 

CHAIR:   For any good reason? 

Ms Staib:  I do not know. 

CHAIR:   I have one final question. Was the guy who was doing the piloting in the right 

seat or the left seat? 

Ms Staib:  I do not know. 

CHAIR:   Those are all the things you will find out, though? 

Mr Hood :  If I could answer, the ATSB is investigating this particular incident. So all of 

those factors in relation to what happened in the cockpit will come out in that. 

Senator FAWCETT:   Thanks for your opening comments. I want to chase a couple of 

points you mentioned there. You said there was a $21 million dividend to government. Was it 

a $63 million profit? 

Ms Staib:  Yes, that is right. 

Senator FAWCETT:   Can I just clarify that the majority of your funding comes from 

charges as opposed to appropriations from government? 

Ms Staib:  Yes, all of our funding comes from charges. I receive no appropriation from 

government at all. 

Senator FAWCETT:   Given that the industry is consistently struggling to be competitive 

internationally and sustainable domestically, what is the rationale behind an agency such as 

yours, which is about providing a service and ensuring safety, making $63 million of profit 

and returning a dividend of $21 million to the government? In terms of an overall philosophy 

of having a sustainable and safe aviation sector, that makes no sense to me. 

Ms Staib:  It is in our legislation. There is a requirement that I have to do that. 

Senator FAWCETT:   That you have to make $63 million of profit? 
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Ms Staib:  I have to operate as a business and make a profit. I am required to return 

somewhere between 30 per cent and 60 per cent of net profit after tax to the government as a 

dividend. 

Mr Mrdak :  These are long established arrangements for government business 

enterprises—they date back some time—that apply to commonwealth authorities and 

companies. 

Senator FAWCETT:   How does that compare with other countries? Do they have similar 

set-ups for their safety and service provision agencies? 

Mr Mrdak :  Where they are placed in authorities, yes, a number of comparable countries 

do require a business operation and also a dividend to be paid from those business operations. 

It occurs not just in this field but across a whole range of state and Commonwealth 

government sectors—and in comparable countries, yes. 

Senator FAWCETT:   Thank you. 

Senator XENOPHON:  Ms Staib, the Civil Aviation Safety Authority, CASA, undertook 

a review of Airservices. It was a CASR part 172 review, and I have a copy of a report that 

was released via FOI. I should preface my questions by noting that you have only been in the 

position for 12 months, and obviously this review predated your time there, but it was quite a 

scathing report. It is not a reflection in any way of your leadership of the organisation; I want 

to make that clear. CASA made a number of findings. It referred to 233 noncompliance 

notices between May 2003 and June 2012. The review made 35 recommendations for 

Airservices. The majority of the recommendations—20—are to address deficiencies in 

Airservices management responsibilities. CASA identified a number of concerns regarding 

Airservices staffing levels; ATC training; supervision of air traffic controllers; the application 

of the SMS; breakdown of separation incidents; traffic information broadcast by aircraft, or 

TIBA, incidents; and the ability to provide an ATS. I found it very concerning reading. As a 

passenger, I have a vested interest, like the minister; we are on planes all too often. What has 

been done to address a quite damning report by CASA into Airservices Australia? 

Ms Staib:  The report was presented to me about a week after I got into the job, and of 

course I was very concerned about the report. Some of the detail in the analysis one could 

argue with, but I took the approach that the recommendations certainly could not be argued 

with. We immediately put in place a work plan to address the 35 recommendations, and I will 

give you some examples to hopefully give you confidence that we have tackled the issues that 

CASA identified. All the recommendations but one are complete. The one outstanding is a 

recommendation to put our software tool Metron into the Melbourne Airport, and that is 

scheduled to occur before the end of this year. 

Let me talk to a couple of the recommendations. My approach was to commission 

independent reviews by eminent people to give me confidence or otherwise about our 

position. For example, the one on the air traffic control numbers seems to be a recurring 

theme. Back in 2009 there was a study done, but I commissioned a fresh study into the 

numbers. I asked a peer organisation, Nav Canada, to undertake that review. The report came 

back to say that Nav Canada thought our methodology for staffing and rostering was very 

sound. It was their view that we have the appropriate numbers of air traffic controllers to 

deliver the service that we need. One area, though, that we can improve is not so much the 
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numbers per se; it is about how we employ the workforce. We are currently looking at ways 

to develop more flexibility, and that is around the different ratings that air traffic controllers 

are given. That is one. 

Senator XENOPHON:  Did you relate issues of training—whether ATC training is 

adequate or not? Is that something that has been addressed? 

Ms Staib:  Yes. We are a registered training organisation and we have just had our audit 

by the Australian Skills Quality Authority. We have been reissued with our certificate for our 

registered training organisation authority. So there has been significant restructuring of the 

learning academy—that is what we call it—where we deliver our training for air traffic 

controllers. 

You also mentioned the safety management system. We commissioned a report into our 

safety management system, by Dr Rob Lee, to look at whether he felt we had deficiencies. He 

felt we did not. He felt we had a robust safety management system but we could improve it by 

increasing the integration of the various components of the safety management system. Also, 

CASA asked us to review our audit processes, and we commissioned PwC to look at the audit 

processes, including the audit committee that we have in place as well as the whole assurance 

and compliance regime we have across the organisation. They found that we had a very robust 

and thorough audit system. 

Senator XENOPHON:  Can I just ask you to pause there. I guess an easier way of dealing 

with these issues is to ask you whether Airservices Australia has formally responded to 

CASA's report on their organisation and whether— 

Ms Staib:  Yes, Senator. 

Senator XENOPHON:  There has been a formal response? 

Ms Staib:  Yes. 

Senator XENOPHON:  Is that publicly available? 

Ms Staib:  It is not publicly available. 

Senator XENOPHON:  Can I ask you to table that response? 

Ms Staib:  Can I take that on notice? 

Senator XENOPHON:  Is there anything in there that would be commercial-in-confidence 

at all? 

Ms Staib:  My recollection is no, so I can table that response. 

Senator XENOPHON:  Yes. Thank you. 

Ms Staib:  We have progressively— 

CHAIR:   I think you are entitled to take it on notice. 

Senator XENOPHON:  CASA wrote a report critical of Airservices Australia. I made it 

very clear to Ms Staib that it was not under her watch, at the time the report was prepared. 

An honourable senator interjectingð 

Senator XENOPHON:  Well, it's true. It is true. The situation is that, presumably, 

Airservices Australia has given a formal response to CASA's report. 

Ms Staib:  Yes, that is correct. 
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Senator XENOPHON:  So I am just asking for a copy. 

CHAIR:   Senator, we do not have an objection if the chief executive wants to do it. But, if 

she wants to think about it, she is entitled to think about it. 

Ms Staib:  Senator Xenophon, there have been several responses, in fact. There was the 

fi rst response, and I have been providing the director with progress reports on our action 

plans. So we submitted our action plan to him, with the courses of action that we were taking, 

and also progress reports in regard to milestones completed. So there has been continuing 

feedback to CASA about our response to that report. 

Senator XENOPHON:  Okay. I would be grateful for copies of those. I just want to ask a 

question that I asked in another committee, to the Bureau of Meteorology, and it relates to the 

emergency landing of a Virgin Australia 737 at Mildura in June of this year—is that 

familiar?—and the ATSB has provided a preliminary report. I was a bit unclear—I did not 

quite understand the bureau's response—as to who has responsibility for the automated 

weather information services. I thought, initially, the answer was that Airservices Australia 

did. But who actually has responsibility for the AWISs? 

Mr Hood :  Senator, we are also obviously doing our own follow-up on the fog incidents in 

Adelaide and in Mildura. My understanding is that the airport is responsible for the 

maintenance of the AWIS, but we are following that up and if clarification is required of 

which agency is responsible— 

Senator XENOPHON:  So it is not necessarily the Bureau of Meteorology, it is not 

Airservices Australia; it is the actual airport? 

Mr Hood :  That is my understanding. But I am happy to take that on notice and provide a 

full response in relation to that. 

CHAIR:   Just pausing there, why would that plane—is this the one that held over the 

airport and then did an illegal landing? 

Senator XENOPHON:  Well, it wasn't illegal; it was all about running out of fuel. 

CHAIR:   Yes, but you wouldn't— 

Senator XENOPHON:  He was under the minimum. 

CHAIR:   But why, in god's name? It could have gone to bloody Woomera or anywhere 

else. Why did it hang around there if the weather was shit? 

Mr Hood :  Senator, we are also obviously— 

Senator XENOPHON:  Did Hansard get the expletive on your part, Chair? 

CHAIR:   But it's true. That could have been a fatal—just with a simple decision— 

Senator STERLE:  With the greatest of respect, Mr Hood was about ready to answer and 

you just both jumped in on him. 

CHAIR:   No, no. 

Senator STERLE:  I reckon he could mix it with the pair of you! 

CHAIR:   There is no simple answer. It was not very sensible to hold it— 



Page 114 Senate Monday, 18 November 2013 

 

RURAL AND REGIONAL AFFAIRS AND TRANSPORT LEGISLATION COMMITTEE 

Senator STERLE:  Chair, he didn't get the opportunity! He was just about ready to answer 

and then Senator Xenophon picked up on your choice of language and then you were all into 

it. 

CHAIR:   But you will— 

Senator STERLE:  You are doing it again. He hasn't got the answer. 

CHAIR:   I haven't finished the question. 

Senator STERLE:  You did. You just spoke then. 

CHAIR:   You will concede that the guy could have diverted to Woomera or somewhere 

instead of risking a landing that could have been a catastrophe. 

Mr Hood :  There are over four million aircraft movements in Australia a year, very few of 

which cause us significant concern. I think it is fair to say this is a concerning incident. We 

are cooperating fully with the ATSB. It is our hope that the ATSB will establish all of the 

facts and make appropriate recommendations, on which we will act. 

Senator XENOPHON:  These AWISs, the automatic weather information services: who 

on earth owns them, controls them, is responsible for them? I am not any wiser now than I 

was this morning when I asked the Bureau of Meteorology. I am just trying to work it out. 

Ms Staib:  We will take that on notice. As we said, we believe it is the airport's 

responsibility, but we will confirm that. 

Senator XENOPHON:  So who runs Mildura Airport? 

Mr Mrdak :  Mildura council. 

Mr Hood :  I suppose this is one of the issues that is a line of inquiry for the ATSB. 

Anything that needs clarifying—these are the things that get uncovered in an incident such as 

this. 

Senator XENOPHON:  From an operational point of view—the functioning of an 

automatic weather information service—the information from that is something that gets fed 

to air traffic control, correct? 

Mr Hood :  Yes. We can interrogate the automatic weather information service. 

Senator XENOPHON:  No. Is the automatic weather information service something that 

air traffic controllers have access to or does it only go to the pilot? How does it work? 

Mr Hood :   It would take a lengthy explanation, but— 

Senator XENOPHON:  Give me a short one. 

CHAIR:   It is afternoon tea time, so make it short. 

Mr Hood :  Primarily, our responsibility is the passing of terminal area forecasts and 

amended terminal area forecasts to the aviation industry and also meteorological products on 

request. 

Senator XENOPHON:  If it is clearly relevant to air traffic control and the control of 

airspace—you know, if an airport is fogged in—is there a role for Air Services Australia, is 

there an obligation on Air Services Australia, to monitor whether an automatic weather 

information service is operating or not? Because apparently, as I understand it, in Mildura it 

was broken. 
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Mr Hood :  That is how I understand it also, and it is a line of inquiry— 

Senator XENOPHON:  Don't you know about those sorts of things? 

Mr Hood :  Is currently a line of inquiry for our procedures team as well. We are looking at 

that aspect. 

Senator XENOPHON:  So I've got to wait for next estimates. 

CHAIR:   I propose we go to afternoon tea. 

Mr Mrdak :  Chair, I think Mr Wolfe can solve at least part of Senator Xenophon's 

mystery of the ownership of the system. 

Senator XENOPHON:  And control and supervision. 

Mr Wolfe :  I will be brief. The automatic weather information service, the AWIS, is as Mr 

Hood has indicated the responsibility of the airport operator. Inside the AWIS is an AWS, an 

automatic weather station, which is the Bureau of Meteorology's responsibility. The 

transmitter on top is the airport's; the weather station is BoM's. 

CHAIR:   The thing that beggars me is how you can hold till you run out of fuel. Why, 

when you are coming to the point of a safe diversion, don't you get to buggery and divert? 

Why would you hold till you run out of fuel, unless you had a suicide mission in mind? Thank 

you, very much. We will come back after afternoon tea. 

Mr Mrdak :  That is precisely what the ATSB is now examining. 

CHAIR:   That is crazy. Someone should get the bullet over that. 

Proceedings suspended from 16:33 to 16:45 

Office of Transport Security 

CHAIR:   We will now resume with the Office of Transport Security. 

Senator RUSTON:  In the estimates in May, Senator Macdonald put a number of 

questions on notice in relation to the Horn Island airport and the money that was spent there. 

Your response was that the $5 million had been expended but you did not go into detail as to 

what that $5 million was spent on. Are you in any position to give us a bit more detail on 

what the $5 million was spent on? 

Mr Mrdak :  I will see if I have the right officers here. Mr Robertson will be able to help 

you. 

Mr Robertson:  The $5 million was there to assist with the upgrade of terminal works for 

screening facilities. 

Senator RUSTON:  Okay. At any time, was any work done on the condition of the 

runway, the taxiways, the pavements— 

Mr Robertson:  Not out of that funding, no. 

Senator RUSTON:  Has any investigation or scoping been requested of the department by 

the previous government or any other source? 

Mr Robertson:  For work associated with the runway and other facilities? 

Senator RUSTON:  The runway or the aprons—basically, the outside works. 

Mr Robertson:  If there has been, we would not be aware of that within the Office of 

Transport Security. 
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Senator GALLACHER:   Your office is responsible for the full body scanners. Can you 

give us an update on that. We all have to work through them here at Parliament House. Has 

anybody complained? Is it working well? 

Mr Robertson:  In general terms, yes. We do get complaints of course. Occasionally we 

get complaints about the inability to have a pat down search, for example. There are a 

relatively small number of complaints, I have to say, given the range of people going through 

the body scanners at all of the eight major gateway airports. I think that it is fair to say that 

generally people like them. 

CHAIR:   What, the pat down or the scan? 

Mr Wilson :  The body scanners. 

Mr Robertson:  If you have got a metal hip or something like that, the scanners are very 

popular. You do not have to go through the issue with the walk through metal detector and 

having to explain to the screening authority when you get extra attention. Generally, it has 

been a positive experience and it has worked very well. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Has it identified any security threats? 

Mr Wilson :  We would prefer not to talk about the operational aspects of the screening 

points. 

CHAIR:   Thank you very much. Can I still borrow someone's pass and scan it and get into 

an airport? 

Mr Robertson:  If you did, you would be committing an offence. 

CHAIR:   I know, but could I still do it? 

Mr Robertson:  There are lots of things that you can do. You might be able to try and 

cheat the system, but if you get caught you will be charged with an offence. 

CHAIR:   Yes. But if a group of people put their minds to it, it is easy to do. 

Mr Wilson :  We have had this conversation before. 

CHAIR:   We have. 

Mr Wilson :  I will answer with the same answer that I gave last time, which is that any 

system developed by a human and operated by humans will be fallible. 

CHAIR:   So we are not going to thumb prints and fingerprints and things? 

Mr Wilson :  No, but there are requirements in relation to face recognition for cards for 

access points and the like, so there are measures and checks undertaken in relation to your 

ability to use someone else's card. 

CHAIR:   But not at every checkpoint. 

Mr Wilson :  Not at all checkpoints. But there are measures coming in about further 

restrictions on air side access. 

CHAIR:   It just troubles me that, as you know, Sydney Night Patrol have a lot of dubious 

people working for them. We ought to sort the crims out of those organisations. Thank you 

very much, that is all we have got for you blokes. 

Mr Mrdak :  For the Hansard can I clarify an answer I gave to Senator Ludwig this 

morning. He asked if the department had released, through freedom of information processes, 
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the incoming government brief relating to the August 2010 election. I advised that, to my 

recollection, it had not. I have subsequently been corrected and advised that the department 

did release a small number of project-specific documents for the 2010 incoming government 

brief and a further small set of redacted documents in August 2011. Copies of those 

documents are on the department's website. 

Australian Maritime Safety Authority  

[16:50] 

CHAIR:   We now move to the Australian Maritime Safety Authority. Senator Cameron. 

Senator CAMERON:  First of all, I want to go to the act and the functions of the 

authority. Section 6(1)(b) outlines your responsibilities to provide a search and rescue service. 

How long have you been providing the search and rescue service? 

Mr Kinley :  AMSA has been providing that function since its inception about 20 years ago 

and we took on the aviation function in 1997. 

Senator CAMERON:  So you do air, sea and land? 

Mr Kinley :  Not necessarily land. We do aviation and maritime. But we are the land 

reception facility for emergency position indicating radio beacons, which are a satellite based 

detection system, and we promulgate that information to agencies such as the police in the 

states and territories who do the land based search and rescue. 

Senator CAMERON:  And who do you coordinate with in terms of sea rescue? 

Mr Kinley :  We coordinate with a wide range of agencies, depending on the circumstances 

of the incident in question. That may be the state water police, for example. We coordinate 

the response. We may call upon assets in the merchant navy and any other assets that may be 

available on water, or aviation assets. 

Senator CAMERON:  Military? Defence. 

Mr Kinley :  Yes, we do have communications with Defence. 

Senator CAMERON:  Did you forget about that? 

Mr Kinley :  No. 

Senator CAMERON:  Why didn't you mention it? 

Mr Kinley :  There are many people we coordinate with. 

Senator CAMERON:  Also, under the act, you perform such other functions as are 

conferred on you by or under any other act. 

Mr Kinley :  Yes, I have memorised the act. 

Senator CAMERON:   Are there a range of other acts that confer obligations on AMSA? 

Mr Kinley :  There are a range of acts. The Navigation Act 2012 is one. There are quite a 

few. 

Senator CAMERON:  Could you take it on notice and provide me details of the acts that 

apply. 

Mr Kinley :  I can probably name most of them. 

Senator CAMERON:  Probably is not good enough; I need to know exactly. I am happy 

for you to take that on notice. You have got to provide search and rescue services consistent 
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with our obligations under the Chicago Convention, the Safety Convention and the 

International Convention on Maritime Search and Rescue 1979. So you comply consistently 

with those obligations? 

Mr Kinley :  Yes. 

Senator CAMERON:  Section 9A of the act provides that a minister may give the 

authority notices about your strategic direction. You have set out your corporate plan, 

including your strategic direction. Does that meet all your obligations under the act? 

Mr Kinley :  Yes. 

Senator CAMERON:  Have there been any section 9A written notices since the new 

government has come to power? 

Mr Kinley :  No. 

Senator CAMERON:  So your strategic goal, as laid out here, is to save lives by 

coordinating search and rescue? 

Mr Kinley :  Yes. 

Senator CAMERON:  Have there been any complications to delivering that strategic goal 

in recent times? 

Mr Kinley :  No. 

Senator CAMERON:  Any additional obligations? 

Mr Kinley :  No. 

Senator CAMERON:  How do you become involved in a search and rescue at sea? 

Mr Kinley :  In general terms we receive a distress alert or a distress call. There is an 

assessment phase with that distress alert and we act upon the results of that assessment. 

Senator CAMERON:  So would you then notify the Navy or Customs and Border 

Protection of the problem? 

Mr Kinley :  It depends what you mean by a problem. 

Senator CAMERON:  An incident at sea that could lead to a loss of life. I would have 

thought that that would be pretty obvious. 

Mr Kinley :  If there was an incident and we may need to call upon the assets, yes I think 

we would. 

Senator CAMERON:  How do you normally describe a possible loss of life at sea, an 

incident? 

Mr Kinley :  Generally it would be a distress situation. In general terms it is a situation 

where peoples' life are in danger. 

Senator CAMERON:  Commercial, Navy or any incident at that could lead to a loss of 

life or put life in danger? 

Mr Kinley :  Yes, although I think there is a particular case with the Navy in that they have 

their own SAR function. 

Senator CAMERON:  Do you deal directly with Indonesian authorities on search and 

rescue issues? 

Mr Kinley :  We have communications with the Indonesian search and rescue authorities. 
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Senator CAMERON:  Directly? 

Mr Kinley :  Yes, we do. 

Senator CAMERON:  Is that continuing to be the case? 

Mr Kinley :  Yes. 

Senator CAMERON:  Has there been any change in your role in search and rescue 

operations since the federal election? 

Mr Kinley :  No. 

Senator CAMERON:  How many distress calls has AMSA received since 1 July 2013, 

and how many individual incidents do they relate to? 

Mr Kinley :  I would have to take that one on notice. 

Senator CAMERON:  I assume you have had distress calls, even though you do not know 

the exact number. 

Mr Kinley :  We get distress calls daily from right around Australia. 

Senator CAMERON:  And what about offshore? 

Mr Kinley :  Yes. 

Senator CAMERON:  You have had offshore distress calls since 1 July? 

Mr Kinley :  Yes. 

Senator CAMERON:  You are taking on notice the number of distress calls. Which 

agencies were involved in those distress calls? 

Mr Kinley :  Again, I will  have to take that on notice. It depends which jurisdiction they 

are in, how far from the coast they are. 

Senator CAMERON:  Did you refer any incidents at sea to overseas authorities? 

Mr Kinley :  There have been incidents where we have discussed coordination with 

overseas authorities. I assume you are talking about with Basarnas, the Indonesian authority. 

Senator CAMERON:  Yes. You have coordinated with them? 

Mr K inley:  We have discussed who has coordination of incidents, yes. 

Senator CAMERON:  You would also then coordinate with the Department of Defence? 

Mr Kinley :  For search and rescue we are the coordinating authority. 

Senator CAMERON:  So you are the lead agency? 

Mr Kinley :  In search and rescue terms we undertake coordination. 

Senator Sinodinos:  To help the senator: if you are seeking to draw attention to operations 

under Operation Sovereign Borders, the Legal and Constitutional Affairs committee will be 

considering that tomorrow for an extended period, if that is where you want to go. 

Senator CAMERON:  I will go where I want to go, consistent with the department and 

the act that is before the Senate. I am asking questions consistent with the act. I know that you 

want to have secrecy. I know that you do not want any of these issues out there. That is why 

you have tried to shut me down. 

CHAIR:   We will just pause there. I hope everyone has noticed that, whenever an 

interloper comes into this committee, we get political. So welcome, Dougie— 
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Senator CAMERON:  Chair, I am not an interloper, I am a senator. Mr Kinley, why do 

you no longer publish reports of vessels in distress on your website? 

Mr Kinley :  We have never published reports of vessels in distress routinely on our 

website. I think you may be referring to where we had a web based replication of what we had 

with broadcasts to shipping. We no longer publish that; it is no longer necessary, because 

those broadcasts go directly to ships that we need to get that information for search and rescue 

purposes. 

Senator CAMERON:  So when was the decision made that those broadcasts would not be 

put on the web? 

Mr Kinley :  I would have to confirm that, but it was some weeks ago. 

Senator CAMERON:   How long have those broadcasts been published prior to this 

decision some weeks ago? 

Mr Kinley :  I will have to take that one on notice. 

Senator CAMERON:  Was this decision made after discussions with the minister? 

Mr Kinley :  No. 

Senator CAMERON:   It was purely your decision? 

Mr Kinley :  Yes. 

Senator Sinodinos:  Which minister are you referring to there? 

Senator CAMERON:  That would be Minister Truss, I assume. Mr Kinley, given that that 

information is no longer published on your website can you be certain, when vessels report 

being in distress, that all vessels in the vicinity that could offer assistance are contacted with 

the details of the vessel in distress, including its last reported location? 

Mr Kinley :  That information which was on the web was basically a copy of what we 

actually do in the broadcast to shipping, which goes through Satcom C, which is part of the 

global maritime distress and safety system. That is how ships communicate with each other. 

The information that was on the web did not form part of that system. We are confident that 

the ships that need to get that information have the capability to receive that information and 

they received that information. 

Senator CAMERON:  If there is a vessel in distress, that information goes out publicly, it 

is out there to any vessel in the area. So information about a vessel in distress is public 

information? 

Mr Kinley :  Yes, to any ship that has the equipment. It is part of the global distress system. 

Ships certainly do not look at the internet to get that information. 

Senator CAMERON:  So there are no restrictions on people being able to pick that 

notification up, if you send it out? 

Mr Kinley :  As long as they have the technology, they will receive it. 

Senator CAMERON:  So if people-smugglers have the technology they can find out 

exactly where ships in distress are? 

Mr Kinley :  I assume so, if they have a C System. 
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Senator CAMERON:  If they have the technology then you immediately meet your 

obligations under the global distress and communication system? 

CHAIR:   It would be fair to say, though— 

Senator CAMERON:  What are your obligations to let ships know? 

Mr Kinley :  Our obligations to let ships know are in accordance with the international 

SAR conventions and the Convention for the Safety of Lives at Sea. As the coordinating 

authority for a search and rescue event, we have the mechanisms in place to communicate 

with ships in the region. 

Senator CAMERON:  And anyone— 

CHAIR:   Let me just pause you there. It would be fair to say, though, from the point of 

view of people-smugglers—which is a billion dollar business—that when Senator Cameron 

raises the legitimate question of whether they would know about it if they had the technology: 

they would surely know because they had probably organised with the people to say their boat 

was disabled and in distress. They probably planned the distress anyhow. 

Mr Kinley :  I do not know the ins and outs— 

CHAIR:   As we know, a lot of these are dodgy distress situations—'Oops, I pulled the 

valve out of the engine; we're in trouble. Righto, we're on our way to Australia'. 

Mr Kinley :  The particular systems we are talking about are used by merchant ships as the 

normal part of the distress system. 

Senator CAMERON:  So any merchant ship in the vicinity of a disabled vessel, or a 

vessel in distress, would publicly know there was a problem and would have been advised by 

you, in a public way that can be picked up generally, that there is a problem. 

Mr  Kinley:  It depends on whether you call that 'public'. It is not classified. 

Senator CAMERON:  How would you describe it—ship to ship? 

Mr Kinley :  Shore to ship, basically. 

Senator CAMERON:  Shore to ship. Then it could be ship to ship as well. 

Mr  Kinley:  Yes. 

Senator CAMERON:  Because that can then be transferred through to other ships—and, 

as long as you have the technology available, your global distress notification can be picked 

up by anyone with that technology. 

Mr Kinley :  By anyone with that technology. This equipment is fitted to merchant ships. It 

is generally not fitted to small coastal vessels. It is a significant satellite installation. 

Senator CAMERON:  Yes, but sophisticated operations could easily access it. 

Mr Kinley :  Yes. The broadcasts are to a specific area, so the ship has to be in that area. 

Senator CAMERON:  Can you simply monitor your distress notifications? Is that easily 

done? 

Mr Kinley :  Yes. 

Senator CAMERON:  In fact, would it be an obligation on some ships to actually be 

available? You cannot turn the messages from you guys off, can you? 
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Mr Kinley :  They could physically shut that equipment down, but there is a legal 

obligation to respond to a distress if  practical and you are in the area. 

CHAIR:   In relation to the distress calls from the professional people-smugglers—or 

whatever you like to call them: would part of their 'package' be the satellite phone to make the 

distress call at the appropriate moment? 

Mr Kinley :  I do not think that any of the distress calls from that particular area come in 

the normal, routine distress-alerting way that we would expect under the global maritime 

distress system. So they are all outside of that. 

Senator CAMERON:  Given that you take the lead in maritime safety regulation, and you 

are the lead agency on maritime incidents, would you see any issues with making maritime 

incidents public? 

Senator Sinodinos:  I think that is getting into policy matters that are beyond this 

committee. 

Senator CAMERON:  No, it is not a policy matter—it is what has happened in the past. It 

is not a policy matter. 

Mr Kinley :  Our actions are consistent with government policy. Our operations in the 

search and rescue world generally are done in accordance with that policy. Sorry, I will have 

to ask for your question again. We make information available when necessary and in 

accordance with policy. 

Senator CAMERON:  Yes, you are the lead agency; you take the lead in maritime safety 

regulation. You also have, in the past, performed a role in advising the public on maritime 

incidents. That has changed in recent weeks, hasn't it? 

Mr Kinley :  We are operating in accordance with government policy. 

Senator CAMERON:  Let's just investigate this. You are acting in accordance— 

CHAIR:   Just before you do: does AMSA respond to maritime safety on the open seas and 

in ports, estuaries and lakes? If I get into trouble on Burrinjuck Dam, do I call you? 

Mr Kinley :  If you get into trouble on Burrinjuck Dam you don't call us—unless, of 

course, you happen to have a 406-MHz beacon. If you fired that off, we would receive the 

signal and pass that to the New South Wales Police. 

CHAIR:   I had a mate, Martin Pavlovich, who drowned on the Menindee Lakes years ago. 

He couldn't swim. You would not think you would get an incident on Menindee Lakes, but a 

huge storm came up and swamped his boat and took him away. No doubt he did not have that 

beacon, or whatever you need. 

Mr Kinley :  We always recommend that everyone has a beacon. 

CHAIR:   He was a bloody good fisherman, though. 

Senator CAMERON:  I don't think former Senator Joyce let a beacon off when he wrote 

his four-wheel drive off in the Mary River a few years ago—but, anyway, that is another 

issue. 

CHAIR:   But you can actually have serious maritime incidents on lakes. 
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Senator CAMERON:  Of course. I am interested in this 'acting in accordance with 

government policy'. Have you been advised of any changes to government policy in relation 

to communicating maritime incidents? 

Mr Kinley :  I think it is fair to say we have been advised about how we communicate 

about our involvement with search and rescue for SIEVs. 

Senator CAMERON:  Where did you receive this communication from? 

Mr Kinley :  I would actually have to go back and check on that. 

Senator CAMERON:  You don't know? So you are enacting government policy but you 

are not sure where the direction came from—other than from the government? 

Mr Kinley :  I think our information on search and rescue forms part of the weekly 

briefings. 

Senator CAMERON:   So was this communication from government to advise you of their 

policy done verbally, was it done by letter, was it done by email? 

Mr Kinley :  I would have to go and check on that. 

Senator CAMERON:  You don't know? Is there anyone here from your department who 

can tell us the answer to that question? 

Mr Kinley :  I can ask the general-manager of our Air Emergency Response Division. 

Senator CAMERON:  I would have thought it was a pretty big thing, after years of 

operating in a certain manner, for the government to tell you that you will not operate in that 

manner anymore. And I would have thought someone here at estimates would have been in a 

position to advise me: firstly, who told you this; and, secondly, in what manner was it 

conveyed to you. 

Mr Kinley :  This is not a new issue for us. We do search and rescue and for some years we 

have had a close working relationship with Border Protection Command, for example, about 

search and rescue in that domain. That is not new. 

Senator CAMERON:   I am happy for you to explain that, but before you go there: Mr 

Young, are you aware of what form the communication took from government to advise you 

of the policy change? And can you advise me as to what that policy change was? 

Mr Young :  For some years now media, in regards to what we might term asylum-seeker 

vessels, has been managed by Customs and Border Protection. And we have systematically 

passed information about incidents to Customs and Border Protection, and announcements on 

the subject were generally made by Minister Clare. That has not changed. We still pass all the 

information to Customs and Border Protection, and it is now announced by the government 

according to the government's methods of working. We observe the policy in action. That is 

the current state of play. 

Senator CAMERON:  So, you just thought the government wanted a change, but I am 

confused here. Mr Kinley advised me that there was a communication, but he was not sure 

how that communication was made or who made the communication. Are you saying that is 

not correct? 

Mr Young :  No, I am saying that my understanding is that we have always passed 

information to Customs and Border Protection, and I would now say the government of the 
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day decides how that information is presented to the public, because it is ministers who make 

announcements. I am with Mr Kinley in that if you want to know whether we have received a 

formal communication I would need to take that on notice and go and look. 

Senator CAMERON:  So, a formal communication from a minister, from a minister's 

department or from anyone associated with the minister—I would like to know what that 

communication was, because Mr Kinley considered there was a communication—as well as 

who communicated with you and any copies of any communication that is available. Can you 

take that on notice? 

Mr Young :  Certainly. 

Mr Kinley :  And as I said, this has not really changed since the previous arrangements. 

We have always had these communications with border protection command, as Mr Young 

said. 

Senator CAMERON:  That is not the question I am asking. I am asking about that 

specific issue. I do have some other questions but I will put them on notice. 

CHAIR:   And we are most grateful for your questions and grateful to whoever the adviser 

was who wrote them for you. 

Senator STERLE:  Mr Kinley, I will go to you. My question is in relation to marine order 

3, which I am aware relates to the qualifications of seagoing employees, and I am also very 

well aware that there has been consultation with industry and with the Maritime Union of 

Australia. So, if I could get to the point: what is the status of AMSA's consultation about 

marine order 3 relating to seafarer certification? 

Mr Kinley :  We have been working internally on basically analysing the responses we had 

to the consultation, assessing what changes or amendments we should make consequentially 

to the draft of the marine order. And we are just working on how we will actually then come 

back to industry and publish that consultation and the revised draft, which we would hope to 

make. 

Senator STERLE:  How long have you been working on it? 

Mr Kinley :  Marine orders part 3 has been worked on for quite a long time. 

Senator STERLE:  How long is 'a long time'? 

Mr Kinley :  It has been some years now since that process started. 

Senator STERLE:  Okay, so how long is 'some years'. 

Mr Kinley :  I will have to check on when we first made the first consultation draft. 

Senator STERLE:  Is it two? Five? Seven? 

Mr Kinley :  I would say two to three. 

Senator STERLE:  So, what is holding it up? You said you have to analyse responses. 

Everyone has put in their submissions, everyone has been consulted—all stakeholders. When 

were they expecting a decision? When was industry expecting you guys to tick off and say, 

'Right, we're off and running' or 'We've got problems here'? 

Mr Kinley :  I think industry would have been expecting us, or would have liked us, to 

have had the marine order out some time ago. That is why we are keen to have it finalised as 

soon as possible. 
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Senator STERLE:  You can understand my frustration, maybe, that it is a bit 'if' and 'we'd 

hoped' and 'some time', but I have to ask you, Mr Kinley: you said you are analysing 

responses—and my shorthand is not that great.   What is taking so long? Are there difficult 

areas, or has it just been shoved in the 'we'll do it when we get down the track' tray? 

Mr Kinley :  Any marine order or any regulation that deals with people's ability to earn a 

livelihood is always going to be difficult. This is the marine order that actually defines how 

you go about getting a qualification to work as a ship's officer or an engineer or a seafarer in 

the maritime industry. So it is very sensitive to all involved. Since we had the first 

consultation draft out on that marine order there have been other developments, such as the 

amendments that were made to the international convention on the standards for training and 

certification for watchkeepers, which is what you call people who are in charge of watch on a 

ship, whether they are a navigator or an engineer. 

So, halfway through that process of the consultation we decided that we should take what 

are called the Manila amendments to that convention into effect, so while we were amending 

the marine order we wanted to actually bring it into line for the latest international 

requirements. Also during that process, because the original time line was longer than 

anticipated, the new Navigation Act 2012 came into force on 1 July this year. We then 

decided that now we were doing this we had better also have the order rewritten so that it 

actually will work with the new act. So, that happened as well. 

Senator STERLE:  This came in about halfway, you said—so, about two years ago, or 

whatever it was? 

Mr Kinley :  The Manila amendments started coming into force in 2012. The new act came 

into force on 1 July this year at the same time as the new national act for domestic 

commercial vessels. So those things all contributed to actually pushing that time line out so 

that now I think the order is basically ready to be made. 

Senator STERLE:  'Basically ready': tomorrow? Next week? Next month? 

Mr Kinley :  I think it is with the drafters at the moment. We certainly would hope to have 

it out in the coming months. 

Senator STERLE:  Sorry, Mr Kinley, but you have just not given me a lot of comfort. The 

view within industry is that the government is dithering, and I would not ask you for a matter 

of opinion, but that is certainly the belief out there. And based on what I am hearing at the 

moment—with the greatest respect; I am not a seafarer, I have a 5.8-metre boat, I know 

nothing about their industry, but I have a bit of an idea about training and qualifications—I 

must say that if you have industry on board, employers and employees and shipping 

companies and all that, to me it seems very hard to understand that it could take this long. If 

there were objections, if it was something like Coles or some of these sorts of people who like 

to screw the living daylights out of truck drivers and they do not want to pay safe, sustainable 

rates, I would understand that, but this one I do not understand, Mr Kinley. I just do not think 

I have heard any words coming from you during my questions that would give any comfort to 

those seafarers out there who would have thought this is a pretty simple process. 

Mr Kinley :  A simple process it is not, Senator. As I said, it is a piece of regulation that 

actually gets people very passionate, particularly seafarers, and I do not think any seafarer 

would say this is a simple process. 
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Senator STERLE:  Okay, then may I rephrase that? It should not take this damn long. 

Mr Kinley :  I agree, Senator. 

Senator STERLE:  I am sure if you wanted to do something— 

CHAIR:   I will give a couple of minutes to Senator Gallacher so we do not fall off the 

clock. 

Senator GALLACHER:   There was a very public grounding of a ship on the Great 

Barrier Reef, which has some very busy thoroughfares and channels through there. Would 

this qualification improve that safety situation, particularly in respect to watch officers? 

Mr Kinley :  This qualification will only affect Australian seafarers, but it does give effect 

to the improvements that have been made to the international convention, which governs all 

seafarers, including those who were on the Shen Neng 1, which I assume is the ship you are 

referring to. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Yes. 

Mr Kinley :  So we do spend a lot of time working with the International Maritime 

Organization to improve those international standards, because over 90 per cent of the 

shipping around our coast is actually done by foreign seafarers. These Manila amendments, as 

I mentioned before, were very important to improving that global standard. With the Shen 
Neng 1 a lot of the factors that led to that grounding were things like fatigue. The new 

international requirements really tightened up on those fatigue requirements, along with the 

new requirements under the Maritime Labour Convention. The new rules for international 

seafarers include bridge resource management, which is designed to remove that single point 

of failure from one person making a poor decision on a bridge. So it is important to bring 

them into effect for Australian seafarers, but the biggest benefits for Australia are actually in 

bringing the global standard of seafarers up. 

CHAIR:   So that takes care of Concordia-type captains. 

Mr Kinley :  Hopefully, yes. 

National Capital Authority  

[17:26] 

Senator LUNDY:  My questions are fairly wide ranging, so bear with me; I know time is 

limited. In asking about the process of the appointment of a chief executive—because I 

understand, Mr Smith, you are acting in that role at the moment—perhaps I can also place on 

the public record acknowledgement of Mr Rake's tenure in that role. He made an enormous 

contribution, I know, across both the Commonwealth and Canberra and the ACT during his 

time as chief executive of the National Capital Authority. So, Mr Smith, could you outline the 

process for selection for a new chief executive officer for the National Capital Authority, 

please? 

Mr Smith :  That is a matter for the Department of Infrastructure and Regional 

Development, so I might ask Mr Mrdak to answer that. 

Mr Mrdak :  That is probably one that is now in my field as of the last few weeks. The 

process is that there has been a selection panel convened. When the responsibility for 

territories transferred to the Department of Infrastructure and Regional Development 

following the machinery-of-government changes on 18 September the chairmanship of that 
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panel passed from the former secretary, Ms Beauchamp, to myself. There is a selection panel 

that comprises myself, the chairperson of the authority and the Australian Public Service 

Commissioner. That panel has convened. Interviews have been undertaken of a shortlist of 

candidates and the panel is currently finalising its consideration of that process. 

Senator LUNDY:  It is galloping along, then. I was going to ask you about the time frame. 

Can you give an indication about when the process will be concluded and the new CEO 

announced? 

Mr Mrdak :  I anticipate the panel completing its work in the next two weeks. It will then 

be a matter for the government as to how they wish to progress the appointment of the chief 

executive. 

Senator LUNDY:  And what are the skills and expertise that the panel has identified as 

being prerequisite for such an appointment? 

Mr Mrdak :  The panel has recognised that it is a very unique position, requiring quite a 

different skill mix. Given the range of activities, the panel is looking for someone with 

experience in public administration and program and project delivery but also someone who 

comes with a strong background in planning and an ability in and a good sense of the 

planning of the National Capital. The panel has some core selection criteria but has drawn 

widely, and the shortlisting has been established on the basis of people who have a broad 

range of skills both in public administration and also planning and National Capital issues. 

Senator LUNDY:  Can you provide the committee with the criteria that you are using for 

the selection? 

Mr Mrdak :  Certainly. I would be happy to take that on notice. 

Senator LUNDY:  Thank you very much. I understand that an expert reference panel has 

been established to guide the final stages of the National Capital Open Space System review. 

Could you update me briefly on where that review is? I am probably back to Mr Smith now. 

Mr Smith :  The National Capital Open Space System review has been going on for about 

two years now. As part of that process we formed an expert reference group. 

That group has concluded its work. A draft report has been prepared, and it is currently at a 

stage where it has gone back to the reference group to confirm that its findings are consistent 

with their deliberations. We have probably had about 50 per cent of the group respond back 

on the report. So that is its current status. We have also issued a draft report to a number of 

agencies in the ACT government just to get some feedback. 

Senator LUNDY:  Would you be able to provide the draft report to the committee? 

Mr Smith :  We could make that available to the committee, yes. 

Senator LUNDY:  What is the time frame now for the review more generally? What 

happens next? Once that draft report is finalised, is it then released as a public report—the 

formal review into the open space system? 

Mr Smith :  The National Capital Open Space System review was intended to inform 

changes to the National Capital Plan and the way the NCOSS is managed within that 

document, so it is— 
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CHAIR:   Can I just ask a question for clarification? Do you guys consult with the ACT 

government on the consolidation of, for instance, Civic? You know they have those four-

storey, drug-dealing set-ups there that went to— 

Senator LUNDY:  Senator Heffernan, that is just inappropriate. 

CHAIR:   But that is what goes on there—or did go on. It does not happen so much now. I 

walked around there one day, and I said to the coppers, 'If I can tell you where all the drug 

dealers are here, why don't you do something about them?' It was actually real at the time. But 

you know the ones I am referring to—the four-storey ones where they are proposing to go to 

17 stories. Do you have some say in that? 

Mr Smith :  The sites I think you are referring to are near the Canberra Centre—near the 

shopping centre. 

CHAIR:   They are the ones, yes. 

Mr Smith :  The only influence we have on that is in fact the height, and there is a general 

provision across all of North Canberra which says that there will be no structure higher than 

RL617. So the ACT government is able to go to that height, but beyond that we have no 

influence. 

Senator STERLE:   I am sure that this is very important, but Senator Lundy has come in 

from another committee and has a series of questions that she does want— 

CHAIR:   Kate, I just want to get my head around this. Okay, we will come back to it. 

Senator STERLE:  Thanks, Chair. 

Senator LUNDY:  I am interested in the course of this review: if there is anything that 

may signal a change in the landscape objective of the open space system component of the 

National Capital Plan, appreciating—as I am sure you do, Mr Smith—that the open space 

system is sacred in the eyes of many of the supporters and enthusiasts for the original plan put 

forward by Walter Burley Griffin and the way it has been sustained over a century now. 

Mr Smith :  There is nothing in the review of the draft report that would suggest a 

diminution of the open space or landscape qualities of the national capital. Where it goes is 

into, in some areas, extending the open space system and, in other areas, streamlining 

management approaches across the open space system. But none of the work in any way is 

suggested that there would be a loss of open space. 

Senator LUNDY:  There will be many people pleased to hear it. Does the plane go 

towards resolving what I know has been an issue for many years—that is, the role or 

demarcation between Commonwealth and ACT government about responsibilities in 

maintaining the integrity of the open space and some of the nature parks in that open space 

system? 

Mr Smith :  It will probably bring a more unified approach across. There are some 

discussions which relate to planning and which will also influence that and which we are 

starting to have. But certainly it is intended to streamline and make things a little bit more 

uniform. 

Senator LUNDY:  What about the standards in the objectives of the open space 

component of the National Capital Plan? Is there anything suggesting that they be measured 

differently or the criteria be measured differently? 
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Mr Smith :  There are some things that go to differences in the way people appreciate the 

natural landscape of the city, and that in part reflects the changed community values in the 

landscape. The initial founding of the NCOSS system was as much about recreation and 

separation of the town centres in the inner areas. The ecological and environmental values of 

the open space system, which were not so important back in the day, have been elevated in 

the community consultation that we have undertaken, and that is reflected back in the draft 

discussion document we have prepared. 

Senator LUNDY:   Just a random question about the National Capital Plan: is Monash 

Drive still on it? 

Mr Smith :  Yes. 

Senator LUNDY:  Is it ever going to be taken away now that Majura Parkway is being 

built? Is that one of your proposed amendments to the plan? 

Mr Smith :  Monash Drive remains within the National Capital Plan. It is not a 

construction project that the National Capital Authority envisaged undertaking. Should the 

ACT government intend to proceed with it, the planning capacity still remains for that to 

occur. It is a very big metropolitan transport issue, and there are lot of community interests 

associated with that project. 

Senator LUNDY:  Indeed there are. We all watch with enthusiasm as the Majura Parkway 

unfolds day by day. 

Mr Smith :  That is right. 

Senator LUNDY:  I have a couple more questions. Could I get a brief update on the 

Bowen Place crossing? 

Mr Smith :  It is at tender—in fact, tenders close tomorrow. So, assuming that the tenders 

are received within our budget allocation, we hope to award a contract this side of Christmas, 

with construction to start February/March of next year. 

Senator LUNDY:  What are the contingencies about that going ahead? Is there a budget 

consideration to be made by the government? 

Mr Smith :  The funding for that is through our administered funding line, and that has 

been part of our forward capital works program for some time now. So we have made 

appropriate allocation. 

Senator LUNDY:  So it is not at risk? 

Mr Smith :  No. 

Senator LUNDY:  I just thought that in your answer there was a question! Do you 

envisage any difficulties in completing the project by the forecasts, which is, I think, 

December next year? 

Mr Smith :  I think it is more likely to be March 2015? 

Senator LUNDY:  Why is that? 

Mr Smith :  Essentially, we are building two bridges as part of the work and there is a 

fairly complicated traffic management exercise to be undertaken if we are to maintain traffic 

flow through Bowen Place. Basically, in simple terms, we have to build one bridge, divert the 
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traffic and build the second bridge—and it is the staging of those phases that are the big 

construction. 

Senator LUNDY:  Will the temporary arrangements for managing the traffic in the 

crossing at the moment stay in place while construction is going on so people will still be held 

to circumnavigate the lake safely? 

Mr Smith :  Yes. That was preliminary work to will enable the construction to occur, so the 

current temporary arrangements remain in place. I should, though, say that—as I said—

tenders close tomorrow, and it could be that a successful tenderer comes up with a completely 

different approach which we are just not aware of at the moment. 

Senator LUNDY:  What are you doing to let the cycling and jogging and recreational 

community and the various stakeholders involved in the precinct know about the project and 

what is anticipated? I am anticipating the usual uproar when a change is made, which is 

understandable given the high usage of the area. 

Mr Smith :  The design of the project was informed by community consultation, and we 

have a fairly extensive list of stakeholders with an interest in the project. They have been 

informed about each stage of the project, and in fact there are some— 

Senator LUNDY:  So they will get a notice, for example, when the tender is awarded that 

that next stage has occurred? 

Mr Smith :  We will be informing them of key milestones as they take place. 

Senator LUNDY:  Have any concerns being raised about the safety or the adequacy of the 

temporary crossing that has been put in place? 

Mr Smith :  I do not believe so, no. 

Senator LUNDY:  Since its reconstitution under the new government, has the Canberra 

National Memorial Committee sought advice regarding any national memorials, particularly 

in relation to World War I, given we have the Anzac Centenary coming up? 

Mr Smith :  No, the CNMC has not had any or sought any advice from the NCA on that. 

Senator LUNDY:  They have not sought any advice from you? 

Mr Smith :  No. 

Senator LUNDY:  Has the government given notice to the NCA about any national 

memorial projects that may require the NCA's advice—for example, the national war 

cemetery which has been suggested by the Prime Minister? 

Mr Smith :  We have not had any discussions with the government particularly about that 

project. 

Senator LUNDY:  So no advice has been sought about the process? 

Mr Smith :  That project is being administered or investigated, I understand, by the 

Department of Veterans' Affairs. We have had one meeting where they have sought to 

understand that planning and land management framework within the Australian Capital 

Territory, but it was a preliminary meeting and that was the extent of it. 

Senator LUNDY:  But can you confirm with me that one of the Canberra National 

Memorial Committee's roles and responsibilities is to provide advice on memorials, 

particularly those that may duplicate or replicate existing memorials? 
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Mr Smith :  The only discussion we have had about any commemorative work particularly 

related to the proposal for a national cemetery has been of the most general nature. 

Senator LUNDY:  I am just using that as an example. I am asking the question more 

generally just to try to ascertain what the formal process will be, again anticipating many 

different stakeholder groups' interests in these matters. I have had representations myself from 

groups and people interested in commemoration, and we sure have a strong memory of a 

recent commemoration proposal that did not proceed. 

Mr Smith :  From my discussions with the Department of Veterans' Affairs I think it would 

be fair to say that they are exploring just what the nature of the proposal is, and from that the 

appropriate process will follow. But at this stage we have not turned our mind to that— 

Senator LUNDY:   It is too early. 

Mr Smith :  We do not have a full understanding of how that will be developed or even if it 

is in Canberra. 

Senator LUNDY:  But it would have to come back to you anyway, wouldn't it? 

Mr Smith :  Potentially, but it depends on where it is and what it is. 

Senator LUNDY:  If it is in the national capital area— 

Mr Smith :  If it was in designated land it would have to come back to the National Capital 

Authority, yes. 

Senator LUNDY:  Yes, that is what I thought. Thank you. I just want to ask a couple of 

questions about the public service non-ongoing staffing levels given the announcements of the 

Public Service Commission. How many non-ongoing staff does the NCA currently have? 

Mr Smith :  We basically have two types of non-ongoing staff. There are non-ongoing staff 

which perform the work of public servants as you might normally imagine them, and then we 

have a core of non-ongoing staff who basically assist and guide visitors at our national capital 

exhibition. They are APS 2 staff, and they tend to work three to six hours a week. We have 

seven staff who fit into that category, and we have eight staff who are either full time or part 

time in the building proper—in the NCA. So eight staff—or 12.3 per cent of our staff—are 

engaged on a fixed term arrangement. 

Senator LUNDY:  It is 12.3 per cent? 

Mr Smith :  Yes. 

Senator LUNDY:  What are the implications for the recruitment freeze on the National 

Capital Authority should any of those non-ongoing staff choose to leave? 

Mr Smith :  We are still working on that. A number of our non-ongoing staff are actually 

replacing staff who are on long-term leave, either for maternity leave or on leave without pay 

for other reasons, so we anticipate that the number of those positions will be filled again upon 

return of those of the staff, and— 

Senator LUNDY:  Apart from choosing to leave, when do their contracts finish? 

Presumably you are not allowed to replace them, based on the recruitment freeze. 

Mr Smith :  They finish over a range of times. Our first non-ongoing staff leaves us on 

Thursday, and the last one, at the moment and on current arrangements, ceases work in 

August next year. 
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Senator LUNDY:  So how you perform the functions of those non-ongoing staff given 

that they form a core part of your organisation? 

Mr Smith :  As I said, a number will be replaced by ongoing staff who are currently away. 

Senator LUNDY:  How many? 

Mr Smith :  I think there are two. We will be redeploying a number of staff internally or 

doing some job rearrangements—having people split tasks. 

Senator LUNDY:  Or get everyone to do twice as much? 

Mr Smith :  In some cases, people will be working longer hours, but they might be moving 

from part time to full time. 

Senator LUNDY:  So you are potentially facing this freeze on recruitment and the 

cessation of non-ongoing staff, or the potential loss of 12 per cent of your workforce—sorry, 

slightly less since you have two being replaced by returns, so 10 per cent of your workforce? 

Correct me if I am wrong. 

Mr Smith :  I do not think it is quite that. I will ask Mr Brown to answer that. 

Mr Brown :  A couple of those non-ongoings are also on capital projects, so it is tied into 

the end of those capital projects. When the capital project ends, their contract ends. There are 

two people in that category as well. 

Senator LUNDY:  The point surely is that, because you happen to have staff on non-

ongoing contracts, you will potentially lose them, regardless of the function they perform and 

how essential that is. Isn't that true? 

Mr Smith :  As Mr Brown said, some of their project work will conclude anyway and some 

will be replaced as their— 

Senator LUNDY:  We have ascertained that two are on capital-works-style projects and 

two are potentially replaced by staff returning from leave. That still leaves 10 people, doesn't 

it? 

Mr Smith :  In terms of the staff who are not visitor services officers, it leaves about three 

or four. 

Senator LUNDY:  Are you offering voluntary redundancies? 

Mr Smith :  No. 

Senator LUNDY:   Do you envisage that you will be able to continue to perform your role 

and your statutory responsibilities with this loss of staff? 

Mr Smith :  We do. We have looked at the savings measures before us, the ones we are 

required to make, and we have a strategy to deal with those. 

Senator LUNDY:  Do you anticipate that you will experience any natural attrition over the 

next six months? 

Mr Smith :  We will have staff leave through natural attrition. In fact one of those staff is a 

non-ongoing employee. I have already been advised of that. 

Senator LUNDY:  I will be asking the question at each estimates, so we will check it as it 

goes along. Thank you for that. I appreciate your time today. 
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CHAIR:   Getting back to the whatever it is that was inappropriate—drug dealing or 

whatever it was—I noticed in the advice the ACT government was getting that the person 

who was advising them, the engineering consultant, actually worked for a developer. Do you 

see that as a conflict of interest? Do you bother? 

Mr  Smith:  I am not familiar with the development process or the advice the ACT 

government has in regard to the redevelopment of that housing complex. 

CHAIR:   But it was to exceed the Northbourne Avenue height—I forget what it was, but it 

was to go well above the normal height—and I notice the person who was prosecuting the 

case was actually working for a developer as well as working for the ACT government. I just 

thought, given my experience in Wagga recently where the mayor did some things to 

redesignate the use of a particular building and then got the contract to build the building after 

he got it all through council, that maybe there would be some lessons to be learned. 

Mr Smith :  That site is sufficiently remote from those areas of national interest that we 

look after— 

CHAIR:   You do look at the height, though, you said. 

Mr Smith :  We do and that is to preserve the landscape setting of the central part of the 

city. Beyond that— 

CHAIR:   This is a serious incursion on height and there are issues with the shadow et 

cetera. 

Mr Smith :  As I said, the height is set and has been set for many years. That is intended to 

preserve the landscape character of this part of the city.  

CHAIR:   The development proposal is above the height. 

Mr Smith :  The developer can propose it, but, under the planning structure, the ACT 

government is unable to do anything which is inconsistent with the National Capital Plan—

and that height sits within the National Capital Plan. 

CHAIR:   The other thing of interest is that Canberra is a great place and it has a lot of 

open spaces and a lot of really good parks et cetera. Is there a push to close the parks in and 

build high-rise on them? There are thousands of acres that you can take on. You can even go 

out to Tralee if you do not mind a bit of aircraft noise. Obviously, there is space set aside for 

new offices and things but it would be a shame if the quality of life was lost. You can look out 

of the window of this building here and think you are in the middle of the bush. You would 

not think you were in the middle of a capital city as you can see mountains and bush and stuff. 

You can walk up Ainslie Avenue and there is a mountain. It would be a shame if by design 

we destroy that ambience. 

Mr Smith :  The National Capital Plan basically protects the landscape setting of the city. 

In those areas over which we have detailed planning control we have height limits which 

would ensure that there is ample opportunity for development and commercial return without 

undermining the qualities that you are describing. 

CHAIR:   I will be watching to see what other advice local government gets after a long 

lunch with people who are developers who then get consultancies to the government to advise 

them on how to go about their business. They are all bloody rogues. Thank you very much for 

your attendance today.  
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[17:51] 

CHAIR:   I now call local government and territories. 

Senator STERLE:  While we are waiting for local government and territories, through 

you, may I ask for some clarification of Mr Mrdak? 

CHAIR:   Go for your life. 

Senator STERLE:  Mr Mrdak, when we talked about regional development, because it 

has been a big shift today, you were very clear this morning and you said to me and to the 

committee that anything to do with funding and projects was to be brought up in 

Infrastructure Australia and infrastructure investment, which we did. We were then restricted 

by time lines, but we have a host of questions for local government and territories, so forgive 

us if we raise them with you and if they are in the wrong area. We are just trying to get our 

head around it because I do not think anyone on the committee is quite over the fact that 

regional development has disappeared from our charter. Does that make sense? 

Mr Mrdak :  Yes, it does. I think we dealt with it this morning. Regional programs and 

projects are now being dealt with under infrastructure investment. I do not have the officers 

here this evening to handle that but I will assist you as I can. If there are issues I will either 

take them on notice or the ones I cannot answer I will deal with tonight. 

Senator STERLE:  If we are in the wrong area, because I do know how this works, we 

will put them on notice because you are a department that does get back with answers to 

questions on notice. 

Mr Mrdak :  We will assist as much as we can tonight. 

Senator STERLE:  If you can bear with us we will work our way through it. 

CHAIR:   Senator Smith, do you want to start? 

Senator SMITH:  I have some questions in regard to the local government referendum 

that was to be. Is this the right place? 

Mr Mrdak :  Yes, it is. 

Senator SMITH:  Great, fantastic, thank you very much. I am keen to understand whether 

a funding agreement was signed between the government or the department and the 

Australian local government association, and if so on what date? 

Mr Mrdak :  Because of the machinery of government changes I am a recent arrival to this 

area. I am advised that a funding agreement was signed between the Commonwealth and the 

Australian Local Government Association on 27 June 2013 for the provision of $10 million 

for advertising and media buys as part of the Yes campaign for the referendum question. 

Senator SMITH:  Okay. Is that funding agreement available to be presented to the 

committee? 

Mr Mrdak :  I do not know that it has been made public. I will just check with my officers. 

I will take that on notice. 

Senator SMITH:  Thank you very much. Can you tell me how much of that $10 million 

was expended between 27 June and the Prime Minister's announcement of 7 September as the 

election date? 

Mr Wilson :  I understand that the number was approximately $3.5 million. 
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Senator SMITH:  If you could confirm that on notice to me that would be great. Can you 

provide a breakdown of what that $3.5 million represents? 

Mr Mrdak :  We will get the details. The Australian Local Government Association is 

currently acquitting its expenditure as part of the arrangement for the return of unspent funds. 

We will endeavour to provide you further information on notice. 

Senator SMITH:  Great. Just so I am clear, you will be able to provide me with a 

breakdown of the $3.5 million. They are acquitting that at the moment, and you will be able to 

let me know how of that was print, how much was TV, if there was any, and how much was 

the creative element? 

Mr Mrdak :  Yes. We should get that detail in the reconciliation statement from the Local 

Government Association. 

Senator SMITH:  To your knowledge, of the $3.5 million, were any moneys spent on 

flights and accommodation for the yes campaign? 

Mr Mrdak :  We would have to take that on notice and provide that, with the 

reconciliation. 

Senator SMITH:  I draw you to the Deputy Prime Minister's comments that it was the 

government's intention to reimburse ALGA. I would just like to confirm whether or not a 

formal decision has been made about reimbursing ALGA for the $3.5 million worth of 

expenses. I refer to the speech to the South Australian Local Government association about 14 

days ago. 

Mr Wilson :  Yes, there has been a formal decision to reimburse the ALGA in regards to 

that funding. 

Senator SMITH:  How and when was that formal decision taken? 

Mr Wilson :  I do not have the date with me, but the minister made the decision to 

reimburse the Local Government Association. 

Senator SMITH:  In regards to the no campaign, was a funding agreement signed? 

Mr Mrdak :  No I do not believe it was. 

Senator SMITH:  So, therefore, not one cent of taxpayers' money was spent on the no 

campaign? 

Ms Fleming:  Half a million dollars for the no campaign was announced but not 

appropriated to the program. 

Senator SMITH:  That is right, because no funding agreement had been entered into with 

the Commonwealth—that is true, isn't? 

Ms Fleming:  That is correct. 

Senator SMITH:  Just to confirm, no taxpayer money was spent on the no campaign. 

Ms Fleming:  To the best of my understanding, that is correct. 

Senator SMITH:  If that is not the correct evidence, please let me know. I am very 

confident it is the correct evidence. How many officials were working on the referendum in 

the department? We know that there was a referendum task force unit. I am just keen to 

understand how many people were working in the referendum task force unit. 
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Ms Fleming:  To the best of my recollection, there were around 10 staff at its peak, but 

there were fewer staff during a large part of that time while it was gearing up. I think there 

were about 10; there might have been slightly fewer. On 2 August the number peaked at 15. 

Senator SMITH:  Can you share with me now what the roles and responsibilities of those 

15 people were? 

Mr Wilson :  I think that, given that there were 15 people, it would be easier to take that on 

notice and provide that to you in writing. 

Senator SMITH:  Are you able to share with the committee now the nature of the work 

that those 15 people did, or would you prefer to take that on notice? 

Ms Fleming:  I would have to speak only in the broad at this stage, but they would have 

been looking at the funding agreement for the yes campaign. 

Senator SMITH:   Fifteen people looking at the funding agreement— 

Ms Fleming:  That was just to start. They would have been organising the civics campaign 

associated with the referendum and other supporting activities, and looking at no campaigns. 

CHAIR:   Were these secondees? 

Ms Fleming:  Some were secondees. 

CHAIR:   And the secondees did not get extra pay because they were seconded? They got 

their Public Service pay plus nothing else? 

Ms Fleming:  That is my understanding. 

Mr Wilson :  They maintained Public Service employment, so they were seconded into the 

department of regional development at the time. 

CHAIR:   How many of them? 

Mr Wilson :  How many of them were seconded? 

CHAIR:   Yes, this is pretty interesting. 

Mr Wilson :  There was a mixture of secondees. 

CHAIR:   Half? 

Mr Wilson : We would have to look— 

CHAIR:   Take that on notice. 

Senator SMITH:  I would be very, very keen to understand the roles and responsibilities 

of the 15—whether they were working on the civics education campaign, for example, and 

whether they were working on the funding agreements. I also want to know which of them, if 

any, were working to assist the no campaign, whether that be on the funding agreement or on 

any element of the referendum involved in the no campaign. I am very confident that that will 

come to nil. I am keen to understand. Could you do an estimate of the cost of those 15 people 

and the work that they did. Obviously there is the cost of the salaries and the cost, if any, of 

the work that they were doing. Perhaps they might have been booking advertising. 

Mr Wilson :  We will provide you with a breakdown of what the staff were assigned to and 

the associated costs. 
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Senator SMITH:  Exactly. In addition to that, could you detail what moneys were spent 

on the yes campaign by the government in addition to the moneys that were spent by the yes 

campaign. Does that make sense? 

Mr Wilson :  Yes. 

Senator SMITH:  Excellent. 

Senator STERLE:  Is that it, Senator Smith? 

Senator SMITH:  Yes, that is all good. Thank you. 

Senator STERLE:  If we can, let us stay on this, because then we can finish anything to 

do with the constitutional recognition of local government if it makes it easier for your 

officials, Mr Mrdak. Does the government have a policy in relation to constitutional 

recognition of local government? I loved your work at the Office of Northern Australia, Ms 

Fleming. Congratulations. 

Ms Fleming:  Thank you. 

Senator STERLE:  I hope I have not embarrassed you. You did brilliantly. 

Ms Fleming:  The government, I understand, has a policy not to place that on the agenda. 

Senator STERLE:  That is fine. Have you provided any briefings or submissions to the 

government on the subject? 

Mr Wilson :  Yes, in terms of the clean-up of the situation. 

Senator STERLE:  In terms of the constitutional recognition? 

Ms Fleming:  No. 

Mr Mrdak :  Not in terms of the policy position on constitutional recognition, no. 

Senator STERLE:  I only have two more; I will not take long. The minister has made a 

decision in relation to the subject; that is a no. Has the minister received any representations 

from the Australian Local Government Association regarding recognition, to your 

knowledge? 

Mr Mrdak :  The minister has met with the president of the Local Government Association 

and discussed issues around the winding up of the grant and the like, but I think that is the 

extent of the conversation. 

Senator STERLE:  Okay. I am only being a little bit cheeky, because we had the inquiry. 

I know we are not allowed to talk about inquiries, but we are well aware of ALGA's position. 

But there was no conversation on the substance of it—just the cleaning up. 

Mr Mrdak :  I think it was just in relation to the handling of the referendum not 

proceeding. 

Senator STERLE:  If it comes to light that there was a bit of anger in the room because 

ALGA did not get the opportunity to take it to a referendum, I am sure you would take it on 

notice and let us know, Mr Mrdak. 

CHAIR:   Could I just give a notice on a procedural matter. We now propose—I have 

spoken to Hansard, the minister et cetera—to go through and finish before dinner if that is all 

right. My understanding is that we are waiting on Senator Ludwig. 
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Senator GALLACHER:   With the indulgence of the chair, I will get through a couple of 

things. 

CHAIR:   Okay, good. 

Senator GALLACHER:   As the deputy chair said, Regional Development Australia was 

supposed to be in this session, but we did it this morning and we ran out of time. Now that we 

have picked up time, I was wondering if I could run through a couple of issues in Tasmania. 

Either take them on notice or give us the answer. The Tasmanian Jobs and Growth Plan had 

$100 million. The new government is on record committing to delivering the $100 million of 

funding to these projects. There were 31 projects announced in July by Minister King. 

Importantly, they were projected to deliver 2,500 new jobs for Tasmania. Minister Briggs has 

contacted recipients, stating funding will be delivered. However, there is no time frame. So 

basically the questions are: what is the time frame for delivery of the funding and is there any 

reason the funding cannot be delivered in the time frame proposed by the previous 

government? That is a couple of questions. 

Mr Mrdak :  Certainly. As I canvassed this morning, we are now starting the process of 

contacting the proponents, and within the next few days the department will start the process 

of seeking submissions and advice to enable us to satisfy the value-for-money requirements 

and to make sure that the projects are viable. In our conversation with Senator Whish-Wilson 

this morning, I outlined that we are starting that process in the next few days. We will 

complete that process as quickly as possible, recognising that we are very dependent on the 

quality of the information that can be provided by the proponents. We anticipate trying to do 

that, as I say, quickly. We recognise the desire by the proponents to get that funding moving 

quickly. At this stage we do not have a completion date in mind. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Will the Tasmanian jobs and growth plan be submitted to the 

Commission of Audit? 

Mr Mrdak :  The Commission of Audit has a very wide-ranging remit. I think it is a matter 

for them as to which programs they wish to look at. We do not specifically see that program 

being identified for the audit, but obviously they will look widely at all programs the 

Commonwealth runs. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Is the plan on track to deliver funding prior to Christmas? 

Mr Mrdak :  We will contact the proponents. I am not too sure. We will certainly be 

dependent on the quality of the information and our ability to complete the assessments. I 

think that is unlikely to be completed by Christmas. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Are you aware that any further delays may jeopardise the 

viability of the projects? 

Mr Mrdak :  We are certainly very aware of the need to ensure that the proponents 

progress quickly, but I cannot give you a time frame. As I say, it will be very dependent on 

the quality of information provided and our assessment in relation to value for money and 

viability. 

Senator GALLACHER:   The other issue is the freight package to Tasmania. On the 

public record Labor committed $40 million to the Bass Strait freight package, a fifty-fifty 

split between state and federal governments. What is the current status of those commitments? 
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Mr Mrdak :  As far as I am aware that has not been committed to by the government. 

Senator GALLACHER:   It has not been committed to at all? 

Mr Mrdak :  Not that I am aware of. The government has put in place a range of measures, 

including a review of Tasmania's freight and shipping costs by the Productivity Commission; 

however, I am not aware of any commitment to that program. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Was there a recommendation from the freight logistics 

coordination team? 

Mr Mrdak :  There was advice provided to the former government of that coordination, but 

I am not aware that that has been provided the current government. 

Senator GALLACHER:   The $25 million that Labor set aside to be made available before 

Christmas is in jeopardy or will not be honoured? 

Mr Mrdak :  I will take that on notice, but I am not aware that that is part of the 

government's economic growth plan for Tasmania, which includes a whole range of other 

industry assistance measures. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Would the government be considering compensation for 

stakeholders who had budgeted for that money? 

Mr Mrdak :  Again, I can only reiterate my understanding of what the government's 

commitments are for the Tasmanian growth plan. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Have you spoken to stakeholders who would be affected by the 

removal of this funding? 

Mr Mrdak :  I do not believe discussions have been held to this point. As I said, the 

government has been very focused on delivering the measures it set out in its economic 

growth plan for Tasmania, which includes business supports for job seekers, a new 

Commonwealth and Tasmanian economic council, the measures we discussed around Hobart 

Airport, the Midland Highway, the review of Tasmania's shipping costs, and the fruit and 

vegetable industry task force. So, in addition to the program funding we just discussed, the 

government's focus has been on a whole range of other economic development measures. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Would the government be committed to implementing the 

findings of the Productivity Commission? 

Mr Mrdak :  The government will always have consideration to the outcomes of the 

Productivity Commission review. I think that process will be getting underway shortly. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Would the government be aware that the previous Productivity 

Commission reports have recommended scrapping any form of assistance for freight across 

Bass Strait? 

Mr Mrdak :  We are well aware of previous Productivity Commission reports. It will be a 

matter for the government to review further work by the commission. 

Senator GALLACHER:   So it does not look like a good Christmas for Tasmanians? 

Senator Sinodinos:  With our growth plan, I think it is sounding like a bumper Christmas! 

Senator SMITH:  On the question of reimbursement, there are two LGA expenses. There 

are the expenses that LGA has incurred as a result of its funding agreement with the 

Commonwealth, and I think we have covered that. That was the $3.5 million. Mr Wilson 
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shared his understanding that the government will meet those costs when they are acquitted. 

LGA also received funding from local government associations across the country. Has there 

been any request from LGA for the Commonwealth to reimburse those expenses? 

CHAIR:   It sounds like a question he knows the answer to. 

Mr Wilson :  I am sorry if I was not clear before. The $3.5 million incorporates the costs 

associated with the funds being provided to ALGA as part of that process. 

Senator SMITH:   So the ALGA yes campaign comprised a funding agreement of $10 

million with the Commonwealth and then contributions from local government authorities 

from around the country. My understanding is that the government has agreed to reimburse 

those costs that arose as a result of the funding agreement. Has there been a request for the 

Commonwealth to reimburse those expenses or those costs that came from its own campaign 

and which were going to be met by contributions from local government authorities in whole 

or in part? 

Ms Fleming:  I understand the question. In the government's decision to reimburse ALGA, 

it reimbursed ALGA for its direct and indirect costs directly associated with the campaign. 

This included the reimbursement of state LGAs for their contributions to the campaign. So it 

covered the totality of ALGA's expenses in respect of the yes campaign. That amount was the 

roughly $3.5 million. ALGA has submitted its documentation to us to support that and we are 

just working our way through that at the moment. 

Senator SMITH:  Just so I am clear, will the information that you provide to the 

committee be around those expenses that were incurred as a result of the funding agreement? 

Will you be able to also show those funds that have been reimbursed because of the 

contributions from local government authorities? Is that clear? 

Ms Fleming:  My understanding is that we will outline the elements of the acquittal. 

Senator SMITH:  Thank you very much. 

CHAIR:   Should you make a declaration of interest in this? 

Senator SMITH:  I am assuming that my interest is known. I was the coordinator of the 

'no' parliamentarians, so I met on occasion with the department. 

CHAIR:   I just thought I would chuck that in. 

Senator LUDWIG:   The deputy chair has mentioned this to me, but let me just try to 

establish it. I was interested in asking questions around the floods and the response. I 

understand EMA do that work, but, as to the floods task force and the Queensland 

Reconstruction Authority, is there a responsible minister under the AAs and is that in your 

department? 

Mr Mrdak :  Yes. Responsibility for the reconstruction task force and the inspectorate rests 

with my department and the officers of the table. 

Senator LUDWIG:   Who is the responsible minister? 

Mr Mrdak :  It is being handled by the Deputy Prime Minister, Minister Truss. 

Senator LUDWIG:   Has he attended any of the Queensland Reconstruction Authority 

cabinet meetings in Queensland? 

Mr Mrdak :  I do not think there have been any scheduled since the election. 
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Senator LUDWIG:   Has he had an opportunity to visit the Queensland Reconstruction 

Authority itself? 

Mr Mrdak :  I do not believe so. I have held discussions with the chief executive of the 

authority, but I do not believe that the minister has had the opportunity to meet with the 

authority yet. I will check with my officers. 

Mr Wilson :  If I could just clarify an answer, there has been one meeting scheduled. 

Unfortunately, the Deputy Prime Minister was unable to attend. 

Senator LUDWIG:   I thought that, but I was going to rely on your advice this time. 

Mr Wilson :  I just sought clarification of the issue. 

Senator LUDWIG:   So there has been one meeting; he has not attended and put an 

apology in. 

Mr Wilson :  That is correct. 

Senator LUDWIG:   When is the next meeting scheduled for? 

Mr McInnes :  There has not been a meeting of the disaster subcommittee of cabinet 

scheduled, to our knowledge. 

Senator LUDWIG:   Going back to the earlier question, regarding the Queensland 

Reconstruction Authority, there has been no ministerial visit—your answer was no. Has there 

been a departmental visit or have you, Mr Mrdak, visited the QRA? 

Mr Mrdak :  I have not visited the QRA. I have had discussions with both the chair and the 

chief executive over the last few weeks. 

Senator LUDWIG:   Has there been any departmental visits to any of the flood affected 

regions from the 2013 event in Queensland? 

Mr McInnes :  Earlier this year the reconstruction inspectorate visited a number of sites 

affected by the 2013 event. 

Senator LUDWIG:   I will rephrase that. I might have misled you. Since 7 September, has 

the department or you, Mr Mrdak, or the minister visited North Bundaberg, for instance? That 

was severely impacted by the 2013 flood event. 

Mr McInnes :  Not at this point. 

Senator LUDWIG:   Is there any intention to visit some of those flood affected regions and 

speak to the local councils? 

Mr Mrdak :  I am not aware of the minister's plans at this stage, but I will take that on 

notice, if that is okay, and come back to you in relation to the minister's plans. As you know, 

he knows the area very well and is well acquainted with the issues. I am sure that his program 

will provide for it, but I do not know the details at this point. 

Senator LUDWIG:   Should I ask questions about the betterment fund now? 

Mr McInnes :  Yes. 

Senator LUDWIG:   How many projects have been approved under that to date? 

Mr McInnes :  I understand that there have been 51 projects approved under the betterment 

fund to date of a total value of $49.6 million. 
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Senator LUDWIG:   Could you take on notice each individual project, the cost of that 

project, its location and the type of project that it is. Has there been any further contribution 

by the Commonwealth or the state to the betterment fund at this time? 

Mr McInnes :  Not at this time. 

Senator LUDWIG:   Has there been a request by the Queensland government since 7 

September for the Commonwealth government to increase their contribution to the fund? 

Mr McInnes :  Not to my knowledge. 

Senator LUDWIG:   Has the Commonwealth government considered increasing the 

betterment fund since 7 September to your knowledge? 

Mr McInnes :  The issue has not come before the government at this point. 

Senator LUDWIG:   Have you been asked to do any work in relation to increasing the size 

of the betterment fund? The only reason that I am going around all of this is just to make sure 

that I do not miss the question. 

Mr McInnes :  No, not at this point. 

Senator LUDWIG:   As I understand it—and you may or may not be doing some work on 

this—the Deputy Prime Minister was quoted as replying to a question asked by an ABC 

journalist. The question was about whether a coalition government would be prepared to 

provide more support for flood recovery. The answer was in the affirmative as I understand it. 

Have you been asked to do any work in relation to that—in other words, creating or providing 

money for the betterment fund? 

Mr Mrdak :  I do not think that we have any knowledge of that. 

Senator LUDWIG:   So as far as you are aware you are not currently working on any 

proposal to increase the size of the betterment fund for Queensland? 

Mr McInnes :  No. 

Senator LUDWIG:   Has the Deputy Prime Minister made a request for you to examine 

the betterment fund to see if it could be increased in size? 

Mr Wilson :  No. 

Senator LUDWIG:   I know that I am just asking the same question slightly differently, 

but you will learn why eventually. If you do not ask them a number of ways then sometimes 

they can slip out from underneath you. 

CHAIR:   You are trying to be Robert Ray. 

Senator LUDWIG:   No, I am not half the man Robert Ray is. 

CHAIR:   In stature or mind? 

Senator LUDWIG:   Both, I would have thought. Has there been any request by the 

government to amend or change the national partnership agreement that is in place? 

Mr McInnes :  Not since 7 September. 

Senator LUDWIG:   Have you provided any briefings to ministers about how the NPA 

operates? 

Ms Fleming:  Yes, we have advised the minister how the NPA operates. We have briefed 

the minister on what it covers, its history and how it was extended—those elements. 
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Senator LUDWIG:   Did that briefing also include a briefing as to how the QRA operates? 

Mr Wilson :  I believe that it did. 

Senator LUDWIG:   Could you check on that and on whether or not it included a briefing 

as to how the betterment fund works as well. When was that briefing? 

Mr Wilson :  I do not have the details with me. 

Senator LUDWIG:   I am happy for you to take any of this on notice if you want to verify 

it. It is not a test. 

Mr Wilson :  I would prefer to do that than try and— 

Senator LUDWIG:   Please do. It is not a test. I am simply trying to elicit factual 

information at this point. As I understand from your earlier answer, it will be the Deputy 

Prime Minister who will attend the Queensland cabinet meetings. Is that the proposal? 

Ms Fleming:  That is correct. 

Senator LUDWIG:   Is there any consideration for another minister to undertake that task 

on his behalf? 

Mr Wilson :  Not at this stage. 

Senator LUDWIG:   You are hedging your bet there, are you? 

Mr Wilson :  No. 

Senator LUDWIG:   Not at this time. This come under Emergency Management Australia. 

What I am trying to ascertain is where we are up to with the current expenditure of 

Commonwealth money in respect of both the 2011 and the 2013 flood events in Queensland. 

Would that be better directed to you—and I am happy for you to take it on notice—or to 

EMA? 

Mr Wilson :  It would be better directed at EMA. 

Senator LUDWIG:   I will do that. I will put the remainder of my questions on notice or 

come back to them if I need to. 

Senator STERLE:  I want to follow up with some questions on the Tasmanian thing. 

Before we do, Mr Mrdak, have we missed asking questions about the National Stronger 

Regions Fund? 

Mr Mrdak :  Yes. That was with infrastructure investment. 

Senator STERLE:  Sure. We will put them on notice. We were all at a loss where regional 

development was. If I wanted to ask about uncontracted grants and coalition election 

commitments to the RDAF, who would I ask? 

Mr Mrdak :  Again that would be infrastructure investment, who appeared this morning. 

Senator STERLE:  What about the Northern Australian policy? 

Mr Mrdak :  That is coming up in policy and research. 

Senator STERLE:  All right. We have a bit to do there. What about the RDA committees? 

Mr Mrdak :  That is here. 

Senator STERLE:  What about community infrastructure funding? 

Mr Mrdak :  That was again this morning in infrastructure investment. 
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Senator STERLE:  Okay. I want to ask some questions on Tasmania. I have to follow up 

some questions. There were questions asked of the environment department this morning, but 

the questioner was pushed towards asking the question in regional development. It is to do 

with the government's economic growth plan for Tassie. The question asks about the 

Tasmanian major projects approval agency that was to be created by 1 July 2014. Could you 

outline any directions from the minister or the Prime Minister that you have received to begin 

creating the Tasmanian major projects approval agency. 

Mr Mrdak :  I would have expected that, given that this is largely a matter for 

environmental approvals, that would be handled by the environment portfolio. I am not aware 

of any directions to or involvement by my portfolio in that matter. We have other elements of 

the Tasmanian economic growth plan. But I believe that the major projects approval agency 

would rest with the environment portfolio. 

Senator STERLE:  I have a few more questions. We will see if we are on the same 

wavelength. If not, we will report back that the environment department is not as efficient as 

you guys. But I will give them the benefit of the doubt. Can you outline the expected 

functions of the agency? 

Mr Mrdak :  My understanding is that it is to be located in Tasmania and will provide a 

one-stop agency to enable all regulatory permits, particularly environmental approvals, to be 

dealt with in a consolidated way. Beyond that, I would have to take it on notice, if that is 

okay. 

Senator STERLE:  I understand. Has work begun to establish it yet? I am getting it now 

that they are being slack over there or they are dodging—let us say that they are dodging. 

Mr Mrdak :  I am not familiar with it. I will take that on notice and talk to my colleagues 

in the environment department and get you a response. 

Senator STERLE:  That is fine. I will take it back down there personally. It would be a 

waste of time me asking you the likely cost of this agency. 

Mr Mrdak :  I am sorry. 

Senator STERLE:  Mr Mrdak, one thing about dealing with you and your department is 

that you are very good and very efficient. If others could follow your modus operandi we 

would not have these nonsense games being played. Thank you. 

Senator LUDWIG:   Now that you have administrative responsibility for flood recovery 

per se, how is the funding working? Do you have the funding envelope to continue the 

reconstruction authority and the taskforce? Is it for this year and the out years? How is it 

being determined? 

Mr Mrdak :  The resourcing that was formerly available to the Department of Regional 

Australia, Local Governments, Arts and Sport has transferred to the new Department of 

Infrastructure and Regional Development for those functions, yes. 

Senator LUDWIG:   You might want to take it on notice and remind me how long that is 

for and when it runs out. 

Ms Fleming:  It terminates 30 June 2015. 

Senator LUDWIG:   That is right. There has been no decision by government about that 

funding to date? 
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Ms Fleming:  No. That remains in the budget. 

Senator LUDWIG:   And there has been no request for a rephrasing of or a reconsideration 

of or a change to that funding by government? 

Ms Fleming:  Not to my knowledge. 

Senator LUDWIG:   I take it that you would know if there had been. They would have to 

communicate it to the department, I suspect. 

Mr Mrdak :  We are not aware of any measures along those lines. But clearly the 

government has commenced its budget processes. 

Senator LUDWIG:  I am not ruling it out. 

Mr Mrdak :  We are not aware of any changes at this point. 

Senator LUDWIG:   There have been no discussions about the funding stream available 

for the reconstruction authority or the taskforce? 

Mr Mrdak :  The government has not had such discussions with the department. 

Senator LUDWIG:   Who are the personnel on the reconstruction authority? 

Ms Fleming:  Are you asking about the taskforce or the inspectorate? 

Senator LUDWIG:   I will get to both. But we can start with the inspectorate. 

Ms Fleming:  The inspectorate is chaired by John Fahey and includes John Fahey, Martin 

Albrecht, David Tune and Robyn Cooper. The taskforce is led by Mr McInnes and has about 

16 staff. 

Senator LUDWIG:   Has the inspectorate provided a report to you since 7 September 

about their activities? 

Mr McInnes :  The inspectorate is finalising its next report to the Prime Minister now. We 

are inspecting that that will be completed in early December. 

Senator LUDWIG:   Has the taskforce provided a report to government since 7 

September? 

Mr McInnes :  The taskforce does not report independently of the inspectorate. 

Senator PERIS:  Could you please confirm which RDAF round-5 applications in the 

Northern Territory have been successful in obtaining funding to continue proposed projects of 

rural and regional local government and community organisations for the construction or 

upgrade of local infrastructure. 

Mr Mrdak :  Sorry, we dealt with RDAF projects this morning. Can I ask for those to be 

put on notice. I do not have the officers who deal with the projects with me any longer. We 

can deal with the Regional Development Australia network in this segment but not the 

projects under RDAF 5. We dealt with some of those this morning. 

Senator PERIS:  I will put that one on notice. 

Mr Mrdak :  I am happy to take those on notice. 

Senator PERIS:  I will put a number of questions on notice. 

CHAIR:   Are you under control, Senator Sterle? 

Senator STERLE:  We are under control. I have just been thrown out because we do not 

have a regional development minister. I cannot help myself—I have to keep repeating that. 
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CHAIR:   Come on. 

Senator STERLE:  Let us finish some questions, then, about local government.  

Senator PERIS:  Has the government made any decisions in relation to the Regional 

Australia Institute since the election? 

Ms Power:  No. 

Senator PERIS:  Has the minister met with the institute since coming into government? 

Ms Power:  I understand that the Regional Australia Institute has met with Minister Truss's 

office. 

Senator PERIS:  Have there been any resignations from the board of the institute since the 

election? 

Ms Power:  Not that I am aware of. 

Senator PERIS:  Are there any vacancies on the board of the institute? 

Ms Power:  Not that I am aware of. 

Senator PERIS:  Has the government requested the resignation of any of the members of 

the board? 

Ms Power:  Not that I am aware of. 

Senator PERIS:  Will the government continue to fund the institute? 

Ms Power:  The institute currently has funding. I will just look up the details. They are 

currently in receipt of funds from the government and they are continuing.  

Mr Mrdak :  The government commitment was paid, and that is essentially being used as a 

fund for the operation of the institute. I think the government funding was for about $8 

million to establish the institute, and that is being used to fund its ongoing operations at the 

moment. 

Senator STERLE:  When you answered Peris by saying, 'Not that I am aware of,' did that 

mean no, or 'It could have, but I do not know'?  

Mr Mrdak :  I think the answer is no. 

Senator STERLE:  You think the answer is no! 

Mr Mrdak :  I am fairly sure. In relation to governance of the board the answer is no; there 

have been no changes. 

Senator STERLE:   Okay. That clarifies that. Thank you. 

Senator PERIS:  Has the minister made any decision in relation to the positions of 

administrator on Norfolk Island or the Indian Ocean territories? 

Mr Mrdak :  No. 

CHAIR:   Who wrote these questions? 

Senator STERLE:  They are very good questions. We have to keep an eye on you lot. We 

worked it out. What you say and what you do are two different things.  

Senator PERIS:  Christmas Island, casino? You are aware that at least a couple of groups 

are interested in building a new casino on Christmas Island? 

Mr Wilson :  Yes. 
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Senator PERIS:  Have you briefed the minister on any of these proposals? 

Mr Wilson :  Yes, we have briefed the minister on them. 

Senator PERIS:  Has the minister received any correspondence from these proponents? 

Mr Wilson :  I do not believe so.  

Mr Mrdak :  We will take it on notice. We know the issue has been raised. But I am not 

too sure whether correspondence has been received.  

Senator PERIS:  Thank you. Norfolk Island? You would be aware of the pre-election 

statement by the then shadow spokesman for Norfolk Island, Michael Keenan, regarding the 

coalition's intentions regarding Norfolk Island and its integration into the Australian taxation 

and transfer system. Are you progressing in implementing that policy? Have you provided a 

briefing to the minister? 

Mr Mrdak :  Yes, we have provided advice in relation to the governance and the 

government's election commitments. The government is currently progressing its 

consideration of those matters, including discussions with the Norfolk Island government.  

Senator PERIS:  Have you costed that policy? Would it be true to say that full 

implementation would cost between $50 million and $100 million? 

Mr Mrdak :  We are yet to provide any detailed costings. At this stage we have provided 

advice to the government in terms of the implications of the application of that policy. 

Detailed costings at this stage have not been developed. 

Senator PERIS:  Have any steps been taken by the government to increase the own source 

revenue of Norfolk Island government? 

Ms Fleming:  Senator, as part of the funding agreements that we have with Norfolk Island, 

there is a commitment by the Norfolk Island government to look at property taxes. The first 

thing they have had to do is a rates based assessment, and there is a plan to introduce property 

rates on Norfolk Island over the long term. 

CHAIR:   How many people are we talking about? 

Ms Fleming:  On Norfolk Island? 

CHAIR:   Yes. 

Ms Fleming:  2,000 roughly. 

CHAIR:   It is an amazing place. The minister for public works there won the tender to 

build the extension on the airport. I told him we would lock him up if it was on the mainland. 

It is not vital. 

Senator STERLE:  Aren't you thinking about New Guinea? 

CHAIR:   It's a matter of fact; some years ago. I don't think much has changed. It is not 

viable. 

Senator STERLE:  It has all gone quiet. Everyone ignore him. Just don't even move an 

eyebrow. 

Mr Wilson :  We are assuming that that was not a question. So we are just waiting. 

CHAIR:   I am just amazed. You know what the setup is there. 
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Senator PERIS:  Do you consider improvements of the own source revenue of the 

Norfolk Island government to be an important aspect of reform on the island? 

Mr Wilson :  It is part of the overall reform package. So it is a critical component of the 

overall reform that needs to be undertaken in terms of Norfolk.  

Senator PERIS:  What is happening with the $13 million RDAF grant with the war 

facilities on the island? Has that been cancelled with other RDAF grants? 

Mr Mrdak :  As I outlined this morning, the government is now considering its position in 

relation to the uncontracted rounds 2, 3 4 and 5 RDAF grants. That is a matter currently for 

government consideration. 

Senator PERIS:  Thank you. The next one was about aged care on Christmas Island and 

Cocos Island. What review of aged care needs on Christmas Island and Cocos Island has the 

department undertaken recently, if any? 

Mr Taloni :  The department has not undertaken any review at this stage. 

Senator PERIS:  What are the current arrangements for assessing aged-care clients on 

Christmas Island and Cocos Island for removal to the mainland to live in aged-care facilities 

such as nursing homes? 

Mr Taloni :  I would have to take that on notice. I do not have the details around how it 

currently functions. 

Senator PERIS:  Does the department acknowledge that at some point a dedicated aged-

care facility will be required on Christmas and Cocos Islands? 

Mr Taloni :  I think it is fair to say that the department is aware that there are significant 

pressures in the aged-care space and is currently looking into that issue. 

Senator STERLE:  What are you doing? 

Mr Taloni :  Certainly, the community and other stakeholders have raised significant 

issues. It is one of many issues we are looking into for Christmas and Cocos Islands. What 

should the government put in place, if anything? 

Senator STERLE:  You have gone out there, had a cup of tea and had a talk or are you 

fair dinkum in looking for some money to do a scoping study? Your answers are a little 

wishy-washy. I want a little more than 'we are looking at it'. 

Mr Wilson :  In terms of the overall budget for the islands, there is a limited pile of money. 

The challenge is to deliver services across the broad range of state and local government 

services to two very remote communities. In terms of healthcare services, we deliver services 

to the level that we can. It is very clear that the community has identified aged care as an 

ongoing concern. What we are doing is looking at the breadth of the services that we can 

provide within the budget that we have. It is fair to say the provision of aged-care services 

onto the island will be expensive and so the challenge will be how we review or reslice the 

budget to see if aged care can be provided on island or, as it is currently provided, with a 

mixture of on-island home care with leaving the island. 

CHAIR:   What sort of numbers are we talking about? 

Mr Wilson :  The population on Christmas Island is two and a half thousand and the 

population on Cocos Island is about 700. 
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CHAIR:   What would be God's waiting room side of that? 

Mr Wilson :  I do not have the numbers for that. For a start I am not quite certain what age 

limit you are putting on that, Senator, but I do not have the age profile of the island. They are, 

like the rest of Australia, ageing. In terms of the work, we are doing we review the budget to 

see what is available to us on an ongoing basis. 

Senator STERLE:  Thank you, Mr Wilson. For those of us like Senator Peris and myself 

who spend a lot of time in and out of remote Aboriginal communities in WA the issue of aged 

care and health facilities is dynamite, because there is just not enough. We are celebrating in 

the Kimberley when we get a couple of renal machines. Whoopee! Fantastic! If we were 

living in Perth, Sydney or Melbourne, we would have had them 50, 60 or 70 years ago. That 

is why I was a little bit lost with your answer. I wanted to know exactly where we were 

heading. That tells me there is a massive challenge. 

Mr Wils on:  It is a massive challenge. 

CHAIR:   Hear! Hear! How are you going, Senator Peris? 

Senator PERIS:  I have a follow-up question. 

Senator STERLE:  Will the department assist the IOTHS? What is that? 

Mr Wilson :  The Indian Ocean Territory Health Service. 

Senator STERLE:  You learn something new every day. 'With operational funding to 

provide specialist services in the soon-to-be-completed extension to the Christmas Island 

hospital.' 

Mr Wilson :  If the question is: will we provide additional funds to the specialist services, 

the answer is: we will go through the 2014-15 budget for allocation of funding to the 

particular services that we provide on to the island. One of the issues that we will deal with in 

developing that budget is the potential for additional specialist services in the newly-

constructed wing of the hospital. 

Senator STERLE:  When will the hospital be completed? 

Mr Wilson :  I was hoping you would not ask that, Senator. Mr Taloni will find the 

construction date. 

Ms Fleming:  In the middle of next year, but I am not quite sure. 

Mr Taloni :  Mid-2014. 

Senator STERLE:  So, you will look at what is available in the 2014-15 budget but at this 

stage nothing has been allocated. 

Mr Wilson :  It is not the intent of the department that the newly constructed wing will sit 

unoccupied because there will not be funding to provide services into it. 

Senator STERLE:  Have there been any discussions around it so far and any figures that 

have fallen out? 

Mr Wilson :  Have we had conversations with the community? 

Senator STERLE:  Yes. 
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Mr Wilson :  On-island officers have had conversations with the community. In terms of 

the budget for 2014-15, we are at the early stages of developing that—it being November of 

2013. 

Senator STERLE:   How much? 

Mr Wilson :  I cannot answer that question, Senator. 

Senator PERIS:  Could you please provide me with an outline of the demand for and 

supply of public housing on Christmas Island? 

Mr Wilson :  I would have to take that on notice to give you an accurate answer. 

Senator STERLE:  What about Mr Taloni? Do you have any idea, mate? 

Mr Wilson :  In terms of providing a detailed number, which I believe the senator would be 

after, is the number of houses versus the number of people wishing to find housing—which is 

the demand and supply—I do not believe we have that written down here. 

Senator STERLE:  I can tell you that we put $2.6 billion into Aboriginal housing in 

Western Australia. We have 17 new homes being built in Fitzroy Crossing and we are still 34 

short. 

Mr Wilson :  I believe we have construction underway. We have completed 16 and we are 

underway with another 12 at the moment. But that is just numbers as opposed to supply and 

demand. 

Senator STERLE:  But it is not bad for Senator Peris to have that information anyway 

when she is up there visiting. 

Senator PERIS:  Thank you. So there were two questions there. That was for public 

housing and also private housing. Fourteen new units have been recently constructed by the 

Commonwealth on Christmas Island. Do you know who occupies these units? Are they 

government employees? 

Ms Fleming:  They are fully let, Senator, but we would have to take on notice the nature of 

the tenants. 

Senator PERIS:  There are another 12 units expected to be completed in the near future. 

Do you know who will occupy those? 

Ms Fleming:  I think they will be completed towards the end of this year. 

Mr Taloni :  May 2014 they will be completed. 

Senator PERIS:  And who will occupy those units? 

Mr Talo ni:  It is not clear at this stage. 

Senator STERLE:  These are built for public servants, are they? Who occupies them? 

Ms Fleming:  They are built for the market. There are a number of fly in, fly out workers 

on Christmas Island and there are a number of consulting engineers. 

Senator STERLE:  And we the Commonwealth own these? 

Ms Fleming:  We own them and we rent them out. 

Senator STERLE:  At market rates? 

Ms Fleming:  Yes. 
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Senator PERIS:  Does the department accept that there is a shortage of public housing on 

Christmas and Cocos islands? 

Ms Fleming:  I do not think that you would say that there is a shortage of public housing. 

There is full employment on Christmas Island, but there is pressure on the housing market due 

to the nature of the Christmas Island economy. 

Senator PERIS:  Does the department have a contingency plan regarding housing and 

accommodation in the event that the immigration detention centre on Christmas Island winds 

down, freeing up accommodation on the island? Would any of this become available to the 

general public through either the private or public sector? 

Mr Wilson :  If the economy on Christmas Island winds down, we would hold a 

considerable housing stock. We would need to rent that housing stock out into the 

marketplace to cover our revenue projections. So, by all economic standards, the marketplace 

would fall and we would get less but there would be a higher level of availability of housing. 

Senator PERIS:  Could you provide me with an outline of the investigation of the matter 

of raising the sea wall at Flying Fish Cove on Christmas Island? 

Ms Fleming:  I would have to take that on notice. 

Mr Mrdak :  You will have to bear with us a little bit, Senator. This is a recent addition to 

our portfolio—to my portfolio, anyway. 

Senator PERIS:  Can I ask these questions on notice? 

Mr Mrdak :  Yes, please do. 

Senator PERIS:  Does the department investigation recommend that raising the sea wall 

will mitigate the problem of sand on the road and in the houses of the Malay community at 

Flying Fish Cove? 

Mr Wilson :  We will provide you with details on notice. 

Senator PERIS:  Has the investigation established the cost to fund the raising of the sea 

wall? Is the department pursuing funding to raise the sea wall? Finally, have there been any 

recent discussions and communications with the Shire of Christmas Island and the community 

of Christmas Island regarding the sea wall? 

Mr Wilson :  The last one I can answer. I understand that our officers on the island have 

had conversations with regard to the sea wall. 

Senator PERIS:  Thank you. 

CHAIR:   We are going to break for five minutes, in case anyone needs to have a break. 

Senator STERLE:  And then, Chair, we are going straight to Policy and Research? 

CHAIR:   Yes. 

Mr Mrdak :  So that completes Local Government and Territories? Thank you very much, 

committee. We will get those answers for you, Senator, on notice. 

[18:55] 

CHAIR:   I now welcome officers from Policy and Research. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Have there been any staffing changes to the Policy and 

Research Division since the federal election? 
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Mr Mrdak :  Yes, there have been extensive changes. We have incorporated the policy and 

research functions from the former department of regional Australia into this group in the 

department, so that has brought together a range of areas from the former regional Australia 

department into our policy and research group. There have also been changes to the structure 

of the division, as I outlined in my opening comments this morning. We formed a Planning 

Analysis Branch which brings together our former functions in cities, high-speed rail, 

transport planning and regional planning into a single planning area. 

Senator GALLACHER:   I think I recall from this morning that you had some 200 people 

who came to the department. How many went into this division? 

Mr Mrdak :  I will get that information for you. 

Senator GALLACHER:   How many staff and what classifications are now in this 

division? Let us just get a picture of it. 

Ms Power:  The total number of staff in the Policy and Research Division is now 111, and 

that compares to staffing in 2012-13 of 65.8. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Just give us a feel for what you have done. What sorts of 

classifications are those people coming in at? Are they top level or medium level? 

Mr Mrdak :  They would be across the range, ranging from graduate through to SES 

officers. 

Senator GALLACHER:   What is the work that this new Policy and Research Division is 

now doing, particularly with respect to the Infrastructure Investment Program? 

Mr Mrdak :  The work program has largely continued as it previously was. In terms of 

infrastructure investment, the division has responsibility for our work on national transport 

planning, the ongoing analytical work of the bureau and also high-speed rail and our urban-

planning activities. 

Senator GALLACHER:   They are continuing the existing functions in respect of 

infrastructure? 

Mr Mrdak :  That is correct. 

Senator GALLACHER:   And in respect of surface transport? Is that more of the same, or 

is that a— 

Mr Mrdak :  It is largely the same in terms of our research and analysis program, and we 

have also integrated our work on regional policy into this division. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Are they also encompassing the road safety program? 

Mr Mrdak :  Our bureau does do analytical work on road safety matters, but our road 

safety work is in the Surface Transport Division, which the committee did not require for this 

hearing, so I do not have those staff with us today. 

Senator GALLACHER:   So the Policy and Research Division is not doing the road safety 

work. 

Mr Mrdak :  No, that is being done in our Surface Transport Division, although the bureau 

does do analysis of transport statistics. Mr Dolan is here from our bureau if you have any 

particular questions. 
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Senator GALLACHER:   I am just trying to get a picture of the new division and what it 

is actually doing. 

Mr Mrdak :  Yes. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Let us move to the new air transport program. What is policy 

and research doing in respect of that? 

Mr Mrdak :  All aviation matters are being handled in our aviation division, apart from the 

bureau's work on research and analysis and our statistics collection area. 

Senator GALLACHER:   So it is not doing road safety or air transport. What about the 

high-speed rail project. Is the policy and research division looking at anything in relation to 

high-speed rail? 

Mr Mrdak :  Yes. Our full mark high-speed rail unit has been integrated into our planning 

branch. 

Senator GALLACHER:   What about the major cities program? 

Mr Mrdak :  Our work on urban development and urban planning has been integrated into 

our planning branch. 

Senator GALLACHER:   You picked up 65 people. How would you characterise the 

additional functions that you have? Is it 50 per cent more work? You have 50 per cent plus 

more staff. 

Mr Mrdak :  It is a continuation of the work that was done across the two departments both 

in providing advice to the minister on regional policy and regional development and in work 

we are doing in whole of government and advice to the minister in his role as both Deputy 

Prime Minister and also minister for regional development, which encompasses a broad range 

of areas of Commonwealth and state public policy. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Are you saying that it is an efficiency? 

Mr Mrdak :  It is certainly an efficiency for us to be able to bring the two former areas of 

the department together and to get some efficiencies in the work we do in cabinet advice and 

also in our policy and research program. 

Senator LUDLAM:   I will continue questioning in the same vein. The move to dissolve 

the Major Cities Unit and absorb it into the department was not received very well by some of 

your stakeholders, was it? 

Mr Mrdak :  The Major Cities Unit was always a unit of the department. 

Senator LUDLAM:   But it no longer formally exists, does it? 

Mr Mrdak :  The team exists. It now forms part of a larger planning analysis branch that I 

have established. 

Senator LUDLAM:   Could you remind me who heads it up these days? 

Mr Mrdak :  Mr James Collett. 

Senator LUDLAM:   Will Mr Collett appear at estimates as a separate entity or not? 

Mr Mrdak :  He appears in his own right, here this evening. 

Senator LUDLAM:   That unit was doing extremely valuable work. Maybe I will just 

throw it to you, Mr Collett. What do you see as being the major advantages? You are 
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probably not allowed to tell me about the disadvantages. What are the major changes to your 

work plan and the role that you see after this transition? 

Mr Collett :  I think it is fair to say that the role which we previously had was to ensure 

that the Commonwealth's interests were reflected in the planning processes undertaken by a 

variety of other stakeholders, including state and territory governments, local governments 

and others, and that the Australian government's policy priorities were reflected in those 

planning processes. What Mr Mrdak has outlined, the planning and analysis branch bringing 

in some people with regional planning experience, including the high-speed rail team and the 

other changes, does not change that fundamental role. In my view we will continue, albeit the 

new government may have slightly different policy and planning priorities to the previous 

government. 

Senator LUDLAM:   That is something of an understatement. 

Mr Collett :  We will continue to prosecute the case of having the Australian government's 

priorities reflected in the planning documents, the planning processes and the planning 

policies of a range of stakeholders. 

Senator LUDLAM:   Can we get a bit specific. Will you still publish state of Australian 

cities reports? 

Mr Mrdak :  Certainly that is our intention. 

Senator LUDLAM:   That is a yes? 

Mr Mrdak :  Yes. 

Senator LUDLAM:   Very good. Do you still have carriage of the National Urban Policy? 

Mr Mrdak :  The National Urban Policy was a policy of the former government. 

Senator LUDLAM:   Does that mean it has been automatically abolished? There were 

some quite good things in it. 

Mr Mrdak :  That is a matter for government consideration. 

Senator LUDLAM:   Senator Sinodinos, since you are here representing the government, 

could I ask you whether it is the intention of the Abbott government to maintain, amend or 

abolish the National Urban Policy? 

Senator Sinodinos:  I will need to check with my colleague, the Deputy Prime Minister. I 

do not recollect us putting out a separate urban policy during the campaign. 

Senator LUDLAM:   If you did I missed it. But that does not actually answer my question. 

Senator Sinodinos:  No, but what I am undertaking to do is check with the Deputy Prime 

Minister. 

Senator LUDLAM:   In relation to your urban design protocol, you had 45 champions. It 

was not mandatory but it was nonetheless very well received. From a green point of view it 

looked as though it ticked a lot of boxes. Will that be maintained and retained?  

Mr Mrdak :  I think it is in place and the various contributors and stakeholders will 

continue to use that facility.  

Senator LUDLAM:   Will it be subject to further development consultation? Is it still a live 

process, or is it going to start collecting dust?  
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Mr Mrdak :  That is a matter for future decision. We have not had an opportunity at this 

stage to consider what the next steps would be on that.  

Senator LUDLAM:   My understanding is that the MCU was also the secretariat of the 

Commonwealth Group on Cities. That is where other departments report against national 

urban policy objectives. We are starting to see the beginnings of the kind of linked-up behind 

the scenes governance across different departments. Will that position be maintained?  

Mr Mrdak :  We are yet to take decisions in relation to the governance arrangements for 

that. They are not matters which the government has had an opportunity to consider at this 

stage.  

Senator LUDLAM:   Is that something that you would lead, though, Mr Mrdak? Or are 

you waiting for advice from the government?  

Mr M rdak:  We will certainly provide advice to the government in relation to these 

matters, but at this stage it has not been a matter which we have had the opportunity to brief 

the government on.  

Senator LUDLAM:   I have got a couple more questions: the Urban Policy Forum?  

Mr Mrdak :  Again, the government is yet to take decisions on its handling of those types 

of issues at this stage, so we have not provided consideration to the government yet in relation 

to the future of the forum.  

Senator LUDLAM:   Are they waiting for advice from you, or are you waiting on advice 

from them?  

Mr Mrdak :  I am yet to provide advice to government in relation to the matters and the 

work of the forum.  

Senator LUDLAM:   Does the active transport policy—which was like pulling teeth in 

getting it written, but it is a great document—continue to be a live policy document and 

current government policy?  

Mr Mrdak :  That is a matter which the government is yet to consider.  

Senator LUDLAM:   I hope we are not keeping you awake, Senator Sinodinos.  

Senator Sinodinos:  No, not at all.  

Senator LUDLAM:   I am not quite sure how to take that.  

Senator STERLE:  Wait until you get to four days of it. This one is a walk in the park.  

Senator LUDLAM:   Speaking of which, Senator Sinodinos, through you to the minister 

responsible, does the active transport policy that the MCU developed for the former 

government continue in its present form?  

Senator Sinodinos:  I will check for you.  

Senator LUDLAM:   The final one, which is actually a budget line item, is the Liveable 

Cities Program. Is that going to lapse or get the chop, or will that be maintained by the current 

government?  

Mr Mrdak :  I think the Liveable Cities Program is in its final year. Government is yet to 

take any decisions in relation to any future extension of that program.  

Senator LUDLAM:   Minister, if I could add that one to your list.  
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Senator Sinodinos:  Can I parenthetically add, having had a change of government, a new 

government does have the right to reconsider the priorities around government spending and 

government institutions. So there is nothing necessarily wrong with a change, if we have a 

mandate for a change. While I accept that you may be interested in particular projects and 

want them continued, there is nothing wrong with a new government coming along and 

changing priorities for its own reasons, as . long as that is understood.  

Senator LUDLAM:   There can be things severely wrong with it if you smash up things 

that were working.  

CHAIR:   Let us have a blue.  

Senator Sinodinos:  No, we are not having a blue. I am just making the point. I take on 

board Senator Ludlam's interest; it is genuine. I am just saying the line of questioning implies 

somehow that it is wrong for a new government come along and requestion government 

priorities.  

Senator LUDLAM:   You are being just a tiny little bit touchy there. I was not implying 

anything.  

Senator Sinodinos:  Was there something else you wanted to add to the list that I am 

going to follow up?  

Senator LUDLAM:   I have quite a few more questions but that was the end of my list.  

Senator XENOPHON:  Mr Mrdak, I asked questions of the previous government in 

relation to the restructuring of Virgin Australia and their splitting into domestic and 

international divisions. In regard to the restructuring of Virgin Australia—which took place 

about two years ago now?—  

Mr Mrdak :  About two years ago.  

Senator XENOPHON:   to take advantage of the unlimited foreign ownership of domestic 

airlines. With which government agencies did the government or the department consult to 

ensure that both the spirit and the letter of the Air Navigation Act was complied with? You 

might want to take that on notice.  

Mr Mrdak :  I will take that on notice. This department has responsibility for the Air 

Navigation Act and compliance with that act.  

Senator XENOPHON:  That takes me to my next and final question in relation to this. 

Given that Virgin is now majority owned by state controlled foreign airlines, have any of our 

bilateral partners queried the appropriateness of Virgin or any other Australian international 

airline of a similar structure in exercising Australia's sovereign air service rights? 

Mr Mrdak :  Virgin international is an Australian majority owned company and exercises 

Australian traffic rights in accordance with the bilateral provisions. 

Senator XENOPHON:  But you would acknowledge that Virgin Australia is not? 

Mr Mrdak :  There are two distinct corporate entities. The entity holding international 

rights operates with majority Australian ownership in accordance with the Air Navigation Act 

and meets all of our bilateral obligations. 

Senator XENOPHON:  And you are satisfied that the structure is a robust one, and 

transparent? 



Monday, 18 November 2013 Senate Page 157 

 

RURAL AND REGIONAL AFFAIRS AND TRANSPORT LEGISLATION COMMITTEE 

Mr Mrdak :  We maintain scrutiny of it, and it is required to provide advice to us and to 

the market in relation to its compliance with all the regulatory activities. We are satisfied that 

it exercises Australian traffic rights as a majority owned Australian company. 

Senator XENOPHON:  So you do not have any concerns that, with regard to the 

international traffic rights exercised by Virgin, there is not any control or influence by the 

majority owners of Virgin Australia—the foreign owners of that? 

Mr Mrdak :  The foreign airlines that hold a stake in Virgin do so in the Virgin domestic 

operation. That is quite distinctly separate from the company that exercises international 

traffic rights. 

Senator XENOPHON:  And, in relation to the Air Navigation Act, do you as a 

department look at any links and any influence, control or commercial relationships between 

those majority owners of Virgin Australia, the domestic airline, and the Virgin international 

wing? 

Mr Mrdak :  The company has obligations in relation to the way in which it operates to 

meet the requirements of the Air Navigation Act. We are satisfied on the advice that we have 

in relation to how the company operates that there is a clear distinction between the 

ownership and control of Virgin international and the Virgin domestic operation. 

Senator XENOPHON:  Are you able to provide us with details of that advice? 

Mr Mrdak :  I can certainly take it on notice. I think that the majority of the documentation 

for the company is available, as a listed entity. We can certainly take on notice the 

information that is available to be provided to you. 

Senator XENOPHON:  Sure. Thank you. 

Senator PERIS:  My questions are around the Northern Australia policy. How is 

implementation of the government's Northern Australia policy proceeding? 

Mr Mrdak :  There are two elements. Firstly, one of the government's major commitments 

is to establish a white paper process, which will look at future policy and programs for the 

development of Northern Australia. This is a major initiative by the Prime Minister. The 

development of the white paper is being undertaken inside the Department of the Prime 

Minister and Cabinet. One of our senior officers, Mr David Williamson, has been seconded to 

lead that white paper process, and there is a task force, which has now been established in the 

Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, to which we have seconded staff, as have 

other departments. That work is underway. We anticipate the government providing some 

details of that white paper process very shortly. 

Senator PERIS:  Thank you. On page 29 of the government's policy, it says that they will 

move departments that have a focus on the north, or components of those departments, to 

Northern Australia. What plans do you have to put this policy into place? 

Mr Mrdak :  At this stage, as I say, our focus has been most immediately on the white 

paper process. I am not aware of any consideration of those changes at this stage, certainly not 

within our portfolio. But it is something I will take on notice, Senator, and get you a whole-

of-government response to. 
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Senator PERIS:  Thank you. Will you join with AQIS and CSIRO—both are named in the 

policy—and other departments to rent or build new Commonwealth offices in Northern 

Australia? 

Mr Mrdak :  Again, I do not have any specific knowledge of this. I will check across 

government and come back to you with a comprehensive response. 

Senator PERIS:  Okay. How many people work in the department today? 

Mr Mrdak :  In the Office of Northern Australia? 

Senator PERIS:  Yes. 

Mr Mrdak :  I will just refer that to my colleagues. 

Mr Collett :  At the moment, the number of staff in the Office of Northern Australia is 12. 

That is six Canberra based staff and then six staff in regional offices. 

Senator PERIS:  How many in Northern Australia or related policy areas, such as regional 

development or regional Australia policy, might be affected by this government policy? 

Mr Mr dak:  Again, without giving you some clarity around the timing and the process, I 

would have to come back to you on that question. Mr Collett's team has officers in Townsville 

and Darwin. I will take on notice any implications for them. 

Senator PERIS:  How many senior executive staff to you intend to send to a northern 

office? 

Mr Mrdak :  Again, I will come back to you with a whole-of-government response. That 

process is yet to be worked through. 

Senator PERIS:  Okay. Will the department provide full relocation expenses for these 

employees? 

Mr Mrdak :  The department has an established policy in terms of supporting relocation of 

staff. But, as I said, I cannot give you any specific details at the moment. But we certainly do 

provide relocation assistance for staff. 

Senator PERIS:  Thank you. 

Senator LUDLAM:   I am going to carry on towards where I was going before. Senator 

Sinodinos, you seemed to take umbrage— 

Senator Sinodinos:  No, no, no. 

Senator LUDLAM:   as I was going through my checklist of former government policies. I 

would like to ask you about some of your own. Minister Hunt, during the election campaign, 

flagged the idea of establishing integrated planning commissions for each of our capital cities. 

The one I am aware of is the one that operated in South Australia. It worked very well and I 

would not mind an update on whether that commitment can be taken as policy and when that 

is going to happen. 

Mr Mrdak :  I will have to take that on notice and come back to you. 

Senator LUDLAM:   You are aware of the commitment that was made? 

Mr Mrdak :  I am not personally aware of the commitment. I will take that on notice. 
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Senator Sinodinos:  I am aware he spoke about the matter and has written on the matter. 

What I am not aware of, Senator, is what specific commitment was made in the campaign. 

But we will follow up and see what we can find. 

Senator LUDLAM:   Mr Hunt has all sorts of opinions on all sorts of things which do not 

appear to be making their way into government policy. That was a great idea—the one that 

operated in Adelaide in South Australia did excellent work before it was absorbed into, I 

think, the Department of the Premier and Cabinet. I just flag that we will be keeping an eye on 

that. If you can provide us with any information as that progresses, that would be appreciated. 

Mr Mrdak :  I will see if I can get you some advice. 

Senator LUDLAM:   The now minister also flagged that the Commonwealth would 

establish a national liveability index under which each city would get its own specific set of 

targets, annual reporting to commence from 2015. That one is a fairly specific commitment. Is 

that about to be rolled out? 

Mr Mrdak :  We are continuing work that we were previously doing in relation to 

performance measures for our urban areas, but I am not aware of that specific commitment. 

Again, can I take that on notice? 

Senator LUDLAM:   Somebody needs to start listening to the things that Mr Hunt says. He 

keeps making commitments. Somebody needs to pay attention. 

Senator Sinodinos:  He was the shadow minister for the environment. 

Senator LUDLAM:   So should we take this gentleman's commitments at his word? 

Senator Sinodinos:  As Assistant Treasurer, I am not necessarily across the commitments 

he made. That is why the department is going to be assiduous in following up. 

Mr Mrdak :  We will follow those up and any others you may have, Senator. 

Senator LUDLAM:   Back to things which were underway. Senator Sinodinos, the reason I 

am foregrounding these is that they were programs that were working. They were things that 

were providing quite a valuable service to industry, to the community, to city administrators 

and so on. I would hate to see them go. Will metro strategy reviews continue to be 

coordinated and looked after by the Major Cities Unit? 

Mr Mrdak :  Again, that is a matter for future government consideration. 

Senator LUDLAM:   What have you folk been doing for the last two and a half months? 

Mr Mrdak :  Implementing government policy. Restructuring departments. 

Senator LUDLAM:   I am trying to establish whether there is a policy here or just a 

vacuum where a policy formerly was. 

Mr Mrdak :  The government has had a very busy agenda since the swearing in of 

ministers. We will deal with these matters as we can. There have been other priorities as the 

minister has outlined in the first two weeks of government. 

Senator LUDLAM:   Eighty per cent of the Australian population lives in major cities—70 

to 80 per cent. What is of a higher priority than the welfare and wellbeing of those people. 

Mr Mrdak :  We have been very busy implementing the government's commitments in 

relation to major infrastructure projects in, for instance, our major cities. 

Senator LUDLAM:   Crashing everybody's public transport proposals. 
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Mr Mrdak :  We have been delivering the government's agenda in relation to quite 

significant investments in infrastructure in our major capital cities. That has been a priority of 

the government and that is what the department has been focusing on. 

Senator LUDLAM:   Not on public transport. 'There will be no public transport under a 

government I lead,' is what I believe Mr Abbott is being paraphrased as having said. 

Senator Sinodinos:  I think you are more than paraphrasing there. I do not think you 

should be inviting the officials to get into a political debate. I dealt with this issue earlier on. 

You can check the relevant transcript. 

Senator LUDLAM:   You indicated earlier, Mr Mrdak, that it is your intention that the 

State of Australian Cities reports will continue to be published. That is a good sign.  

The 2013 report warned us that heatwave deaths in Australian cities are set to double by 

2050 and increase fourfold in Brisbane and Perth, which is my hometown. That is partly 

because of the urban heat island effect. This is what climate change actually looks like, 

running out to 2050. What is the government's response to that report, that heatwave deaths in 

our cities are likely to double or even quadruple? 

CHAIR:   Move to the bush! 

Senator LUDLAM:   Is that official government policy, Senator Heffernan? 

CHAIR:   No, it is my policy! It would do you good. 

Senator LUDLAM:   Are you proposing that 70 or 80 per cent of the population of the 

country move to the bush? 

CHAIR:   I have never had air conditioning; you open the window. 

Senator LUDLAM:   Maybe we will let you folk take the question. What is the 

government's response to that report that heatwave deaths are due to double or quadruple 

across Australia in our major cities? That is why I am putting it to you. 

Mr Mrdak :  It is not a matter that this portfolio is dealing with. I think the State of 
Australian cities set out a range of research on urban issues. 

Senator LUDLAM:   But you would not consider the quadrupling of heat deaths during 

heatwaves to be a major urban issue? 

Mr Mrdak :  This portfolio has a range of responsibilities. I do not think that the 

implementation of any response to such matter falls within this portfolio. 

Senator LUDLAM:   You do not think it has got anything to do with infrastructure? 

Maybe that is part of the problem. Do not let me put words in your mouth. You do not think it 

has anything to do with planning or infrastructure? 

Mr Mrdak :  I do not think there is anything I can add. I am largely taking your comment 

as a statement. I do not think there is anything I can add to it. 

Senator LUDLAM:   Do you think that the Australian government can provide any remedy 

to that proposed doubling or quadrupling of  heatwave deaths with the provision and delivery 

of Commonwealth infrastructure spending, which is what your job is. 

Mr Mrdak :  I am not familiar with that research. 

Senator LUDLAM:   You published it. 
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Mr Mrdak :  No— 

Senator LUDLAM:   It is your research. 

Mr Mrdak :  No, we published the findings of some work in relation to the state of 

Australian cities. I do not think we undertook that research. 

Senator LUDLAM:   It has the Commonwealth government crest on the cover of the 

report. 

Mr Mrdak :  The State of Australian cities report contains a range of urban issues research. 

I do not think we undertook that research. I will take that on notice, but I do not think we 

undertook the actual research. 

CHAIR:   Senator Ludlam, your time is coming to an end. 

Senator LUDLAM:   This will be my last crack at it. One of the other things that the 2013 

report included was the degree of car dependence that we have in Australia, particularly in 

middle and outer suburbs, and that overall vehicle kilometres peaked in 2004 and has been 

heading down and that public transport use is strongly on the increase. I understand that you 

canvassed some of these issues this morning. Was any advice provided to the new 

government at all on the costs and benefits of large urban freeway projects, compared to the 

costs and benefits of urban rail and other public transport projects? 

Mr Mrdak :  The government has come to office with a very strong commitment to a range 

of infrastructure projects. The department is implementing those projects. 

Senator LUDLAM:   You totally ignored the question that I put to you then. Did you 

provide any advice to the new government on the costs and benefits of large urban freeway 

projects, compared to the costs and benefits of urban public transport? 

Mr Mrdak :  We provided advice to the government and the incoming government brief in 

relation to their policy commitment. 

Senator LUDLAM:   Could you table that advice for us? 

Mr Mrdak :  No.  

Senator LUDLAM:   Why is that? 

Mr Mrdak :  That is advice that we provided to the government. 

Senator LUDLAM:   The incoming government, which works for all Australian taxpayers. 

So why can't we see that? 

Mr Mrdak :  That is advice we provided to the government. 

Senator LUDLAM:   With respect to the national urban policy, which you did not propose 

at the table to abolish, you were going to check and get back to me to see what its status is. It 

has a goal of reducing dependence on private motor vehicles. Is that the current government's 

policy, to reduce such dependence? This question might be more for senators. 

Mr Mrdak :  I think the minister undertook to establish the status of that but, as I say, the 

national urban policy was a policy document of the former government. 

CHAIR:   Your last question. 

Senator LUDLAM:   Are you aware of comments that the then Leader of the Opposition, 

now Prime Minister, made in the run-up to the election where he said, 'Freeways and motor 
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vehicle traffic is good for health, good for the environment and good for mental health.' Is 

anybody at the table aware of those comments? 

CHAIR:   Say that again? 

Senator LUDLAM:   'Roads are good for health, good for the environment and good for 

mental health.' 

CHAIR:   You blokes at one stage also wanted to free up recreational drugs for our 

children, so it is very relevant. 

Senator LUDLAM:   Give me a break. Are you aware of those comments by the now 

Prime Minister? 

Mr Mrdak :  I am not personally aware of those comments. 

Senator LUDLAM:   Senator Sinodinos, are you aware of that particular contribution to 

the debate: roads are good for mental health? 

Senator Sinodinos:  This was while Mr Abbott was opposition leader? 

Senator LUDLAM:   Yes, that is right. 

Senator Sinodinos:  I cannot recall. Are you sure it was not something in Battlelines or 

something like that? 

Senator LUDLAM:   No, it is very recent. It is within the last few months. 

CHAIR:   What was the context? 

Senator LUDLAM:   I am trying to establish whether or not it is official government 

policy that roads are part of your mental health platform. 

Senator Sinodinos:  We will find where the quote came from. 

Senator LUDLAM:   All right. Could you provide me with an expression of whether that 

is policy now. 

Senator Sinodinos:  It is an ongoing debate. 

CHAIR:   Is that because you run along the roads? 

Senator LUDLAM:   I have no idea what he meant. It sounded utterly delusional to me. I 

am just trying to establish from the minister that represents him in here whether that is policy 

or not. 

CHAIR:   The person listening might have been smoking. 

Senator STERLE:  In conclusion, Mr Mrdak, in relation to questions from Senator Peris 

about northern Australia policy, you said that there was a task force formed. 

Mr Mrdak :  That is correct. There is a task force inside the Department of the Prime 

Minister and Cabinet working on the northern Australia white paper. 

Senator STERLE:  Could you tell us who the members of the task force are. 

Mr Mrdak :  It is headed by Mr David Williamson, an officer of this department who has 

been seconded to the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet. I can get you details of 

the team. It essentially incorporates officers from my department, officers from the Prime 

Minister's department and officers seconded from other departments such as Agriculture and 

Energy. 
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Senator STERLE:  All right, so there are no outside businesspeople or community people. 

It is just in relation to the white paper. 

Mr Mrdak :  It is work on the white paper. 

Senator STERLE:  Department officials. 

Mr Mrdak :  That is correct. 

Senator STERLE:  All right. This is my last question. Mr Mrdak, I know you have been 

around a long time. How long have you been around? 

CHAIR:   Not that long. 

Senator STERLE:  You and Mr Wilson. 

Mr Mrdak :  A long time. 

Senator STERLE:  Minister Sinodinos has been around awhile. I think I have to 

apologise, because I know I have been very vocal making comments about how you should 

never let the Nationals near a steering wheel, but what happened to 'transport' in our major 

portfolio? It has finally sunk in that it is 'infrastructure and regional development'. We have 

lost 'transport'. 

Mr Mrdak :  Transport is very much a key part of our portfolio. I think the government has 

taken the opportunity to abbreviate titles to ensure that— 

Senator STERLE:  You can do better than that, Mr Mrdak. Come on. Do not respond. I 

just have to ask, then: can anyone tell me if we have ever not had a transport minister in one 

way, shape or form, actually with the word 'transport'? 

Senator Sinodinos:  We still do. 

Senator STERLE:   Where? 

Senator Sinodinos:  The Deputy PM. 

Senator STERLE:  There is no 'transport'. How can you have a major portfolio and all of 

a sudden 'transport' disappears? What are Senator Gallacher and I going to play with? 

Mr Mrdak :  I can assure you that the Deputy Prime Minister and the assistant minister are 

very focused on transport issues and it is a core part of their work. 

Senator STERLE:  I think, in all fairness to my colleagues around the table, I will not 

make a comment about that any further, but I think it is rather strange. 

Senator Sinodinos:  Senator Ludlam will be happy that 'transport' is out. 

Senator STERLE:  You should drop off 'agriculture'. Imagine that! Imagine the ruckus we 

would have from the Nats! 

CHAIR:   Anyhow, there you go. 

Senator STERLE:  Anyway, stranger things have happened. 

CHAIR:   I thank the linesmen and ball boys—the professional staff, the minister, the 

department and all their kind people for their indulgence. We will call it quits. 

Mr Mrdak :  Thank you, Chair. Thank you, committee. Thank you, secretariat. I look 

forward to seeing you all in the new year. If we do not see you beforehand, have a good 

Christmas and new year. 

Committee adjourned at 19:28 
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