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David Speers:  Minister, asylum seekers are always a difficult issue for Labor.  Julia Gillard’s tone over the past week has been to very much emphasise that she understands, sympathises with and even feels the anxiety that people have over boat arrivals.  She says she’ll be announcing something in the current days.  What does she need to focus on in your view?
Tony Burke:  Obviously I’m not in a position to be able to let you know an announcement that’s not yet been concluded.
David Speers:  Please feel free!
Tony Burke:  It would be a great first program for the show!  But what the Prime Minister’s done, or Julia’s done, is make clear some of the parameters of the debate.  The glib accusations of racism and things like that that float around don’t add to the debate.  The truth is, there’s nothing compassionate in people risking their lives on the high seas.  That’s not a good outcome and not an outcome that anyone properly wants to see.

David Speers:  Sure.  But are we going to see, can you tell us this much from the Prime Minister, simply just new language or an actual change in policy direction?

Tony Burke:  I think you would’ve seen fairly clearly from the mining tax that initially Julia Gillard flagged that she wanted to switch from consultations to negotiations.  What you saw was a change in emphasis, and then you saw some change in outcomes and some changes in approach.

Paul Kelly:  Does that mean, Minister, that the government is going to be able to reduce the number of boats coming to this country?
Tony Burke:  I think it’s important with that, Paul, first of all to recognise some of the issues.  To oversimplify the debate, I don’t think helps anyone.  You’ve had Tony Abbott oversimplify why the number of boats started to go down in 2001.  It wasn’t because of temporary protection visas or Nauru; as those measures were introduced, the number of boats went up.  The number of boats then went down because of the invasion of Afghanistan and the fall of the Taliban.  There are some issues where external factors have a massive impact and no one can shy away from that.  There are areas where domestic policy is something which can play a role in different ways.
Paul Kelly:  Seems to me that answer you’re giving, which is very much stressing external factors, means that the Australian government can’t do much to stop the boats.  Is that essentially the position?

Tony Burke:  No, that’s not what I’ve said, Paul.  I’ve said that you don’t want to oversimplify.

Paul Kelly:  So you can stop the boats?  Or at least you can stop the flow of boats?

Tony Burke:  Paul, once again, I’m saying you shouldn’t oversimplify it and you wanted to come back with a simplification of the answer.

Paul Kelly:  This is what the Australian public wants to know, surely.

Samantha Maiden:  In terms of sending a message though, if you were for example to lift the current freeze on the processing of Sri Lankans, some of those people would go home, the situation has obviously improved overseas.  What sort of message do you think it would send to people smugglers if you were able to show significant numbers of Sri Lankans under a Gillard government being sent home in the next couple of weeks?

Tony Burke:  Certainly the timing that Julia’s referring to is very close to the timing of where the government has to make a decision on what we do about the suspension of processing claims for the Sri Lankans.  People who’ve come here from Afghanistan, that’s still a further three months away, because that was a longer suspension.  Those issues will all come together.  Sorry, not the processing of course, but the issues you’ve referred to will be part of the issues that cabinet and the government works through this.  But once again, you’re asking me to get in front of decisions that have not yet been concluded.

Samantha Maiden:  But in terms of the options before you, you were one of the architects of dismantling temporary protection visas in a former role.  Can you rule out that the government would return to any form of TPVs, particularly in situations like Sri Lanka and Afghan where the situation can change and become safe to go back to at a later stage?

Tony Burke:  Certainly the experience of temporary protection visas was that when they were introduced, the number of asylum seekers went up.

Paul Kelly:  That’s off the table then?

Tony Burke:  In terms of what the evidence would point to, there’s some reasons why we went for the policies we went for there.  Also, bear in mind, during the Howard years, let’s not forget how these policies that Tony Abbott’s saying he’d want to bring back actually transpired.  If you’re on a temporary protection visa, once you got past the 2004 election, almost everybody became permanent.  They did it anyway.  If you’re on Nauru, once the 2004 election was out of the way, you got on a plane and you came to Melbourne – all but two people on Nauru.  So there’s some mythology that’s been allowed to build up about what actually happened under those Howard years.

Samantha Maiden:  What about funding Indonesia to set up temporary detention centre processing onside in Indonesia?  Do you think that’s something the government would consider?

Tony Burke:  You’re getting to a level of specifics and I’m not going to go into cabinet processes.

Samantha Maiden:  Just one final question.  This isn’t a hypothetical, just a question of current policy.  Certain numbers of these people that are currently in limbo, if they are processed and found not to be refugees, what will happen to them next?  What’s the next process in terms of sending them home?

Tony Burke:  Chris Evans would be more up-to-date than me on the processes for repatriations.  They’re different processes from country to country.  But the perspective has always been that if you have a case under the convention and you’re successful in that case, then there’s been a humanitarian program within Australia.  If you’re not successful and are found not to have come to Australia legally, then you don’t have an entitlement to a visa.  
George Megalogenis:  Minister, is it disappointing to you, as a politician, that this is a second election campaign in four elections that this issue is aflame?  

Tony Burke:  I think anyone gets concerned about people fleeing persecution in any part of the world, and the drivers of that, I think any human should have a sense of decency and be concerned if these issues continue to inflame.  There’s always a genuine desire and an understood desire from the Australian people that they want people coming to Australia in an orderly way.  You’ve got to understand that.  But you also have to acknowledge that the international circumstances that cause people to have genuine claims, there’s some horrific stories in there.

George Megalogenis:  Can I just ask you a question on that?  Do you still as a fundamental principle believe that asylum seekers, people are entitled to arrive in Australia by boat, claim asylum and are entitled to a refugee visa if they deserve one?

Tony Burke:  The critical question’s in that final phrase, which is that the situation that is ideal is when people present to the UNHCR in different parts of the world, and Australia then, with a very generous humanitarian program, works out a way of temporary . . .

George Megalogenis:  . . . But it doesn’t always work out that way, so people who arrive here by boat, they are entitled to do that and they are entitled to make a claim for asylum?

Tony Burke:  The process that Australia has used is that those claims get processed on Christmas Island.  Obviously there’s been some different arrangements while we’ve had the suspension of claims put in place.

George Megalogenis:  Just the principle though, do you agree that people are entitled to arrive in Australian territory, be it the mainland or an offshore location, and claim asylum?

Tony Burke:  When you talk about it in terms of entitlement, I’m explaining in terms of process as to what we do.  The best situation is when people have not put their lives at risk on the high seas.  It is good policy to try to prevent and try to discourage people from putting their lives at risk in that situation.  People do drown in those situations.  So when you phrase it in terms of entitlement, it almost sounds as though it’s some way viewed as a good thing for people to be following those paths – it’s not.  You don’t want people putting their lives at risk in that way.

Paul Kelly:  On the question of population, Minister, you’re charged with the responsibility of devising a new population strategy for the country.  To what extent would you be looking at a population target or cap?

Tony Burke:  One of the things I’ve been wary of, Paul, in this debate is where everyone’s starting point has often been the national figure, and people have said what matters is the national population needs to get to this total figure or it must not get to that total figure.  Ultimately in a nation like our own, what matters is the regional impact.  We could be a population of ten million people; if they all lived in Sydney we would have a problem.  The spread of the population throughout the nation is at least as important, and I dare to say far more important, than a discussion about the total national figures.

Paul Kelly:  I understand that point, but there is a lot of pressure from people in terms of the argument about carrying capacity to say, given your discussion about regional differences, that there should be an overall target.  I think what you’re telling us is that you’re steering away from that sort of target?

Tony Burke:  I have yet to see an argument where a target makes sense at a national level.  There are situations, for example when we had the mayors over in Canberra for the local government conference a couple of weeks ago, and we had some mayors from some areas in Western Australia where they are wanting to build communities where currently you mainly have only fly in/fly out.  In those areas when they talk about a population target, a housing supply they want to get to, building a community and some critical mass, it makes sense and it works and you can understand it exactly that they have a growth target that they want to land on.  You get to some regional areas where there are specific carrying capacity challenges with water infrastructure, and instead of there being a concept of growth targets, you have a question of asking why on earth you would try to get more people to live there.
Samantha Maiden:  Isn’t it a bit disingenuous as well, because the 36 million wasn’t so much a target, it was a Treasury projection on current settings.  So aren’t you really saying to people, we won’t say the big scary number, but we’ll get there anyway?

Tony Burke:  The Treasury projection, I’ve always said was a projection and not a target.  But the question I was asked was not about the intergenerational report.  The question I was asked was about whether I believe in setting a national target.  Certainly if it made sense for every part of Australia you could add up the numbers.  But I’m yet to see where it does make sense.

Samantha Maiden:  So on current settings, what’s your prediction of the population by that timeframe that the 36 million came up?

Tony Burke:  This is where for a portfolio that’s existed in some form now for about five months, and in its current title for a week and a half, I know that there’s a desire for a process that was meant to take 12 months to conclude immediately.  I intend to get this right, and I intend to be able to have the consultative processes that are in and for it to be real.  Every time I look at regional difference, I am finding more and more stark contrasts which bring to a head the lack of coordination we’ve had in Australia.  Now there are some things which can never be coordinated.  Australians will always have a million different reasons as to why they want to move from one part of the country to another, and you can’t pretend that you’d going to be able to coordinate all of it.

David Speers:  But there is a reality here that Julia Gillard has said she doesn’t support a big Australia.  She doesn’t support a 36, 40 million person population.  But the current migration levels are going to see us pass that.  So it’s easy to say you don’t support the big Australia; the question is, are you going to have to cut migration levels from where they currently stand?

Tony Burke:  First of all, when you say that the current figures are beyond that, you can get to that conclusion by including temporary migrants.  This is one of the things that’s happened in the national debate over the last few months, where I just don’t think the numbers add up.  This is one of the things that George and I, I think, do agree on, which is there was a spike in temporary migration, and let’s not forget, the temporary migration visas became uncapped under the previous government.  You had a whole lot of 457s coming in under the mining boom, and a rise in the number of foreign students.  Now foreign students coming to Australia creates jobs, and 457s are being used particularly to fill skill shortages.  Now there’s been some work done by Chris Evans to deal with the integrity of those, but these are all people who are here for a time and at the end of that leave.  If they stay permanently, they come in under the permanent figures which are capped.  So I don’t accept the argument that the current figures are taking us there.

David Speers:  So you’re happy with the current figures continuing without any specific cuts to any form of migration that we may not necessarily hit 40 million?

Tony Burke:  I do believe that this can be better targeted than it’s been.  I do believe that.  I also think immigration is a subset, one part of total population policy.  In the last two years, growth in the south east corner of Queensland has been in part driven by immigration in a significant way.  But up until then, the growth in the south east corner of Queensland overwhelmingly was driven by people from New South Wales and Victoria moving to Queensland. 
George Megalogenis:  Economic refugees from the Sydney property market, especially.  Just take it back a step, when you talk about not being able to set a national target and I fully accept that, it’s almost nonsense to think that 36 works but 35 won’t and 37 won’t, especially when you’re projecting 40 years out.  But you seem to be implying that there may be some change in thinking at the regional level, that you may be able to set boundaries at a regional level.  That’d be one hell of a report if you ever produced it, that said wouldn’t mind growing this part of Australia, but I think we ought to slow down here.  But is that where your thinking’s going?

Tony Burke:  Essentially, George, we make these decisions in an ad hoc way already when we deal with infrastructure spending, when we deal with where we’re going to fill some of the housing supply shortages, with social housing, when we decide which regional universities are going to receive funding.  This already happens to some extent, but in an unguided, uncoordinated way.  As a government we’ve started to get some of the data together in ways that never used to happen.  So what Tanya Plibersek’s been doing with housing supply shortage and to have the projections that by 2014 we’re looking in the order of about 300,000 as a housing supply shortage, it’s extraordinary figures that we’re looking down the barrel of.  I saw the reports today in the papers of people in parts of Sydney living in motels as families.  
David Speers:  That raises the question, where do they go?  Urban sprawl is a big problem in these cities.  What’s the answer there?  Do you look for regional hubs to turn into new cities?

Tony Burke:  I think new cities will be part of it.  I also believe that broadband is going to offer a very different dynamic in the difference between where people work and where people live.  Up until now, all planning has worked on the basis that your residence cannot be too far from your workplace.  As broadband gets put out across the nation, that dynamic, not for every workplace, but for many, will change and change fundamentally.  Many of the decentralisation dreams that were . . .
David Speers:  . . . Broadband’s great, but you still need hospitals, schools, infrastructure, shops to service a population.  So on this issue of new cities, is this a reality? 

Tony Burke:  I think places like Townsville and the vision that the Queensland government has of effectively establishing a second capital in the north, the work that Anthony Albanese’s doing in establishing different and looking at the second tier of cities beyond the major capitals, will all bear fruit.  It needs to be part of the population story.  To date, the population story for Australia has been you pick your biggest cities and you just keep making them bigger.

Paul Kelly:  We’ve tried this in the past, Minister.  This is a very ambitious project that you’re talking about now.  A city strategy in which presumably government identifies cities that have got a certain growth potential and feeds new investment into them and they become new centres for migrants.  Is that essentially the game plan you’re looking at?

Tony Burke:  Well it’s one of the issues on the table, Paul.  

Paul Kelly:  Would you like to see that?

Tony Burke:  I’d like to see a situation where you can get a seat on the bus.

Paul Kelly:  Of course.

Tony Burke:  I’d to see a situation where you didn’t lose two hours of your day either at work or at family.

Paul Kelly:  Is this your best answer?

Tony Burke:  This is one of the issues on the table.  It’s one of the issues we’re working through.  One of the strange things with this debate is that each person, whether they’re running a massive pro-growth agenda, or whether they’re running a Sydney is full conversation, for the part of the country they’re talking about it’s usually telling a completely accurate story.  The response from government has been, well let’s just look at this at national level and whichever national conclusion we deal with, we’ll ignore whatever part of the regional story doesn’t match our agenda.

Paul Kelly:  Just tell us, what sort of backlash do you think there is in the electorate about this?  I mean we talk about urban sprawl, we talk about people in the suburbs of Sydney and Melbourne being very concerned about congestion and services.  To what extent is there a grassroots voter backlash on this issue which the Gillard government must address?

Tony Burke:  What I can tell you is there’s a community frustration.  There is a massive frustration, because up until now people have said our infrastructure is stretched to the limit and all we can see is more people arriving, and all I can see for my kids is they’re never going to be able to afford to live in this suburb because of what’s happening with housing prices.  Now the approach has just been, well growth is always good, population growth is always good, there’s no need for any constraints, and that’s how government has approached it in the past.

Samantha Maiden:  So how much of a factor was that in the leadership change?  We heard a lot of talk in the lead-up to the leadership change about MPs, particularly in western Sydney, concerned about the asylum issue.  When you sat there and a couple of months back saw the Prime Minister start talking about big Australia, did that ring your alarm bells?

Tony Burke:  For me on the leadership issues, the critical question which is occasionally referred to, but basically the commentators don’t want to write it, there is one question – would we be a better government with Julia Gillard as prime minister?  And I think what Julia has done in mining is a good example of what a more consultative approach can deliver.  I do think we are becoming a better government.

Samantha Maiden:  Were you uncomfortable with the former prime minister’s point of view?  When he started saying about big Australia, did you say well that’s out of touch with what’s happening in western Sydney?
Tony Burke:  I had my own thoughts on those comments, but I’m not going to go into cabinet discussions, no.

Samantha Maiden:  I’m not asking about cabinet.  What was your view?  You thought that that was the wrong approach?

Tony Burke:  I thought there are parts of Australia where that’s a true story.  This is where we’ve spent most of the time here talking about the areas of Australia that are very heavily populated and stretched.  We should not forget those regions.  I go to some of them because of the agriculture hat, but with population now I’m dealing with a lot more of the mining areas as well, where they are desperately seeking more people.  Their story has to be part of it as well.

Samantha Maiden:  Just one last question about that leadership issue.  It was a pretty tumultuous sort of 24 hours, and on that night there were reports that there was concern within the Labor right that some people within the Labor right thought that you should be the candidate as deputy prime minister, not Wayne Swan.  

Tony Burke:  Where did that one come from!

Samantha Maiden:  There was discussion of this.

Tony Burke:  I haven’t seen that one.

Samantha Maiden:  It’s never been written, but it has been discussed.  Were you ever approached?

Tony Burke:  No.

Samantha Maiden:  Or did you ever have anyone say that you should be the candidate rather than Wayne Swan?

Tony Burke:  No, no.  The first time I’ve had that said to me is on television.

Paul Kelly:  Just on this question of leadership, Minister, in 2006 you were one of the key people who backed in Kevin Rudd.  You wanted Kevin Rudd as leader.  What went wrong in terms of Kevin Rudd?  And I guess in terms of your assessment and dealings with Kevin Rudd, how much did you have to deal with him when he was prime minister as a cabinet minister?

Tony Burke:  First of all, I think Julia’s summation of it is right.  I do believe we’re a good government and I do believe we’ve lost our way.  I believe the sort of consultative approach that we saw and that you referred to in the first section of this program with mining companies is similar to the consultative approach of bringing back a cabinet style of government, and bringing back a situation where sometimes decisions are made more slowly when you have more people involved, but you’re also likely to be making decisions in a calmer environment and making your decisions in a more consultative and hopefully more effective way.

Paul Kelly:  How much of a problem was this, that cabinet ministers were just cut out of the action?

Tony Burke:  I don’t know that I can answer it more thoroughly than what I have.  I do believe we were a good government.  I simply believe a more consultative approach makes us better.

George Megalogenis:  One of the big problems of course that Kevin Rudd had and that Julia Gillard now inherits is what to do on climate change.  A simple question, do you still believe in an emissions trading scheme?

Tony Burke:  That’s the preferred position from the government.  Had it not been blocked in the senate by both the coalition and the Greens, we would now have one.  So there’s been political problems in dealing with it.  It is a harder system to explain, there’s no doubt about that.  But one of the best things about it is that you have a cap, you have a limit.  The critical thing that we now have to deal with is we haven’t been able to get there, and there’s a decision which cabinet will work through and Julia will work through as to how do we ensure that we’re taking effective action on climate change?

George Megalogenis:  Because this isn’t something that she has said in the week or so since she took the job, that she’s still committed to an emissions trading scheme or a carbon pollution reduction scheme.  She’s only talked about putting a price on carbon, and as you know there are a few ways you can do that, you can carbon tax, you can have an ETS.  You’re saying through that an ETS is still the preferred way forward for this government?

Tony Burke:  We’ve got the situation where Julia’s made clear there’ll be further announcements on climate change in the coming weeks.  I’m not anticipating what they will be.  So I’m simply reflecting what’s been the position of the government to date.

George Megalogenis:  What’s wrong with Tony Abbott’s direct action approach, where you don’t put a price on carbon, you directly fund renewable energy options?  What’s wrong with that approach, and is that something we will see the government copy?

Tony Burke:  Tony Abbott’s option also is one where you don’t make your Kyoto targets, where you don’t get by 2020 to the emissions targets unless you’re also successful in completely changing the accounting system that they use internationally.  There’s more than one hole in what Tony Abbott’s put forward, and there’s about seven or eight things which we’re not in control of, which would have to come together for that policy to work in the way that he claims.

George Megalogenis:  Could I get you to clarify, this is a political assessment I’m asking of you, was it Kevin Rudd’s backflip on the emissions trading scheme which the gang of four, with the notable exception of Lindsay Tanner, all supported, that undid his prime ministership?  Or was it the way the resource rent tax debate was handled publically and privately? 
Tony Burke:  I think it was the way we were governing.

George Megalogenis:  Is that yes to both?
Tony Burke:  Those two issues are examples of it, but I don’t think you get one policy area and say that’s all of it.  I think from the public’s perspective, they started to question whether they knew us as well as they thought they did.  Then added to that, the question after decisions of that nature and challenges of that nature had started to run through the community, the question was if we govern differently, would we govern better?  I think the experience, we’re only a bit over a week into the new prime ministership, but I think the runs are on the board, the evidence is yes.

Paul Kelly:  Minister, how important is it in this run-up to the election for the government to say more and promise more on climate change in order to protect itself against the Green vote?

Tony Burke:  The reason for saying more and for continuing to talk about climate change is because it’s an important issue.  There’s no issue which you say, we’ll abandon that or we’ll do that because one of the minor parties might get the jump or anything like that.  The critical question is, in public policy terms does it matter?  Does it matter to the community?  The answer to both of those is yes, and therefore we’ll have more to say on climate change.

Paul Kelly:  So you recognise that there’s ground to be recovered here on this issue, and that the government must do that?

Tony Burke:  Yes, I think that’s accurate.

David Speers:  Just a final question, because we are running out of time.  When’s the election going to be, Tony Burke?

Tony Burke:  I thought you were going to open with it!

David Speers:  And the answer?

Tony Burke:  Julia’s made clear it will be this year.  

David Speers:  That specific?

Tony Burke:  Kerry O’Brien I think had three or four goes, checking whether it could possibly be in April of next year.  It’ll be this year, any date after December is wrong.

Paul Kelly:  But what about before the football final?

Tony Burke:  I think it’s unlikely to be on a weekend when there’s a grand final!

George Megalogenis:  You’ve got a couple of things in the way.  If you haven’t resolved the issue in Afghanistan, that six month deadline ticks over, you don’t want a government election campaign with the Afghani asylum seeker issue hanging over your head.  Also the Victorians want to have their state election at some point.  There’s one locked in for November 27th.

Tony Burke:  Yes, sooner rather than later on my read.

David Speers:  Tony Burke, we do appreciate you coming on this first program and subjecting yourself to all these issues and all these questions.  Thanks very much for joining us.

Tony Burke:  Thanks David.  

Australian Agenda
4th July 2010
Tony Burke

