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Peter van Onselen:  Let me start with the polls, if I can.  We’ve got a poll today, Nielsen Poll, that shows that you’re down 51/49.  There was a news poll last week that had it 50/50 and there was a Nielsen Poll from last Saturday which had you down 52 to 48.  Now there was only one poll from my memory that had you behind when Kevin Rudd was still prime minister.  Everyone knows that factionally you were his big backer going into even right into the night of the long knives as it were.  Is it a case of you telling the Paul Howes’s and the Mark Abib’s, I told you so; we should have stuck with Kevin Rudd?

Anthony Albanese:  Look, we’ve all moved on.  Julie…

Peter van Onselen:  You’re not going to answer that question?  I’m amazed, Mr Albanese.  I would have thought you’d buy right into that.

Anthony Albanese:  We’ve all moved on.  Julia Gillard is the prime minister.  We all support Julia Gillard being re-elected on August 21, and this week we’ve seen Kevin Rudd make his position extraordinarily clear, which is that he knows what a risk Tony Abbott represents and why we must stop him in order to be able to continue the fundamentally sound agenda of the Labor Government.

Peter van Onselen:  Do you hope that Kevin Rudd really digs his nails in and campaigns up and down Queensland?  I mean do you really think that him being heavily involved, not just in his own seat, but right across the state as he says he’s willing to do is the kind of thing that’s going to really help you hang on to some of these key marginals across that state?

Anthony Albanese: Well, with this caveat:  the first consideration should be making sure he looks after his health.  He’s been through a really serious operation and I hope that he doesn’t overstretch himself.  He’s got to look after himself, but certainly Kevin Rudd is an asset to the party.  He’ll be a senior minister if Julia Gillard is re-elected as prime minister on August 21, and I think he’s got an important role to play as part of our team.

Peter van Onselen: Last question on Kevin Rudd and then we’ll move on to the here and now of the issues of the campaign, but who approached who?  Was it, was it Kevin Rudd that came to the Labor hierarchy saying I want to get back out there despite the operation, despite what happened?  Or was it the Labor hierarchy going to Kevin Rudd and saying we desperately need you in Queensland?

Anthony Albanese: Oh look, I’m not aware of the details but what I know about Kevin Rudd and what I know about everyone in our team is that it’s in our DNA that we fight for Labor and we fight for Labor because of what Labor stands for: a stronger economy, a fairer Australia and Tony Abbott represents the most extreme right wing conservative leader that we’ve ever seen and so it wouldn’t have taken anybody going to anybody else to ensure that everyone in the Labor team was out there working hard.

Peter van Onselen: Let’s talk about this issue of a fairer and a, and a stronger Australia.  Tony Abbott won’t do a second debate at the moment on the economy specifically.  I’m I for one have been critical of him today in the Australian for that but on this issue of jobs saved through the stimulus package, what’s the right figure on how many jobs the government saved, because I know that Wayne Swan, I think it was in July, said that between that 350 000 were?  Paul Howes yesterday on my show the Contrarian, said that it was 260 000 and your advertisements that are running say it’s 200 000.  Which is the right figure?  How many jobs did the stimulus package save?

Anthony Albanese: Oh what we know is hundreds of thousands of jobs were saved through the economic stimulus plan.

Peter van Onselen: How do we know that?  How do we know that?

Anthony Albanese: Because, because Treasury tells us; because we know the comparison between where we where we were projected to be in terms of unemployment rising.  We know unemployment’s now down to 5.1%.  The great thing about the economic stimulus plan is that it stimulated the economy right around the country, in schools, in community infrastructure.  We put economic stimulus through every single local government area and that made a big difference, a big difference to the economy and if you compare Australia with our international competitors, with other major advanced economies, we’re the only one in not to enter into recession and we also have a debt that will peak at 6% compared with their average debt rates of around 94%, so we did it in an economically responsible way and it was very effective.  The results are there on the ground.

Peter van Onselen: You’re not going to get any argument from me that I think that the Liberal Party don’t give enough credit where credit’s due for elements of the stimulus package. I, I think that they overstate the debt and deficit argument.  As you say, compared internationally Australia’s debt is very low.  Now that’s their partisan mistake.  What about on your side?  Has it been a partisan mistake not to give more credit, equally, in fairness, to the Howard and Costello years for delivering no net debt going into the crisis?  Hasn’t this been a bipartisan slap on the back for both sides?  Howard and Costello for no debt going into the crisis; Kevin Rudd and Julia Gillard for stimulus that helped to ensure that we didn’t go into recession?

Anthony Albanese: Well, you can go back further of course and look at the strength of the financial system due to the Hawke and Keating reforms and the fact that we have a globalised economy.  But when you look at the crunch period, what happened when the global financial crisis hit?  We said we needed to have economic stimulus.  We said we needed to have a guarantee for the banks.  We said we needed to intervene.  They said it was inevitable we would enter into recession.  Let’s just sit back, wait, see the impact and then clean up the mess afterwards.  That was their approach and it’s important that they’re held to account. I mean John Howard and Peter Costello have moved on.  This is a debate about …

Peter van Onselen: But do you give them some credit to go with your own credit taken?

Anthony Albanese: Oh of, of course in terms of some of the measures that were put in place particularly in terms of the APRA measures. I think Peter Costello in terms of some of the financial institutions measures that were put there, Peter Costello deserves some credit for.  No doubt about that.  But the response of the current government and the current opposition were in stark contrast, stark contrast, and the consequences of that are that because Labor did intervene there are hundreds of thousands of families who have a breadwinner paying the mortgage and putting, putting food on the family table.

Peter van Onselen: See you come back to hundreds of thousands and this is this figure I guess of how many jobs were saved.  I’m just trying to … I accept that jobs were saved but the figures bounce around.  The numbers that Swan has used, the numbers that Paul Howes used yesterday, the numbers in the Labor advertisements.  Is it a case of you can’t clearly say how many but you can only say we saved a lot of jobs?

Anthony Albanese: Well, you, you can get into a debate about how many.  What you can’t get into a debate is that it was many hundreds of thousands; is that it’s not a miniscule amount.  We know that that’s the case.  Our growth rate, when you go overseas in the US or the, anywhere in Europe, I mean they just marvel, marvel at the performance of the Australian economy and they give credit, they give credit to the Australian Labor government for, for doing what we did, which was to get stuck in and intervene.

Peter van Onselen: Yesterday a report, the interim report, came about the building the education revolution.  It highlighted some waste and some mismanagement along the way.  Julia Gillard said that if she had her time again she’d do it all over again because it was a good scheme.  Is that good enough though?  I think just under 3% of, of complaints, of projects having complaints that were in a sense upheld by the report, is that really good enough when we’re talking about public funds?

Anthony Albanese: Well, if you have a look at the report the report shows not just that it helped to stimulate the economy and create jobs.  It also shows that it was good in terms of outcomes for our schools.  There are …

Peter van Onselen: It was good in terms of outcomes, but in fairness a lot of the stimulus came subsequent to the real pointy ended need of the stimulus.  A lot of it is still happening rather than happening at that real moment where we needed it as a nation when we were under the pump with the global financial crisis.  That’s a fair point.

Anthony Albanese: But, but that’s why we had a stimulus in a range of phases.  We of course had the cash payments.  We had short and medium term stimulus and we had the longer term projects as well in terms of bringing forward major infrastructure projects.  That’s about building that long-term confidence in the economy and that’s what held up and didn’t hold up overseas.  As you know a lot of economic outcomes is about, is about confidence.  We were able to do that.  We were able to do that in a way the beauty of the BER programme was that it was right around the country and in my electorate, I mean I I’ve got in the order of 76 schools.  One of the schools, Australia Street infants school, has actually been nominated for an architectural prize, the Suleman prize for its covered outdoor learning area and it’s, they’ve virtually brought a little, built a little orchestra area where the local band plays.

Peter van Onselen: Is that, is that a coincidence that the is that a coincidence that the infrastructure minister gets the best architectural building in his backyard?

Anthony Albanese: No, no.  The credit goes to the school and to the people who did the work and certainly the parents were engaged there and certainly a range of schools.  My experience is a range of schools when issues were raised, parents were engaged, better outcomes happened, be it at Australia Street, Haberfield Public School, lots of examples of really good outcomes as a result of this programme, that will benefit generations to come.

Peter van Onselen: If you had your time again, successful and proud as you are of the BER, if you had your time again what would you do differently?

Anthony Albanese: Well, you could always of course do things with the benefit of hindsight and certainly that’s one of the reasons why we’ve taken on board all 14 recommendations of the report.  You should always review what you’ve done.  You can always do, well, one would hope whatever you do in life, whether it’s a BER programme or running on the footy field, you do it better at, with, every time and I learn something new in this job every single day.  So you know certainly there were issues.  We don’t deny that.  We’ve confronted that.  We’ve had an open and transparent and independent report.  We’ll implement those recommendations.

Peter van Onselen: In terms of infrastructure, specifically, there’s a lot of Liberal and National Party candidates around the country that are making small promises in their backyards about what they would look to support or even guarantee that they would fund.  Are you keeping a running tally of all of this to ensure that it goes into Coalition costings?

Anthony Albanese: Look, it’s extraordinary.  They’ve been running round the country in transport alone, $17 billion worth of promises have been made.  Most of them uncosted.  Most of them you actually have candidates like the candidate in Latrobe, the current member, telling his local paper, oh we can’t put this in writing so this is just a verbal commitment, so Warren Truss, the shadow minister and the alternative deputy prime minister of this nation, is not putting out any media releases. The only media releases they’re putting out are ones that back our commitments where they follow us such as the Redcliffe regional rail link, the inland rail link and the fast rail feasibility study.  Apart from that, nothing in writing.  Their only commitment, which they’ve costed is the $700 million for the Toowoomba bypass, which is less than half of what it will cost and they don’t know where the rest of the money’s coming from, so they’re really trying to slither their way through this campaign.  All of our promises are costed, fully offset, no cost to the budget in terms of neutrality across the board.  We’ve been very disciplined and it just shows that I don’t think they are ready to govern.  Malcolm Fraser was right yesterday when he nailed them on that.  They’re running round like it’s some student politics election rather than something serious.

Peter van Onselen: It must be frustrating though because the polls show how close it is. They even have you just behind. They may well be rolling up into a bit of a small target and there maybe some fuzziness around their costings, particularly in areas like infrastructure, but it must be frustrating because it is a close election and you as a federal government cop a bit of heat for infrastructure bottlenecks because of state governments albeit state Labor governments.  That must be a difficult balancing act for you as a minister.  

Anthony Albanese: I think we’ve got an outstanding record out there.  We’ve established Infrastructure Australia.  The first time we’ve engaged with the different levels of government as well as with the private sector.  We’ve got a programme, we’ve doubled the roads budget; we’ve increased the rail budget by more than ten times.  We’re engaged with our cities for the, for the first time since Brian Howe was doing it. The previous government said that’s someone else’s business.  We’re engaged in regional policy.  The inland rail link is a very important project for Australia’s future, important in terms of that regional areas particularly central west of NSW, but also important for Sydney.  Thirty per cent of the rail freight that goes through Sydney doesn’t actually stop here and it doesn’t make sense when you’ve got a heavily congested city to have traffic just going through the city.  So this is a very good proposal which we’ve got out there and we’re going to continue to put our proposals to the Australian people. I think as it gets closer to election day there’ll be more scrutiny on the opposition and what they’ll find, what they’ll find is that Tony Abbott simply doesn’t have an agenda for the future.

Peter van Onselen: Okay, Mr Albanese, thank you for your time on Saturday Agenda. I know that you’ve got functions in your own electorate today. We appreciate you coming into the studio and being with us.

Anthony Albanese:  I do… Thanks, Peter.  Good to be with you.

[end]

