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David Speers:  We’re joined here this morning live from the Queensland Performing Arts Centre where the Liberal Party will hold their official campaign launch in Brisbane today, by Dennis Shanahan from The Australian, Patricia Karvelas, also from The Australian, Dennis Atkins from The Courier-Mail, and also joining us now as the Shadow Minister for Foreign Affairs and the deputy Liberal leader, Julie Bishop.  Good morning.  Thank you for joining us out here this morning.
Julie Bishop:  Thank you.

David Speers:  The launch today, it’s going to be an important moment for Tony Abbott.  What do you think he needs to do?

Julie Bishop:  It’s 13 days until the election, so we’ll be setting out our plan for government, and there will be a timetable of what the coalition will do, and we will be setting out the action that we’ll be taking to get the country back on track in a whole range of areas.  There won’t be grand new spending announcements; it’ll be about our plan for government.

David Speers:  Will there be, as reported this morning, an announcement that you will introduce mandatory sentences for people smugglers?  What will that mean?

Julie Bishop:  I’ll leave these matters for Tony to announce in his policy speech.  But I do point out that it is 13 days till the election, the Australian people will have an opportunity to judge our policy platform.  I contrast that with Labor, who are holding their campaign launch just days before the election, literally four days of clear air for people to decide on what Labor’s policies are all about.  Given that they don’t know who’s going to be the leader of the Labor Party after the election, I really think they’ve left it a little late.

David Speers:  What do you think in principle, you’re a lawyer, about the idea of mandatory sentencing?

Julie Bishop:  I think that the issue of people smuggling is still very, very much on the minds of the Australian public.  I have travelled I think it’s now to 40 electorates since 10th July, and it’s one of the top-order issues that people raise with me.  It’s not so much the number of people arriving by boat, but it is symbolic of the government losing control of our borders.

David Speers:  Mandatory sentencing, is that something that you’ve supported as a lawyer?

Julie Bishop:  The people smuggling trade must be dismantled.  Under the Howard government we had a whole raft of policies that worked.  It sent a message.  We dismantled the trade, and the year after our policies were put in place, including the processing centres on Nauru and Manus Island, the boats fell away to zero, no boats, on average about three a year.

Dennis Shanahan:  But Julie, as a lawyer, what do you think of binding judges’ hands on sentencing?

Julie Bishop:  I’m not going to pre-empt Tony Abbott’s policy announcements.

Dennis Shanahan:  I’m not asking about that.  In principle as a lawyer, what do you think of mandatory sentencing?

Julie Bishop:  There is a place for it.

Dennis Atkins:  It would be a big step for a federal government to do.  No federal government has done this before.

Julie Bishop:  Let’s wait to see what Tony Abbott actually announces.  I don’t want to pre-empt any policy announcement today, but we’ll be setting out a raft of things that we will do, how we’re ready to govern, and a timetable for delivery on our promises.

Patricia Karvelas:  In your portfolio areas, you’re likely, if you get elected in a couple of weeks, to become the Foreign Minister.  What’s the country you’ll first visit?

Julie Bishop:  I believe that there are a number of bilateral relations that need repair, but I would focus on our region, the India Ocean, Asia-Pacific.  Obviously I would also want to visit our major trading partners.

Patricia Karvelas:  But what’s the first country?

Julie Bishop:  It’s hard to say.  Again, I don’t want to sound like I’m in the spot already.  There are a number of hurdles that we have to go through.  But the coalition generally would focus on Papua New Guinea, Indonesia.  We’d also need to visit Japan, China, India, a number of countries.  Obviously Scott Morrison’s going to Nauru now, so should the coalition be elected, we would be in a position to enter into agreement with Nauru as soon as possible.

David Speers:  Can you understand voters seeing that as a stunt though?  Here we are, two weeks still to go in the campaign, why not wait another two weeks, rather than go on a taxpayer-funded trip to Nauru to make a political point?

Julie Bishop:  David, the President of Nauru was in Brisbane yesterday.  He offered to meet with the Prime Minister and the Labor government.  He offered to meet with the coalition and Tony Abbott.  We took up his offer and he was able to inform us that what the Labor government was saying about the situation in Nauru is just not true.  There is no impediment to Nauru entering into an agreement with Australia today for a processing centre.

David Speers:  That’s fine, but why did Scott Morrison need to go two weeks before an election to have a look at the facilities himself?

Julie Bishop:  Because we will be able to hit the ground running.  As soon as we are elected, should that be the decision of the Australian people, we’ll be able to put in place the policies that we have made during this election campaign.  We will be able to deliver on them.  We’re not going to waste time.  We’re not going to have reviews and committees and enquiries.
David Speers:  And the fact that he’ll have a camera crew in tow, that’s all part of it, isn’t it?

Julie Bishop:  I must say that the President of Nauru made it quite plain that they are very distressed at the impression that has been given in Australia that somehow the asylum seekers that were processed in Nauru between 2001 and 2008 were subjected to inhumane conditions.  Nauru wants to prove that, in fact, the conditions on Nauru were auspiced under the International Organisation of Migration, the UNHCR was involved, the Australian government and Australian personnel were involved.  We set the criteria, Nauru met it, and they’re very disturbed that there’s this impression that somehow they did not treat the asylum seekers on Nauru well.  They claim they did.

Patricia Karvelas:  Isn’t it potentially dangerous though?  You said with your position as a Foreign Minister, potentially, you don’t want to assume that you’ve won.  But doesn’t this assume that you’ve won?

Julie Bishop:  No.  We’re not entering into negotiations.  We’re doing some investigations into the claims made by the government and also the proposition that Nauru is . . .

Patricia Karvelas:  . . . There’s no chance that it’ll look arrogant to voters?

Julie Bishop:  Not at all.  Patricia, this is an opposition doing what the government should have been doing, making enquiries of Nauru.  Stephen Smith, the Foreign Minister, was at the Pacific Islands forum.  The President of Nauru was there, and Stephen Smith didn’t raise with him the question of the processing centre, paid for by the Australian taxpayer, ready to go, purpose built.  And Stephen Smith didn’t want to speak to the President of Nauru?  There were representatives from East Timor at the Pacific Islands forum; he didn’t speak to them either.  So the government says it’s negotiating with East Timor.  Just who is it negotiating with?

Dennis Shanahan:  Julie, just back to your list.  I realise you can’t give us an exhaustive list of countries you’d visit.  You didn’t mention the United States, and I’m just wondering on that same theme, how do you see the relations with the United States?  Have they been damaged at all?  And would you keep Kim Beazley as Australia’s ambassador?

Julie Bishop:  You asked me about what I would do were I Foreign Minister.  You didn’t ask me what Tony Abbott would do as leader.  Obviously there are lists of countries that the leader, the Prime Minister, would also visit.  Of course, the United States is our strongest ally, a strong trading partner.  We are part of the US umbrella in terms of defence and strategic issues, and I believe that the relationship with the United States will always remain strong, whoever is in the White House, whoever is in The Lodge, and that should continue to be the case.  We have no problem with Ambassador Beazley remaining there.  In fact, we were very supportive of Kim Beazley taking up the post as Australia’s Ambassador to Washington.

Dennis Shanahan:  Would you continue the theme of making political appointments from both sides?  Would you keep this up?  Is there a place for Kevin Rudd perhaps?

Julie Bishop:  We would certainly focus on people of merit and talent, and I think ex-prime ministers of Australia do have a role to play on the international stage.  We know that Kevin Rudd is looking for a job with the United Nations, some sort of climate change panel.  Who knows when that could be announced?
Patricia Karvelas:  So if you win, you’ll help Kevin Rudd?  Assuming he doesn’t want to stay in parliament, he wants to move on, will you help him on the international stage?

Julie Bishop:  Let’s not get ahead of ourselves here!  We have 13 days to go.  The Australian people are still making up their minds.  As I said, I’ve been travelling throughout electorates across Australia and people are still making up their minds.  We need to win the trust of the Australian people, to prove to them that we are ready to govern and that we will be a competent government.  That’s our task over the next 13 days.

David Speers:  What about John Howard?  Do you see a role for him on the international stage, if the coalition wins this election?

Julie Bishop:  Again, we’re getting ahead of ourselves.  I’m really not going to start talking about individuals, but as I say, I think ex-prime ministers of Australia generally have a role to play on the international stage.  They’ve done it before.  We’ve seen it with other former prime ministers of Australia.

Dennis Atkins:  As a Western Australian, Ms. Bishop, would you like to see a coalition government have another look at the grants commission formula for dividing up the GST?  The Premier in your state has complained about it and there has been a lot of attention because of the way the health agreement and also the proposed mining tax has disadvantaged Western Australia.  So would you like that issue to be revisited?

Julie Bishop:  Dennis, it’s fair to say that Western Australians feel dudded by the federal Labor government, no question.  They resented the additional mining tax, which would have hit Western Australia harder than anywhere. perhaps other than Queensland.  They certainly resented the 30% GST grab so that Canberra could try and run Western Australian hospitals rather than the state Liberal government, and there is also this percentage of funding that comes through the grants commission.  Tony Abbott’s already said he’ll have a look at it.  Colin Barnett, our Premier, will be here today, and I have no doubt that he’ll make a comment about it, about how Western Australians feel about the east.  But overall, the Western Australian economy is doing extremely well.  If we don’t have this additional tax on mining, if we can get certainty back into the investment in our mining communities and in the mining sector generally, then Western Australia will continue to be a powerhouse economy.  But we do want to see a fair return for the money that WA generates for the whole economy.

David Speers:  Including through the GST process, that grants commission process, can you offer any sort of assurance to West Australians on that front?

Julie Bishop:  David, this is the sort of thing we’d have to look at once we got into government, if that were to be the case.  It’s not something that you would talk about on the run.  Again, I don’t want to get ahead of ourselves, but Western Australia has made a case for a better recognition from Canberra.

David Speers:  And you support that?  You think WA gets a rough deal?

Julie Bishop:  I’m a West Australian. I’m a West Australian. 
Dennis Shanahan:  On the same theme of investment and mining, you mentioned going to our major trading partners.  Do you think that we definitely need Chinese investment?  Should there be greater opportunity for Chinese investment?  Should there be monitoring of Chinese investments, and what about the Foreign Investment Review Board rules?  Should they be revised?

Julie Bishop:  Dennis, China will this year, I believe, overtake Japan as the second largest economy in the world.  Of course, we need Chinese investment, and we certainly need China to continue buying our resources.  We cannot fund these major mining and resource projects through domestic savings.  We need foreign investment, and Australia’s economy has been built on foreign investment.  Of course, there must be a balance and we must ensure that Australians can invest in our own companies, in our own projects here.  But we do need foreign investment, and China currently is investing heavily.  As long as we retain the balance, the national interest test is maintained, then I welcome it.

David Speers:  You don’t see the need for any changes to the Foreign Investment Review Board process?

Julie Bishop:  I’ve not seen any instances so far where the system has not worked in the national interest.

Dennis Shanahan :  What about Chinese investment in real estate and property?

Julie Bishop:  These are matters that Joe Hockey will obviously look at, should we be elected and should he be the Treasurer in a coalition government.

Patricia Karvelas:  Talking about your future, as the deputy leader you get to choose which position you’d like in an incoming government.  Do you want to remain Foreign Minister?

Julie Bishop:  Patricia, you have to be elected the deputy leader.  Let’s get not get ahead of ourselves again!  That’s going to be my mantra for the morning!

Patricia Karvelas:  Under my scenario you’ve won, will you choose Foreign Minister?  Australians have the right to know what you’re interested in.

Julie Bishop:  I’m pleased to say that my dear colleague, Tony Abbott, did say in Perth the other day that he hoped I would be the first female Foreign Minister of Australia.  So I take that as support from my leader.

Patricia Karvelas:  And you’ll be saying that is the position you want?

Julie Bishop:  That is obviously the portfolio that I would like to have.  But we should be focusing on Labor at this point.  Who is going to be the Foreign Minister under Labor?  Who is going to be the Defence Minister under Labor?  Who is going to be the Finance Minister under Labor?  And who is going to be the leader?
Dennis Atkins:  Your colleague Joe Hockey has said that he would like to see a coalition government bring the governor of the Reserve Bank into cabinet meetings and discuss interest rates policy.  Is that coalition policy?

Julie Bishop:  What Joe was referring to was the occasion during the global financial downturn when Kevin Rudd and Ken Henry were working out the stimulus package and what was required.  The most obvious person who should have been there was Glenn Stevens, and he was not.  The whole issue of monetary policy and the role that that would play in Australia’s response to the global financial crisis was vital.  Yet the one man who could talk about monetary policy and how far rates could be cut was not present at the meeting.  We know that monetary policy played an enormous role in Australia’s response and Australia’s recovery.  The Reserve Bank slashed interest rates.  People got money in their pockets and they went out and spent it.  We supported the first stimulus package.  As you know, we supported the first one, but when it came to the second one, the coalition said that we should see how monetary policy is working, we should see how the first stimulus package is going.  We proposed a stimulus package on the second occasion, but it was much smaller and much more targeted.  Let’s face it, if the government had listened to us on the school building program, a $3 billion program that went to the schools, it would’ve been universally applauded, the taxpayers would’ve got value for money, and the schools would’ve got what they wanted.

David Speers:  But Julie Bishop, we did avoid a recession here and, as the government points out, 200,000 jobs were saved in the process.

Julie Bishop:  That figure keeps changing.  It started off as 90,000.  The last time I read, it was 400,000.  I don’t think that those figures have actually been analysed.

David Speers:  There were some tens of thousands of jobs saved in the process.  The mantra that we will no doubt hear from Tony Abbott again today is about stopping the waste, repaying the debt.  But when it comes to repaying the debt, you’re not going to do it any faster than Labor.

Julie Bishop:  Labor have no plan to repay the debt.  We have a plan to repay Labor’s debt.  Last time we were in government, we inherited a $96 billion debt from Labor, and we paid it off.  It took ten years, but we paid off every single cent.  This is the point.  The Labor government and Australia went into the global financial downturn with no government debt, unlike any comparable economy.  We had money in the bank, $60 billion in savings, a $20 billion surplus.  If we were to go into another downturn, should there be a double dip recession, Australia’s got about $90 billion in debt.  We’ve got a budget in deficit, and they’re raving the savings.

David Speers:  But this is 6% of our gross domestic product.  You compare that to New Zealand, and I know Tony Abbott’s made the comparison with New Zealand.  I think theirs is 24% of the GDP, so comparatively we have very, very low debt.

Julie Bishop:  David, we should be aiming to be the strongest economy in the world, because we were, going into the global financial crisis.

David Speers:  But don’t we have one of the strongest economies in the world?

Julie Bishop:  We are concerned about the level of debt.  Labor will not stop spending.  The other day, in order to fund their spending promises, they are raiding $300 million from Medibank Private.  They’re going to take a one-off dividend out of Medibank Private.  In the commercial world, that’s called asset stripping.

Dennis Shanahan:  Just on this issue of economic management, two former leaders, well one former Treasurer, one former leader, Malcolm Turnbull, Peter Costello, do you regret not being able to draw on their ability during the campaign?  What is the role for Malcolm Turnbull, and perhaps a role for Peter Costello after the election, if you win?

Julie Bishop:  Let me put to rest this idea that Tony Abbott’s not interested in economics.  Tony Abbott has an economics degree from Sydney University.  He’s the only leader in this election who’s formerly trained in economics.  Malcolm has been a great support to us throughout this campaign.  He’s been out on the campaign trail.  We have access to Malcolm’s talent and abilities and we will continue to do so.  Peter Costello, he’s always there for advice.

David Speers:  Just back on your portfolio, the coalition has said that you will stop the bid for a UN Security Council seat, that Kevin Rudd kicked off.  That’s one of your savings measures in fact.

Julie Bishop:  Yes.

David Speers:  But where does the UN fit into your foreign policy vision?

Julie Bishop:  Australia has always been an active member of the United Nations and that will continue.  The point we’ve made about the UN Security Council bid is that Labor have compromised long-held foreign policy positions in order to buy votes for a seat on the Security Council in 2013/2014.  We don’t believe that that is a good use of Australian taxpayers’ money and we will not continue with this at this stage.

David Speers:  When it comes to foreign conflict for example, thinking back to Iraq and Afghanistan, do you believe that any foreign conflict that Australia’s involved in should have the United Nations approval?

Julie Bishop:  It would depend very much on the circumstances obviously.  But we’re a strong and active member of the United Nations.  We always have been, we will continue to be.  Our focus will also be on our bilateral relations, and we think that that is important.  There is a repair job to be done with a number of countries, particularly Japan, Indonesia, India, China, East Timor, Nauru.  There are a number of countries where we will be working very hard to restore the strong diplomatic relations that we had in the past.

David Speers:  Of course, the example I’m thinking of is Iraq.  Do you think that war was a mistake in hindsight?

Julie Bishop:  No.  

David Speers:  You defend our involvement in Iraq?

Julie Bishop:  Yes, I do.  

Patricia Karvelas:  Changing the conversation a little, I just picked up before you said that Tony Abbott said you’d be the first female Foreign Minister if you’re elected, obviously an emphasis there on the gender issue.  This election has had a gender component to it.  We had the first woman running for the top job in this country.  How do you think that’s playing out at the moment?  At the start obviously there was this impression that women were flocking to her.  They wanted to see a woman as leader.  Do you think that that’s dissipated?  What’s your view on that?

Julie Bishop:  Of course, there was a novelty factor involved, the first female Prime Minister, and that was an achievement.  But I think over time everybody is now looking at the performance of the leadership of the Labor Party.  Let’s face it, it’s a farce at present.  So I would hope that people judge the leadership and the parties on merit, on performance, on the policies that they put forward.  I don’t believe that Australian women will vote for a leader just because it’s a woman, just as I wouldn’t expect a man to vote for a man just because he’s a man.  I think we’re more sophisticated than that.  I think our voters and certainly the Australian public will be looking at the merits, the talents, the individual policies of each party.

David Speers:  Do women bring anything different, anything in particular to politics and to leadership?

Julie Bishop:  I don’t want to be stereotyping women in particular roles, but just in terms of leadership generally, yes, of course women bring different perspectives.  They bring their own perspective.  But it’s about their life experience, it’s about what they’ve done and what they believe, what their convictions are, and I think that’s what the Australian people will judge in both Tony Abbott and Julia Gillard.

Patricia Karvelas:  On the coalition frontbench, there aren’t as many women as on the Labor frontbench.  Certainly there’s not a lot of young female talent.  Do you think if you do win government, you’ll be arguing that that should change?  Do you think that new blood, young women representing the conservative side, should be elevated?

Julie Bishop:  Patricia, we have one of the most experienced teams in opposition trying to go into government.  We have 15 of our shadow ministers were ministers in a competent Howard government, so we have a depth of experience, people who know how to govern because they’ve done it, people who know how to pay off Labor’s debt because they’ve done it.

Patricia Karvelas:  Sure.  John Howard promoted women though, in that he actually for a conservative leader was one of the first that did that.

Julie Bishop:  That’s right.

Patricia Karvelas:  Would you like to see that continued and a new government frontbench change its look on that gender issue?

Julie Bishop:  Patricia, I’m delighted with the number of female candidates that we have in this election, and I’ve met a number of them who will make outstanding contributions as members of parliament – Sarah Henderson in Corangamite, Natasha Griggs in Solomon in the Northern Territory, Fiona Scott in Lindsay.  We’ve got some great women who are wanting to stand for the Liberal Party and be part of our team.  So I’m very encouraged by the number of women who hopefully will be part of our team.

Dennis Atkins :  Just to go back to your portfolio, you mentioned before a number of bilateral relationships you said needed repair, and one of those was India.  Do you think that Australia should sell uranium to India?

Julie Bishop:  Absolutely.  In principle, we would enter into an agreement with India, should they still wish to do so, to sell Australian uranium to India.  I think it is hypocrisy of the highest order for the Rudd/Gillard Gillard/Rudd government to demand of countries like India that they cut their global greenhouse gas emissions, and then refuse to provide them with what they need, that is Australian uranium, to run a civilian nuclear power industry to cut their global greenhouse gas emissions.  The Howard government entered into an in-principle arrangement with India.  The Rudd government cancelled it in rather embarrassing circumstances.  Stephen Smith has admitted privately, but it’s now public, that the reason that they did it, the reason the Labor government cancelled the agreement, was because of internal ideological problems within Labor.  We would govern in the national interests and for that reason we would re-establish that in-principle agreement to sell uranium.

David Speers:  Isn’t there an issue here that India and Pakistan have had a long troubled relationship, and we saw with the Mumbai terrorists attacks, they’re flaring up again, can you absolutely get a guarantee and assurance that Australian uranium would never be used in a weapons program?

Julie Bishop:  The agreement is, of course, subject to international safeguards and bilateral safeguards, and India has an impeccable record on nuclear non-proliferation.  We believe that we should trust India to be able to use Australia’s uranium for civilian use and to reduce its contribution to greenhouse gas emissions.

Dennis Atkins:  But India refuses to sign a non-proliferation treaty.  Shouldn’t we demand of people who are going to buy our uranium that they sign that international agreement?

Julie Bishop:  But Dennis, you know that there’s a problem with people trying to sign the agreement now.  They have to be a non-nuclear state, so it would be impossible for India to do that now.  But this idea that they have to be a signatory is another fig leaf on the part of Labor.  A Labor government sold Australian uranium to France before France was a signatory to the nuclear non-proliferation treaty.  It’s like this idea that because Nauru’s not a signatory to the United Nations Convention on Refugees, they can’t house a detention centre.  It is a just a fig leaf.  Of course these things can be done, and you can have bilateral relationships and bilateral agreements and international standards that these countries will meet.

Dennis Shanahan:  Will you attend all the National Security Committee meetings?

Julie Bishop:  Absolutely.  I find this one of the most scandalous revelations about the Rudd/Gillard government.  To think that a Prime Minister or a Deputy Prime Minister thought that they didn’t have to attend the meetings of the National Security Committee of cabinet just beggars belief.  Of course there can be personal circumstances where you can’t attend one meeting or so, but to regularly not attend these meetings is a scandal as far as I’m concerned.  This is the opportunity for the Prime Minister, the Deputy Prime Minister and the relevant ministers to meet with the head of the Defence Force, the head of ASIO, the head of AFP, and deal with matters of life and death, terrorism, border protection, our troops in Afghanistan.  This cavalier attitude that you don’t have to turn up, but you can just send one of your staffers is just mind boggling.

Dennis Shanahan:  Would you release attendance records?

Julie Bishop:  I don’t see that it’s a matter of confidentiality.  Who attends is not a matter of a state secret or a national secret.  Julia Gillard should be called upon to state how many meetings she attended, and if she didn’t attend, what was afforded a higher priority.  If she was in parliament and the meeting was going on, what was more important than the national security of our nation?

David Speers:  Just under two weeks to go.  Do you think you will win?

Julie Bishop:  I’m just taking it day by day, David.  Literally, I get through a day, I tick that one off and say right, now day 13, tick that one off.  So we’re just focusing day by day.

David Speers:  Has the campaign gone better than you expected?

Julie Bishop:  The campaign has been very disciplined, and I think Tony Abbott has confounded his critics.  

David Speers:  Even within the party?

Julie Bishop:  He’s been positively prime ministerial, and I’m delighted with the way the campaign has been going.  But it’s a day by day proposition.  We know how things can go wrong.  We’re watching the unfolding soap opera in Labor with disbelief.  There are obviously deep internal divisions within Labor.  The leadership issue is going to continue as far as we can see, but we’re just focused on assuring the Australian people that we’re fit and ready to govern.

David Speers:  Deputy Liberal leader, Julie Bishop, good luck for today.  Thanks for joining us this morning.

Julie Bishop:  Thank you very much.
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