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Helen Dalley:  The polls are so close, Julia Gillard said today if they’re right, Mr. Abbott could end up as Prime Minister by the end of next Saturday.  Tony Abbott also conceded it was going to be a very hard election to win, and he’d be running hard right down to the wire.  With only six days to go, all this raises the spectre of a hung parliament, the first since 1940 if it happens.  We keep hearing from Labor, the Coalition and the Greens in this election campaign, but what about Independents?  We decided to ask South Australian Senator, Nick Xenophon, what he thinks of the latest poll predictions, and he joins us now from Adelaide.  Nick Xenophon, thanks for joining us.

Nick Xenophon:  Hi Helen.

Helen Dalley:  You’re an Independent in the senate, but there is a lot of talk as the polls tighten of Independents having the possible balance of power in the lower house after next Saturday.  What’s your reading of the possibility of a hung parliament?

Nick Xenophon:  I think we’ll come closer to it than any other poll in recent memory.  In fact, I don’t think there’s been any poll in the last 40 or 50 years that has just come this close.  I think the ’61 election that Bob Menzies scraped back in, that’s the closest we would’ve come to it.  I think it’s on the cards.

Helen Dalley:  Which was by one seat, wasn’t it?

Nick Xenophon:  I think so, with Diamond Jim Killen.  I still think that Julia Gillard will win, and win by about six seats.  That’s my prediction and I’ll sure you’ll take me to task if I’m completely wrong next week.  But I just think the Coalition has got too many seats to win.  I still think they’re very much the underdogs, and really this election is for Julia Gillard to lose right now.

Helen Dalley:  In the Senate, independents are used to paying a key role negotiating with government, but how will the House of Reps Independents go?  The three current ones, and they could be joined by more next Saturday, are all refugees from the National Party, they pride themselves on being Independent, but could voters be forgiven for thinking they might side with the Coalition to form a minority government if it comes to that?

Nick Xenophon:  Having dealt a bit with Rob Oakeshott and Tony Windsor and Bob Katter, you wouldn’t assume that.  Let’s not forget that Bob Katter, for instance, the LNP in Queensland, is running a pretty ferocious campaign to knock him off.  I did speak to Bob Katter last week to see how he was getting on and I told him, perhaps unkindly, that I’ll be telling my friends in Adelaide that if he does hold the balance of power, not only will we all be using ethanol in our cars, we’ll probably be bathing in it, washing with it, watering lawns with it!  I think Bob kind of liked that idea!

Helen Dalley:  Not a great thought; he’d love it, the rest of us might not!

Nick Xenophon:  That’s right.  But I think Bob’s got a bit of a fight and he’s got a hard fight there.  So I wouldn’t assume that. If you look at recent history in South Australia . . .

Helen Dalley:   . . . Sorry, are you saying you wouldn’t assume that?

Nick Xenophon:  I wouldn’t assume that they would necessarily side with the Coalition.  It’s probably more likely, but if you look at recent history in South Australia, there was a South Australian National MP and a conservative Independent who a few years ago sided with the Labor government and effectively delivered stable government for them.  So I think the politics of the 21st century are quite different from the allegiances of 10 or 20 years ago.

Helen Dalley:  Your state, South Australia, according to the polls again, is looking strong for Labor, Julia Gillard’s original home state.  Does that reflect what you’re seeing and hearing on the ground?

Nick Xenophon:  What I’m seeing and hearing on the ground is that I think the move to Julia Gillard to Kevin Rudd was certainly popular.  I think Labor would’ve been in trouble in at least a couple of seats if Kevin was still Prime Minister.  There’s a hometown advantage.  Julia Gillard went to school here.  In fact, I sat on committees with her at uni in the 1970s, so there is that advantage.  I don’t think there’ll be much movement in South Australia, maybe one seat, Boothby, there’s some speculation that it might go to the ALP, but I think at this stage it’s just too close to make any definitive prediction.

Helen Dalley:  As you move around the state, what are people most worried about in South Australia, and what do they want the parties to address?

Nick Xenophon:  It’s funny that you ask that.  Well before the election, I arranged to have meetings with constituents in various areas around metropolitan areas and I’ve had small gatherings of up to 12 people, talking to them about issues, and I’ve met about 250 or 300 people in the last couple of weeks, and overwhelmingly, they feel that the campaign’s been bland, it’s been uninspiring, they don’t like the negativity, they are pretty weary about the whole thing.  But the sort of issues that they feel that the major parties haven’t touched on sufficiently is water, which is a big issue in South Australia, but also issues such as food labelling and food security.  There is a very strong element out there where people feel that they’re worried about the whole issue of food security, about foreign ownership of prime agricultural land.  These are issues that the major parties have shied away from, and I think that they’re sleeper issues which will emerge perhaps after the election, because there is a great deal of grassroots dissatisfaction in the way the major parties have ignored those issues.

Helen Dalley:  You mentioned water policy, yet both sides have really concentrated a little bit on water policy.  Labor has made much of its policy, with Julia Gillard saying they will buy whatever it takes to essentially fix the Murray-Darling basin, and she loudly proclaimed that Labor has bought more than 800 billion litres of water for the Murray-Darling system.  Yet they really only bought entitlements to that amount, and the actual water that will come from that will be closer to 600 billion litres.

Nick Xenophon:  That’s right.

Helen Dalley:  A mistake like that, does that show incompetence on their part?  Or are they trying to mislead voters in your view?

Nick Xenophon:  I think it’s a case of water policy being quite complex.  I think Penny Wong, the water minister, made it clear after that press conference, the difference between entitlements and the actual water that was delivered back into the environment.  So I don’t think it was deliberate at all.  A water policy is incredibly complex.

Helen Dalley:  Do you think the leader should have had the facts at her grasp there?

Nick Xenophon:  As much as perhaps Tony Abbott should’ve been able to talk about peak speeds on broadband.  I don’t think you can expect the leaders to be completely on top of everything; I think that’s what the ministers and shadow ministers are for.  The intention of the policy as announced by the Prime Minister was a good one in terms of making sure there wasn’t a gap between any sustainable diversion limits and buybacks for irrigators.  That’s a good thing.  It’s good for the environment.  Similarly, I was encouraged by what Tony Abbott announced in the lower lakes, even though that was only temporary water for a year, but at least there’s an acknowledgement in the campaign that water is important.  But I don’t think the major parties have addressed the urgency of the issue and the need to grasp this issue.  While we’ve got a bit of water in the system, that’s good; but once it dries up again, we’ll be back to crisis mode.
Helen Dalley:  So just to bring viewers up to speed up on that, the Coalition announced a $750 million to purchase 150 billion litres going, as you said, mostly to the ailing lower lakes and the Coorong.  But are you essentially saying neither side is doing enough about this crucial issue for South Australia, and really NSW and Victoria as well?
Nick Xenophon:  It’s in the national interests to get this right.  I’m concerned that the federal government is spending $5.9 billion on water infrastructure which the Productivity Commission says you need to make sure is targeted for an effective use of taxpayer moneys.  For the irrigators in South Australia and in other parts of the basin where they’ve already done their upgrades, where they’ve already got an efficient water irrigation system, water delivery system, there’s not much in it for them.  So for those early adopters, there’s a concern that they’ve missed out, and I think there’s an equity issue there.

Helen Dalley:  What did you make of the Coalition’s broadband policy?  That’s something that would affect all Australians.

Nick Xenophon:  I think it probably would’ve been better for the opposition leader to be there, because it is, I think, a very important policy.  I think it’s an important piece of infrastructure.  I think Australians all want faster broadband.  It’s a question how the business plan of the governments will sustain it.  The Coalition’s plan is kind of a hybrid, if you like, some government investment on the basis that the private sector will make up the difference.

Helen Dalley:  It’s quite a stark choice between the two policies though, isn’t it?  Did one appeal to you more than the other?

Nick Xenophon:  I think that broadband is a fundamental piece of infrastructure.  I think it’s essential that we do have a system, because I think it’s important for education, for our IT infrastructure, it’s important for a digital economy to be up and running.  I just want to make sure that we’re getting value for money.  I think the lesson we should learn from the issue with home insulation and the Building the Education Revolution is that it’s important that taxpayers get value for money.  If Labor is re-elected, I’d like to work with them to ensure that there is value for money for taxpayers, that we aren’t locking ourselves into a form of technology that isn’t clearly the best thing to do for taxpayers and for users of the internet.  

Helen Dalley:  Senator Xenophon, you are an anti-gambling campaigner.  Presumably you would have liked to have gambling as more of an election issue, but both major parties have pretty much ignored it.  Are you worried the recent Productivity Commissions’ findings will gather dust with nothing done?

Nick Xenophon:  It’s unfortunate that the Productivity Commissions’ findings were released on the 23rd June, because I think some things started happening on the evening of 23rd June that culminated in the new Prime Minister on the 24th.

Helen Dalley:  That’s right, change of Prime Minister.

Nick Xenophon:  The gambling industry is very clever – the things they do to deflect us!  I’m joking, of course. (laughs)
Helen Dalley:  Yes, of course.

Nick Xenophon:  But I’m concerned that it will gather dust.  But it won’t, because there are a whole range of issues in relation to gambling.  This has been a forgotten area of social policy.  There is enormous damage caused by gambling in the community, largely because of poker machines. State governments have failed to act on this, you can’t trust the states when it comes to gambling, because they’re hooked on the revenue.  Just before parliament got up, I successfully moved a resolution in the senate for an enquiry into online gambling and updating our laws on that.  Just yesterday I was in Perth campaigning for Rachel Siewert, the Greens Senator, because Rachel has done a lot of good work in terms of gambling reform and we’ve got similar views in relation to that.  So I’m looking forward to working with the Greens, who I expect will hold the balance of power from 1st July next year, to make sure that whoever is in government is accountable on gambling.

Helen Dalley:  As people come to polling day next week and they come to try and weigh up both sides and how they might want to vote, have you had close dealings with either Julia Gillard or Tony Abbott in their various ministry rolls in the past few years?  And what assessment do you make about them both, briefly?  

Nick Xenophon:  Very briefly, I think “the” Julia Gillard and “the” Tony Abbott we’ve seen on the campaign trail have been rather constrained, whether it’s by their minders or by playing it very safe.  Julia Gillard is good to deal with, good to negotiate with, a tough negotiator, but I think she is very fair to deal with.  Tony Abbott similarly is a pretty smart operator, who grasps issues pretty quickly.  They’re both quite formidable.  But I think what we’ve seen of them publicly isn’t quite what they’re like in private, and I think it’s because modern campaigning seems to be quite risk adverse.

Helen Dalley:  Nick Xenophon, we will leave it there.  Thanks so much for joining us.

Nick Xenophon:  Pleasure.
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